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Dedication


This book is dedicated to everyone I shit all over for telling me exactly what I needed to hear, when I didn’t want to hear it.









CHAPTER 1
 I SWEAR, I WAS BORN LIKE THIS


It was March 1996, and I was in jail. The Orange County Correctional Facility in Orlando, to be exact. A couple months earlier, I’d gotten my second DUI in less than a year. I was pulled over for swerving badly while making an illegal U-turn through a red light. I tried to tell the officer I wasn’t drunk, just tired. The arrest report actually reads: “Defendant declined roadside sobriety tests stating he’d prefer to take a nap.” Upon my arraignment, I pled guilty and asked the judge if I could just start my ten-day sentence immediately, since I couldn’t really afford round-trip bus fare home to South Florida and back.


Actually, “home” is a generous way of describing my living situation at that point. Mom had kicked me out of the house, and not without good cause: I was an irresponsible slob who seemed completely incapable of keeping any sort of job. I was mostly crashing on friends’ couches in those days or, when things got really desperate, sleeping in my car, which I’d been driving around with a suspended license and expired tags. I liked to tell people that I was a stuntman, but except for some free T-shirts from a very fledgling Florida-based clothing company called Bizo, I had nothing really to show for six years of videotaping myself skateboarding, jumping from rooftops into shallow pools, and doing whatever else I thought might get people’s attention. Also, my front teeth were all busted up from a drunken face-plant I took off a second-story balcony trying to impress some girl at a party more than a year earlier. I hadn’t quite gotten around to getting them fixed.


Anyone with any sense would’ve looked at my life at that point and seen nothing but a grand fucking disaster. But sitting there on my bottom bunk in jail—an unemployed, homeless college dropout with some gnarly-looking front teeth—I was absolutely stoked. I was so sure that it was just a matter of time before the world found out how totally rad I was that I decided what I really needed to do was get a jump start on my memoir.


“They call me Steve-O,” I wrote. “I’m thinking about switching back to Steve Glover because now I’ve kind of begun a career and I don’t know if I want a nickname when I’m famous.”


When I’m famous. I love that. As I was writing those opening lines, there was no question in my mind if I was going to be famous; it was just a matter of when. My life at that point may have been an unholy mess that was destined to get much, much messier, but a part of me is envious of that twenty-one-year-old daydreamer. That kid may have had very little going for him, but he knew what he wanted and was absolutely certain he was going to get it. It’s still baffling to me how I was capable of such unbelievable enthusiasm and optimism when I had seemingly so little to be enthusiastic or optimistic about, yet years later, once my dreams had basically come true, I could be such a miserable prick.


As I wrote my “prison memoir,” I’d pass each one of the pages around to some of the other inmates, who—apparently overcome by the stifling boredom in that place—actually read them. It wasn’t enough for me to be completely jazzed on how great I thought my life was going to be—I needed other people to know too. Everyone always says that if you have to go to jail, you should just keep your head down and not draw attention to yourself, but I was totally incapable of following that advice. I needed an audience.


It’s kind of been that way since the beginning.


I was born in London, England, on June 13, 1974. At the time, my dad was the marketing director for Pepsi Europe, and I’m told he was in the delivery room dressed in a business suit as my mom was pushing me out. He took some pretty gruesome photos of the delivery and its immediate aftermath, then, right after I was born and the doctors determined that all was well with Mom and me, he rushed off to a meeting. A few days later, when it was time for us to come home from the hospital, Mom’s friend had to drive us because Dad was tied up in more meetings. That kind of set the pattern for my younger years: Dad running around as a rising corporate executive, while Mom, my sister, Cindy, who is three years older than me, and I stayed at home.


My parents were an odd couple. Dad comes from a family of strivers and achievers. His father, Richard, was born and raised in England, graduated from Oxford, and then went on to get a Ph.D. in history from Harvard. He served in the Canadian army during World War II and then spent many years as a university professor in Winnipeg. He died when I was eleven, and I remember him mostly as a hard-ass who seemed to disapprove of my antics. When he was around, he made it clear that whatever I was doing, saying, or wearing was unacceptable. In his defense, it probably was, and all the things that rubbed me the wrong way about him back then are things I’m sure would make me respect him now.


Dad’s mom, Constance, graduated from Vassar and then got a master’s degree in English from Mount Holyoke College—this at a time when very few women even went to college. Her family had some money—they were in the paper business—but she and my grandfather lived very frugally.


I got to know Grandma Constance pretty well as I grew up. She was an incredibly sweet woman whose kindness—and failing memory—I totally took advantage of. I don’t think she had Alzheimer’s, but after my grandfather died, her mind definitely started to go, so it was pretty easy for me to coerce her into doing what I wanted. When I would visit her in British Columbia, I was constantly taking her to go buy me shit. Among other things, I convinced her to get me a stereo with a dual tape deck and my first decent skateboard, a Powell-Peralta. She was as good a person as I’ve ever known, and in retrospect, I feel crappy that when she was suffering from dementia, my main priority was what I could get out of it.


Dad’s brother and sister both got advanced degrees as well. His sister became the director of two leading art galleries in Canada; his brother was a career naval officer and later a historian. Dad’s extended family is also full of academics, and going into the business world made him kind of the black sheep.


My mom’s family is a whole other story. She came from a long line of alcoholics, addicts, and depressives. Her parents were both born in Canada and Mom grew up in Ontario. I never knew Mom’s father, Ed, because he blew his brains out when I was a year old, but what I’ve heard about him doesn’t paint a pretty picture. He was a tall, charismatic guy who liked to walk around with a big wad of cash and show off a lot. He had inherited quite a bit of money and owned some car dealerships, but he spent a lot of time hanging out at the horse track, gambling, and getting drunk. It’s my understanding that he pissed away whatever money he had.


Ed was an alcoholic and apparently a particularly volatile and unpleasant one at that. Mom had been a straight-A student in school and won a scholarship to help with her university expenses, but my grandfather refused to give her any money for tuition, telling her repeatedly that it was a waste of money to send a girl to college.


