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            We’re all broken boys and girls at heart;

Come together fall apart
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            SLEEVE NOTES

         

         In the course of writing this book I have spoken with numerous musicians, music industry experts, psychotherapists, academics, journalists, charities and more. Each of my interviewees gave generously of their time, and did so free of charge. For this, I am of course grateful. Over many hours of conversation their insights and wisdom have imbued the text with nuance and perspective that would otherwise be lacking.

         When quoted, people with whom I have spoken specifically for the purposes of this book are referred to in the present tense – ‘she tells me’, ‘he says’, and so on. Quotes relevant to my story that I have taken from my files as a working journalist are presented in the past tense – ‘so and so claimed’, ‘such and such revealed’, and so forth. Bespoke interviewees are also referred to by their first names. On the rare occasions that I have been forced to mention it, Covid-19 is referred to as ‘The Disease’.

         Broadly speaking, the book can be divided into two sections. ‘Side One’ deals with excessive and disturbing behaviour from musicians I have interviewed in the field. ‘Side Two’ seeks to explain the high degree of addiction and mental turmoil in the music industry at large. In the opening half, I’ve tried to retain at least a sense of the naïvety of my younger years. After that, I’m wise to the game.

         Everything you are about to read is true. Recounted in what I hope is sparkling dialogue, certain conversations are recalled from memory in good faith. In some cases I’ve changed the names of the guilty.

         Ian Winwood, Camden Town, Londonxii
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         I used to speak to my dad whenever I was at an airport. Standing on the pavement outside Heathrow or Gatwick, Stansted or City, I’d place a call to his small office just outside our hometown of Barnsley, in South Yorkshire.

         ‘Hello, Triple Engineering,’ he’d say.

         To which I’d always reply, ‘Hello, Triple Engineering.’

         ‘Eyup, pal.’

         ‘How we doing?’

         ‘Fine. Fine.’

         ‘Another customary call from the airport, Dad.’

         That’s what we called these brief exchanges of ours – a customary call from the airport. While Eric Winwood sat at his desk (in his slippers) estimating the cost of steelwork on construction projects tall and wide, down in the beautiful south his son was off to interview musicians on behalf of a national publication that paid him to do so. My father wasn’t much interested in the bands and artists to whom I spoke, or, as far as I could tell, in the stories I wrote about them. But he did get a kick out of me visiting cities that had been revealed to him in the pages of a book.

         ‘Where to this time?’ he’d ask.

         ‘New York, Dad.’

         ‘Oh, right – the City That Never Sleeps.’

         This ‘oh’ would last for two or three beats. The ‘right’ would rhyme with ‘eight’.

         ‘Chicago today, pal.’ 4

         ‘Oh, the Windy City. Good stuff.’

         From my father, ‘good stuff’ was the highest praise.

         ‘Pacific Northwest, Dad. All the way to Seattle.’

         ‘Get in. Jet City.’

         Eric knew the nickname of every place I went. San Francisco was the City by the Bay. New Orleans was the Big Easy. Milwaukee was Brew City. I sometimes wondered just how deep this seam of knowledge ran. If I’d have phoned him from Gatwick with the news that I was headed to Pilot Butte, Saskatchewan, would he have said, ‘Now then,’ – nar then – ‘the Sand Capital of Canada’?

         One Friday in summer I was bound for California with a record company press officer and an insufferable photographer. Like me, the pair were well used to spending vast swathes of the early twenty-first century in mid-air; unlike me, they seemed to regard this bounty of complimentary trans-global travel as a matter of cheerless mundanity. It gets worse. At Heathrow I learned that my companions had been gifted an upgrade to business class, while I – Muggins here, Mr Chopped Liver – remained at the rear of the plane. Estimating the scale of this injustice, with typical equanimity I judged it to be the worst thing that had ever happened.

         ‘Hello, Triple Engineering.’

         ‘Hello, Triple Engineering.’

         ‘Eyup, pal.’

         ‘A customary call from the airport.’

         ‘Ooh …’

         ‘Los Angeles.’

         ‘City of Angels.’ A pause. ‘I must say, you don’t sound particularly happy about it …’

         He didn’t miss much, my dad. A man of economical horizons, after leaving secondary modern at fifteen he inevitably followed his own father down the pit. Man and boy, a dawn chorus at Houghton Main. I remember him telling me that he hated every minute of his 5time underground. At a loss for a response, I asked for how long he’d stuck it out. Seven years, he said. Seven years? I don’t think I’d have made it to elevenses. To be honest with you, I’m not sure miners take elevenses.

