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‘I feel like everybody else in the band is a lot happier with it than me.
Happy-go-lucky.
They kind of roll with it.
They enjoy it, even.
I can’t seem to do that.
It’s not that I think I’m better than it.
I don’t know.
I’m just not that happy a person. I’m just not.
What I enjoy is seeing music, getting to watch.
Watching Neil Young.
Or I get to watch Sonic Youth from the side of the stage.
That’s what’s been nice for me . . .’


Eddie Vedder
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CHAPTER ONE


MY REALITY







‘My folks are very proud of me now, I’m thankful that they’ve given me a lifetime’s worth of material to write about.’


Eddie





Prior to the winter of 1996, Eddie Vedder’s childhood was generally perceived to have been a relatively simple, albeit somewhat dour affair. Famed for his verbosity on certain subjects, the millionaire lead singer of Pearl Jam had always become particularly uncommunicative when asked about his formative years. As Pearl Jam’s popularity had grown, he had reluctantly let out snippets of information, allowing only a scratchy picture to be created, but one that suggested unhappiness. He was born Edward Louis Severson III, in late December 1964, the first of four sons of a doting mother, Marie. The family home was initially in Evanston, Illinois, but shortly after Eddie’s third birthday the Muellers moved to San Diego in California. According to Eddie, his early years were emotionally barren, bereft of any meaningful relationship with the man he understood to be his biological father, a void which developed into open hostility as he grew up.


Money was always short and this affected Eddie’s education. Such was his apparent dislike of school that, in interviews, Eddie has usually refused to discuss the subject, but it is clear that he struggled to keep up with the work and frequently fell foul of his teachers. ‘They didn’t treat me very well,’ he told the Los Angeles Times. ‘Well, maybe it was just that I wasn’t going to like anybody because I had to work and I had to explain to my teachers why I wasn’t keeping up.’ His poor academic record was exacerbated by the atmosphere with his ‘father’ at home, which rapidly deteriorated to the point that when his parents moved back to Illinois just before Eddie’s final school year, he stayed put in San Diego. When his mother and her husband left for Illinois, there was a heated and angry exchange and Eddie resolved never to speak to the man again – indeed, he never has.


Having to take menial jobs to support himself, including work at a Long’s Drug Store in Encinitas, meant that Eddie’s school work suffered even more: ‘I’d fall asleep in class and they’d lecture me about the reality of their classroom,’ Eddie recalled. ‘I said, “You want to see my reality?” I opened up my backpack to where you usually keep your pencils. That’s where I kept my bills . . . electric bills, rent . . . That was my reality.’ As an added mark of rebellion he dropped his surname, Mueller, and took up his mother’s maiden name, Vedder. His real father’s name was Severson.


‘Something made me realise it was time to get away or I was going to be just another loser.’


Eddie Vedder


Almost inevitably Eddie dropped out of school. Work at the drugstore did little to ease the growing anger inside him, which was exacerbated by the spoilt kids who swanned into the shop: ‘I resented everybody around who drove up in a car that someone provided for them . . . with insurance that someone provided for them,’ he said. ‘I’d be underneath some shelf putting price tags on tomato soup and I’d watch them come in . . . obnoxious with their fucking prom outfits on, buying condoms and being loud about it. I’d think, “Those fucks.” Maybe I would have been doing that too, if the circumstances were different. Maybe that would have made me more forgiving, but I wasn’t very forgiving at all. Everything was just such a fucking struggle for years.’


Eddie also revealed how near to self-destruction he came during this low period, when he talked of having thoughts of suicide ‘as often as mealtime . . . I was all alone – except for music.’


This fascination with music had developed at an early age, but it wasn’t until his teens that he really became hooked. At that time, his obsession was the Who’s classic rock mock-opera, Quadrophenia, which recounted a compelling tale of disaffected youth that Eddie related to completely. Such was Eddie’s fixation with this and other work by the Who that he later declared he ‘should be sending Pete Townshend a card for Father’s Day’. When Eddie began trying to create his own material, he found he had a rich seam of inspiration: ‘My folks are very proud of me now,’ he told Rolling Stone. ‘I’m thankful that they’ve given me a lifetime’s worth of material to write about.’