Another story I heard about him is even more disturbing: When my sister, Cindy, was a baby, Mom took her to visit our grandparents, and my grandfather got into a drunken argument with my mom, during which he apparently pulled out a gun and pointed it at Cindy. It’s possible this story has been exaggerated over time, but the police were definitely called, and my grandfather spent a night in jail before the charges were eventually dropped. Not surprisingly, he and Mom had been estranged for a while by the time he killed himself.


Mom’s mom, Thelma, was also a gnarly alcoholic. I didn’t see her that much, but it seemed whenever I did she was drunk. As she got older, her hands were always beet-red from cirrhosis and she couldn’t even sleep through the night without getting up for a sip of something to fend off the withdrawal tremors. At some point I heard a story about how she got drunk, passed out, and left a cigarette burning, which set fire to the living room of her apartment. I don’t remember anyone thinking this was terribly shocking. After my granddad committed suicide, she married a guy named Wayne Howell, who had had a long career as a TV announcer with NBC. He was also an alcoholic, so he fit right in with the rest of the dysfunctional family.


Not all my memories of Mom’s family are negative. Mom and her sister Janice were pretty close, and I remember them hanging out together and joking around pretty frequently. Around the time I got accepted to Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Clown College in my twenties, my cousin Neil, Janice’s son, was in school to become a mortician. I can remember Mom and Aunt Janice sitting at the kitchen table in Mom’s house, laughing about whose son was a bigger loser: the one who was going to be wearing floppy shoes and a big red nose, or the one who’d be embalming dead bodies. They spent hours cracking up about it and I can’t say it really hurt my feelings because, frankly, they were hysterical.


I think Mom’s family stressed her out though. There would occasionally be late-night drunken phone calls during which her mom would lash out at her. I don’t want to make it sound like Mom’s family were just awful people—I know that’s not fair—but alcoholism and depression are very real illnesses that many people in her family have struggled with, and they tended to overwhelm just about everything else about them. As Cindy once put it, “That family tree, every single branch, is dripping with booze, drugs, gambling, and suicide, going back as far as anyone can remember.”


My parents both seemed pretty intent on keeping Mom’s entire family at arm’s length from us while we were growing up. I’m sure the idea was to insulate Cindy and me from their negative influence, but I think my life is pretty strong evidence that that’s impossible: you can’t escape your genes.


Over the last two decades, as I became a reckless and borderline suicidal alcoholic drug addict, it wasn’t hard to see that I was the natural product of my mom’s family. But I’m equally convinced that my ambition and drive to turn all my misbehavior into a successful career is the legacy passed on to me from Dad.


My parents met at an office party in Toronto in 1966. Dad was working at Procter & Gamble’s Canadian office at the time, and Mom came to the party as someone else’s date. They hit it off and were married in Toronto two years later. It was a tiny wedding—just them, the minister, and four other people. Mom decided at the last minute that she didn’t want her parents there, so Dad’s parents weren’t allowed to come either.


Mom had gotten a graduate degree in nursing—although her dad wouldn’t pay for university, nursing school was free in Canada—but she gave up working after she married Dad. I think she probably came to regret not having a career of her own, but that’s just the way it was done back then. Besides, with all the moving around that resulted from Dad’s work, it would’ve been nearly impossible for Mom to keep a career going herself. After Toronto, they moved to Connecticut for a few years and then to London in 1972. Our first relocation after I was born was from London to Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, when I was six months old. I have no memories of living there, but apparently, I spent most of my time with our live-in maids and actually spoke my first words in Portuguese.


I was a hyperactive toddler. At eighteen months old, I knocked out one of my top front teeth running full-speed into a piece of furniture in our apartment and thus spent my early years with a big gap in the front of my mouth. My parents’ friends started calling me Rocky.


When I was two and a half, my dad got a promotion at Pepsi and we moved to Caracas, Venezuela. On my first day of nursery school there, my mom picked me up and was told by the teacher that I was “tremendo.” Mom assumed that meant “tremendous.” She reported this piece of good news to Dad, but as they consulted their Venezuelan friends it became clear that there was a little nuance lost in translation. What that teacher actually meant was that I was like a whirlwind—horribly behaved, too much to handle, basically a pain in the ass. This would be the first of many teachers, coaches, friends, bosses, colleagues, and strangers who would make this observation. Even at that age, moderation was not my thing.


We left Caracas after a year—at the time I was fluent in English, Spanish, and Portuguese, though I quickly forgot the latter two—when Dad got transferred to Connecticut. My earliest childhood memories are from our time there. We lived in the upscale suburb of Darien, and I remember running through the woods near our house with the girl who lived next door to us, showing each other our butts. I think I thought it was sexy.


When I went to kindergarten, there were problems pretty much from the beginning. My enduring memory is how much I hated naptime. I just had so much energy that the thought of having to lie down for a while in the middle of the day was nothing short of torturous. This was a pattern that would repeat itself for years. When we were working on Jackass and I’d be traveling in the same bus, car, or van with Johnny Knoxville on road trips, he’d sometimes stick sedative pills in my food in the hope that they’d shut me up so he could enjoy some peace and quiet. Never once did it work. Each time, I think he was truly amazed at the doses of downers that failed to quiet me down.


After two years in Connecticut, we moved to Miami. My first day of first grade, I got off to the kind of start that was already becoming the standard for me. As the school day wound down, I remember sitting at my desk, staring out a big window that spanned one whole wall of the classroom. I could see my mother outside, waiting to pick me up, so I jumped up, waved my arms around, and generally acted like an idiot. My goal, I suppose, was just to get attention—from my mom, my classmates, my teacher—but no one was impressed, only annoyed, and Mom was furious. Again, it was just too much. A few years later, I got a report card that kind of spelled out the basic problem for me.


“Socially, Steve’s attempt to impress his peers frequently has had the opposite effect,” my teacher Mrs. Iacuessa wrote. “Perhaps if he had more empathy and were more self-effacing he would have greater social success.”


Mrs. Iacuessa really nailed it on the head in a way that’s still a little painful for me to acknowledge. Years later, most of the Jackass guys would have nearly the exact same initial reaction to me. When we filmed the very first season of the show, my parts were done in one five-day stretch in Florida. After a few days of drinking, doing crazy stunts, and just clowning around together, those guys had already had enough.


