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PREFACE

GOOD. ARE THEY ALL GONE? JUST CHECKING TO MAKE SURE WE'VE GOTTEN RID OF THE NONBELIEVERS. THIS BOOK ISN'T FOR THEM.

So, as you clearly are a KISS fan, take this book home, put a CD (Dressed to Kill or Alive! or Destroyer or Love Gun—pick your favorite) in your CD player, press Play, and sit back and read the most detailed, comprehensive biography ever written on your favorite band.

Now, as you're about to find out, this book is a collaboration presented in two parts, sort of like the DVD of a movie with lots of stuff added to the original release. Except this book never came out when it was supposed to back in 1980.

The narrative text that I wrote in 1979 (the first third of this book) was the result of KISS literally letting their hair down for what was supposed to be their authorized biography—their personal story of how they became KISS. The rest of the book is drawn from Ken Sharp's one-of-a-kind compendium of information about their music and career, gathered from hundreds of exclusive interviews Ken has conducted over the years.

The truth is, this book is essentially in your hands because of the passion KISS inspires in Ken. I'll get to that story in a second, but first, let me tell you about my own close encounter with the band and what it meant to me.

While my time alone with KISS would ultimately be relatively brief, it was certainly memorable. At that time—when I first met them—I probably appeared to be yet another smart-ass New York rock writer. (I was/am a smart-ass, but despite having previously written biographies of Brian Wilson and the Bee Gees, I really never considered myself to be a rock writer.) Was I somebody who respected what they had accomplished? They needn't have been concerned. My background is in journalism, and I knew that theirs would be a great tale. I didn't have an agenda. As a reporter, I was ready to hear their stories; I was fascinated to learn, from their point-of-view, about KISS's birth and their journey to iconic status.

My journey to the center of America began with my flight from New York to meet the band in Des Moines, Iowa. At the time I remember thinking about the odd intersection of my trip's itinerary with the Pope's American tour. Here I was, writing a story about a group who were considered by fanatical critics to be “Knights In Satan's Service,” and it seemed that at just about every airport I flew into or out of (Chicago's O'Hare, Des Moines, et al.), my flight was delayed by the papal plane.

Now, in the midst of all of these papal goings on, when it came to KISS I must admit I was an agnostic. Didn't believe in 'em, but didn't think there was anything wrong with those who did. Actually, what I did know about KISS was mainly gleaned from one of my first jobs in Los Angeles: a short stint in the Casablanca Records mailroom, where I packed envelopes for the KISS Army. So I knew KISS had a large and loyal following, but other than that, when I headed out on the road to work with them on their authorized biography, I really didn't know what to expect. What I found were four very different men inside the very strange bubble of rock 'n' roll stardom.

It was the early fall of 1979 when I hit the road. Arriving in Des Moines, I took a taxi from the airport to the Holiday Inn, checked in, and went up to my room to wait for KISS to arrive so I could get to work. I learned very quickly that being on the road can be really boring. Believe me, there is nothing glamorous about waiting for a phone call from the road manager in a hotel room at two in the afternoon.

I hadn't been in my room for fifteen minutes before I began to feel the intense claustrophobia of being in the middle of nowhere. In that pre-cable universe, the TV in my room got only the three local channels and they were all tuned to the Pope saying mass. Considering the typical rock 'n' roll circus I was about to join, I probably should have been asking for absolution in advance. But listening to the mass, which was in Latin, really wasn't the kind of diversion I was looking for. And even though I had studied the language for three years in high school, I didn't remember much more than Veni, vidi, vici. Porto, portare, ad nauseam.

The walls of the Holiday Inn room closing in on me, I headed down to the lobby, hoping that the group had arrived so I could introduce myself to the road manager and meet the guys. Sitting in the entranceway with me were several KISS fans. They were hoping to get an autograph and a glimpse of Gene, Paul, Ace, and Peter without their makeup.

For the moment, I was happy to just observe. I watched as first Gene, then Paul, Ace, and Peter came in, greeted the fans, and signed as many albums as the fans had with them. I was curious and surprised. I had thought, incorrectly of course, that nobody knew what they looked like without their makeup, but these fans not only knew, but were thrilled to meet their heroes. As for KISS, sure, they looked and carried themselves like rock 'n' roll stars, but they clearly were also people who appreciated their fans.

Not too long after they checked in, I began doing interviews. As I explained to the band, my job was to be a recorder—I would totally put aside my musical tastes, essentially stay out of the way and let KISS talk directly to their fans, and reveal from the band's point of view the tale of how these four boys from New York had created this incredible rock 'n' roll institution.

The guys had every reason to be wary of me. I anticipated that they might be tired of explaining themselves. That turned out to be another miscalculation on my part. They couldn't have been more open or more gracious. They had already had so much experience with “outsiders” that they had apparently learned to size people up instantly, to decide right away whether or not a newcomer could be trusted. With me, it was less of an issue because I was on their team. I had been sent to help them tell their story, not my version of their story. This book was to be in their words. But still, when you're telling people your dreams and secrets, at some point, you make the decision to trust them. And I can tell you that without hesitation, the four members of KISS really couldn't have been more open to my questions.

I think I interviewed Peter first. He breezily told me his New York story, although we were frequently interrupted by the baseball playoff game that was on in the background. His beautiful then-girlfriend and soon-to-be-wife (now his ex-wife) was from Southern California, and she was anxiously rooting the Angels on, hoping they would make their first World Series. (They finally did last year.)

After a couple of hours with Peter, it was on to Paul, who couldn't have been friendlier or more accommodating. I don't think I interviewed Gene until after the Des Moines show. I'm not sure. What I am sure of is that my favorite memory of Gene was the amazing stack of photo albums he showed me. In the midst of his first “adult” romance (with Cher), those photos were his constant companions on tour. That notorious three-foot-high collection of souvenirs was a rock 'n' roll fantasy anybody could relate to.

Having met the guys, it was time to head out to the arena. I went with them backstage, spent the pre-show meal hanging around observing the routine, and stayed with them until just before they headed off for makeup. While they prepared for the show, I wandered the floor of the arena, trying to get a sense of the excitement that was building. Finally, as the lights dimmed, the screams of delight (Our heroes are here! In Des Moines!) made it very clear that what was about to happen was vitally important for the ten thousand fans gathered here. A major life's moment.

In memory, the show is a blur. I know I saw all the legendary signature moments, from Peter's levitating drum riser to Gene's fire-breathing and amazing tongue displays, to Ace's smoking guitar, and Paul's death-defying leaps. Other than that, I don't remember much. Except for the party after the concert.

Actually, before there could be a party, I had a lot more work to do. I needed to talk to Ace. And for him, the hotel bar was the obvious place. So as he held court, and as I politely downed what was for me a lot of alcohol (three glasses of wine), Ace told me his story. When the bar closed, Ace informed me (and everybody else within earshot) that while the interview was over, it was time for the party to move upstairs. All were invited, but what happened at the party was definitely off the record.

The party bled into the wee hours, and just as quickly as my time with KISS had begun, it was over. I said goodbye the next day, and I was on a plane back home to start writing. Truth is, I think I got more out of my brief tenure with KISS than I had expected. I believe it was through KISS that I finally came to understand the visceral pull of rock music—why KISS wasn't about critics and awards but about young people (mostly pre-teen and teenage boys) for whom KISS was the ultimate dream.

In rock-critic bullshit, I might have written that “in pre-World War II America, kids in small towns used to dream about running away from home and joining the circus. During the past forty years, that dream was replaced by the goal to escape the traditional workaday world by joining a rock 'n' roll band. For kids everywhere, going to see KISS fulfilled both those dreams.” Maybe that's true. I don't really know. But I do know that for me, the dream that KISS fulfilled, however briefly, was my fantasy of being on the road with a rock 'n' roll band.

I had enjoyed my audience with the group, gathered their stories, and now it was time to retreat to my Southern California apartment and spin their anecdotes into a book that was going to be called KISS: Behind the Mask. And so I got to work. The idea of the title was that what they said in the interviews would reveal the people underneath the makeup. It wouldn't be a book about their music so much as it would be about how the four of them came together to embark upon this incredible journey.

In early 1980, after submitting the manuscript, I heard that the biography you're about to read would not be coming out. I was never told exactly what the problem was. I consigned the pile of pages to storage in a box that over the years was shoved further and further to the back of my life. And that's where it remained for a long, long time.

Then, about a decade ago, fate intervened. One day, while Ken Sharp was visiting Los Angeles, Elliot Kendall, a musician and mutual friend, introduced us over lunch. That day, talking about rock 'n' roll experiences, I mentioned that I had once written a book about KISS. Ken said, “No, you didn't.” I said, “Yes, I did.” Ken said, “It's impossible. I've read everything ever written about the group.”

When I informed him that this was an unpublished manuscript, it was if I had just thrown a giant electrical switch. Ken's eyes lit up with excitement, the zeal of a true believer. He told me how big a fan he was of KISS, and that he had to read the book. I told him it was buried in storage, but if he would help me look for it, he could read it. Ken didn't hesitate, and he insisted on spending the afternoon digging through a huge pile of boxes to find it. He couldn't wait. He had to have it. Now.

After a brief excavation, we found the wrinkled pages, which we took to a nearby copy store. Ken took the manuscript back to Philadelphia, and called me the next day, brimming with enthusiasm. He said, “We have to get this out.” And so began our odyssey toward the book you're holding, and that's really where this greatly expanded book begins.

Ken persuaded me that every KISS fan would love to read what I'd done because “There's nothing like this about KISS. They've never spoken publicly about their past in so much detail. Nothing like it had ever been written about them.” I asked what he meant, and Ken explained that everything else written about KISS had focused on the music or the circus or the behind-the-scenes business machinations. But nowhere, Ken preached to me, not in any interview or any book, had the members of KISS spoken at such length about their roots, their personal lives, their dreams, how they met each other … the story of how they became KISS.

More than anything, it was Ken's determination that rescued the manuscript from the scrap heap, so you have him to thank. Personally, I'm indebted to him for helping me save a fascinating part of my life. A short while ago, as I was retyping it, I read my manuscript for the first time in twenty years. And I had the fun of reliving an experience that now feels like ten lifetimes ago.

But you should know that even as all these memories came rushing back to me, the one thing I did not do was rewrite the original manuscript. I took the advice of Ken (who is my KISS guru) that because what I had worked on in 1979 was a unique time capsule in KISStory, it should be printed as is. Yeah, I fixed up the grammar a bit, and I checked the spelling. Made a few things that I wrote clearer (I hope). And Ken (and several very devoted KISStorians) helped me correct some misinformation. After all, there's no real virtue in being purposely stupid. But the manuscript as published in this book is virtually unchanged. Uncensored. Unaltered from what would have come out in the year 1980.

What you're about to read is KISS's story, as they told it to me over twenty years ago. I hope you enjoy it as much as Ken did. But before you get there, it's Ken's turn. As Paul Harvey would say, “Here's the rest of the story….”

—DAVID LEAF

Introduced to KISS in the fall of 1975 by Dennis Martin, a long-haired, guitar-playing neighbor, I was magically transported by the raw, primal sounds of their music and a stage show that would rival the Ringling Bros. and Barnum &Bailey Circus.

My real baptism by fire into the KISS world came on March 24, 1976—the day I attended my first KISS concert, held at the Civic Center in Philadelphia. It was the Alive! tour. Mr. Ackler, my Three Tuns Junior High School teacher, took me and several friends to the concert. He was a brave man.