         In the hope of learning something new, each day after work he took a paperback to a quiet corner of a traditional pub on the outskirts of Barnsley. Widely respected as an erudite arbiter of alehouse disputes – a shout across the bar: ‘Eric! Who was it that wrote The Gang That Couldn’t Shoot Straight?’ – he carried himself with an authoritative intelligence that was rarely impatient and never unkind. When he and my mother divorced he would send letters to my new home in the south of England. Deprived of the conventional bulwarks of physical comedy – gesture, intonation, facial expression – I used to marvel at his ability to bring forth laughter using only the words on the page.

         Beneath a headstone that reads ‘Eric Ian Winwood: Son, Father, Brother, Friend – Mined from the Good Stuff’, these days my dad is buried in a plot at Ardsley Cemetery. As well as giving me the gift of reading for pleasure, he bequeathed me a talent for placing words in an order that earns me my living.

         Sometimes this living takes me to Los Angeles.

         ‘Well, I’m not very happy about it, Dad, to be honest with you.’

         ‘Oh. Right. Why on earth not?’

         So I told Eric of the egregious assault on my human rights. Eleven hours cocooned with hundreds of other common-or-garden arse-scratchers in the cheap seats of an airborne dildo. ‘I’m right at the back,’ I told him. ‘Right next to the toilets. There’ll be coming and going and faffing about and bad smells and bad food and … all of that. And I wouldn’t mind, Dad, I really wouldn’t, but the people I’m travelling with have been upgraded, and, I mean, I’m not being funny or nothing but, well … well … they don’t even deserve it.’ 6

         A moment’s silence. A question dangling on a hook. ‘Do you know what I’m doing tonight, pal?’

         I had no idea. The last film Eric saw at the pictures was Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984). A visit to a restaurant in town was by now an annual event.  

         Okay, I’ll play. ‘Dad, what are you doing tonight?’

         ‘Funny you should ask, son,’ he says. Oh, God, he’s starting his engines. ‘I’m heading into Barnsley for a couple of pints. And when I’m there, Ian, you’ll be in Los Angeles.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘Right. So shut the fuck up.’

         
            *

         

         There were a number of things I didn’t share with my dad. I didn’t tell him that the music business tolerates – celebrates – terrifying behaviour. I didn’t divulge that after three days at the Reading Festival, his own stepson had remarked that the open-all-hours tomfoolery of me and my friends would have us sacked from any other line of work. When he asked me how things were going, I failed to mention that things were swerving out of control. A world of trouble was coming down the pipes. We didn’t yet know it, my dad and I, but a terrible storm was headed our way.

         In time, medically qualified women and men will tell me that I have Rapid Cycling Bipolar Affective Disorder, Impulse Control Disorder, Borderline Personality Disorder and Emotional Dysregulation Disorder. I also have Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. From a stylistic point of view, that’s a lot ‘disorder’ for one paragraph. In starkly lit offices in Islington and Camden, I’ve explained my situation to at least two dozen therapists. I’ve taken so much medication that it’s likely I’ll be buried in a coffin with a childproof lid.

         Divided in their diagnoses, the professionals agreed that I was gravely unwell. I’ve broken my bones and torn my flesh. Fearing 7me dead, the police have visited my home in the thick of the night. I’ve had the Old Bill in my back garden in the middle of the day. The purity of purpose with which I drove my needles into the red was a thing to behold; in a certain light, it looked like rage. Drugs, always drugs. Ablaze with paranoia, there were times when I was certain that an armed response unit sat waiting in the bushes in the back garden. I once moved so far from reality that I believed I was sharing my living room with a pair of kindly Nigerian strangers. Perched on the settee, I couldn’t believe how placid they were. Turns out they were my cats.

         Today I’m relieved to report that I’ve been well for almost three years. But for the longest time, my behaviour was given perfect cover by the industry in which I work. Out here, there’s always plenty of company. Over the course of my career I’ve spoken with many scores of musicians whose behaviour might reasonably be described as deranged. Some are my acquaintances, and a number are my friends. I’ve written about people who, like me, have seen the insides of psychiatric care facilities. I’ve transcribed the words of performers who have since taken their own lives. Drink and drugs are everywhere. Like a magnet, the music business attracts people hardwired for self-destruction; as well as this, it provides an unsafe environment for those who might not otherwise give it a go. A perfect monster, it is both the chicken and the egg.