According to the accepted truth, a sixteen-year-old Eddie then embroiled himself in some less than savoury circles, supposedly dabbling with drugs and espousing a drop-out lifestyle, symptomatic of his utter rejection of parental constraints. But with a foresight that hinted at his exceptional instinct, Eddie managed to pull himself out of this shadowy world before it obilterated him, and instead he started to get more actively involved in the music scene in and around San Diego. ‘All of a sudden’, he told the Los Angeles Times, ‘the big night out is sitting in somebody’s trailer, smoking something or getting hold of something to put up your nose . . . I was getting swallowed up in it, but something made me realise it was time to get away or I was going to be just another loser.’


Eddie’s already fraught childhood was about to deal him another body blow. One day out of the blue, his mother visited him from Chicago with the express purpose of telling him that his despised father, whom Eddie called ‘the lawyer fuck’, was not his biological parent. His real father had divorced his mother when Eddie was just two. Perhaps even more shockingly, his real father was in fact a family friend whom he had met on several occasions, but who had died from multiple sclerosis when Eddie was just thirteen. The news opened up a Pandora’s box of emotions – the initial relief at being told the man he hated and disrespected was not his father was rapidly and painfully replaced by the realisation that his actual father was already dead. Eddie had seen him in hospital in a wheelchair and on a handful of neighbourly occasions, but any opportunity to build a relationship with this man was gone forever. The news also meant, of course, that Eddie’s three siblings were only half-brothers.


Eddie remembers the day clearly: ‘There was a piano in the room,’ he explained in Rolling Stone, ‘and I remember really wishing I knew how to play a happy song. I was happy for about a minute, and then I came down . . . I had to deal with the anger of not being told sooner, not being told while he was alive. I was a big secret. Secrets are bad news. Secrets about adoption, any of that stuff. It’s got to come out, don’t keep it. It just gets bigger and darker and deeper and uglier and messy.’


The news brought yet more conflict with his family, as relatives pointed out that his biological father had been an organist-vocalist who sang in restaurants and small clubs – ‘That’s where you get your talent from.’ Eddie resented this sudden interest in his musical ambitions, which had been ridiculed up until now: ‘I was like, “Fuck you.” At the time . . . I didn’t even know what the fuck was going on. I learned how to play guitar, saved all my money for equipment, and you’re telling me that’s where it came from? Some fucking broken-down old lounge act? Fuck you.’ (A later meeting with his real father’s cousin left Eddie much more relaxed about the whole difficult episode: ‘The strange thing is that there are so many similarities between my father and I,’ he told Rolling Stone. ‘He had no impact on my life, but here I am . . . I’m proud of the guy now. I appreciate my heritage. I have a very deep feeling for him in my heart.’)


At the time of this startling revelation, Eddie was said to have been leading an isolated and cheerless existence. He claimed to be living in a ‘shitty neighbourhood’, waiting tables, working the graveyard shift at a petrol station, and the midnight shift as security at an upmarket hotel. He found this last job the most bearable, as he could enjoy taking a bottle of wine up on to the roof where he would write songs, a luxury which he remembers as ‘like preying on the rich’. The strained vocals and tortured lyrics that were to propel Eddie to worldwide fame in Pearl Jam were traditionally seen as a product of this bitter, grim youth. In the paucity of information, this was all that most people could get to know about Eddie’s formative years.