CHRIS PONTIUS (cast member on Jackass, Wildboyz): The first few days I spent with him, I couldn’t wait for him to go home. Every chance he got to show off, he would. The first day I met him, me and him ate at IHOP together really late at night and he was doing back flips for the manager. It’s neat at first, but when you’re around him all the time, after like two days, you see that he does the same thing to everybody and you get really sick of it. Right when he left, the whole crew was like, “Ahhhhh.”


JOHNNY KNOXVILLE (co-creator/star of Jackass): When I first met Steve, he was very sweet even though he was kind of a pain in the ass. He had this insane desire to perform at every second. I’m an attention whore myself but he’s an attention whorehouse. He loved attention and would do anything to get it. On a scale from 1 to 10, he was about an 111⁄2 of being “on.”


That’s pretty much how it had always been. I was the kid who drank salt straight from the saltshaker in the school lunchroom in third grade in an effort to win other kids’ approval. It’d be easy to blame this stuff on the fact that our family moved around so much—after three and a half years in Miami, we headed back to London—but there was more to it than that. I felt uncomfortable in my own skin, like I wasn’t good enough, and somehow all my antics, all my efforts at impressing people, were a way of trying to make it right. When I was about ten, I remember sitting in class next to a pretty girl and telling her, “I’ll bet you I’m getting out of class today.” She sort of looked at me like, “How are you going to do that?” at which point I took hold of a tooth that was a little loose in my mouth and violently yanked it out. I then calmly raised my hand and, with blood dripping from my mouth, asked the teacher if I could please be excused to go to the infirmary. Mission accomplished.


Ever since I was little, one of my favorite ways to get attention was to dress up in costume. As a toddler, I used to turn my bib around to look like a cape and ride my Big Wheel around our driveway, pretending to be a superhero. Even better than actual costumes, my favorite thing to wear for attention—probably even to this day—has always been my own blood. For as long as I can remember, there was little I loved more than the sympathy, shock value, and unadulterated gawking I got from bleeding—accidentally or on purpose. It always made me feel special.


In fifth grade I had a homeroom teacher named Mrs. Cornish. It was already my general policy to blame all my troubles on my teachers, but Mrs. Cornish had it in for me. Playing on the playground one day, a kid named Kenneth Harbaugh pulled my arms behind my back and tripped me. The ground was a mixture of pebbles, tar, and asphalt and the first thing to hit it was my head. On contact, a jagged pebble punctured my forehead and blood began spurting out. I had already done a lot of bleeding in my life, but this was by far the most blood I’d ever seen. There was no question I needed to go to the hospital. Instead, I went blazing into school, running to my homeroom so I could go terrorize Mrs. Cornish. I showed up in her classroom, my shirt soaked with blood, open head wound gushing, just to make her scream. Later I did go to the hospital, started puking, and was diagnosed with a concussion, but I think it’s telling that my first thought on impact with the ground was, How can I get more attention out of this?


As a kid, a lot of my relationship with my dad revolved around sports. He signed me up for baseball, football, soccer, whatever, and those were things we could always talk about or do together. I was a decent athlete but had all sorts of anxieties about actually playing sports: Oh no. If the ball comes to me I’m going to blow it. What I really liked most about sports were the uniforms. Somehow, to be decked out like that made me feel important.


I loved the ritual of laying out my baseball uniform the morning before a game, so when I came home from school it would be there ready for me. Hell, I even used to wear my uniforms when we didn’t have games—to school, to the movies, wherever. The photo on my Canadian citizenship ID card from when I was nine actually shows me in my full football uniform, shoulder pads and all. Anyone who has ever played football knows how impractical that stuff is to wear around, but I insisted on going to that photo office dressed for kickoff. There is something sort of fitting about the fact that it was for an identity card: here I was, nine years old, completely uncomfortable in my own skin, dressing in a football uniform to try to find an identity I could live with.


School was never really my thing growing up. Nearly all my report cards said some version of the same thing: “Steve isn’t stupid but he just doesn’t apply himself.” I actually did okay—mostly B’s and C’s—but my sister was a straight-A student from birth, which probably gave me a bit of a complex. I knew I wasn’t going to outshine her in that area, so why try?


Because we moved so much, Cindy and I spent lots of time together when we were younger. We’d often stomp through the woods, and in Miami, we spent a ton of time swimming, diving, and just making up all kinds of crazy games in the pool in our backyard. I don’t recall feeling like I had any special athletic or acrobatic prowess as a child, but I was maybe a little more willing to try things other kids wouldn’t. I remember diving headfirst off the three-meter high dive at our country club pool in Miami despite the fact that it scared the hell out of me. In fact, the fear was a little rush.


CINDY GLOVER (sister): Steve was always a bit of a daredevil, always had delusions of grandeur and superhero obsessions. If he had been born twenty years later, he most likely would’ve been diagnosed with ADD or ADHD and medicated, but I’m not sure he actually had that. He had a really good imagination, but he did lack some of the “look before you leap” instincts that you want in a fairly athletic child.


Dad traveled for work all through my childhood. When he was around, he could be—and hell, still can be—an intimidating figure, but I really looked up to him and badly wanted his approval. When he was home, he’d sometimes sit around with friends drinking beers, and I’d often hang around just to be a part of it. As such, I kind of became his little party trick. He’d say things like, “Hey, for a dollar, my kid will do a hundred push-ups.” I probably couldn’t do a hundred push-ups, but I’d always hit the floor and give it a try. There was a lot of physicality to my interactions with Dad that I’m sure must have had an effect on my becoming the kind of guy who’d always be willing to toss his body around for the attention and appreciation of others. With Dad, if I came home with a shitty report card he’d be disappointed, but then we’d go play catch in the backyard and he’d say something like, “I’ll give you ten bucks if you can throw the ball so hard that you break my finger.”


Dad had a mischievous side. I remember a family wedding we all went to when I was in third grade: He wanted to show me how he could light a whole book of matches on fire, but what he didn’t realize is that he was standing under a smoke alarm. The entire reception had to be evacuated. Mom was embarrassed, but I thought it was cool.