         ‘There’s a culture where music is linked to partying or having a good time,’ Dr Charlie Howard tells me. Dr Howard is a consultant clinical psychologist who works in the music industry. ‘So there are environments where the artists finds themselves [in places] where drinking or drug-taking happens,’ she says. ‘They get pulled into that and it becomes normal. So people will often say to me, “Oh, this is normal.” And I’ll say, “Well, hold on. Let’s just question that for a moment. Because it might be normal in your world, but it’s not normal.”’ 8

         Scenting blood, I have written reams of articles that examine in precise detail the degradation of a hundred lives. I thrive on ruination. I will defend the tone of these pieces but I can hardly deny their existence; stacked up, they reach the height of a drum stool. In a luxurious apartment near Park Lane, Trent Reznor, of Nine Inch Nails, once told me of the time he was sectioned to a psychiatric institution after ingesting quantities of heroin and cocaine. Even as he spoke, I could hear trumpets in my ears. ‘That’s it, right there,’ I thought. ‘That’s my intro. The rest will write itself.’ And it was, and it did. Two days later the features editor at the New Musical Express told me it was my best piece yet.

         I knew I was being played. I knew that Reznor wanted this story to appear in print. Selling the sizzle with screaming headlines and tales of horror, my trade offers a ringside seat for a circus at which the unlucky drop dead. People damaged beyond repair are eulogised as fallen heroes whose messy fates are largely unconnected to the dangerous terrain on which they practice their trade. Those who survive, or who seem to, will be written up as victors in a war whose rules of engagement are dangerously abstract. We never join the dots; working on a case-by-case basis, the full story is never told. So here goes. There is something systemically broken in the world of music. It’s making people ill.

         This book is my attempt to join the dots. In writing this story I don’t wish to imply that people who work in other fields are unencumbered by mental illness or that their lives are spared the burden of addiction. As the twenty-first century approaches its first chorus, matters of the mind have become part of a mainstream conversation. Good. But there is, I think, something exceptional about our habit of romanticising the ghastly stories of my wing of the creative industries. Some of us are wedded to the idea that capable art should be underwritten by human suffering. Others bow to the image of the musician as an outlaw with license to do anything. When it 9comes to music played loud, this last one is particularly tenacious. How else to explain the ever increasing popularity of Mötley Crüe?

         It’s certainly no place for the faint of heart. Financially squeezed by a business model that has rendered recorded music all but worthless, for all but the most popular bands the road is the only place from which an income is guaranteed. Out on tour you’ll find a dozen or more people living on a bus; its overworked residents run the risk of becoming co-dependent and infantilised. Brothers and sisters in arms, come the end of a tour they can barely stand the sight of one another. Believe me, I’ve seen ’em come and I’ve seen ’em go. If it is found at all, success can disappear in the space of a single album cycle. Bereft, artists are left to wonder what on earth just happened, or what they did wrong. (They did nothing wrong, or else everything.) Among them are people for whom a life in music is the only thing they’ve ever wanted. Going out of business in this way is a shock from which some will never quite recover.

         Starved of time for conventional relationships, out in the field musicians form bonds that are tenacious and unwise. Lars Ulrich, from Metallica, once noted that he could tell that his group were going places when, in favour of cheaper alternatives, concert promoters began stocking their dressing rooms with bottles of Absolut vodka. There can’t be many jobs that come with a free supply of hooch. Headline acts and support bands alike can be assured, upon request, of a backstage area stocked with crates of beer and bottles of wine and spirits. For those hoping to go off-piste, a discreet word in the right ear will secure refreshment in the form of pills and powders. In the music business, people who don’t take drugs are tolerant of those who do. Nobody’s against it. At its furthest remove, everybody knows somebody who knows somebody who can help.

         So this is a book about all of that: about music, musicians, the industry, mental health, addiction, derangement, corrosive masculinity, monomania, overdoses, suicide and a hectare of early 10graves. Were he a bloodthirsty editor at a national publication, Eric Winwood would doubtless describe this as ‘the good stuff’. As a journalist, I do too. But in writing this story, I’ve come to regard artists as victims and survivors of circumstance. In pursuit of a living wage, musicians are required to work themselves into the ground.