Intermingling with thousands of beer-swilling rock 'n' roll hellcats, and with the sweet smell of marijuana wafting through the arena, Mr. Ackler was clearly out of his element and this was his night in hell. He sat stonefaced in his chair for the entire show, almost like he was Krazy-Glued into his seat. Wearing a helpless look on his face, a little like a hostage in an insane asylum, or someone who spent a month at the Bates Motel, Mr. Ackler was spooked, seemingly immobilized by the madness and decibel-shattering volume of this rock 'n' roll party. One thing's for certain, Mr. Ackler couldn't wait for the final chords of the set closer, “Let Me Go, Rock 'n' Roll” to dissipate so he could vacate the arena and return as quickly as possible to the warm bosom of suburbia. But I was having the time of my life.

I remember being mesmerized when the arena finally went dark and a cascading rainbow of flickering lights covered the entire venue, reflected off a giant mirror ball hanging from the ceiling. As dense clouds of fog began to engulf the stage, a deafening explosion of flashpots and bombs signaled the appearance of KISS. An impressionable thirteen-year-old kid, I was awestruck in the presence of these larger-than-life superheroes, who wielded their instruments like alien gunslingers. Temporarily blinded by the flashing lights of the huge KISS sign, my eardrums felt like they were ready to burst—and I liked it. Screaming my lungs out while playing a mean air guitar, this symphony of rawness and rebellion was all I needed and ignited my enduring passion for the band. I would never be the same.

Forget school. What did algebra, science, and U.S. history have to do with the fire-breathing antics of KISS? I religiously read all the rock magazines—Creem, Circus, Circus Raves, Hit Parader, and Rock Scene—scouring them for the latest kernels of information about my favorite group. As a loyal, card-carrying member of their fan club I also regularly kept up with the activities of the band through my KISS Army newsletters and Flash, perhaps the earliest KISS fanzine. There were also several quickie KISS books published back in the '70s. The most impressive was KISS by Robert Duncan, which chronicled the band's career with equal doses of irreverent humor and solid historical information. But I, like many other KISS fans, hungered for the real story, a book that would draw me that much closer to the hottest band in the world.

Fast-forward to the early '90s. Little did I know that I'd have to wait that long until I found that book. But I have to admit that from the moment I began to read the book I literally couldn't put it down. And, as the book was written in 1979, fading memories and a temptation on the part of the band members to rewrite their KISStory wasn't an issue. After all, only six years had passed since these four struggling musicians were rehearsing in a freezing loft on 10 East 23rd Street, eating turkey sandwiches on Thanksgiving.

Around the same time as my first meeting with David, I had embarked on my own project, endeavoring to assemble a KISS oral history book. The project would comprise extensive interviews with the band, their inner circle, and their musical contemporaries ranging from Pete Townshend to Alice Cooper. Shortly after beginning my research, a lightbulb went on in my head, burning incandescently like the one stuck in Uncle Fester's mouth. Why didn't David and I join forces and compile our own KISS book? Thirteen years of exhaustive research ensued, and with it the accumulation of over fifteen hundred pages of original interviews with KISS and members of their inner sanctum.

Now in 2003, here are the fruits of our labor: David's original unchanged manuscript as first written in 1979 supplemented by my vast archive of original interviews. We hope you'll agree with us that this intimate oral history, as told by KISS, has been worth the wait. Dig in and enjoy.

—KEN SHARP


THE RISE TO THE TOP

BY DAVID LEAF

SECTION 01
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This never-before-published manuscript was completed in 1979, and it has not been rewritten for this book. Featuring exclusive interviews with KISS, it is, in retrospect, a snapshot of KISS at the moment in the fall of 1979 when I spent a few days on the road with them. Had the interviews taken place in 1976 or 1982, or 1989 or '99, this book would undoubtedly have unfolded from a very different perspective. I believe that what makes this version of the KISS story so unique is that it's how they felt and what was on their minds at a time when they were still riding their first wave of success … before the first split. The nature of memory being what it is, if Gene, Paul, Peter, and Ace were to read this in 2003, I'm sure that some of the things they've said would make them laugh and some would make them shake their heads in disbelief. There will undoubtedly be some things they've completely forgotten, and there may even be a few things they wish they'd never said. I hope that, like me, they'll find the charm of this original manuscript is in the relative innocence we all were experiencing when it was created.

since 1979, as you'll read in sections Two and Three, the four original members of KISS have survived some serious bumps in the road, some ups and downs. But in 1979, when I had the pleasure to help them tell their story in their own words, this is how it came out. As fans of the group, I only hope that you'll find special insight and inspiration in what they've said, and that what you read will only enhance your love of and devotion to your favorite group.




INTRODUCTION: 1979

The lights are extinguished to the roar of an impatient crowd. A powerful chord echoes throughout the arena as clouds of smoke fill the stage. Out of the mist, KISS appears, striking superhero poses as they are elevated to the top of the set. Their arrival is greeted with messianic fervor. They are here!

Then, the first note is struck, and for the next ninety minutes, nobody is still. The three front men are in perpetual motion, teasing their fans, whipping up the audience into a frenzy, playing with and off each other, performing incredible stunts amidst the rock 'n' roll. Gene, the blood-spitting, fire-breathing Demon, stalking the stage with lizard tongue in thigh-high boots … Paul, alternately leaping about or strutting the stage, the androgynous-sexual Starchild, the love object of all, the focus of all the sexual tension that the others create … Ace, the man from space, in silver mask and boots, shooting off raucous guitar licks into the stratosphere like a rock 'n' roll Flash Gordon … and in the back, Peter, perched on his levitating drums, surrounded by his giant cats, sitting bewhiskered and powerful, the Catman drummer, pounding out the beat to the heat.

Of course, it can't be taken in all at once. The first thing that catches your eye is the huge, winking electric logo: KISS. In big, bright bold neon, the name leaps at you, strong and sexy, like a Times Square marquee. The bombs explode, the lights flash, the fireworks shoot into the sky. To the uninitiated, a KISS concert is an assault on the senses, a decibel blitz and a visual invasion. To their fans, a KISS show is a high mass and most anybody attending their first KISS concert is converted. The lure of the carnival is irresistible. A KISS concert is a combination of Halloween, the Fourth of July, and a trip to the circus, and it's as full of wonderful surprises as Christmas morning.

Long before the faithful would have it, the evening is ending as the band (and the crowd) sings the first national anthem of KISS, the song that sums up their philosophy and appeal: “Rock and Roll All Nite.”

Then, suddenly, it's over, and Gene, Paul, Peter, and Ace dash offstage, leaving behind thousands of satisfied fans.

When I first began this project, I had never seen KISS in concert, and their music was not part of my record collection. My images of KISS were the stereotypical ones—I thought they were a loud, unsubtle, obnoxious, antiquated rock group that wore hideous makeup and did all sorts of outrageous things onstage. From what little I knew, they were certainly not cut from the same cloth as my '60s heroes like the Beatles and Muhammad Ali. What I soon found out, though, was that KISS is a religion for millions of fans.

So I felt that I had been entrusted with a difficult task. Gene, Paul, Peter, and Ace were heroes to millions of kids who knew them only with their makeup on. My job was to get beyond the makeup, to go beneath the surface, to find out what they're really like.

But was that a good idea?

As I watched my first KISS concert, I began to feel a bit like Toto in The Wizard of Oz. Do you remember the scene near the end of the movie when the Wizard's wrath is being visited upon Dorothy, the Scarecrow, the Tin Woodsman, and the Cowardly Lion? While the Wizard is berating the heroic foursome, the little dog Toto spots a curtain off to the side, scurries over, and pulls it back, revealing an elderly gentleman manipulating some complicated machinery. And we all soon find out that this ordinary-looking man is masquerading as the great and powerful Oz.

When I first met KISS without their elaborate costumes and bizarre makeup, I wondered whether they too would be unexceptional. After all, onstage, they are so much larger than life. Would it be like meeting Clark Kent but not Superman?

The answer was quickly forthcoming. There was nothing about these men that was average, and as it turns out, like their stage personae, offstage they were as unlike each other as was imaginable. But similar to their characters, the members of KISS were four distinct and powerful people, different from one another even as they shared the common and unique bond of KISS.

What put these men onstage as KISS is a tale of remarkable drive, determination, and ambition. Separately, they struggled, but when they found one another, their talents blended to create KISS. This, then, is the personal KISStory of one of the most popular bands in rock 'n' roll history.

For some reason, I find myself writing about dogs a lot in this introduction. On Rocky and His Friends, a TV cartoon show that was popular when I was a kid, there was a clever dog named Mr. Peabody who spent his days “time traveling.” I can hear him now. Listen. “Into the Wayback Machine, Sherman,” he's saying to his faithful human companion. “Set the dials for 1950. New York City. We're going to meet four kids who will eventually become world-famous. Their names are Chaim Witz, Stanley Eisen, Peter Criscuola, and Paul Frehley. Collectively, their name is KISS.”

—DAVID LEAF, LOS ANGELES, 1979


Chapter 01

TONGUE TIED:

THE BAT LIZARD
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The magic is done. The Wayback Machine has deposited us along the banks of the Mediterranean Sea, thousands of miles from the New York origins of KISS. Chaim Witz, later to become Gene Simmons, details his heritage. “My parents were born in Jand, Hungary, a small town on the Danube River. During World War II, my mother was in a concentration camp, and her mother, her brother, her grandmother, and most of her family were killed. After the war, my parents met in a way station, got married, and snuck into Israel. They didn't return to Hungary because Hungary, like a lot of countries, wasn't interested in taking back the Jews that were still alive. I was born August 25, 1949, in the port city of Haifa.”

“When I was very young, we moved to the village of Carmel, where the Scrolls of Carmel were discovered. As a small child, I remember playing on a hill that had these little caves. There was always lots of stuff around, but I never gave it much thought. It turns out that some of the oldest specimens of human beings were discovered there. Everybody in America has the impression of Israel being the land of kibbutzes, but it's not. Israel is the most modern country in the Middle East. It's very Americanized. I remember in 1955 and '56, watching Jeff Chandler movies where he played Cochise. My first exposure to American culture was seeing the Indians in those movies. The language sounded very alien, like gibberish, and the Indians looked like they were from another planet.”

In Israel, Gene was “a marbles champ. Marbles was the national pastime, and I was it. I was pretty good at tops, but marbles is where I killed everybody.” Gene doesn't have any musical memories from those days, but he does recall “one thing that made me start wearing all the spider jewelry. It begins with the fact that in Israel, when you go into a public place, you wear your yarmulke. One day, I tried to put mine on before I left home, and for some reason, I just couldn't get it on my head. So I took it off, and the biggest daddy longlegs crawled out of the hat. Without exaggeration, it must have been two inches long. I was scared to death and it gave me nightmares. When I came to America, I suddenly realized that one of the ways to overcome fear is to confront it. So I started wearing spider jewelry. Now, I wear all kinds of this stuff that are gifts from fans. At my home, I've got an amazing collection of spiders.”

In 1955, Gene's parents were divorced, and Gene and his mother, who had two brothers living in the U.S., emigrated to America in June of 1958. It was in America that Chaim became known as Gene Klein. “We first lived in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn. It was a ghetto right across the border from Bedford Stuyvesant, which is now all black, but at that point it was turning into a Latino neighborhood. Our rent was $36 a month, and my mother went to work picking lint off clothes for $24 a week in the Bronx, a long subway ride from home. So I was alone most of the day.”