I don’t know whether he’d admit it, but I think Dad really liked playing with fire. Whenever he’d light the charcoal grill, he’d purposely overdo it with the lighter fluid, then when Mom would freak out and tell him to stop, he’d squirt some more on there. I was a budding pyromaniac as well: A favorite childhood hobby was pouring out gasoline from a gas can then igniting it by hitting rolls of cap gun caps with a hammer. It scared the crap out of me, and I loved it.


As I got older, I remained pretty obsessed with fire. I’d spit it from my mouth, set various body parts ablaze—in fact, it was an utterly ridiculous fire stunt that went wrong that first earned me a place in the crew of guys who’d go on to make Jackass. While I would never blame anyone else for my own stupidity, at the very least I was getting some mixed messages as a kid: if “Don’t play with fire” is one of the basic rules of Parenting 101, it didn’t exactly come through loud and clear.









CHAPTER 2
 IN WHICH I DISCOVER THE JOYS OF ALCOHOL, SHOPLIFTING, MÖTLEY CRÜE, AND THROWING EGGS AT THINGS


My parents drank together a lot when I was young, and they seemed to have a pretty good time. They’d have “company” over, and Cindy and I would either be banished to the basement or we’d just float around the edges of this adult world, listening to stories and jokes we often didn’t fully understand. Pretty early on though—certainly, by the time I was eight or nine—I began to get it that Mom was an alcoholic. I’m not sure if I knew the term back then, and I certainly didn’t understand what it really meant, but I noticed that she acted differently when she was drinking—which was often. When she was drunk, she was out of commission. She’d hardly ever leave her bedroom. I’d need to go to a Little League game, Dad would be out of town, and Mom would refuse to get out of bed to drive me there, so I’d have to beg a ride off a neighbor. When she was on a bender while Dad was away there were no rules. Dinner was a fend-for-yourself affair and school was optional.


Mom wasn’t the type of drunk who’d get wasted at night and then be hungover the next day. She’d just camp out on the couch or stay in bed, watching TV for days or even weeks on end, drinking, passing out, waking up, and then drinking some more. All the while, her appearance would deteriorate and the house would just get gnarly. Cindy was unbelievably responsible for her age and picked up a lot of the slack, but we both were left to take care of ourselves a lot growing up.


Mom had allergies, so her nose was often running, and she’d frequently claim to be sick when she was actually drunk. She’d come into the kitchen, clutching a tissue, and say, “I’m not feeling well so I’m going to be in bed today.” Eventually, she made this claim so often that she invented shorthand for it: “It’s just drip, drip, drip.” It was her way of saying she was sick and her nose was running again, but Cindy and I quickly understood what it really meant.


When I was about nine, Mom gathered the family around the kitchen table and told us she had some very serious news: she’d been diagnosed with a form of cancer called non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. Dad had recently bought the family an encyclopedia set, and the first thing I did after that family meeting was look up “lymph node cancer” to find out what was going to kill my mother.


The news of Mom’s condition made our house feel silent, dark, and lonely to me. I can look back now and see that the house was actually none of those things, but I think that was just how depression felt to a nine-year-old. For nearly a year, Mom’s “cancer” hovered around the house until somehow the truth came out: Mom didn’t actually have lymphoma at all. It was all an elaborate lie. She was just drunk. We’d all been fooled, even Dad. Strangely, I was never mad at Mom for lying—I just felt relieved she was going to be okay.


CINDY: Mom was so depressed, I’m sure she felt like she was dying of non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, but it wasn’t true. She was incredibly intelligent but not very articulate about her feelings. I’m sure that was a story that would help communicate how she was feeling. She needed sympathy, she needed attention, she needed concern, but didn’t know how to say that.


It probably didn’t help that Dad was largely in denial about Mom’s alcoholism. Mom would routinely claim to have the flu—“drip, drip, drip”—and Cindy and I would understand she was drunk, but Dad would insist, “No, she’s really sick.” We’d have these periodic family-in-crisis meetings to discuss some issue that needed addressing—a new potential move, problems in my parents’ marriage, my shitty grades and bad behavior, whatever—but the elephant in the room was always Mom’s drinking. Dad just didn’t see the elephant. In his defense, Mom used to try to plan her benders around when Dad would be out of town, then clean up by the time he got home. Really, though, she wasn’t that good at planning it, so he shouldn’t have been in the dark as long as he was.


TED GLOVER (father): On more than one occasion, she blamed her hangover symptoms on chemotherapy treatments for the lymphoma, but never allowed me to meet or talk with the doctor who supposedly performed these treatments. The excuse she gave was that her self-esteem demanded that she handle this herself.


Despite all this—or maybe because of it—I always felt extremely close to Mom. Cindy often says that she was Dad’s kid and I was Mom’s, and I understand what she means. Cindy and Dad were highly motivated, articulate, serious, and logical. They loved arguing and debating, and seemed to relish confrontation. Mom and I, on the other hand, saw the world differently from them. We had similar personalities and senses of humor. Cindy and Dad were often the target of our jokes.


Appearances definitely mattered to Mom, and by that, I don’t mean she was particularly superficial but just that grace and class were important to her. She wanted to show her best side to the world, and her heaviest drinking almost always went on behind closed doors.


Mom wanted us to be successful, too. When I got older and became a college dropout who couldn’t keep a job, I think it bothered Mom because she felt it reflected poorly on her. Once I started doing all sorts of insane stunts, I’d show her videos and she never seemed worried about my getting hurt. She was more ashamed of the fact that I wasn’t doing more with my life. To her credit though, she had a way of voicing her disapproval with humor: She’d make fun of me but in a way that never made me feel like crap. Instead, it always felt like she was on my side, rooting for me. She wanted me to make her proud.


Mom was also a lot of fun. She was charismatic and sociable, and seemed to make friends pretty easily. She had a wicked sense of humor and was not above telling the odd dirty joke. She was also extremely intelligent. When I got a little older, we’d sit and watch Jeopardy! together a lot, competing to shout out the right responses when we knew them, and she whipped my ass every time. She would murder everyone at Scrabble.


Ultimately, there were two Moms: Drunk Mom and Sober Mom. Unfortunately, as time went on, Drunk Mom got worse and worse. Every time she sobered up she’d claim she was done with drinking. But it was never too long before I’d come home and see her with a glass of wine. I’d say, “Mom, I thought you’d quit.” She’d promise, “I’m just having a couple. I’m going to keep it under control.” But I knew she couldn’t control it. The wine invariably turned into vodka, and soon enough she’d be in bed for days on end.