         
            *

         

         In the foothills of autumn in 2020 my fiancée and I travelled to the West Country for a short holiday. Dividing our labour, she undertook the task of keeping us alive – like many music writers, I’ve never driven a car – while I was anointed DJ. Cueing up the latest album by the emerging South Coast rock group Creeper, I allowed my mind to drift gently in the direction of the book, this book, that I was due to begin writing in just seven days’ time. As the accents outside our little red car began to change, the CD in the stereo ended with a sad and fragile song of which I’m now reminded:

         
            Getting high has got us so low.

            All my friends.

            All my friends.

            All my friends hurt.
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            1: HAPPINESS IS EASY

         

         I’m on my way to meet a band who have gone mad. In the spring of 2003 it’s been twelve years since Metallica’s eponymous fifth LP – known to all as ‘The Black Album’ – found its way into the homes of thirty-one million listeners. Even by the blockbusting standards of the time, their assault on the mainstream was resonant and profound; the purest of breeds, the group’s mass appeal was measurable by metrics of both size and weight. In a cover-story interview with frontman James Hetfield, Rolling Stone announced, with self-appointed legitimacy, ‘The Leader of the Free World Speaks.’ The leader of the free world. On the final leg of a two-year world tour, at stadiums across Europe supporters were offered the chance to purchase a t-shirt bearing the words ‘Birth School Metallica Death’. Try as I might, I can think of very few bands that could justifiably make such a claim.

         But now Metallica are in trouble. Six years since they last issued an album of new material, the group have been off the road since the turn of the century. With the position of bassist sitting vacant since 2001, it’s been an age since they last spoke to the press. Profiling them in Playboy more than two years earlier, writer Rob Tannenbaum described how he’d ‘spent a day with each of the four [performers] and I’d never seen a band so quarrelsome and fractious’. In the hope of addressing his enduringly dysfunctional relationship with alcohol, James Hetfield entered a rehabilitation clinic shortly afterwards. His absence from the ranks delayed the completion of Metallica’s eighth album, St Anger, by more than 12a year. ‘I haven’t been really good at long-term goals,’1 the singer would later say. ‘And long-term happiness was always pretty foreign to me. I’m going to be happy right now, because I want it now, because I feel like shit. And so the drink, the chick, whatever, was always the quick fix.’

         On the long flight from London to San Francisco, I consider the prize that sits in my lap. The World Exclusive. After uncharted wanderings along lonely roads, Metallica have agreed to speak to one member of the European press. Writing for Kerrang!, that person is me. Heading west at no personal cost, over the course of an afternoon it is my job to discover exactly what has been furring the arteries of one of the most popular bands on the planet. It’s been seven years since I first waved a tape recorder in Metallica’s general direction. Aged twenty-five, aboard a private jet kitted out like a presidential suite, I accompanied them from their base in Paris to a concert at the Flanders Expo in Ghent. As the engines began to roar, James Hetfield invited me to stand up for takeoff. Hoping to establish my credibility, instead, like Wile E. Coyote before me, I learned an important lesson about the laws of physics. Cartwheeling backwards, the band’s laughter accompanied me on my short but speedy journey to the rear of the plane.

         In Northern California, Metallica run their operations from a labyrinthine complex in the North Bay commuter town of San Rafael. The size of a mid-scale production plant, the anonymous looking ‘HQ’ houses a recording studio, a production office, a fan club and well-stocked living quarters in which one might see out a routine Armageddon. At a counter in the kitchen area, guests sit on stools adorned with the words ‘Metallica – San Francisco’. Two capacious rehearsal rooms creak under the weight of a battalion of amplifiers, many scores of guitars, a grand piano and numerous drum kits. Flags and banners from Metallica’s vast army of worldwide constituents adorn the walls. Don’t tread on me.2 13

         It’s difficult not to be overwhelmed. Pacing the corridors, I review the questions written only in my head. Where has the time gone? Where did the band go? How is James Hetfield? Who is James Hetfield? Where is this new album? When will you tour? What went wrong? What went wrong?  What. Went. Wrong?

         ‘I’ve been in Metallica since I was nineteen years old, which is a very unusual environment for someone with my personality to be in,’ Hetfield tells me in San Rafael. ‘It’s a very intense environment, and it’s easy to find yourself not knowing how to live your life outside of that environment. Which is what happened to me. I didn’t know anything about life. I didn’t know that I could live my life in a different way to how it was in the band since I was nineteen, which was very excessive and very intense. And if you have addictive behaviour then you don’t always make the best choices for yourself. And I definitely didn’t make the best choices for myself.’