American culture was so strange that almost everything Gene saw seemed bizarre. “There were some posters left over from Christmas, a Coca-Cola advertisement with Santa Claus drinking a Coke. I couldn't believe my eyes. First of all, I never heard of Santa Claus, and I thought he was a rabbi, because he had a beard. To me, the world was filled with Jews and Arabs, and that was it. In Israel, we never heard of Catholics or Christians. Never heard of Jesus Christ at all.”

Gene's days in this new and foreign land were basically divided into two parts. Every day, for ten hours, he attended a yeshiva, a Jewish private school. In every other free moment, Gene's attention was focused on his two new loves—television and monsters. Making friends had never been easy for Gene, and the language barrier made it even more troublesome. Gene: “My difficulty in learning English definitely had an effect on me. I had trouble fitting in with the kids in the neighborhood. I was a loner for a while, partly because I was always out to prove that I was better than everyone I met. Since I couldn't speak a word of English at first, every time I opened my mouth, the kids would start laughing. So we played marbles. Laugh they did, but in the end, I walked away clutching tons of marbles. I still have them.”

Those early years in America were a solitary time for Gene. “From the time I was nine till I was eleven, I was too busy watching TV to make friends. That was the only way I could learn the language. Because of the strong New York accents, I couldn't understand anything people said to me. The good diction I have now is a result of imitating what I heard on television.”

A magazine called Famous Monsters of Filmland and superhero comic books (like Superman) became Gene's passion, partly because they were visual media, something that could be understood without knowing too much English. “The concept of anybody dressing up in outlandish outfits just attracted me. I guess what I really wanted was to have people look at me. Everything was so foreign and strange to me, and I wanted to overcome the language difficulty. I wanted to fit in.”

One of Gene's most unusual memories is “the sound of American coins. Very strange to me. It sounded fake, like iron. I couldn't figure out why the coins made so much noise when people would jingle them around in their pockets. I thought it was a custom.”

According to Gene, his days at the yeshiva “fulfilled everything that my mother thought I should be getting in terms of history and culture. But [after school] I'd get as much TV as I could, from The Mickey Mouse Club to Yancy Derringer and other great [now] obscure shows that I loved. What attracted me to shows like Superman was that these people were superhuman. The only place I'd heard about superhuman beings and people who could do things I couldn't was in religious books. But these guys on television were super and neat, and they weren't telling anybody what to do or think. Superman never told you what to do. He just flew around and did all this stuff that these religious guys were doing, without being a pain in the ass about it.

“This was my first connection with the anti-establishment. Guys like Tarzan and Yancy Derringer didn't have superpowers, but they were able to do things that I couldn't do. And they weren't boring about it. They were just themselves, didn't tell anybody how to dress or think. And they always looked completely different from everybody else. When Superman walked into a room, you noticed him. Nobody else dressed like that. I believe that this relates very strongly to what KISS does today.”

In 1961, Gene and his mother moved to the Jackson Heights section of Queens, in New York City, and Gene transferred to public school. This less demanding school atmosphere gave Gene more time for his hobbies, including his first ventures into the world of fantasy. “As soon as I learned how to type, when I was thirteen, I started writing my own stories. I created a prehistoric character, Omar: The Cliff Dweller, and wrote stories about him. I would mimeograph them and hand them out in school. One of them was a composition that I got an A+ on.

“As far back as the fifth grade, I remember thinking that dinosaurs were very special. There was a science fair where I won second prize for making clay dinosaurs demonstrating the eating chain. It's interesting that Paul started drawing dinosaurs when he was five years old. Sometimes on tour, Paul and I will test each other about dinosaurs. One of my favorites was the pterodactyl. It has this bony structure at the end of its head that it used to whack its victims into unconsciousness. In terms of my stage image with the long tongue and the bun on top of my head, I think there's an interesting similarity.”

Gene's interests in science fact and fiction date back to his earliest TV-viewing days. “I was very bored by The Hardy Boys Go Eat Lunch. So what? I was doing more exciting things than that. What was exciting to me was Superman going to Planet X to fight some evil character.”

In his early teens, Gene's fascination with superheroes led him into publishing “amateur science fiction publications called fanzines which dealt with horror movies, comic books, as well as science fiction. These magazines would have reviews and short stories and small comic strips. I'd write most of the articles, and there were a few contributions from others. Some of my pen pal friends from those days have become editors at Marvel Comics and professional writers.” For Gene, “the fanzines were giving me a sort of intellectual satiation. Also, I made a little money with which I bought a used mimeograph machine for $35.”

Making money has always been important to Gene, and from his early teens through the early days of KISS, he has always had several jobs. It was his very industriousness that provided him with a firsthand sexual education. “In seventh grade, I delivered newspapers. A girl on my route's parents were away for vacation. She was in the eighth grade. Once a week, I'd go there to collect. One week, she paid me. She seduced me. I lost my virginity on Christmas Eve of 1963.

“It was around that time when my tongue just started to pop out of my mouth. At a party in early '64, I was slow-dancing with Irene Wouters. Some prankster turned off the lights, and Irene and I started necking and she stuck her tongue in my mouth. I almost threw up. But then, I started to do it to girls. At first, they'd say, ‘Yucch.' Then, we'd compare tongues.” Gene notes, tongue-in-cheek “I never really had to hang around street corners for any of that stuff.”

In analyzing his personality, Gene thinks that the fact he's “never been afraid of failure” is the key to his makeup. “It's okay for me to fail. I've never been afraid of asking people something, because even if they say no, there's always somebody who'll say yes.

“In my late teens, I weighed 220 pounds. I actually went and fitted myself for a training bra. I had a paunch, a beard that stretched under my chin, and a mustache. I was pretty hideous, but it never seemed to bother me. The big problem with fat people is what it does to their minds. Not me. I was fat for my first two years of college. When I was twenty, I lived with a girl for a short time, and she treated me like King Tut, which meant cakes every day. I would eat all of them. The point is, the biggest thing about being shy or being fat is that people are afraid of rejection. As soon as people understand that it's okay not to be liked by some people, they're better off.”

Gene's career as a performer is a direct outgrowth of his philosophy. As he puts it, “‘Go ahead, don't be afraid to take the first step, thinking you're going to fail, because then you're going to be standing still.' I was always interested in being in front of people. I guess it's called having a large ego. I was always in school plays through junior high, high school, and college. In fifth grade, I was Little John in Robin Hood. I played Curly in Oklahoma! In college, I was in James Thurber's The Stork Who Married a Dumb Wife. I played the French doctor who operated on women.”

Gene feels that if he hadn't been able to perform, “if I had never gotten ego gratification, I would probably have had to do something very extreme to get it. I started getting into rock 'n' roll because I noticed that you got instant gratification from seeing people in the audience getting off on you.”

Gene's introduction to rock 'n' roll came in 1962. “I became a big Chubby Checker fan, and learned how to twist. [Checker's “The Twist” was a number one record in 1960 and 1961 and launched a huge social phenomenon.] I was the twist champ of P.S. 145, Joseph Pulitzer Junior High School, two years in a row. It was a social tool, a way to meet girls.” At a typical dance, Gene recalls, “the boys were on one side of the room, the girls on the other, and nobody would cross the floor. So I used to walk over and ask the black girls, 'cause they were the ones who knew how to twist. The white girls didn't know how. But I never wanted to be Chubby Checker, 'cause I could do it by being on the dance floor.

“Then, I saw that one show that everybody saw that changed all of our lives, the Beatles on The Ed Sullivan Show in February of '64. The thing that struck me was that they were like four Chubby Checkers, four guys who were being front men and each important to the band. Also, the four of them looked as if they belonged to the same band. They certainly looked different from everybody walking the street. Nobody looked like them, and because of that, people ridiculed them. At first, I couldn't make too much out of it. I just thought they were kind of weird. Meanwhile, my mom was watching with me, and she kept harping about how terrible it was. I didn't think it was bad or good. I asked my mother, ‘Why would anybody want to look like that? Isn't that silly-looking?' And she said, ‘They look like apes. Look at their hair. They look like gorillas.'”

In millions of homes across America, that parental reaction, that scorn, helped make the Beatles heroes for the '60s children. Gene was no different. “For some reason, I liked the fact that my mother didn't like them. So right after the show was over, I went to the bathroom and combed my hair to the front. I distinctly remember that my mother reacted badly to it. And I said, ‘Gee, I like that.' All of a sudden, ears looked very strange. Mine stuck out a mile; if the wind came along, I would just take off.”

Frank Sinatra. Elvis Presley. The Beatles. These three cultural and musical phenomena had one thing in common when they first hit. They belonged to kids. The screaming that their music inspired was a cacophony that adults couldn't tolerate, and they became heroes partly because of the reaction they caused in adults. Each “new”thing was outrageous to parents who had “outraged” their parents with the previous decade's teen idol. When the adults yelled, “Stop! Enough of that noise!” the kids would clutch harder and say, “That's mine!”

Gene believes that parental disapproval was instrumental in KISS's early success through excess. “Parents are always warning kids about staying away from bad influences and bad people. But kids don't want to listen. Rock 'n' roll is that pursuit of the wrong side of the tracks.”

For Gene, rock 'n' roll was still something to watch. Although he sang in the school choir, he didn't play an instrument. In 1965, Gene began his rock 'n' roll career when he appeared at a junior high school assembly with his first group, the Missing Links. “After the speeches,” Gene explains, “people would get up and sing. The Links was a trio. One guy played his Silvertone guitar, the other guy played his Mustang, and I sang. We did ‘There's a Place' by the Beatles and ‘Do You Love Me' by the Contours. Afterward, walking down the hall, I noticed that everybody talked to me. ‘Hey, man. You a jive muth'fuck.' Those were the black guys. The white guys would say, ‘Very nice.' And the girls all wanted to get close, like bees to honey. In fact, one of the new tunes I'm writing is called ‘Girls Love Money' Girls want to be looked at, and they're attracted to anything that glitters, fame or money. They want to be around a star, grab a little reflected spotlight.”

That first show also gave Gene a hint that he was meant to be in the spotlight. “I looked to my left and my right, and those guys were sweating and perspiring and shaking. Not me. I guess I came off like Sergio Franchi. I'd cock one eyebrow a little bit higher than the other, that kind of stuff. At the time, I must have looked completely ridiculous. But I knew it was for me. I wanted to be looked at.”

Gene's first real band, the Long Island Sounds, included “Steve Coronel, Seth Dogramajian, and Alan Graph on guitars, and Stan Singer on drums. I was the lead singer. At the time, I had a much higher voice and sounded like Paul McCartney. In those days, everybody became nasal and developed an English accent. The Beatles were by far my favorite group; I've always liked the same things the masses do.

“In 1967, I bought a $50 Segova bass, a Japanese model of McCartney's bass. And my mother bought me my first guitar, a Kent. I learned to play because the group I was in needed a bass player and we didn't want to get another guy. The first song I learned how to play was ‘Hang on Sloopy,' the hit by the McCoys. I also learned a couple of chords at the same time, because bass and guitar are very similar. I would just watch the guitarist's hands and then go home and do it. Obviously, the first few times you look like a fool because your fingers don't do the right things. But I got better.”

Gene had spent some time in groups like the Missing Links and the Rising Suns, but for most of the '60s, he played in the Long Island Sounds (who eventually shortened their name to Sounds). It was a typical bar band, singing the Top 40 hits of the day. Pay was about $150 a night, Gene recalls, “so each of us would make about $30 a weekend, which meant a week of going to movies, taking girls out, or whatever. Usually, when I took a girl out, I made sure she paid for herself.” It was Gene's personal brand of women's liberation. “I'd be damned if I was going to spend my hard-earned money on girls, just to get a kiss at the end of the evening. If they wanted to be with me, they paid their own way.”