Growing up, we had always had enough money to be comfortable, but beginning with our move back to London when I was in fourth grade, our fortunes improved considerably. Dad had been a player in a major corporate merger—between R. J. Reynolds and Nabisco—and our standard of living began changing pretty dramatically after that. Our houses got considerably larger. A few years later, in Toronto, our house wasn’t far from a public housing project where a few friends of mine lived. The thought of any of them coming over and seeing where I lived made me very uncomfortable. I also felt like my parents themselves were subtly affected by the money, and not for the better. As a kid who was already pretty uncomfortable in his own skin, having money just gave me one more thing to feel uneasy about. Recently, I’ve come to understand that a lot of the amenities we enjoyed—company cars, chauffeurs, country club memberships, private school—were actually paid for by Dad’s employers in return for his willingness to work overseas.


When I was in fifth and sixth grade, we were still living in London and Dad was the president of Del Monte Europe (which was then owned by Nabisco). One of his responsibilities was to oversee a pineapple plantation and canning factory in Kenya, so he traveled there five or six times a year. Each year, he coordinated one of those trips to coincide with our spring break from school and took the whole family along on vacation. We stayed in upscale lodges, went on safaris, took a hot air balloon ride, and chartered a small plane to travel within the country. It was all pretty extraordinary, though one of the distinct emotions I came away with from these trips was an overwhelming guilt for my own good fortune.


When we arrived in Nairobi that first year, we were ushered out of the airport into a limousine. As we sat in the car, partially clothed children swarmed around us, clawing at the windows and begging for money. This was my first experience as a witness to real poverty, and I remember thinking, What have I ever done to deserve to be inside this limo as opposed to clawing at its windows from the outside?


When we stayed at these lodges and resorts, I often hung around the staff and visited them in their own quarters. I even became pen pals for a short while with a guy who worked at one of the places we stayed. It’s not that I was some budding humanitarian who felt this deep connection to the world’s impoverished masses—I just wasn’t very comfortable living the life of a rich kid. To some extent, I never have been.


On one visit to Kenya, we accompanied my dad to the pineapple factory. I was absolutely horrified by the conditions people were working in. Flies swarmed around their faces, it was unbearably hot, and the place just stunk. I asked Dad, “How can you let people work like this?” His answer: “The list of people who have jobs here isn’t nearly as long as the list of people waiting for jobs here, so if anyone doesn’t like it, they can leave and be replaced by someone who will work harder than they did for less money.” After I heard that, my first thought was, What a dick! But it was really just a lesson in how the world works.


I remember, years later, we were shooting an episode of Jackass for MTV and one of our cameramen, Rick Kosick, was complaining to the director, Jeff Tremaine. “I just worked fourteen hours shooting a national television show,” Rick said, “and I made less money than I would’ve if I’d shot a photo for a skateboard magazine ad.” Tremaine’s response: “Then go shoot a skate ad.” It was really the same Economics 101 lesson that Dad had given me in that pineapple factory, and one that would stick with me: If you want to get paid, you’ve got to prove your value by doing something nobody else can (or will) do. If you can be replaced, you will be.


That was hardly the only thing from my early travels that stuck with me into adulthood. When I was in eighth grade, I went on a school-sponsored trip to Egypt. At the time, the trip seemed notable for the trouble two buddies and I got in while we were there. We got put on some sort of probation at school because we were pouring bottles of Kool-Aid and piss out our hotel room window onto passersby below. But something else from that trip proved more consequential.


We’d been warned repeatedly not to drink the tap water in Egypt, not to even drink a soda with ice cubes in it. The water was unsafe, we were told. One day, we were sitting at a restaurant along the banks of the Nile River and I watched an old Egyptian dude dunk a toothbrush into the river and brush his teeth. I thought to myself, If tap water around here is so bad, what the hell is the Nile? It occurred to me that our bodies build up immunity to whatever they’re regularly exposed to. As such, it seemed the healthiest thing I could do for myself would be to travel the world, drinking tap water everywhere I went. Years later, when I was filming the Jackass spin-off Wildboyz, I got the chance to put this theory to the test. Without fail, the first time I brushed my teeth in each new country we visited, I’d think of that Egyptian dude and gulp down a bunch of tap water. Not only did I never get really sick, I’m convinced it gave a major boost to my immune system.


I got my first skateboard for Christmas when I was in sixth grade. Just about every kid I knew had recently seen Back to the Future and it seemed like there was a skateboard under every Christmas tree that year. I took to skating immediately, and got pretty good at “tick-tacking”—generating momentum by pivoting your front foot back and forth—which was about all I thought you could do on a skateboard at the time. But that summer, my family moved from London to Toronto and none of the kids I met there were into skating, so I quit.


You might think that being forced to uproot every few years would be traumatic for a kid, but to be honest, I was never sad to move. My personality was so over the top, generally by the time we packed up to leave, I had more than worn out my welcome wherever we were living. Each move felt like a chance for a fresh start, to wipe the slate clean and leave behind all the problems I’d created wherever we were.


With skateboarding out of the picture, I quickly found other things to occupy my time in Toronto. A big one was heavy metal. My initial discovery of it was purely by chance: I was ten, in a London department store, browsing through the music section when the cover of Iron Maiden’s The Number of the Beast caught my eye. I didn’t know anything about the band or about heavy metal at all, but to a ten-year-old who wanted to be a badass, that cover image—the band’s iconic ghoul, Eddie, playing puppet master to a horned, pitchfork-toting red devil—just looked like the coolest thing I’d ever seen. I bought the cassette and listened to it over and over for a few days. Then I’d run around the house singing the lyrics of “Run to the Hills” (“Raping the women and wasting the men!”) for the benefit of my mother. Once Mom heard that, she ripped all the ribbon out of the tape, but it wasn’t long before I dubbed a new copy from a kid across the street.