         James Hetfield had tried to give up drinking once before. Believing himself cured of his need for excess, he began taking ‘the occasional glass of wine’ with dinner. From there it was but a short hop to prioritising a hunting trip to Siberia over his son’s first birthday. In Russia, entire days were spent drinking vodka. Apart from shooting bears, there was ‘nothing else to do’. Pitched out of the family home by his wife, Francesca, the singer checked himself into a rehabilitation clinic. Embarking on a process he would later describe to me as being like ‘college for the soul’, at last Hetfield’s commitment was total. Anyone associated with Metallica was kept at bay for months on end.

         The contrast with what had come before was jarring. This was the man who had mugged for the camera astride an inflatable bottle of vodka. He played in a band nicknamed ‘Alcoholica’. He had a guitar on which were written the words ‘more beer’. Intense and indomitable, the public face of James Hetfield would look in place on Mount Rushmore. That it had come to this was like overhearing 14God on the line to the Samaritans. For the many millions drawn to his gunmetal persona, the inference was stark: if this can happen to him, what hope is there for the rest of us?

         In the group’s earliest days, Hetfield projected a public image of perfect invulnerability. ‘That’s what I wanted to be, that’s what I needed in my life,’ he tells me in San Rafael. ‘That’s what I wanted to see. That’s what I wanted to portray. Through all the instability of childhood [following the death of his mother, the guitarist was raised by his father under the doctrine of a cultish church] I wanted something that was a rock, something stable. But at the end of the day we’re all human and things change for a reason.’ A number of the band’s supporters were disappointed that he was no longer the person he used to be. ‘How much that hurts me is so amazing,’ he says.

         In a room adorned with cartoon images of cars and racing drivers, James Hetfield speaks in the calm and measured tones of an apparently sensible man. It’s me who’s spooked.

         Prior to my interview, I had been approached by a man who introduced himself as Joe Berlinger. Almost whispering, he told me that he and his colleague Bruce Sinofsky had been filming Metallica for the past two years. It’s all there, he said, many hundreds of hours of footage of a group in various states of disrepair. The sudden departure and gradual re-emergence of James Hetfield; the musicians’ bruised relationships; their stalled momentum; the pervading sense of creative insecurity; and the painfully hesitant, fractious and complicated recording of an album that was by now comically and expensively delayed – it’s all there. In vainglorious Technicolor, at twenty-four frames per second, the footage unfolds like a train wreck. ‘We’d like to film your interviews,’ he told me.

         ‘Right. What?’

         ‘We’d like to film you talking to the band.’

         To this end, my encounters with the members of Metallica are conducted in the presence of Joe Berlinger, a cameraperson and 15boom mic operator. As yet, no one can say what the footage is for. Certainly, they won’t tell me. Most likely it’ll be a six-part television series in the style of the (then) popular periodical The Osbournes. But, who knows, it might even be made into a film. A film, eh? Yeah, could be. Anyway, would I mind signing this release form? And posing for a Polaroid picture? ‘It’s nothing complicated,’ Berlinger explains. ‘It’s just so we can use the footage in which you appear. You know, if it’s suitable.’ Yeah, yeah, sure. No problem at all. My eyebrows were rising. And, um, might it be suitable?

         ‘Oh, yeah, I’d say so,’ the director tells me. ‘I mean, you’re the first journalist the band has spoken to in years. This is the first time they’ve discussed any of this stuff to anyone outside of the camp.’

         The feature film Metallica: Some Kind of Monster premièred at the Sundance Film Festival on 25 January 2004. With a running time of more than two hours, not one frame of Berlinger and Sinofsky’s picture is graced with my presence. Upon reflection, probably it was unwise of me to spend every second of every day telling every person I knew, and a far from discountable number that I didn’t, that I would be playing a pivotal role in a forthcoming production about Metallica’s tortured revivification. At the pictures and everything. Sitting bemused in a screening room in Soho, I could only marvel at the filmmakers’ ability to tell their story without me.

         During my time as a journalist, two events have powerfully recalibrated public perceptions of what it means to be a member of a wildly successful rock group. Prior to the suicide of Kurt Cobain, from Nirvana, it had been widely assumed that happiness was index-linked to commercial success. The novel notion that the opposite could ever be true ignited frenzy among the ladies and gentlemen of the music press. I can still recall Cobain’s already iconic image appearing on the front of a magazine beneath the strapline, ‘I’m not gonna crack.’ Right until the end, the stories were written as if this were somehow a game. Why do you hate us? 16Why aren’t you grateful? The bloodstained throne that Cobain left behind following his death on 5 April 1994 served as an enduring epitaph to the corrosive and distorting metric of public popularity.