In various incarnations, Sounds stayed together for four years. Then, in the fall of 1968, Gene left home for college, enrolling at Sullivan County Community College in New York's Catskill Mountains. Gene is very proud of the fact that he paid his tuition himself. “At the time, it was $3,000 a year, which was a lot of money. When I was eleven or twelve, I worked as a delivery boy and in a butcher shop. When I learned how to type, I would make as many pennies as I could typing everybody's school reports. By the time I was sixteen, I was working for the Kelly Girls typing agency. And I got a lot of work because every female executive wanted a male secretary. With that money, I was able to pay for my education as well as buy some Marshall amplifiers. That gave me real power. Because I had the best equipment, every band wanted me to join. Every band.”

At college, Gene formed a new band which he christened Bullfrog Bheer. In addition to Top 40 material, this band played some of Gene's originals. “I was writing strange stuff then, some of which showed up on my solo albums. Ballady kind of things similar to ‘Please Please Me,' that Beatle-esque kind of up and down strumming, lots of A minor and B minor and E chords. Some of those songs were on the early KISS albums.

“We'd play the beer bashes, doing things like [Procol Harum's] ‘Whiter Shade of Pale,' [Joe Cocker's] ‘Hitchcock Railway' and ‘If 6 Was 9,' the Jimi Hendrix song. Toward the end of the night, when everybody was blitzed, I could sneak in my originals. And if a song worked, somebody would come over and say, ‘Do that song again.' I'd keep that one in the set and forget about the others. It was that kind of weeding-out process.” Because Bullfrog Bheer was “playing original material, people would come from all over the Catskills to hear us. I'd have little concerts every weekend. We didn't really mean much, although we did get a little attention from a local radio station.”

To Gene, writing songs was his unique skill. “At this point, I had never met anybody else who wrote songs. You never really think about the music stars, so I thought I was the only one who could write. I had a swelled head from thinking, ‘God. I'm the only one who can do this stuff ”

By the fall of 1970, Bullfrog Bheer was making regular appearances. The band was a moneymaking attraction, so when their lead guitarist got sick, Gene needed a fast fill-in, a replacement. “I got in touch with my old lead player from the Long Island Sounds, Steve Coronel. When I went to see Steve, there was this guy at his house.” Back then, that guy was known as Stanley Eisen. But nowadays his name is Paul Stanley.
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Like the other members of KISS, Paul Stanley came from humble beginnings and grew up with a resolve to prove to the world that he was something extraordinary.

“I grew up in upper Manhattan, 211th Street and Broadway. It was a mixed neighborhood,” Paul recalls, “but we were the only Jewish family. There were a lot of immigrants from Germany and Hungary, but the majority of the people were Irish. My mother's German; my father was born here but his parents were Russian-Hungarian-Polish.”

The Eisens' first child was a daughter, Julia, who is two years older than Paul. Paul was born on January 20, 1952. “I don't remember a lot from those days, because I was only eight when we moved. My family wasn't that well off. When I was six, my father bought me a bike, which was the only thing that I was given of any value. We weren't affluent, but we survived. There were times when money was very tight. In Manhattan, the four of us lived in a one-bedroom apartment; my parents slept in the living room and my sister and I shared the bedroom. My father worked as a furniture salesman, and my mother was a teacher. Originally, she was a registered nurse, and then she taught retarded kids. Ultimately, she became a full-time housewife.”

Growing up in a tough Manhattan neighborhood, “my mother taught me that it's real important that you let everybody know not to mess with you. You don't let anyone take advantage of you. Because I was Jewish, I got into a lot of fights, and I would maul somebody to get the point across. I was a sturdy little kid, and nobody could really hurt me.”

In 1960, the Eisen family moved to Kew Gardens in Queens, not too far away from where the Klein family was living. To Paul, Queens “was like the country to me, because there were trees outside the house. It was culture shock, because I had never seen grass growing in front of a house. I'd ride my bike around the block, and I couldn't get over how many trees there were. And the houses were only two stories high!”

It's interesting to note that like Gene, Paul was a loner in his youth. “I was a quiet kid. I don't know exactly why. When I was in kindergarten, I decided to become leader of the class. And I was the leader. Outside of that, I tended to be quiet and go off on my own. I wasn't the most sociable. Still, I always knew I'd be someone special.”

For Paul, “grammar school was unpleasant. I tended to rebel, and I kind of fought my way through school. That's why now I understand what a lot of kids are going through. I was unhappy just because I didn't want the same things anyone else did. And their parents really pressured them into conforming, where mine really didn't. My parents let me do what I wanted. I had an upbringing where my parents cared a lot, but I wasn't brought up strictly. They may have left too much up to me. I don't know if that's the greatest way. I didn't get into a lot of trouble, but that was part of the responsibility that was put on my shoulders. It was understood that I was a smart guy and knew how to take care of myself and don't get into trouble. But if I really got out of line, they were there.

“For example, one afternoon, around fourth grade, I went to a friend's house and coaxed him out to play even though he said he had to do his homework. Went flying my kite and wound up falling in a swamp up to our waists. We got home really late, covered with muck, and after that, I wasn't supposed to see him. I called him up a few years ago, and he's an optometrist now. Almost all of the kids from my neighborhood in Queens grew up and became what their parents wanted them to be, mostly doctors and lawyers.

“I was a bad influence, and in a small neighborhood, things like that spread quickly. I was the wild one, and the other parents felt it was better to keep their kids away from me. So I had to have fun by myself. Sometimes, I'd have a partner in crime, but I got used to doing things by myself. And I got good at it, and became better at dealing with myself than I was with other people. At any rate, I never did anything that could have gotten me in a lot of trouble. But I just didn't fit it in. I didn't go to Hebrew school. I wasn't bar mitzvahed. I was the ‘different' kid.”

In school, even though he wasn't typical, Paul was usually “the teacher's pet. They knew I was bright, even though I didn't get good grades. I just didn't feel like doing the work, competing for grades. I think that it was the parents who were competing through their kids. In my class, the guy that got a 93 wasn't as good as the guy who got a 95, and the parents of the guy who got the 95 were much better than the parents of the kid who got the 93.

“When I tried, I did really well. Most of the time, I didn't try. My grades ranged from a 35 in Spanish to 99 in Art. I hated the competition for grades, and although I couldn't articulate it back then, I knew it was wrong to compete just to be part of the crowd. It's an unusual attitude for a child, but I knew most of those kids weren't happy, and I didn't want any part of it. I thought most of those parents were creeps, and I still do. I was always in the smart classes, but at the bottom of the smart class.

“My parents wanted me to do better. They'd come home from the parent-teacher meetings and say, ‘The teacher says you're so bright, and you're not using your mind.' And I would say, ‘Tomorrow, I'm going to start using it.' And that would last a day. Guilt is used a great deal in Jewish neighborhoods, but it didn't work with me.”

Despite Paul's disinterest in school, it was the artistic talent he developed in school that rescued him from the problem of being the “odd one.” Paul feels that “going to the High School of Music and Art was a blessing. Without that, I probably wouldn't have made it through school. When you have a talent, people give you a little more license to be crazy, so we were allowed to be different. When I went to Music and Art, my hair was past my shoulders and I wore a motorcycle jacket, but that was perfectly acceptable because I was an excellent artist. It's unfortunate that you need an excuse to be different. Being crazy is fine only if you have a talent. There's no reason why you can't be crazy anyway. It's just freedom. Anyway, I was much happier when I went to Music and Art.”

Although Paul studied art at the legendary New York high school, it was music that had become his real joy. Paul: “I was glued to the radio and television, watching American Bandstand and a show that Alan Freed had in New York. My earliest memory, when I was five or six, is watching Bandstand and dreaming of being sixteen so I could go to Philadelphia and dance on Bandstand. And from back when I first saw that show, I wanted to be a rock star. Always.

“I started singing with my sister and her girlfriend when I was six. We'd do a cappella stuff. Everybody in my family has a good voice, and we all used to sing together, which is where I learned harmony.”

Curiously, despite his early interest in music, Paul didn't have any rock 'n' roll heroes. “I was an imagination freak, and I always had this vision of myself on a white horse, doing battle. Like Zorro. When I was little, I always wanted to be a superhero. I saw myself as an Errol Flynn-type swashbuckler, in white flowing shirts and tight pants and boots turned over the cuff. I wanted long hair and eyes that would stare people down. I liked the idea of saving maidens in distress and wearing beautiful clothes. That's something I always thought of, and it's no longer a fantasy. I can do that now. Of course, I never discussed these dreams with my parents. They just saw me as a little kid with a big temper.

“The older I got, the more interested I became in music. I thought Eddie Cochran was cool. I liked Dion, the Drifters. And then the Beatles and Stones came along, and they were my heroes. My parents bought me my first guitar when I was seven, a little $15 wood guitar. I didn't know how to play it when I got it, but I thought I did because I was so into rock 'n' roll. While other kids were out playing in the empty lot next door, I was watching American Bandstand.

“My whole awareness of music came from my parents, who listened to classical music and light opera. Even today, I still like what they used to play. Beethoven is my favorite music. I don't get much chance to listen to it these days, but the fact that I liked the classics was another thing that set me aside from the rest of the kids.”

More than anything, though, it was Paul's artistic ability that set him apart. “I was very, very good in art, and I could never understand why other kids couldn't look at something and then draw it without looking at the paper. It was this gift that I had, which I first discovered when I was five. I started drawing dinosaurs. It just seemed natural. I'd look at something and draw it.”

Paul's parents recognized his talent, but “at first, they preferred the thought of my being a doctor. It's funny because when my parents finally got used to the idea of my becoming an artist instead of a doctor, I pulled a switch and said, ‘I'm not going to be an artist. I'm going to be a rock star.'”

His decision to give up art for rock 'n' roll was based on his desire to avoid competition. “I was always very gifted in art. In elementary school, I was the artist in school. In junior high, I was one of the two artists in the school. I realized that the further I went, the more people there were to compete with. By the time I got to Music and Art, there was a school full of those people who had been the best in their schools. I began to realize that I stood a better chance with rock. Even before I could play, I would watch The Ed Sullivan Show and say, ‘They're great, but I could do that. It's not beyond me.' The older I got, I saw less people who could do the rock thing and more people that could create good art.”

More than anything, it might have been his formal art education that destroyed Paul's artistic urges. “It's possible that school really ruined it for me. Just like the parents in my neighborhood, the teachers in Music and Art were trying to live their lives through the students. All the mistakes or things they didn't get to do, they wanted you to do for them. And that's not fair. I found most of my art teachers telling me about the great potential I had and what they wanted me to do. If they were that great, why were they art teachers?

“When it turned into ‘You need this piece in by next Wednesday,' art was ruined for me because it was no longer self-motivated. I don't think having deadlines is any way to create.” Paul sums it up perfectly when he explains, “The reason I got involved with music is that nobody told me what to do.”

On February 9, 1964, the Beatles were on The Ed Sullivan Show. Like Gene, Paul watched, transfixed. “That was the clincher,” Paul exults. “I was amazed by how good they were on television. And by the magnetism they had. Back then, I was fighting my parents about the length of my hair. If I was lucky, it covered my ears, and if my parents were lucky, my ear lobes were showing. I would watch the Beatles with them and I would say, ‘Don't you understand? I can't get my hair cut.'”