All this was questioned when Rolling Stone published an article by three writers, John Colopinto, Eric Boehlert, and Matt Hendrickson, in late November 1996 entitled ‘Who You Are? Pearl Jam’s Eddie Vedder’ and all hell broke loose. The basic premise of the article was that Eddie had fabricated much of his ‘difficult’ childhood, and that his public persona as a troubled rock star was merely a facade designed to capture the fans’ imagination. The article, quoted at length here, appeared well researched and drew on many so-called ‘friends’ of Eddie’s from that period, attempting in the process to debunk the established theory that Eddie had struggled through his early years. Revealing the name of his school to be the San Dieguito High (Eddie had always refused to divulge this), the article quoted several classmates who appeared confounded by Eddie’s infamously miserabilist persona, strongly refuting claims that he was an unpopular and lonely teenager. One named source, a schoolmate called Annette Szymanski-Gomez, told Rolling Stone, ‘He was very popular, he was outgoing. He’d go out of his way to be nice to everyone.’ Another friend told the writers, ‘He was so nice to everyone and took time to chat. That’s why I don’t understand this stuff about him being miserable. He didn’t seem miserable to me! He was so doggone cute.’ A third girl was even more direct, saying, ‘All the girls had a crush on him.’ The article talks of fun childhood games and of a happy, smiling ‘little Eddie Mueller’ playing simple guitar tunes to his many friends.
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Things are looking up. Promo shot from 1992, with from left to right: Jeff Ament, Dave Abbruzzese, Eddie and Stone Gossard.


The refutation of Eddie’s accepted childhood myth did not stop there. The ‘shitty neighbourhood’ he talks of is revealed to be ‘a solid middle-class neighbourhood’ where his family had ‘a nice house’ with two floors, a trim garden and a piano. One former classmate remembered seeing a pretty, framed picture of a cute three-year-old Eddie, and another talks of his bit part as a smiling toddler in some TV commercial.


Rolling Stone dug even deeper, following the story right through high school. The article revealed Eddie’s main passion at this stage to be acting rather than music, recounting how he was an avid member of the school drama class (his idol was Dustin Hoffman). It listed the various musicals and plays he took part in, including Little Mary Sunshine, Bye Bye Birdie, Butterflies Are Free, Outward Bound and The World of Carl Sandburg. Some of these later roles were as the lead, and in his final year Eddie was voted ‘Most Talented Actor’ in the school. The article does agree that Eddie and his stepfather did not get along, but cited evidence that he instead found a mentor and father figure in his drama teacher, the late Clayton Liggett, whose widow said ‘Eddie was in school, he would come over to our house quite often and talk to Clayton about personal things . . . Clayton was always there for him.’


The article substantiated further that Eddie was far from being a loner, detailing a long and deep relationship with a girl called Liz Gumble, who was in the year below him. They had fallen for each other during rehearsals for a school play in 1981, and were so in love that when she went away on vacation a distraught Eddie attended school with a scarf of hers wrapped melodramatically around his neck. The article suggests that Gumble’s split with him was the only real source of stress in Eddie’s childhood – by all accounts, he was inconsolable and dropped out of his beloved drama class and all theatre productions.


Eddie was then said to have left high school to live in Chicago for two years, before returning to California’s idyllic beach community at La Mesa, near San Diego, in 1984. Now firmly set on a musical rather than a thespian career, Eddie was absolutely calculating and meticulous about his ambitions, according to Rolling Stone, which alleged that the popular myth that he succeeded in spite of his circumstances is pure fiction. The article claims he was a well-known networker on the local music scene, hanging around all the key clubs, especially the Bacchanal, talking to bands, drinking with agents and managers, drawing flyers, helping the roadies and just generally immersing himself in everything to do with the business. Eddie became a regular at the San Diego clubs and seedy venues where up-and-coming bands played. He frequently sneaked a tape recorder in, amassing a huge collection of bootlegs in the process.


When local group Bad Radio placed an advert for a singer in the San Diego Reader Eddie had already compiled a notebook full of songs (many of which were written on his various graveyard-shift jobs). Eddie’s demo tape, which included a cover of Bruce Springsteen’s ‘Atlantic City’, won him an audition, where he sang cover versions of various songs, including the Rolling Stones’ ‘Paint It Black’. Bad Radio were flabbergasted by his charisma and enrolled him immediately; one band member told Rolling Stone, ‘We were blown away.’