         I told you so.

         Ten years later, the release of Metallica: Some Kind of Monster again served to disrupt conventional narratives about boys’ clubs that play music. Without recourse to hindsight, the globally acclaimed feature portrays a group that fears for its life. James Hetfield is clearly terrified of losing both his sobriety and his family. Drummer Lars Ulrich is frightened for the future of a band that improved the quality of heavy music more than any other. Goosed by the notion that younger acts have stolen their crown, the musicians are stricken by a deeply pitiful sense of creative insecurity.

         ‘Artists, musicians, band members, often they’re looking over their backs thinking, “Who’s the next band who’s coming to take our place?”,’ the consultant clinical psychologist Dr Charlie Howard tells me. ‘“Who’s coming to take our place in the charts?” Or whatever it might be. The relationships between band members can often be very fragile. People can be thick as thieves, but then something can be happening, or something can be bubbling or festering, and those relationships get damaged.’

         Today, Metallica: Some Kind of Monster should be viewed as the first real-time document of a group in the throes of collective and individual mental illness. Beaten and ravaged by the weight of their creation, Metallica are broken from without and within. That the musicians would choose to cast light into such dark crevices strikes me as a remarkable and deeply honourable act.

         ‘I don’t understand who you are,’ says Lars Ulrich to James Hetfield. Men who once shared hotel rooms, a house and, for more than twenty years, a band, theirs is a relationship at the end of its wits. ‘I don’t understand the [recovery] programme,’ he says. ‘I don’t understand all this stuff.’ 17

         Ulrich then utters a sentence of such quiet devastation that it hardly ripples the water. ‘I realise now that I barely knew you before.’

         
            *

         

         Aged fifteen, I’m on my way to see Metallica. The date is 21 September 1986, and my mother and stepfather are taking me from our home in Buckingham to the doors of the Hammersmith Odeon. When it comes to parenting, only one of these people is in charge; fortunately for me, she is instinctively inclined to indulge her only child’s latest obsession. This is my first full year of live music. For now, and for decades afterwards, it is on.

         These were the days when I would go and see anything. On the night before my English ‘O’ level, I travelled alone to the Electric Ballroom in Camden Town to see the then incomparable Bad Brains. Liking only one of their songs, I boarded a bus to watch Simple Minds at the Milton Keynes Bowl. Getting my bragging rights in early, I caught Queen at Wembley Stadium. My mum and I saw Dire Straits – it was me who was the fan – at the NEC in Birmingham. Missing the last train home after watching the English punk band The Stupids at a pub in the same city, I slept in the cold on a platform at New Street Station. In Nottingham and London, I caught up with Slayer on consecutive school nights. On dozens of occasions, my mum picked me up at Bletchley train station at one in the morning. Again, school the next day. Thinking back, I have no idea why social services weren’t getting involved.

         Like a blood red dawn, violent music was breaking over the wet concrete of my teenage imagination. Speed metal, reckless and loud. From there I made my way to the graffiti-strewn streets of hardcore and popular punk. Day trips to London, Milton Keynes, Aylesbury and Oxford harvested a record collection featuring Suicidal Tendencies, Dirty Rotten Imbeciles, Voivod, SNFU, Murphy’s Law, the Misfits, Megadeth, Circle Jerks and dozens more. Breaking records for the amount of agro packed onto a single LP, an import 18copy of Slayer’s swivel-eyed masterpiece Reign in Blood came to be mine before the end of autumn.

         But tonight is something special. Metallica in London. Conquering the terrain at which punkish energy collides with virtuosic chops, it is they who are the masters. Authoritative and – what’s the word? – insouciant, the San Franciscans are immune from the conventions to which others are required to adhere. Remarkably, thrillingly, the group’s hostility to established norms is gaining traction. En route to west London I already know that, without any help from radio or MTV, their latest album, Master of Puppets, has sold more than a million copies in the United States alone. The true sound of liberty, everything about them is oppositional. Feral and troubling, the photograph adorning the record’s inner sleeve is of a group that appears to have emerged from a plane crash: seated at a coffee table strewn with empty bottles, cigarette butts and the detritus of last night’s takeaway, the musicians snarl at the camera in ripped clothing. The scene is chaotic, unwelcoming. A strewn copy of the San Francisco Chronicle announces that ‘[Rock] Hudson Has AIDS’.