His parents must have understood, because on Paul's thirteenth birthday in 1965, his parents gave him his first real guitar, “although,” Paul reluctantly reveals, “it was a cheapie Japanese folk guitar, when I really wanted an electric guitar. I put it under my bed for a few days; I didn't like it at all. Then I decided that any guitar was better than no guitar, so I took a couple of lessons.”

Paul's parents enrolled him with a classical guitar teacher. “I didn't know there were different styles of playing. This guy had my leg on a stool, and my posture just so. It didn't look like George Harrison, and it certainly didn't sound like Bob Dylan. I couldn't figure out when he was gonna get to chords, and, of course, he had no intention of teaching me chords. So I dropped out of that and went to another teacher to learn chords. Right away, I started going beyond the teacher. They wanted to teach me at a certain speed, and I wanted to learn quicker than that. Once I had a basis, I started teaching myself.

“I was always coming out of my bedroom with the guitar and showing everybody what I could play. I had a harmonica around my neck too.” Playing at being a Dylanesque folkie, Paul began to create. “The whole idea of learning the guitar was to write music. No sooner did I learn [the folk standard] ‘Down in the Valley' than I decided to make it into a protest song. I can't remember the words, but it was ambitious. My parents didn't discourage me at all, but then again, they didn't realize how deeply I would get into it. Later on, they got a little worried when everyone else was going to college, and I was in my room with a Gibson guitar and an amplifier.”

Paul faithfully followed the trends in those days, so in 1965, “I was heavy into the Byrds. I used to do a lot of picking, twelve-string kind of stuff. My first group was with a friend, Harold Shiff He ultimately had to stop because his mother made him do his homework. He's [also] an optometrist now.

“Some of the guys in the band stayed with it. We played songs by the Lovin' Spoonful, the Yardbirds, the Kinks, and the Outsiders. We did a rock 'n' roll version of ‘The Ballad of the Green Berets.' That was pretty punk. The group went through a million names, one of which was Incubus [a spirit that “screws” you in the night]. We played for friends at parties. I was the lead singer and rhythm guitarist, and I controlled the direction of the band. I usually knew what I wanted, even back then.” There were no groupies yet, as Paul laughingly recalls. “There weren't any girls for us. Especially me. I was just a little fat guy that played guitar and wanted to be skinny. I did get skinny when I was eighteen.”

Before Stanley Eisen graduated from high school, he had a brief brush with the world of professional music. Paul: “It was around Jefferson Airplane time. I was fifteen and most of the people in this band were eighteen or nineteen. Even though I was the youngest, it was through me that the band got into the studio in the first place. These guys just wanted to sit around and play music in the basement. But I pushed. ‘C'mon. Let's make a record.' Somehow, I got a producer interested in us. He was with Columbia Records.”

The band was called the Post War Baby Boom, and they never released a record, a story that makes Paul laugh to this day. “Mind you, this was that Haight-Ashbury love period. The [lead] singer took acid and jumped into a fountain and caught a bad cold and [couldn't sing, so] we couldn't put vocals on the track. The song was ‘Never Loving, Never Living.' One of mine.”

Although Paul graduated from the High School of Music and Art in 1970, he had just about lost all interest in academia by that point. As he puts it, his two best subjects back then were “lunch and creative subway rides.” In September 1970, Paul went to Bronx Community College “for about a week, only long enough to get a student loan. I took my loan, bought a car, and left school. There was no way that I could be in school and spend twenty-five hours a day dreaming about how I was going to be a rock star.”

After leaving school, Paul concentrated his energies on his band, Uncle Joe, a three-piece outfit that compensated for its lack of a bass player by playing very, very loud. Paul and the other guitar player clashed because “I wanted to play rock 'n' roll, and he wanted to play blues. So he quit the band. The drummer knew another guitarist, and he joined for a little while. His name was Steve Coronel.”

Like most of Paul's bands this one never got past a few rehearsals before it broke up. “It wasn't going anywhere,” Paul remembers. “One day, after that group broke up, I was at Steve's house, and this fat guy with a beard came in. He needed Steve to go upstate and play with him 'cause his lead player was sick. And Steve said to this guy, ‘This [referring to Paul] is my friend Stanley. He writes songs too.' As it turns out, this other guy writes songs, but he was a creep. He said, ‘Oh yeah? You write songs? Let me hear some of them.' Me, being a nice guy, I sat down and played a couple. This guy used to think that only he and Lennon and McCartney wrote songs. After I played a few, he went, ‘Hmmm. Not bad.' He was impressed because now he knew that he wasn't alone in the world. Now, [he knew] there were four of us who wrote songs. And that guy was Gene. And I hated him.”
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Eventually, Gene and Paul would grow to respect and like each other, but that first day, Paul felt nothing but contempt for Gene. Actually, the feeling wasn't mutual, as Gene recalls.

“The first song he reeled off was called ‘Sunday Driver,' which became ‘Let Me Know' on the first KISS album. I was really impressed, although I must have come off very pompous and self-righteous. ‘That's almost as good as my stuff,' I told him. And I said, ‘That's very good.' And he was real pissed, as if to say, ‘Who are you to tell me this is very good? This is great!'”

What Paul couldn't know was that for Gene “to tell somebody else they were good was the highest compliment I ever paid anybody. To him, of course, it was like, ‘Hey, who are you, bozo?'”

Gene and Paul's relationship began and ended that day. Steve Coronel went upstate with Gene to join Bullfrog Bheer, but remained with Gene's band for only a few weeks. Steve soon returned to New York to form a band with Paul.

As 1970 became 1971, Steve and Paul continued to struggle, and their new group never actually coalesced. Steve suggested they invite Gene to join. At that point, Paul remembers saying, “It's Gene or me. You get one or the other.”

Meanwhile, Gene had left Sullivan Community College for Richmond College on Staten Island in New York City. Before he formed a new group, Gene took out an advertisement in The Village Voice [the famous New York alternative weekly] in which he offered his equipment for rent. Again and again, it would be classified ads that would bring KISS together.

The first band that rented Gene's equipment included Brooke Ostrander, a keyboard player who was also a music teacher in New Jersey. Around Christmastime of 1971, Gene remembers, they began working together “on a demo tape. Brooke and I did it on a very old Sound tape recorder. One of the songs later became ‘Nothin' to Lose' on the first KISS album. After we finished the tape, I wanted to put a band together. In early '72, I started hitting the record companies, making the rounds. From reading the music trade magazines, I didn't want to approach CBS or Warner Brothers or any of the biggies. I knew about this little label, Janus Records, and they only had two acts, and one of them was Lenny Bruce, who was dead. But Janus was distributed by Columbia. I figured that here was this real closet operation, and I knew even back then that you needed a small label with big distribution so they would pay attention to you.

“Janus Records bit. They said, ‘Put a band together, and you've got yourself a deal.' So we had to put a band together very quickly. I placed an ad for a guitar player, and as it turned out, one of the first guys that called was Paul. But he didn't want to come all the way to New Jersey just to try out. So I called my old guitar player, Steve Coronel.” Coronel agreed to give it another shot with Gene, and then he asked, “What about Paul?”

Gene continues the story. “I said, ‘Sure. Bring him along. We'll need a rhythm player. I'll play bass.' So Paul played rhythm, Steve was on lead, Brooke was on keyboards, and Tony Zarrella was on drums.” That band was first called Rainbow because they played all different kinds of music. Later, they changed their name to Wicked Lester.

Despite a bad beginning, Gene and Paul quickly became partners in music. “After the initial reaction,” Paul notes, “we realized that we were an asset to each other. I think it was that more than anything else. Back then, you didn't often meet people who were writing songs and who could sing well.

“I think I stopped hating Gene when I realized he was good. Despite what I thought of him or the way he was with people, little by little, he began being different with me because he respected me. I began to see he was a talented guy and knew we had to work together. Possibly, Gene was still trying to prove who he was, but I knew we had to work things out because there was a chemistry between us. I knew that teams tend to make each other strong, balance each other out.

“Gene basically had the same drive I did. He was in college and had that same ambition to be somebody. He had a huge ego, which is great. He just had to learn to tame it a little and harness it. Put it to good advantage. He thought he was somebody special, and he began to see that I was somebody special. That's part of what makes the band work, even today. After disliking each other intensely, Gene and I became a team within Wicked Lester, its unofficial leaders.”

In early '72, Wicked Lester practiced frequently and played an occasional club gig. Gene continued to pursue a recording contract. The first decision he made was to forget about Janus Records, because he didn't think they could handle a rock 'n' roll group. The band was also offered a contract by Buddah Records, but “Paul and I said no. We didn't want to sign with Buddah. The other guys wanted to sign with them, but since we were the writers, we said, ‘You guys want to do it. That's okay. We'll take our material elsewhere.' We were gonna break the band up right there because Buddah had no rock 'n' roll acts; we didn't want to sign with a company that had all bubblegum acts.” The head of Buddah Records at that time was a man named Neil Bogart. Eventually, after this near-miss, he will become a big part of the KISS story.

In the meantime, Wicked Lester's lack of success was causing Paul a great deal of difficulty at home. “My parents were asking, ‘What are you doing with your life?' I didn't have any answers for that. The fact that I was making $30 every other month playing music didn't help. It was the first time I ever got paid for playing, but we weren't going anywhere. But you've got to follow your heart, do what you believe in. So Wicked Lester kept pounding away.”

Finally, fate intervened. Paul recalls, he was hanging out in a clothing store when he met a guy who said to him, “You look like a guy in a band.” When Paul replied in the affirmative, the guy said, “My name's Ron. I work for Electric Lady Studios. If you ever have a tape, call me up.” As Gene remembers, “The next time Wicked Lester rehearsed, Paul was very excited, telling everybody that we had to call this guy.” Paul did call and asked to speak to Ron. He was put through to a guy named Ron Johnsen, an engineer at the studio, who didn't know anything about Paul or his band. It turned out that the guy Paul had met was the cleaning man at the studio.

Anxiously seizing the opportunity, Paul proceeded to badger Ron Johnsen. Paul: “I must have called him fifteen times a day, over and over. I would speak to his secretary and try to get him to come hear us. When you're hungry and desperate, you have no pride. I would call this guy up constantly. Finally, Ron Johnsen got on the phone, and I said, ‘It's because of people like you that my band's gonna break up. Nobody's willing to come see us. When you call a record company, they tell you that you need a manager. Call a manager and they want you to have a record contract. We're gonna break up if you don't come and see us.'”

Wicked Lester had rented a loft near Mott and Canal Streets in Chinatown for $40 a month. The space used to be a rehearsal hall, and it was to this hole in the wall that Ron Johnsen finally came. Gene remembers the promises. “This guy said we were as good as any band he'd ever heard. As good as Three Dog Night' was his comment. We're talkin 'bout dinosaurs now. And so he said, ‘We'll make a tape down at Electric Lady, for free, and if we sell it, I'll be your producer.'”

At first, as Paul recalls, nothing happened. “He said, ‘We're gonna go in and do it. Start work.' But months passed, and the band broke up because we just couldn't wait. Then, Ron Johnsen called me up and said, ‘I'm ready to go into the studio with you guys.' So I had to call up a bunch of guys with hurt feelings, guys who weren't even talking to each other. And I'd say, ‘Look This is our opportunity' And we got back together and started recording. It took us almost a year to make an album, and it was the worst. Now, it's really funny … but it's embarrassing.”

Paul remembers the record as being a trendsetter's nightmare. “If wah-wahs were big, we put it on the album. If ukuleles were big, we had a ukulele track. You name it, it was on that record. It was mostly terrible, but it did have two songs, ‘She' and ‘Love Her All I Can,' that did make it onto KISS albums.”