Eddie had once told how Bad Radio’s debut show made him so nervous that he performed wearing goggles with blacked out lenses that prevented him from having to look at the audience. In Rolling Stone, however, far from being a shy performer hiding behind painted goggles, fellow music-scene friends remembered Eddie as an extrovert and consummate performer, raging around the stage, enigmatically captivating the crowd. Offstage, too, he was far from withdrawn, with the article claiming he rapidly took over Bad Radio, acting as their agent, manager and main songwriter – he even designed complex flyers and the demo cassette inlays. This enforced control, it was claimed, soon turned into total domination as Eddie focussed the band on the causes that he held dear to his heart: many of his songs already spoke of homelessness, poverty and the environment, and Eddie was only too keen for Bad Radio to be involved in charity for those causes. Quite often, the rest of the band would be left in the dark; as bassist Dave Silva told Rolling Stone, ‘He wouldn’t let us get close enough to him to say we want to be a part of it. He’d just say, “We’re doing this show and this benefit.” He’d go out at Thanksgiving and buy all this food, feed homeless people. He’d tell us afterwards, and we’d be like, “Oh my God, we would have helped.” He didn’t really let us know what he was thinking.’


‘He was constantly trying to put his band in some place where it could be seen.’


Tim Hall


Bad Radio played a strange mix of styles, mixing funk, rock and even New Romantic pop in a peculiar and at times rather clumsy amalgam of sound. Eddie’s vocals at this stage were far higher and more shrill than the deep anguished growl for which he would later become famous. With a Bad Radio demo in his hand, Eddie hustled hard – a well-known local club owner, Tim Hall, recounted to Rolling Stone how ‘Eddie was constantly promoting that band, trying to make it into something’ and a friend from the local scene, Steve Saint, continued, ‘90 percent of guys in garage bands are sitting around, waiting to be discovered, waiting for some record agent to knock on their door. Eddie didn’t take that attitude. He was constantly trying to put his band in some place where it could be seen.’


Along the way, Eddie met scores of past and future stars, hanging out with people like the Red Hot Chili Peppers, the Sugarcubes, the Clash’s Joe Strummer and former Police drummer Stewart Copeland. Usually wearing green shorts and combat boots, Eddie ingratiated himself with many of the bands who would later be his musical peers, in the process becoming well versed in the pitfalls of making a band breakthrough. In addition to the pop stars he met, his long-time girlfriend, Beth Liebling, was also heavily involved in the music business, first as a booker at San Diego State University, then at Virgin Records. Between them, Eddie and Beth proved to be a formidable team, and the degree to which they seemed to know everyone was displayed with the ease with which they later promoted a weekly gothic rock show called ‘Red Tape’ at Winters, a favourite student haunt.


During his time in Bad Radio, Eddie befriended Saifudinov, the manager at the studio where they rehearsed. He had started the first rock band in Russia, and according to Rolling Stone, the two became close friends. Saifudinov feels it may have been his own strict ethics about music that imbued Eddie with the principles that flourished so strongly later in his career: ‘We had a mutual sympathy for each other. I was eighteen or nineteen years older than him, but it didn’t feel like it . . . I would say to him, “First you’re a musician. You’re a songwriter. That’s what counts. Any idiot can put a salami in his pants and pose. Or become an asshole because you have money.”’
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Pearl Jam’s dour reputation started early on.


Amongst the various gigs that Bad Radio played were benefit shows for Amnesty International, various rain forest charities, and homeless groups. Eddie always went a little bit further though – one day he was seen with just an acoustic guitar outside a local council meeting, singing Tracy Chapman’s ‘Talkin’ Bout A Revolution’ while the politicians inside talked about low-income housing. Rolling Stone also accounts with relish how Eddie and Beth once took in a homeless man, bathed and dressed him and paid for him to go back to his home in the Midwest, leaving Eddie to muse over the polaroids they had taken of the transformation.