         Waiting for the band to strike up their set, at Hammersmith I read the tour programme. A double-page spread reveals the four members of Metallica bearing impish grins; a pull-quote from a grandly irritated American journalist is printed above them: ‘They’re dirty, noisy, obnoxious, ugly, and I hate them … but you can’t deny their success.’3 Bet your boots, you can’t. In the back rows of the balcony, on some level I understand that I am learning an important lesson about personal identity, about self-worth. Squinting at the page, this deliberate conjoining of image and words is just about the greatest thing I’ve ever seen. Thirty-five years later, I can still remember it. Emboldened, I am part of a rebellion.

         To pay for all this music, I work two jobs. As the only child of a kind mother I am also the recipient of a good deal of maternal generosity. Each evening after school, I clean the branch of WH Smith 19in the centre of town. Six mornings a week I start work at the same shop at 5.30 a.m., sorting the day’s papers and periodicals into fourteen delivery rounds. In the colder months, my day begins before dawn; plunged into a sink full of cold water, by the time I arrive at work my business-up-top-party-out-back mullet is an explosion of frozen shards. At the end of each shift I lend a hand in racking the papers and magazines, a service for which the shop’s manager dispenses a torrent of unsolicited advice. ‘Listen to what I’m saying to you, Ian, you’ll thank me later,’ he says. I mean, I doubt it. Mr Jones has a tendency to refer to parts of his life in the past tense. He used to like this band, and that band; he used to go to gigs here, and festivals there. But not any more.

         Each morning I read the papers. A year earlier the Conservative government’s decision to close (among others) Cortonwood Colliery in Barnsley had fired the starting pistol on the year-long Miners’ Strike. By 1985 the struggle had become the bitterest industrial dispute of the past fifty years. (In my hometown, the event is known only as ‘The Strike’.)

         Heading home after my morning shift every other Saturday, my mum and I would drive north to see my dad. In the George & Dragon pub, on Summer Lane, I listened to the first-hand accounts of men who had spent months on the picket lines. Back in the south of England, on Monday mornings some of the papers described these people – one of whom had bought me a packet of crisps – as being a threat to the nation. It was a priceless education.

         But even this formative gift was as nothing when compared to my discovery of Kerrang!. Lurking in a bundle of lesser publications – Times Literary Supplement, the Economist, New Scientist – then, as now, the weekly magazine featured only loud music: metal, punk, rock, alternative rock and even (occasionally) rap. It didn’t matter that in 1985 I didn’t yet care for many of the bands it covered; the reactionary old guard would soon be replaced by a tranche of livelier 20acts, anyway. I didn’t mind back then that the magazine contained some of the most haphazard music journalism I’d ever read. All that mattered was that I’d found a title to which I was ideologically aligned. With its reckless energy, Kerrang! was the voice of the underdog. In other sections of the press, groups that give it some welly dined below the salt. Everywhere but here, ostentatious male writers told me that the Jesus and Mary Chain were more legitimate than Motörhead. Well, not any more. Kerrang! is never embarrassed by its beat. Even when it should be, it isn’t. Denoting the sound of a guitar struck with force, its name comes with a free exclamation mark. Beat that for certainty.

         ‘Can I buy this?’ I ask Mr Jones.

         ‘Course you can,’ he says. ‘You know, I used to enjoy this kind of music. Ever heard anything by Deep Purple? Never mind. I’ll take it out of your wages.’

         
            *

         

         Around this time my mum asked me if I’d had any thoughts about what I might like to do with the next fifty years of my life. Despite a talent that might generously be described as ordinary, as a young child I thought I wanted to be an artist. What I actually meant was, I wanted to be my dad. Eric used to sit at the glass-top table at the rear of our family home at the foot of Prince Arthur Street, in Barnsley, patiently sketching superior images of film stars and landmarks. Marking his pad with heavy-leaded pencils – ‘never anything less than 2B, Ian; 4B for dark’ – sometimes he drew from memory. The work was its own reward; for him, praise held no currency.

         ‘That’s amazing!’ my mother would say.

         A shrug. ‘Ah, not really. Look, here, the light’s not quite right.’

         ‘Love, it’s fantastic.’

         A tilt of the head. ‘It’s all right, I suppose.’

         So anyway, one day my mum asked me if I’d had any thoughts about working a job. ‘You know, when you leave school.’ 21

         Actually, I have. ‘I want to write for Kerrang!’

         To which she replied, ‘Well, someone does those jobs. I don’t see any reason why it shouldn’t be you.’