The finished Wicked Lester album was purchased by CBS, but to this day, that album has never been released. Gene tells this story with great relish. After they made it as KISS, Gene explains, “we didn't want it to come out, so we bought it back from CBS.” If CBS had realized that they had the record in their vaults, it is almost a certainty that they would have released it to capitalize on KISS's success. Gene laughs, “They never knew it was us. In 1979, we used the cover from the Wicked Lester LP on the Laughing Dogs cover.”

It gave Gene and Paul great pleasure to pull a fast one on CBS. Gene: “Don Ellis, the A&R man at CBS, passed on KISS. He came and saw the band and said, ‘Nah. That's not it.'That's Ellis,” Gene spells. “E-L-L-I-S.”

“Gene and I were unhappy with the direction of Wicked Lester,” Paul notes. “There was no direction. We looked like people waiting for a bus. We wanted to do something original, and we came up with the idea of taking on new characters. In the original concept, I was going to look like a gunslinger, and Gene was going to look like a caveman. Actually, that was the beginning of the idea for KISS, but it wasn't working out with Wicked Lester.”

According to Gene, the demise of Wicked Lester was inevitable. “We got hooked up with Alan Miller, who later worked for Bill Aucoin [KISS's manager]. At the time, Alan introduced us to Lew Linet, who was managing J.F. Murphy and Salt, who was being produced by Eddie Kramer. Eddie was enthusiastic about the Wicked Lester record and the group, but we soon realized that it wasn't going to work. There was a tall guy and a short guy, a fat guy and a thin guy. We sat down and confronted ourselves. ‘What do we want to do?' Besides wanting to be rich and famous like everyone else, we knew we had to look like we belonged in the same band. Everybody had to be the same thing. We said, ‘If we're gonna do it, it's gotta be the right way' So we decided to break the band up.”

When Epic (a CBS-affiliated label) decided not to release the Wicked Lester album, the five guys got to keep their advance money. Gene and Paul used their share to buy new equipment. As Paul remembers, “I bought my mother a washing machine and an amplifier for myself.” Gene and Paul also rented a new rehearsal loft, this one located at Fifth Avenue and 23rd Street. It cost $200 a month, a considerable step up. The only problem was, the two songwriters didn't have a band.

Paul and Gene were “two of a kind” at that point, and together they began to search for the necessary pieces, the missing links that would make them a group. “We fired the other guys,” Paul explains, “and we were thinking of replacing everyone. But in the interim, we came up with a much stronger concept.”

Gene recalls what happened next. “The first thing I saw was an ad in Rolling Stone. ‘Drummer, 11 years experience, willing to do anything.' I called him up. That drummer was Peter.”


Chapter 04

FELINE FURY:

THE CAT MAN
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Peter Criss was born in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, New York, on December 20, 1945, the oldest child of Loretta and Joseph Criscuola. He has a younger brother (Joey), and three sisters (Nancy, Donna, and Joanne), all of whom are younger. As Peter explains, “I'm the oldest, although I'm treated the youngest. I'll always be the baby of the family. It's the same way with the group. I'm the oldest, but I'm the baby of the group.

“I grew up in a rough neighborhood,” Peter recalls, “and my parents weren't all that wealthy. Financially, we were lower-class, and all of us lived in a four-room apartment. We didn't have a lot, but there was always food on the table. I always had clean sheets and clean clothes, always had a starched shirt. It was the same shirt every day, but my mom washed it every night and ironed it before I went to school. My parents were really keeping it together.”

Peter describes his neighborhood as “very Italian, Polish, and Irish. Very poor. No one could afford air-conditioning, so on hot summer nights, people would go outside and sit on the front stoop with iced tea and beer. And my swimming pool was an open fire hydrant. It was great.”

Peter is a man who had a hard youth, and the scars sometimes show. “I went to a Catholic school called Transfiguration. They called it a school, but it was more like a concentration camp. The nuns who ran the school were really cruel, and I was always being disciplined. And that would kill me. So I started playing all these games to stay home from school. I'd play sick, 'cause I didn't want to get tortured. I'd tell my mom that the nuns would beat your knuckles with a ruler or lock you in a dark closet for hours or make you sit in the wastepaper basket as punishment. She wouldn't believe me. She'd say, ‘How could a nun do that?'

“They'd do awful things. If I had to go the bathroom, they wouldn't let me go, so I'd pee in my pants. I'd have to sit there all day in class like that with people laughing at me. I just couldn't handle it, and I developed a mental block toward school. I did all sorts of things to avoid going to school, but by doing that, I only got dumber.

“My mother didn't understand why I was sick all the time, but finally, she realized what was going on, and she put me into a public school. I started passing my courses, and then my grades shot into the 80s and 90s. My mother said, ‘Why wasn't this happening before?' I answered, ‘Do you understand now what I've been telling you about the nuns?'”

Just like today in ghettos across the country, for teenagers growing up in the tough New York City neighborhoods of the late '50s and early '60s, it was challenging experience, truly the human equivalent of the “survival of the fittest” theory. For Peter, survival meant belonging to a gang. “In eighth grade, the neighborhood I lived in got worse and gangs became the big thing. The only way to exist after a while was to join a gang; otherwise, you would get beaten up every day. I didn't want to join, but I had no choice. If you didn't have a bunch of guys with you, you would get the shit kicked out of you.”

Joining a gang included a frightening initiation rite. Peter: “To join, you had to do a thing we called ‘rumbling.' It was a gang brawl, but to prove yourself, you had to be the first to charge the other gang, who were running at you with baseball bats and garbage can lids and car aerials. I got quite a few cuts from knives and razors. Up front, you were the first to get hit, and if you had enough guts to do that, you were in. And I did it. It was crazy, but if you had the guts, you could be one of the guys.

“Our gang was called the Phantom Lords. We rented a store as a clubhouse, put some red lights in, painted the windows black, and got a jukebox. There were two or three hundred guys in the gang. It was a famous gang, one of the biggest in Brooklyn. I worked my way up from being just a member to being vice president. Even at that time, I wasn't happy just being a member of something.

“The big TV show at the time was The Untouchables. So everybody dressed up like gangsters and carried zip guns. We even had uniforms. Everybody wore these white hats and pinstripe suits with suspenders. On the weekends, we'd have socials, blast the jukebox, and have lots of girls. It was a very decadent scene, actually. Pretty classy, but also pretty sick.

“On another level, though, it was exciting because it was belonging. And it was the in thing. You could make more girls if you were in a gang. Not only that, but being in a gang gives you a reputation of being tougher and you got respect in the neighborhood. When they knew you were in the Phantom Lords, people left you alone. So I got beaten up a lot less.

“Our gang got in a lot of trouble. Some of us were arrested for shooting and killing, and a lot of the members went to jail. It's weird to look back at the whole thing, because at the time, it seemed exciting. But there are a lot of really nice guys who became junkies and died of drug overdoses. It was a violent scene. It was insanity.

“Whenever we had a rumble, there was shooting and stabbing all over the place. I never stabbed anybody, but I hit a few people with bats and bricks. It was pretty scary, and I'm lucky I survived. I was only thirteen or fourteen, and I was running around with a zip gun in my pocket. I'd come home all bloody, and my folks would be very upset. My dad would tell me, ‘We've got to move out of here,' but we never had enough bucks to get us out of the neighborhood.”

Peter's survival instincts, like his cat personality, were very sharp, even as a teenager. But, Peter explains, he never had a killer instinct. “My father was rough on me sometimes, because I was the type of kid who would get in a fight, pin the guy down, and then let him up. When people got me down, they never let me up. So my old man used to tell me, ‘There's only one way to fight, whether you're using your fists or a club. You've got to fight to win.'

“My mom and dad are great, even though I'm still the renegade of the family, the outlaw. One rule we always had was You don't lie. You don't steal.' My father's very Italian, and my mother's very Irish. And that's a weird combination. My dad was stern with me. He didn't like cursing in the house. If I swore at the table, my father would slap me across the mouth with a strap or something.

“I thought I was tough, 'cause I was in a gang. After a rumble, I'd come home all scratched up, and when he'd ask me where I'd been, I'd say, “I was in a friggin' rumble.' He'd slap the hell out of me and say, ‘I don't care what you do outside, but you don't bring it into the house.' Even though he hit me a lot, he was extremely warm and lovable. He smacked me because I deserved it, and I realized that.

“I never hid anything from my father. He would rather I did it in front of him, whatever it might be. My mom and dad are really hip. I used to bring all these crazy musicians home when I was in bands, and we'd be starving and my mom would feed 'em. After a while, they'd even go over to my house without me. Just to hang out there, 'cause my folks were so hip. My mother's my biggest fan. She loves me to tell her the stories from when I'm on the road.”

From the time he was ten until he was married, Peter spent a great deal of time living with his grandmother. “My parents lived a block away from my [maternal] grandmother. Her husband left her when they were fairly young, and I don't know why, but I just took to her. And she took me under her wing. She was a great lady. She had two jobs, and she'd still go to bars on the weekends. That was the kind of person she was.

“I didn't have the things that other kids on the block had because my parents were so poor. If one kid got a Schwinn bike, I didn't. But my grandmother would work overtime to make sure I got that Schwinn bike. She made sure I got what every other kid got. I really loved her a lot. When she died, we couldn't afford to have her name put on the stone. The first big money I ever made, I bought her a big headstone. I took my mother there on Christmas Eve and said, ‘Ma, Happy Birthday' It was a little gift for my grandmother. That's one of the nice things about success. It was something I felt I owed her, because she hated my long practices at the drums. She was very old-fashioned; she wanted me to get a regular job. And I did. I worked as a dental mechanic, building teeth. I always had jobs. But I really started working because I wanted drums.”

Unlike the other members of KISS, Peter's musical ambitions began long before the Beatles came along. “I remember seeing Elvis on The Jackie Gleason Show [Jackie's summer replacement, the Dorsey Brothers, had Elvis on six times], and I was blown away. I went out and bought a little plastic guitar, and I'd stand in front of the mirror, put water in my hair, give it a little brush, and sing ‘Hound Dog.' My mother bought the record, and she used to make me do it for relatives. I'd come out and imitate Elvis for my family. Even then, I was entertaining. Even then, I was carrying on about rock 'n' roll.

“Elvis was one of my first heroes. I also loved Hopalong Cassidy and the Lone Ranger. As a kid, I had a whole Hopalong Cassidy suit, two six-guns and all. I loved all the cowboy shows like Maverick, Have Gun Will Travel, Cheyenne, Sugarfoot, and Gunsmoke. I'd wait up with potato chips and popcorn for Sea Hunt.

“But I never wanted to be a cowboy. From the first day I can remember, I was a drummer. When I was a kid, I started beating pots and pans, picking out ones with different sounds. My father had this old set of brushes, because he used to play a little drums. I drove my parents whacko beating on the pots, but they put up with it.”

Peter's first exposure to music came from the radio. “All day long, my folks played the radio. Nothing but swing music. I grew up on Benny Goodman, Tommy Dorsey, and Glenn Miller. And I loved it. I would play along with it and dream of someday being a drummer, a singer, and a songwriter.”

One of Peter's earliest memories is the Christmas when “my parents bought me a set of Rootie Kazootie [a TV character] drums. It was the first thing I went for that morning. There were other toys, but I went right for the drums. First time I hit 'em, I broke 'em. Went right through the skin. That was the first time I had sticks in my hand.