Unfortunately, a void opened up between Eddie and the other members of Bad Radio, and the former’s increasing involvement in social issues proved to be the undoing of the group. By late 1989, it had become clear that Bad Radio were no longer supplying Eddie with the zeal he needed, and three years after passing that first audition, he left. Backstage at the Bacchanal, Eddie tellingly gave Saifudinov his reason: ‘I just have to move on. I’m trying to go and do things.’


The Rolling Stone article’s allegations were substantiated by several other details. Eddie himself had always been vague and elusive about his childhood, and when asked directly he often became aggressive and surly. On one occasion he seemed to retreat entirely, saying, ‘I’m confused . . I’m mixed up about everything. I don’t know what’s happening.’ Also, other sources appeared saying that the idea of the miserable, tortured Eddie was, as the article said, in complete contrast to the friend they had known. Rob Jensen, another musician, worked as a temporary accountant at the Chevron petrol station where Eddie worked the late shift, and he wrote in the San Diego Reader how he always felt Eddie was friendly, approachable and contented. He talked of his ‘friendly smile’. He went on: ‘He was funny and outgoing.’ Girls in the office thought he was cute. And they liked his short hair . . . He was a great storyteller. I’m not sure, though, if the stories he told were entirely true.’ Eddie apparently bragged of Hollywood parties he had been to and pop stars he had met, including the comical time he had bumped into one of the actors from The Brady Bunch and had asked, ‘So where’s Bobby? Fucking Cindy?’


Jensen recalled how Eddie loved telling his stories from the Bacchanal, all about Bad Radio and their hopes, and remembers being taken aback by Eddie’s drive: ‘He seemed so happy to be doing what he was doing. Once I asked him what he wanted to do with his life. He said he wanted to do music, to be a professional musician, and to go “all the way”. A sarcastic “Good luck” went through my mind.’ Jensen scoffed at these ambitions and admitted he thought his own cover band had far more potential than one that played original compositions that no-one knew (‘I was convinced I could get more girls by singing songs they were familiar with’). Eddie invited him over to jam one night, but the offer was politely forgotten.


Even so, when Jensen saw Eddie on the television as the weary, anguished lead singer of Pearl Jam, he was a little surprised: ‘Who was this quiet, frowning person in the magazines and on TV? The Eddie I vaguely remembered was a funny, outgoing, smiling guy. This person was angry, hushed, distant, wearing a constant expression of grave concern. He sang in agony, in grungy clothes, arms folded across his chest. In interviews he expressed deep disappointment with his success and with life in general, often barely able to complete a sentence without struggling to find the words. Since then, I’ve come to realise I probably didn’t know him as well as I thought.’


It is this last comment that is the most telling. Although Rolling Stone’s article was revealing, it mentioned little about Eddie’s parental bombshell, nor did it explain why it was such a betrayal for a pop star to deliberately court and pursue success (are rock stars valid only if they stumble across fame, and just how many actually do this?). Obviously, if the sources were to be believed, then there was a side to Eddie’s childhood that he had not wished to reveal, and there was some evidence that his anti-establishment rock star persona was not completely truthful. However, the tabloid-style mockery in the article meant it was as much an exercise in discrediting Eddie as a pure piece of investigative journalism. Rolling Stone, tired of being denied access to the singer through Pearl Jam’s press bans, had gone for the jugular.