Something about Iron Maiden and metal, in general, just appealed to me. I felt like I didn’t fit in anywhere and here was this music that seemed to celebrate this social discomfort and provide a tribe of similar misfits to commune with. I’ve always liked to say that when I was ten, my first Iron Maiden album taught me I was a metalhead, when I was eleven, my first Mötley Crüe album showed me why I was a metalhead, and when I was twelve, my first Slayer album proved how bad the situation really was. Although that’s an oversimplification, it’s basically true.


In Toronto, heavy metal became who I was. I wore black concert T-shirts, kept my hair in a short-on-top-longish-in-back style that was positively mulletesque, and just generally got unreasonably obsessive about it. Kids at school teased me and called me a devil-worshipper, which made me upset, but really I had it coming. Like everything else I did, my interest in heavy metal was over the top. I wanted to be rebellious and shocking, so I forced this metalhead version of myself on everyone.


Ozzy Osbourne and Mötley Crüe were not necessarily the healthiest role models for a hyperactive kid with a family history of addiction problems. Mötley Crüe, in particular, became a passionate and unhealthy fixation. As a twelve-year-old, I wanted to be just like those guys, and even though I didn’t have the inclination to learn to play music, I figured I could just model the rest of my life on their example. Many years later, I actually became friendly with Tommy Lee and when he wrote his book, Tommyland, he asked me to write a testimonial for it. I wrote: “You were my hero because you behaved horribly badly, not because you were a great drummer.” That pretty much sums it up.


I didn’t waste much time, either. On January 17, 1987, the sixth anniversary of Mötley Crüe’s formation, I decided I needed to do something special to commemorate it. So I snuck a bottle of red wine from my parents’ wine cellar and slugged a little down on the way to school that morning. Then I stashed it in the snowy yard of a nearby house that was under construction.


I was twelve and this wasn’t my first taste of alcohol. A few years earlier, my parents had begun letting Cindy and me have one drink on New Year’s Eve. I’m sure they thought this was a way of demystifying alcohol to us, eliminating the “forbidden fruit” appeal of it, but needless to say, this little experiment in European permissiveness was a total failure. I still thought of booze as forbidden—in fact, that was initially its major appeal—but this just encouraged me to think of it as special and fun too. Besides New Year’s, my sister and I had occasionally snuck alcohol out of my parents’ liquor cabinet as well, but Mötley Crüe’s anniversary marked the first time I’d taken the initiative to get drunk all by myself.


I had a little buzz when I went to class that day, but I saved most of the wine for my way home from school. I picked the bottle up out of the snow and pounded it. When I arrived at my house, I was the only one there, but I was dying for someone to know I was drunk. I called a friend from school, Patrick Lundy, and told him all about it. He told me, with as much seriousness as a twelve-year-old could muster, “You’re an alcoholic.” The accusation made me feel like I was treading into the same dark, dangerous territory where my mom spent so much of her time, which actually gave me a happy little jolt. I then stormed into the kitchen to play with a novelty Breathalyzer that someone had given my parents as a gag gift. I blew into it and was thrilled as I watched the needle climb, confirming my drunkenness. I left the Breathalyzer sitting on the kitchen island, went upstairs, puked into the toilet, and then passed out on my bed.


When my dad came home a couple hours later he found the phone still off the hook, the Breathalyzer on the counter with its needle still jacked up, vomit still in the toilet, a bottle of wine missing, and his son passed out on his bed in his green private-school blazer. It did not take a whole lot of detective work to figure out what had happened. He woke me up, walked me down to the basement, and gave me the whole, “I’m very disappointed in you” talk. For some reason though, he decided to give me this speech while we shot a game of pool. I distinctly remember kicking his ass at pool, which, to me, seriously undermined his point. In fact, it gave me a sense of accomplishment.


Mötley Crüe’s influence was not all bad. In October 1987, the band was scheduled to play a concert at Maple Leaf Gardens in Toronto on the “Girls, Girls, Girls” tour. Dad had taken me to my first concert, Twisted Sister, in London a year and a half earlier, and I’d only grown more rabid about metal since then.


TED: At the time, I was president of Nabisco Brands in Canada. I came home and proudly announced that I was going take Steve to the Mötley Crüe concert, and that I’d reserved the company’s skybox at the Gardens for the two of us. I even arranged for our driver to smuggle Steve’s tape recorder into the box so he could make his own illegal recording. Steve’s reaction was, “Dad, that’s really lame! No way I’m going to sit in a corporate skybox at a Mötley Crüe concert.” So I told him, “Okay, then, you get tickets that you like better and we’ll sit in your seats.” He rose to the challenge.


The day before the show, I saw on the local news that the band was already in town, and it occurred to me that they must be staying at a local hotel. I figured they wouldn’t check in under their own names, but guessed they might be registered under their manager’s name. I checked every Mötley Crüe album sleeve and worked out that their manager was a guy named Doc McGhee. I grabbed the Yellow Pages and began calling every hotel in Toronto and asking for Doc McGhee’s room. I spent literally hours going down the list one by one. After a while, Mom began to get annoyed that I was tying up the phone line, but Dad convinced her to back off. He’d never seen me so motivated to accomplish anything, and he loved it. Finally, after calling one of the numbers toward the bottom of the list, a hotel operator patched me through to a room.


“Hello, Doc McGhee?” I asked.


“This is Doc’s brother, Scott,” the voice answered.


“As in Mötley Crüe?!?”


I’m sure my prepubescent voice made me sound like a little girl, and Scott initially seemed slightly annoyed.


“How did you get this number?” he asked.


When I told him what I had gone through to find the band, his attitude completely changed.


“That’s awesome! How would you like it if I put your name on the list for a couple of backstage passes and tickets for tomorrow night?” he asked. “I can get you in the fifth row.”


I was fucking stoked. Dad took me to the show, and the passes were there as promised. It was amazing. Afterward, the arena emptied out, and we were allowed backstage. I met and hung out for a little while with Tommy Lee and Nikki Sixx, got autographs and photos, and generally fulfilled the biggest dream my thirteen-year-old brain could’ve possibly imagined. Those guys didn’t really impart to me any lasting nuggets of wisdom and I didn’t really have anything to tell them either, but that night was the first time I ever really saw myself as someone capable of accomplishing anything he set his mind to.