“When I was thirteen, I wrote my first song. It was like, ‘Oh, honey. You know I love you baby' Around then, I joined a doo-wop group, singing in subways and hallways. This guy in the group gave me an old army snare drum. I went home, and my dad built me a wooden box, put glitter on it. And it read, ‘Stars.'That was the name of my band. And we took two paint cans and garbage can covers, and we put holes in them and put screws through the holes. So they had a sizzle sound. That was my first set of drums. And I would use them to back the group at social clubs. I was the only instrument. There were no guitars. They sang stuff by Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers. I wasn't getting paid. I just did it.”

Peter's makeshift drum set was all he had, until “I was going to high school. I worked weekends as a delivery boy in a butcher shop. One of the butchers had a set of drums that were white mother-of-pearl, an exact duplicate of [drumming legend] Gene Krupa's set. And he said, ‘I'll sell them to you for $200.' It took me a lot of months of deliveries and tips, of working and saving, but one day, I had enough to buy them. I took them home, and I would play along with the records. And when guys would come by to say, ‘Come on out and play baseball' or ‘Let's go to a rumble,' I'd say, ‘No. I gotta practice. I gotta practice.'That's all I did. I'd go to school. I'd work. And I'd practice.

“One day, when I was sixteen, I passed by this basement, and there were these guys playing electric guitars. It flipped me out. I stood outside watching, and then, one of the guys came outside. I asked him if I could come in and watch. It just so happened that they were firing their drummer, and I tried out. I had never been in a band with real instruments, so I never knew how to play with guys with amplifiers. But they liked me, 'cause I really wanted to play. And I sang too.

“I joined them. They called themselves the Barracudas, and it was two guitars and me on drums. We played little clubs on the weekends and got paid about $10 or $15 a night doing six shows.”

Peter was eighteen and a senior in high school when he and fate met head-on, and he became a professional musician. Peter: “I'll never forget that night. I was with some friends, and we went into the Metropole Café [a legendary club on Broadway near Times Square] for a drink 'cause I knew one of the guys in the band [Joey Greco and the In Crowd]. Their drummer was sick, and they were playing without one. When they took a break, Joey, the guy I knew, came over and said, ‘Peter, would you like to sit in?'

“There were a hundred people in there and go-go girls. In those days, the Metro-pole was a happening place. And I said, ‘I'm afraid.' My friends with me said, ‘Go ahead. Sit in!' So I played with them, and I did all right. It was my first shot at being on the bandstand with a whole lot of people watching. I was real scared and real excited.”

After the show that night, Peter was invited to join the band. “By that time, I had actually become a butcher. I was finishing up school and still playing in the Barracudas. But they told me I would make $125 a week. I freaked out. The drummer in their band had broken his leg, so I knew it wasn't going to be forever. But it didn't matter. It was a gig. And it was the Metropole, a place where Gene Krupa had played, and that fascinated me. So I went home and I quit it all—the job, the band, and school—and I joined this group.”

Although Peter's family was upset that he wasn't going to finish school, $125 a week was hard to argue with. “I told 'em I could always get the diploma, but I never went back. I've learned a lot by myself because traveling gives you a lot of time. I've educated myself.”

If those days at the Metropole have taken on a romantic and legendary perspective to Peter, it's no surprise. It was not only his first real job as a musician, but more important than that, it was at the Metropole where Peter met Gene Krupa. When Joey Greco's drummer returned to action, Peter joined a new band, although Peter understandably can't remember that group's name. “I played in about eighty bands all together. Anyway, Krupa would play at the Metropole all day long, and sometimes on the weekends. I would get up early just to go there and watch him play every day. One day, he came over to me and said, ‘You're here every day. How come?' And I said, ‘I'm your biggest fan. You're the greatest drummer in the world.' And he said, You work here, don't you?' I said, Yeah, I'm a drummer. If I could only be like you, play like you, I'd give my right arm.' And he said, ‘Come on and sit in with me.' And I flipped out. And I sat in. Gene Krupa gave me lessons every day. For free. It was the great moment of my life, up until then.

“When I told my father that I was getting lessons from Gene Krupa, he didn't believe me. But when he came to the club, I introduced him to Gene. It flipped my dad out.” Peter took lessons from the legendary drummer until Krupa quit working at the Metropole.

From that point on, Peter's life was filled with the search for the right band. It was a long and difficult time for him. “From the time I was eighteen until I was twenty-four, I was really pushing hard to make it. That's when I changed my name [to Criss]. At first, I had to have phony ID cards and phony union cards, 'cause I was getting my first paychecks at sixteen with the Barracudas. Gene and Paul and Ace were still in school when I was on the road with Joey Dee.” In 1962, Dee had a number one hit, “The Peppermint Twist,” named after the Peppermint Lounge, a very in spot in the early '60s. Dee, who also scored a Top 10 hit in '62 with “Shout,” had a band called the Starliters. Peter was a member for two months.

“I wanted to make it,” Peter explains, “and I would do anything. In and out of groups all the time. Any chance with a name, I'd go with it, hoping I might make a connection.” Peter knew and was friends with the other young musicians of the day, guys who would later end up in groups like the Lovin' Spoonful or the Blues Magoos. “So,” Peter remembers, “if the Spoonful's drummer got sick I'd instantly drop the band I was in, just to sit in for a week with them.” Band-hopping, Peter played all of New York's great clubs, spots like Trude Heller's, the Electric Circus, and the Eighth Wonder. But it was a hard time for Peter. He'd be making money one week, and then the next, he'd be out of work.

Peter recalls those days. “In the '60s, I traveled with an Oldies But Goodies band. I'll never forget the first tour with Johnny Maestro and Cannibal and the Headhunters. That was really weird, eight guys living in a U-Haul, with the heater not working and blankets in the windows. Those tours were an interesting education. I learned by doing that stuff for a while, but I still wasn't happy. I wasn't playing my stuff. I was still being told what to play. After that, I was the only white guy in a fifteen-piece soul band. It was great, singing Otis Redding, Sam &Dave, and Wilson Pickett. I love R&B music, so I dug it.”

Peter continued to search for the right band, but one problem he encountered was his insistence upon performing original material. Peter: “I had this thing about doing originals. [At a show], I'd tell the guys, ‘Let's do one of my tunes.' And we'd do it and get fired. Simple as that. One time, the owner came up to me, one of these fat guys with a cigar, and he said, ‘What the hell is that shit you're playing?' And I said, ‘It's one of my songs.' He said, ‘Play it again and you're fired.'When he walked away, I turned to the band. ‘Do the other song I wrote.' I was always the leader of my groups, so they would listen to me. And we got fired. We kept losing gigs because of that, but we would always get a better one.

“Finally, I got a group, Brotherhood, where they let us do some original stuff, which wasn't too bad. We played a place called Arthur's for $200 a week which was really big money. And the [Young] Rascals were up the block at the Phone Booth. Another spot we played at was the Action House. We'd open up for the Vagrants and the Rich Kids. That's when I met Leslie West, Corky Laing, and all those guys. Brotherhood was really dynamite. At the end of the show, I'd wreck my drums and the organ player would tip his organ over. The whole bit. It was a pretty good time in my life.

“After Brotherhood broke up, I practiced with Leslie before he formed Mountain. I quit because he put me on salary. I said, ‘Fuck you. I'm gonna be in Mountain. I wanna be hot. I wanna be part of the band.' And I quit, and Leslie put Mountain together and they made it. I didn't.

“I kept struggling, and then I joined a band called Chelsea. It was an excellent group, real musicians, who could play everything from jazz to hard rock to soul. Our problem was variety. You couldn't pin a sound on us; we had all kinds of sounds. We made an album that came out on Decca, but the guy who managed us was a real rich little bastard. This kid wanted to be the manager of a rock band, so his father got us. And when things got tough, he dropped us. Out of the whole deal, all I got was a free bass drum. And Decca dropped us.

“Besides our musical diversity, the other problem with Chelsea was our image. We didn't have one. Everybody wore jeans, beards, and long hair. We played underground joints like the Village Gate, and the people loved the music. We came onstage in T-shirts and jeans, but no one cared.

“We were all kinda stoned from a little wine or smoking a joint, and we'd just jam and play. It was so good. I was so up. I had my hopes so high on it. But it failed, and when it did, I had a nervous breakdown. I would just sit in the house and do nothing. Just kept listening to the album, saying, ‘I don't believe this didn't make it.' I was shocked that the public wouldn't accept this music. It wasn't crap. Larry Fallon, who did Van Morrison's Astral Weeks, arranged the horns and strings. I was so happy to finally be doing all original stuff and to be playing with real musicians. It was the biggest shock of my life, and I felt that I had to make it. When I didn't, I was so shocked. I was like a baby.”

By this time, Peter had married Lydia, who watched helplessly as Peter suffered through a long depression. Gradually, he remembers, “I started picking up and playing and writing again. Then, I went to England looking for a group. No luck. My money ran out before I found anything. The one really interesting thing that happened over there was that I used to go to this club called Speakeasy and listen to a guy called Elton John. Every night. And he was nobody then.”

Returning to New York, Lydia continued to support them, but times were so rough that Peter joined another club band, cranking out the hits. Peter: “This was the worst. This band had guys who were forty years old, and we'd play four nights a week at these real Mafia clubs. These guys had suits and accordions, and I would come in with velvet pants, a pink shirt, a satin scarf, round glasses, and hair down to my shoulders. They didn't like me too much. But I kept doing it, even though I couldn't really handle it. I needed the money.”

One day, in 1972, Peter placed an ad in the musician's free classified section of Rolling Stone. The ad read: “Drummer, 11 years experience, willing to do anything.” It brought quick results, as Peter recalls.

“We were having a party at home, and I got this call. We were all smashed on wine, and I pick up the phone and hear this very intellectual-sounding ‘hello.' It was Gene, and we kid each other about it now, but I didn't know who it was then. He said, ‘I saw your ad here. By the way, are you good-looking?' And I said, ‘Wait a minute.' I yelled to everybody at the party, ‘Hey, am I good looking?' And they all screamed, ‘Yeaaaaah.'Then he asked me if had long hair. Did the same thing. More questions. ‘Are you thin?' ‘What are you?' ‘Can you sing?' The answers were ‘140 pounds,' ‘Italian,' and ‘not only can I sing, but I write too.'”

Gene remembers what the conversation sounded like from his end. “When I called him up, I said, ‘Hi, I'm Gene Klein, and I've got some money together. I've got a partner who writes songs. We both write. We both sing. We want to put together the next superband.' And Peter must have thought I was in the loony bin. And I said, Are you interested in joining a band like this?' He said, ‘Sure.' Of course, I had never heard him play. I said, ‘Before we try each other out musically, see if we fit, there's some other stuff that's real important. If it doesn't work it doesn't matter what kind of musical taste we've got. Are you fat?' He was in the middle of a party, and he yelled to everybody, ‘This guy wants to know if I'm fat.' Everybody went ‘No!' I asked him if he had a mustache or a beard and if he had blond hair, would he be willing to dye it. [I asked] Are you ugly?' It was real important to Paul and I that we get the look.”

Peter apparently gave the right answers, and he agreed to meet Gene and Paul the next day at Electric Ladyland. “I got all spiffed up in my pink satin pants and black velvet jacket and scarf,” Peter remembers. “I was dressed to kill. And I went down to the Lady, and there were two guys outside in flowered shirts and jeans. They looked like nothin', and I passed 'em up and went inside. I asked the receptionist, ‘Is there a Gene Klein and Paul Stanley here?' And the guy told me that they were downstairs. And I looked out the window and laughed to myself, ‘He asked me, ‘Do I dress up and look rock 'n' roll?'