When asked about the article, Eddie claimed not to have read it, although he admitted some friends had told him of the allegations. He replied to them in the Los Angeles Times: ‘I know who I am, and I don’t need to read someone else’s bitter take on it.’ He continued, ‘If I was all that popular, I am just finding out about it now. I must have had a bunch of friends I didn’t even know about . . . I don’t think that was the case. It must just be so many people now saying they were my friends.’ Several prominent celebrities, including Courtney Love, Michael Stipe and Tim Robbins, chastised Rolling Stone for the piece in angry letters to the editor. Unfortunately, in many senses, the damage was done. Having said that, this article was just another in a long line of negative attacks on Eddie and his band that Pearl Jam have had to endure. Not that this has stopped them from being successful . . .
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CHAPTER TWO


NEWS FROM THE NORTHWEST







‘In terms of communicating we were a pretty dysfunctional band. There was a lot of intimidation going on, and we were four strong personalities trying to outmanoeuvre one another.’


Jeff





Back when a thirteen-year-old Eddie was blasting the Who from his stereo, a strange and ultimately historical phenomenon was developing several hundred miles north of San Diego, in the Pacific northwestern tip of the United States. Over the years, this area of the country had nurtured a handful of internationally revered musical acts, most obviously Jimi Hendrix, but also credible underground acts such as the Sonics, the Fleetwoods, and a sprinkling of more mainstream artists such as Robert Cray, Heart, Kenny G, Quincy Jones and Queensryche. However, these successes were sporadic and isolated, with no thread of association between the respective artists.


Back in 1979, with punk still lingering on and Sid Vicious fresh in his grave, a fanzine entitled Subterranean Pop emerged in Olympia, Washington. Compiled by Illinois native Bruce Pavitt, the fanzine focussed on alternative American music from across the country. Starting with the 200 copies of the first edition, the fanzine established itself, in the process moving to Seattle and shortening its name to Sub Pop. Shortly after this, Pavitt decided to improve on the free cassette which accompanied some issues by releasing some vinyl. Thus in 1986, Sub Pop 100 was released, including tracks by Sonic Youth, Steve Fisk, the U-Men, Steve Albini and Skinny Puppy. Towards the end of that year, Kim Thayil of Soundgarden introduced Pavitt to another underground music impresario, Jonathan Poneman, who possessed the crucial ingredient that he lacked – money. After some initial reluctance, the two formed a partnership, and the combination of their skills proved to be enormously successful.


Their first release was by a band called Green River. Led by Stone Gossard and Jeff Ament, Green River had already had a track released on a compilation called DeepSix, on the C/Z label back in 1985. Gossard in many ways was the epitome of what was to become known as the Seattle sound. Born and raised in that city, he was as rooted in the region as any of his contemporaries. Ironically, unlike the dysfunctional backgrounds that so many of his future peers came from, Gossard’s family life was very comfortable. His father was a well-heeled and reputable attorney, and his mother worked for the city government. The family home was a substantial house in a middle-class neighbourhood and his parents’ marriage remained solid. Furthermore, his artistic leanings were encouraged when he was sent to the progressive Northwestern School of the Arts. It was here that he was able to develop his rapidly growing guitar skills, learned mostly from seventies’ rock acts like Kiss, Led Zeppelin, AC/DC, Queen and Boston, as well as Hendrix and some African-American styles. The latter years of that decade also introduced him to punk rock through the local bands who had been influenced by it, so somewhat belatedly he found himself inspired by the likes of Johnny Thunders and the Sex Pistols. He told Guitar Player magazine, ‘It was all loud guitars. None of those guys could really play. I was around sixteen years old, and I said, “I’m going to get a guitar and start a band right off the bat.” That’s how you did it. There was no training or anything. You got right into it.’


‘Players like Johnny Thunders were incredibly inspiring because they . . . were just bad-ass. What they were singing about, their image, and what they represented said, “You don’t need to be Tom Scholz to be in a band.” That’s why punk is so great: it inspired a lot of people to pick up guitars. It was what it must have been like when rock happened the first time. There was no precedent of these phenomenal, technical players. It was all about the groove, dancing, and having a good time. Punk rock was the key to me feeling comfortable going out and saying, “I can do that.”’