Unfortunately, I didn’t really set my mind to much else that was productive while we lived in Toronto. I remember saving my lunch money so I could use it to buy eggs to throw at stuff after school. I’d get up on a highway overpass and wave at people in their cars while they were stuck in traffic. When they saw this cute kid waving, they’d inevitably smile and wave back, at which point, I’d pelt their cars with eggs. I loved that shit.


My egging career came to an abrupt halt in eighth grade after I egged this kid’s house and he beat me up in front of a bunch of people at school. It was the first real fight I’d ever been in, and although I didn’t actually get hurt, it was really humiliating. I found the whole thing unbelievably traumatic, probably more so than was appropriate. To this day I’m still terrified of fighting and, despite being a lifelong pain in everybody’s ass, I’ve avoided it at all costs.


I also got pretty into shoplifting in Toronto. A kid named Justin introduced me to it, but then, as was my way with just about everything, I took it to the extreme. I stole stuff all the time, mostly stuff I didn’t really need or even want. I got caught only once, for shoplifting a comic book. I wasn’t even into comic books, but I was with friends from school who were and felt compelled to impress them. Plus, it was an adrenaline kick. As it turned out, the owner of the store saw me slip a comic inside my school blazer. He grabbed me, pulled me into his back room, and called the cops and my house. I was a little freaked out but Cindy—who at that time was harboring serious dreams about one day becoming an FBI agent—answered the call, showed up, schmoozed the cops, and helped get me off the hook with just a warning.


Around this time, Mom was drinking heavily and my home life was getting more chaotic and unruly. Cindy obviously longed for some law and order, but my reaction was to get more chaotic and unruly myself. The more fucked up things were at home, the less accountability there was for me. I could just drop off the radar.


At one point, I took this idea to its logical extreme and ran away from home. I had been making plans to run away since the year before, when we lived in London. I even remember sitting in class making lists of what I’d need to bring with me: pots, pans, food, money. When I actually got around to doing it though, I brought only my Walkman, some heavy-metal cassettes, and a shitty little tent. I set my tent up in some woods not too far from my school and was actually asleep in it when the cops found me and took me home. I’d told Cindy where I was planning on going, and she ratted me out. I hadn’t been gone much more than a few hours, but when the police showed up and shined their flashlight into that tent, I felt kind of badass.


CINDY: We both fantasized about running away. My plan was elaborate and involved getting a fake ID. I was much more aware that if I was going to make it on my own, I was going to have to get a job and an apartment. Steve ran away and pitched his tent in a park by a stream. He’d left a note and my parents were worried. It was getting dark. I don’t think they thought to ask me about it, but I waited about two hours before I spilled the beans. Steve was mad at me, but he was also glad to be found because it was getting cold and I don’t think he’d packed warm enough stuff.


TED: That probably scared me more than anything else he had ever done. As close as Steve was to his mother, I think this was his way of rebelling against her alcoholism and lack of attention, and against my not being around enough to pick up the pieces. I had no understanding of alcoholism at the time. Eventually, after we’d moved back to London, it reached a point where if she was passed out when I came home, I’d simply carry her to the car and drive her to a rehab facility. However, even if I’d understood alcoholism as a disease, I truly doubt I could’ve motivated her to combat it successfully. My major regret is the effect my lack of understanding had on the kids, and the extent to which Steve was unsupervised during his early teens.


Between seventh and eighth grade I switched schools, from a highly regarded private school, Bayview Glen, to the local public school. I was convinced this private school was the cause of all my problems. I didn’t need to be wearing some posh green blazer to school and hanging out with a bunch of spoiled rich kids. I needed to start over someplace new, someplace more real, and was sure this change would solve everything. Once I got to public school though, nothing changed. I’d brought all my problems with me. If anything, things got worse. It was a bigger school and I fit in even less there than I had at Bayview Glen.


The year I changed schools, Cindy became a boarding student at her all-girls high school. It was pretty unusual to go to boarding school in the same city where your family lives, but I suppose that’s a measure of just how fed up she was with the situation at home. She basically got permission to run away from home. What that meant for me was that I was left at home with Drunk Mom most of the time while Dad traveled.


It’s pretty clear that Toronto was where I really upped the ante on my juvenile delinquency. While I was living there, I went from being a wild kid who had some issues at school to being a genuinely troubled kid who was into shoplifting and getting wasted. When I think back now on what caused this change, I’m sure it wasn’t really Mötley Crüe, my mom’s alcoholism, or my dad’s being away all the time. I think after all the moving around we had done, it was finally starting to dawn on me that the problem wasn’t where I lived or my school or my teachers or my friends or even my family. It was me.









CHAPTER 3
 TRUE LOVE, THY NAME IS . . . JVC VHS-C CAMCORDER


Halfway through eighth grade, Dad became the president of the international division of Nabisco Brands and we moved back to London and into a five-story house in the upscale St. John’s Wood section of the city, right across the street from Regent’s Park. I reenrolled at the American School in London, but my sister stayed behind at boarding school in Toronto rather than relocate before her senior year. That meant that as we moved into this big, beautiful London home, it was just me, Mom, and Dad, with Dad still traveling for work all the time. It set up a depressing family dynamic: the house was getting bigger while the family was getting smaller.


I know my parents did their best with me but there are a few decisions they made that I look back on now and wonder, What the hell were they thinking? Take, for example, their decision to let their out-of-control teenage son move into the sprawling basement apartment of that five-story house in London.


I had quite the setup: the basement was originally designed to be the servants’ quarters, so in addition to a large bedroom and a bathroom, there was also a kitchen, a laundry room, and a second bedroom that had been converted into a game room with a pool table. I had my own phone line down there and also my own separate door to the outside, so I really had to see the rest of my family only when it suited me. A lot of the time, I’d be in the basement, Mom would be three stories above me doing her drunk thing, and Dad would be out of town. My main companion down there was a pet hamster named Doyle I’d conned my mom into buying for me. She’d said repeatedly that I couldn’t get a hamster, but then when she was drunk, I’d brought her purse to her and she groggily handed over the money for it. As you might imagine, this living arrangement was a dream for me, but any sensible person should’ve recognized it from a mile away as a surefire recipe for teenage disaster.