“So I went back down and said, ‘I'm Peter.' Gene said, ‘You're hired.' It was great. I said, ‘You haven't heard me play' He said, ‘It doesn't matter. You look it. You're a star.' At the time, I was dressing to be noticed, because I wanted to be a star, even though I used to get whistled at and called ‘fag' and beaten up on the subway. Gene was very impressed.”

Gene remembers two coincidences that made him feel that Peter's arrival “was meant to be. Peter once had been in a band called Lips, which is almost KISS. And Ron Johnsen, the guy who worked with me and Paul with Wicked Lester, turned out to have been the engineer of Peter's album with Chelsea. Definitely felt there was something there.”

Whatever was there didn't click musically, as Peter recalls. “We had our first rehearsal, and it was a disaster. Terrible. I had to play somebody else's drums, and our musical tastes really clashed. They were into Zeppelin, and I was into the Stones. So they'd be doing Zeppelin things, and I'm in back doing a Charlie Watts thing. And it ain't working. So I said, ‘Look man. We can't cut it.'They agreed. But I said, ‘Let's have another rehearsal anyway. Try it again.' And Gene said, ‘I really don't want to lose you. All I want you to do is cut it.' I'll never forget him saying that. And I said, ‘Someday, I'm gonna ram those words down your mouth. I'm gonna do more than cut it.' And the next rehearsal, we were great.”

The difference, Peter points out, was in the material. “The first night, the first song they hit me with was a bitch. It was the hardest song they knew, the most technical. They did that just to bust my balls. So the next day, I said, ‘Don't you guys have anything a little more rock 'n' roll? Something like Chuck Berry?'They did ‘Strutter,' and I opened up with the drum. And it was great. We were really getting off. And I said, ‘Now, that's cool.' And they said, ‘You're hired.' And I said, ‘Great.' And we became a trio.”


Chapter 05

NOTHIN' TO LOSE:

THE ROAD TO STARDOM

[image: art]

Gene, Peter, and Paul practiced every chance they could, but they knew that they were only at the beginning of a very long road. At the time, Gene was teaching elementary school, Paul was driving a cab part-time, and Peter was still making ends meet with his four nights a week in, as he calls it, “that Mafia-type band. Gene and Paul would come down weekends to watch, and it was weird. Their hair was down to their shoulders. One time, this really menacing-looking guy said to Gene, ‘You wanna drink?' And Gene said, ‘I don't drink.' So this guy said, ‘You'll have a drink.' Gene said, ‘I'll have a drink.' When the guy left, I said to Gene, ‘Thank God you took the drink. We could get killed in here.' He said, ‘What do you mean?' I said, ‘Don't be naive, man. Look around you—mink coats, diamonds. What do you think's going on here?'”

Paul remembers going to see Peter play at those clubs and feeling that Peter “had star qualities. It looked like it was his band, and he was only the drummer. Yet he was the only person who made an impression, singing Wilson Pickett songs.”

The club owners were always telling Peter to play softer, but one night, Peter recalls, “I said to myself, ‘I don't care anymore.' And I just played with all my might. And I walked over to Gene and Paul and said, ‘You got a full-time drummer. I just got fired.'”

Throughout the fall of 1972, the trio rehearsed in the loft that Gene and Paul had rented. Gene notes that “Paul and I bought an $1,800 sound system, which at the time was unheard of. No matter what else we did, we were going to be the loudest band that ever played. We had three stacks of Marshall amps.

“At first,” Gene points out, “we looked just like another average rock 'n' roll band. But Paul and I realized early on that we had to look a little bit different. We took some real chances in the loft; we went off the deep end and tried to see what we were capable of with the makeup. I don't think there's anything terribly original about what we do, and I think that anybody who says that what they're doing is totally original is just blowing it out their asses in the grand manner.

“Before us, there was Alice Cooper and David Bowie, and before them, the Crazy World of Arthur Brown in the '60s. In the '50s, there was Screamin' Jay Hawkins, who used to climb out of a coffin carrying a human skull on a stick. People thought that was too much, but there have always been people willing to stick their necks out. Then, after a while, audiences aren't satisfied with what's already out there and things keep moving forward. We realized that to create our own situation, we would have to take the stuff that had gone before us one step further.”

At the time, the New York Dolls were at the forefront of a growing New York scene. While KISS was influenced toward theatricality by the Dolls, Paul points out that “we definitely didn't want to be part of the Dolls' scene. There's only room for one at the top, and you can't out-Doll the Dolls. We knew that if we went in their direction, we would be compared to them. Besides, they were these little skinny guys in flashy clothes. They looked great. We weren't dressed like those guys, nor did we have that kind of image. We had to find our own image.”

What Gene and Paul did admire about the Dolls was “that they all looked like they belonged to the same band. It was a real concise concept. They played one kind of music, and it worked.” As Gene notes, “in late '72, we were rehearsing with makeup and looked like the Hello People [an early '70s band]. We used mime makeup. And I wore a sailor's outfit, and Paul wore his mom's glitter jacket. We couldn't really figure out where we were going, but we did know we didn't want it to look like a regular band.” Then, one night, as Paul recalls, “Gene and I went to see the Dolls and afterward, we said, ‘We've gotta drop the color and go in the opposite direction.'”

By this time, Paul feels that he and Gene had “really clicked as far as that we both knew what we wanted. And we complemented each other. I might come up with an idea, and Gene would say, ‘No, we can't do that because of this,' and vice versa. There was a great give-and-take between us, especially in the beginning, when we needed direction and planning. More than the others, Gene and I have always been more businesslike, more involved in the shaping of the band, where we were gonna go and how we were gonna approach it.”

Another consideration that was important to the trio was that, according to Paul, “we didn't want to make it or break it on the New York scene. Too many bands died because they were part of the New York glitter. So we tried to steer as far away from that as possible. Everybody, except us, was hanging out at [the legendary club] Max's Kansas City. They were all busy looking like stars. We were busy becoming stars.”

“As a trio,” Paul remembers, “we practiced about thirteen hours a day, every day. We really meant it. We had this dream of mixing theatrics with rock. When I used to go to the Fillmore East, I'd see these guys onstage wearing jeans, and I would think ‘That's wrong. He should look bigger-than-life. He should look like a star.'When you see the guy, you should feel, ‘Wow! Look at that!' He should blow your mind. When I first saw David Bowie, I thought it was the greatest thing in the world.

“Gene and Paul wanted the same thing I did. It was amazing how the three of us and then the four of us had nothing in common socially, but we all wanted to create a group that meshed perfectly.”

Paul agrees, adding, “Right from the start, it was understood that we were gonna wear makeup. Even when we were rehearsing as a trio, Peter wore cat makeup, Gene was wearing something weird, and I wore whiteface with lipstick and eye shadow. We tried all kinds of stuff.”

Although the trio practiced religiously for months without ever playing a show, Paul fondly recalls those days “as some of the best memories I have. We didn't see it as total hardship. It was the road to stardom, almost like playing Monopoly. You gotta start at Go, not in the middle of the game. I always saw the hardest times, and there were no really bad times, as something that I would look back on one day, and I used to think it was gonna be a nice thing to look back on. The fun days. I remember Peter used to come to rehearsal at the loft with a bottle of cheap wine. It was cold [the temperature, not the wine], and he and I would drink Gallo sherry or port to keep warm, so we could rehearse.” Paul explains that for the trio, there were no holidays. “On Thanksgiving Day in '72, Peter's mother made us turkey sandwiches. Those are great memories, and I knew even then that they would be great memories today. I knew that those things were as important as the music. It was all part of a situation that was priceless, something you could never buy.”

By the end of 1972 the trio had several months of solid rehearsal behind them, and, as Gene notes, “we really had the music down. We were singing three-part harmony, and it was great. We never wanted to play in front of people where it was a situation of ‘They're okay, 'cause they're just starting out.' Before anyone could see us, we had to be good. We spent a very cold New Year's Eve in the loft rehearsing. We invited a few friends to see what we were doing. They couldn't believe their eyes when they saw the makeup and the primitive costumes.”

In December, 1972, the trio decided they needed a fourth member to complete the group … a lead guitarist to round out the sound. Paul recalls taking out “an ad in The Village Voice. It said, ‘Hard rock group seeking guitarist with balls and flash,' except The Village Voice wouldn't print the word ‘balls.' If you can believe that.”

Guitarists responded by the dozen, Peter remembers. “You wouldn't believe what walked into that loft. Guys who knew one chord and couldn't play at all. After a while, I was going crazy.” Paul: “All kinds of weirdos came down. One guy was Italian, just off the boat, and his wife was the interpreter. He didn't even bother to tune his guitar; he just took it out of the case and started playing.”

“At one point,” Gene remembers, “Bob Kulick, who [later] toured with Meat Loaf, was going to be the guitarist. But he didn't have the look; he had a beard, and he was a little chubbier back then. We were talking about him joining one day, when this guy walked in. With one orange sneaker and a red sneaker and a little orangey mustache. He looked like a mixture of Oriental and Norwegian.

“There were two parallel walls, and as he was walking through them, he just kind of veered off and walked into one of the walls. He was real rude, walking around and ignoring everybody. And I thought he was being rude on purpose. The guy was so flaky, up in the air, in his own world. I said, ‘Would you please sit down. We're in the middle of talking to this guy. Wait your turn.' He answered, ‘Hey. Wow, man. I've got…'I heard this voice come out of him and it was,‘Whoa.'I thought he was being a real wise guy. And I said, ‘I'm gonna throw you on your ass if you don't sit down.' Again, he answered in his strange voice. ‘Come on, guy. I just came in here to play guitar, don't you wanna rock 'n' roll?'”

Peter interjects. “I thought he was plastered out of his mind. I didn't believe what had come through the door. And I said, ‘Either this guy's great or he's crazy, but you gotta let him play' Gene was furious. I said, ‘Wait a minute. Let him play.'”

Gene picks up the story. “We finally came to his turn, and I remember to this day, I said to him, ‘You better play well or I'm gonna kick your ass.' Something like that. Or You're going out on your ass.'

“I said, ‘Listen to the first two verses and the first two choruses. When the solo comes up, it's just gonna be the chorus section, so watch as the changes go by. And when the solo comes up, you'll know exactly where it is.' When the solo came up, he just wailed away. It was wonderful. It fit. It made sense. And he was tall enough.

“At the end of the song, I walked over to him. I shook his hand and said, ‘I'm sorry I said anything to you. You be exactly the way you are. But the first thing you gotta do is shave off that mustache.' It was one of those stop-and-go growths. He said, ‘What do you mean? This is the best-looking thing. The girls love it.' But still, he shaved it off.”

Peter didn't care about the guy's mustache. “When he plugged in and played, he was great.” And he was Ace.


Chapter 06

EARTH TO JENDELL:

THE SPACE ACE
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To his family, he's Paul. To the fans, he's “Ace from Space.” To Gene Simmons, he's “a marshmallow.” To Peter Criss, he's “the Dean Martin of the group.” Paul Stanley feels that “Ace is very bright, much smarter than he wants anybody to know. Underneath his image is a good, sensitive, caring person.”

Paul David Frehley, the last man to join KISS, is a New Yorker with an interesting heritage. “My father's Pennsylvania Dutch and German, and my mother's a farm girl from North Carolina. She's German and Indian. Her mother was a full-blooded Cherokee. I'm one-quarter Indian.”
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