After starting off in various minor acts, including one called the Ducky Boys, Gossard formed Green River in the mid-eighties with Montana born Jeff Ament. After moving from Havre to Big Sandy as a toddler, Ament had always felt suffocated by the claustrophobic atmosphere in his hometown. With intensely religious parents (in an intensely religious place), in a town with a population of only 800 and no music store, Ament’s teenage years were very frustrating. When he ventured to the nearest record shop in nearby Great Fall, he found the proprietor rarely stocked rock records. Although he learned to play the piano from first grade, Ament tired of it (he had to pay for his lessons by mowing the teacher’s lawn) and hankered after something more exciting. At first he found the answer not in rock music but in sports, particularly basketball and football.


By fifth grade, he had started to take a shine to the records his trendy uncle played him during weekend family visits. The uncle often gave him singles he no longer wanted, including records by the Beatles, Simon and Garfunkel, Santana and Ted Nugent. ‘I thought Uncle Pat was one of the coolest people in the universe,’ Ament later told Bass Player magazine. ‘He had long hair and sideburns, and his room had candles all over the place and Santana posters on the walls. I probably got as excited about hanging out with my uncle as I did about anything.’


‘That’s why punk is so great: it inspired a lot of people to pick up guitars.’


Steve Gossard


Soon after, Ament bought a Gibson SG copy and tried learning the guitar, but after only a couple of months he gave up and returned to his beloved basketball, which now took up much of his spare time. In fact, music was only third in Ament’s interests, also following his talent at art, of which his parents were notably supportive. When he was eighteen, he started an art course at the University of Montana in Missoula, which ironically turned him back on to music. He teamed up with a fellow undergraduate and Black Flag fan and formed a band but once more he felt suffocated by the local surroundings, and Ament came to the conclusion that he had to leave Montana in order to experience life more fully. Spurred on by the excitement he felt whenever his family went on their hard-earned annual vacations to Los Angeles or Minneapolis, he moved to Seattle along with his friend. Within a week of moving, they had seen concerts by the Clash, the Who and X.


It was at a Seattle club called the Metropolis that Ament first met Stone Gossard, as well as two other musicians called Mark Arm and Steve Turner, who had both played in the Limp Richards and Mr Epp. Ament’s own band, Deranged Diction, played some support slots to Husker Dü, DOA and the Butthole Surfers, but after less than a year Ament grew disillusioned and the band split up. Now a free agent, he was approached by Arm and Turner to form a band, who also recruited Deranged Diction’s Bruce Fairweather as an extra guitarist, and Alex Vincent from Spluii Numa on drums. They took the band’s name from a local waterway renowned for its associations with a serial killer: Green River.


Once Gossard was in the line-up, things started to hot up for Green River. Turner and Arm were seasoned and ardently anti-commercial musicians, so the newly-formed band were soon snapped up by the small indie label, Homestead Records. Unfortunately, their debut record took so long to release that the band had already returned (broke) from the tour to promote it before it appeared. Nevertheless, this tour had won them critical praise and, shortly after, Sub Pop’s Bruce Pavitt called them up with the offer of a new record deal. An agreement was made, and Sub Pop’s first record, Green River’s ‘Dry As A Bone’, was recorded.


In many senses Green River were the pioneers of the Seattle sound, and one of the very first of the so-called ‘grunge’ bands, touting a raucous mix of punk and hard-edged rock. They toured widely along the West Coast, including filling a support slot to Perry Farrell’s seminal Jane’s Addiction, and garnered a strong underground following in the process. Unfortunately Green River was fraught with differences, and a couple of personnel changes did little to stabilise the problems of what was always an unlikely blend of musicians. Musically, Mark Arm played far from easy-listening punk, whilst Stone Gossard and Jeff Ament were increasingly venturing into solid rock sounds. Ethically there were problems too – Arm, in particular, was so fervently anti-commercial that his principles and goals were constantly clashing with those of the rather more careerist Ament and Gossard. Inevitably, this polarity appeared more and more often, until Green River could no longer operate effectively. On Hallowe’en 1987, they split up, ironically just before their debut album Rehab Doll was released by Sub Pop. ‘We were five guys playing five different things,’ Arm recollected. ‘It worked for a while, and then it didn’t.’ Arm and Turner left to form the highly respected and anti-establishment Mudhoney, whilst Gossard, Fairweather and Ament had more mainstream ideas in mind.
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Jeff Ament’s love of playing music is matched by his passion for basketball.