Initially though, a renewed interest in skateboarding took precedence over my juvenile delinquency. When I got back to London after a year and a half in Toronto, I realized that when I’d quit skating, all my other friends hadn’t. Shortly after arriving, I was on the playground at school and saw a kid jump over a backpack on his skateboard. I was absolutely floored. It was the first time I’d ever seen anyone do an ollie, and this was a kid who’d started skating around the same time I did but just never stopped. I realized that I’d blown it by quitting skateboarding. I was going to have to work my ass off to make up for lost time. My first order of business was teaching myself to do an ollie.


I practiced all the time, often in that basement apartment, where I had the luxury of banging around on my skateboard without really disturbing anyone else in the house. It’s hard to describe, but there was something so urgent about my need to do an ollie. It was really not that different a feeling from the one I’d had four months earlier when I decided that I simply had to meet Mötley Crüe. This just took longer. I started by turning a soda can on its side, crushing it down, and trying to jump over it on the board. I worked up toward doing it with the soda can uncrushed, then with the can standing up vertically, and then, finally, by the time ninth grade started, I could ollie over a backpack.


Skateboarding was a completely positive influence in my life: I put a ton of hard work into it and got genuine results. All the energy I’d been devoting to getting into trouble in Toronto suddenly was channeled in a more productive direction. I even swore off drinking for a while. For all of tenth grade, I considered myself “straight edge,” and skated around for a while with black X’s—the international mark of “straight edge” kids—scrawled on my hands. I remember a project I had to do for health class that year about my thoughts on drugs. I wrote, “I prefer to get high off of skate ramps.” My teacher, Mr. Randolfi, responded by saying something to the effect of, “We’ll see how long that lasts.” I was offended. I felt like he was calling me a liar. But thinking about it now, I believe he simply understood addiction and recognized me as an alcoholic just waiting to pop.


I loved living in London. The buses and the subways made it possible to get anywhere I wanted without a car, which meant I had as much freedom by the age of nine as a kid in America would have at sixteen. The city also felt culturally diverse in a way that most places in America only claimed to be. I was a U.S. citizen (I also have British and Canadian citizenship), but years later, at the University of Miami, I was taken aback by the pretty blatant racism that was part of American culture. I remember thinking, This isn’t a melting pot—it’s a TV dinner. The differences between people created real separation. In London, I went all over the city and don’t really remember there being bad neighborhoods like you’d find in American cities. I mean, I did get mugged a few times, but even those experiences, while frightening, seem sort of quaint in retrospect. The muggers would demand my money, my watch, my skateboard, whatever, but there was never a threat of gun violence, and it never made me afraid to travel anywhere in London.


When I was fifteen, Dad won a video camera in a corporate golf tournament. He wasn’t too into it, so he stuck it in his closet and forgot about it. Not long after, I took it out of his closet and immediately started filming myself and my friends skateboarding all around London.


Skateboarders have always had a special relationship with video cameras. The sport developed and grew through VHS tapes. Back then, there was no YouTube, there were no X Games. The way you saw Tony Hawk, Steve Caballero, or Christian Hosoi was by buying a video from a skate shop or borrowing one from a friend. In just about any other sport, if you want to get noticed, you do it by winning competitions. In skateboarding, if you wanted to get sponsored, you made videos of yourself to show to skate shop owners or to send to skateboard and apparel companies. As video cameras became common household items, skateboarders were already ahead of the curve and uniquely positioned to take television production into their own hands, a fact that would eventually prove significant in the birth of Jackass.


Once I had that video camera, I quickly figured out how to hook up two VCRs to edit the footage we’d recorded. I showed one of my first cuts to Dad. Even though it looked like crap, he was thrilled that his usually unmotivated son had been interested enough to not only snatch the camera from that closet but to attempt something useful with it. We called our very first video “I Hate Rain.” It had footage of us performing whatever tricks we could manage back then, but it emphasized wiping out almost as much as it did skating. I edited the video to repeat our falls over and over and to show off my bloody wounds. In addition, that first video included footage of me and two of my buddies messing around and singing a song we wrote called “Oh Maggie.” It’s pretty embarrassing, but also an early indication that I was falling in love harder with the video camera than the skateboard. I wanted it pointed at me all the time.


When we finished that first video, I took it to school hoping to show it off at some point during the day. I told my tenth grade chemistry teacher about it, and for some reason he decided to screen it for the class. I felt like hot shit: a teacher was forcing my classmates to watch a video I’d made instead of doing schoolwork.


A lot of the material in those early videos later surfaced on a DVD I released called Steve-O: The Early Years. The skating on it doesn’t look that impressive now, but for a while there, I actually got pretty good. Street skating was still in its infancy back then, so it wasn’t as if the stuff I was doing was too many notches down from what some pros were doing. Which makes it all the more of a bummer that by the end of the summer after tenth grade, I’d quit again.


Skateboarding was more than just a hobby for me at that time—it was my whole identity. I may not have been the coolest kid in the world, but being a skater made me comfortable with being uncool, just like those Little League uniforms had years before. Between ninth and tenth grade though, most of my skater buddies moved away or quit, and by the time eleventh grade started, there were no other skaters left. As a hopelessly insecure teenager, I just wasn’t willing to be the only skate rat in my school. So I decided to find a new hobby.


That’s why I made the decision at the beginning of eleventh grade to become a pothead. That’s right, I made the decision. I knew I needed a new identity and quickly figured that smoking pot was something I could get pretty good at. At that point in my life, I’d never even smoked a joint, but I showed up at school that year on the prowl for marijuana. Then one day, after school, a kid named Eric asked me if I wanted to smoke with him. We walked right around the corner from school and smoked some hash out of a pipe.


It wasn’t really love at first toke between me and marijuana. That first time, I didn’t even get high, although I sure acted like I was, or at least how I thought people were supposed to act if they were high. Even the following day, I was still acting like a douchebag and pretending to be stoned. If I’d been hoping pot would help me become a cool kid, this was a really bad start. Nonetheless, I had decided I was going to be a stoner, so I stuck with it. I immediately began smoking weed on a near-daily basis, kick-starting a habit that continued until 2008, when I finally got clean. Much like with drinking—which I also started doing with more gusto around this time—the initial appeal of pot wasn’t chemical: I just loved the fact that I was doing something I wasn’t supposed to.
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