Inspired by Jane’s Addiction’s limited technical prowess but extraordinary creative talent, the three ex-Green River men teamed up with vocalist and general oddball Andrew Wood (former frontman and bass player of the quirky Malfunkshun, a band he formed with his brother). Recruiting drummer Greg Gilmore (formerly of Ten Minute Warning, which also featured future Guns N’ Roses guitarist Duff McKagan), the new band had a decidedly glam noise-rock sound. They called themselves Mother Love Bone. Andrew Wood was a highly enigmatic character, often going under the moniker of ‘L’andrew, the love child’, and was a peculiar performer. The Rocket magazine reviewed one Mother Love Bone concert thus: ‘On stage an obdurate rhythm line, best described as a mongrel amalgamation of punk and funk, forms the fabric for the melody, which two guitars lace together in a psychedelic Middle Eastern flamenco. The singer has just anointed the faithful with the contents of his beer glass, his pouty outrageousness, balanced on the edge of pretension, is focused in his hiss . . . Lewd, loose, and lascivious, the entire assemblage proceeds to jump, thrust and howl for the next 45 minutes until neither the band nor the audience has another ounce of energy to drain from each other. This pandemonium is more or less your typical evening with Mother Love Bone.’


‘We were five guys playing five different things. It worked for a while, and then it didn’t.’


Mark Arm


The new band played many covers, but also aired much of the material that Gossard and Ament had felt too suffocated to play in Green River. Over the top of all this was Wood’s glam shock vocals and bizarre personality. The powerful combination created something of an A&R frenzy in the Northwest, such that Mother Love Bone found themselves being scouted by several major labels. Such was the interest that before one show (where Capitol, Island, Atlantic, A&M, PolyGram and Geffen were all present) a record company executive approached them and said, ‘You don’t need to talk to those other people – we’ll give you $300,000 right now.’ The band’s manager, Kelly Curtis, recalls in the Rocket how the situation had quickly escalated out of control: ‘There was some initial excitement about the band and then everybody else jumped on the bandwagon. Suddenly people were flying up here to take the band to dinner who had no idea, no clue, as to what the band was about. They heard . . . I don’t know what, and I don’t even know why they flew up here, but this was not the type of band that going to sign with the big schmooze guy.’ After this rather tasteless scramble for their signatures, the band finally plumped for PolyGram in November 1989, reportedly signing a seven-album deal with an advance of over a quarter of a million dollars. This was the first time that the majors had taken notice of the blossoming Seattle scene, although it had been incredibly productive for some years by then. Soundgarden signed a deal with A&M shortly after.


Earmarked as ‘the next big thing’ the pressure was on Mother Love Bone to produce a strong debut album, not least to recoup the enormous sums already advanced. Were they the most sellable version of this so-called ‘Seattle sound’, or would they prove to be just another sterile addition to the Guns N’ Roses school of arena rock? The pressure was increased by tensions within the group, as Ament told Bass Player magazine: ‘In terms of communicating we were a pretty dysfunctional band. There was a lot of intimidation going on, and we were four strong personalities trying to outmanoeuvre one another.’ The stakes were raised still further by the posthumous success, both critical and popular, of Green River’s debut album, Rehab Doll. Despite all these distractions, they managed to record the much-anticipated debut release, Apple, during a productive Thanksgiving studio session, and prepared themselves for the album tour. Then, just before the planned release, Andrew Wood died from a heroin overdose.
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