         And there they were, the most important words of my young life. If my mum thought it could be done, then it could be done. This was all it took to set me on my way. While the other lads at our secondary modern headed off to metal and woodwork shops, I joined the girls in typing class. On a typewriter the size of a church organ, over the course of two years I learned to touch type at a speed of sixty words per minute. I’m even faster now. In my earlier years as a music journalist, the first thing I would say to any student seeking my advice was, ‘Teach yourself to type.’ In the days before the QWERTY keyboard became familiar to all, the faster your speed the better your hourly rate. Even now, I can still tap-dance a sentence without once looking down. Back at school, hammering away at the reliably combative Underwood Touchmaster Five was like running a marathon in clogs.

         Aged eighteen, somehow I talked my way onto the National Council for the Training of Journalists’ (NCTJ) postgraduate course. Looking back, even at gunpoint I’d struggle to explain quite how I managed this. Oversubscribed by a ratio of six to one, the course was, and perhaps still is, widely recognised as being the most legitimate route into the world of print media. At the end of an entrance exam and, later, an interview with three stern interlocutors, on both occasions I sensed that I’d fared poorly. But apparently not. With the nights drawing in, by first class post I received an invitation to enrol at Sheffield University for a twelve-month calendar-year course in newspaper journalism. For the first time in almost a decade, I was to make my home in the People’s Republic of South Yorkshire.

         Living on the outskirts of Barnsley with my dad, his wife and a nine-year-old stepbrother, each morning I’m up with the milkman for a long commute to a cheerless college in Sheffield. In the black of 22January 1991, the weather is persistently harsh. Spinning my wheels in the slush of February, one evening I say to my dad, ‘Spring’s on its way, Dad, isn’t it? It’ll be here soon, won’t it?’ What I need from him is just a few drops of paternal reassurance. Instead, Eric looks at me and says, ‘Oh, Ian, I’ve known many a bitter March.’ Great. Thanks, fella. A gift for life, as the coldest season prepares to clock off, each winter I’m reminded of these words.

         With spring at last in the post, one evening at the family home on – yes, really – Coronation Street, my father answers a call from a pair of American evangelists punting bibles and invitations to a prayer meeting somewhere in town. Hanging on the frame of the front door with patient good grace, Eric bats away their genial enquiries as to the spiritual wellbeing of everyone who lives on the street. ‘If they’re at all religious, they keep it to themselves,’ he says.

         Recognising barren earth when he sees it, the younger of the two visitors begs one more question.

         The quietest of sighs. ‘All right. But just one.’

         ‘Great, thanks.’ What is that accent? Texas? Tennessee? ‘Um, do you know anywhere I can get a Fat Willy’s t-shirt?’

         Defiant and robust, Barnsley is no place for the faint of heart. On its own the sight of two travelling evangelists from the red states of America is unlikely enough. That one of them has just asked if a man in the foothills of middle age knows of a source for a line of deeply garish beachwear advertising the non-existent ‘Fat Willy’s Surf Shack’ shovels the exchange into the realms of the surreal.

         ‘I’ve no idea,’ says my dad. ‘I don’t even know where I can get a fat willy from.’

         From the living room to his left, uproar. As our comic patriarch retakes his seat, I see in his face a quiet delight that I recognise today as my birthright. A weakness for the sound of other people’s laughter.23 

         
            *

         

         Weekends and holidays are spent with friends in Buckingham. Following a surprisingly slow start, by now we’re getting high. Loitering in Milton Keynes’ pleasant shopping centre, we make the acquaintance of our first drug seller. A shoelace-thin swag bag of elbows and ribs, ‘Bony Tony’ dispenses casual conversation and a reliable supply of LSD and amphetamine sulphate. Dressed in Dr Martens boots, spacious jeans and an XL t-shirt that flies like a windsock, his look conforms to the ‘postmodern grebo’ style of the early nineties. His drugs, though cheap, are dependably potent.

         We enjoy taking acid. Retiring to a pub back in Buckingham our little gang has been known to neck as many as six stamps of blotted paper in a single gulp. ‘Are you feeling anything?’ ‘Not yet.’ ‘Are you feeling anything?’ ‘Dunno. Maybe a little bit.’ ‘Are you feeling anything?’ ‘I … think … I … am.’ Like an orgasmic yawn, suddenly the evening is upon us. So long as we stay away from the bottomless void that is the mirror in the gents we’re home and hosed. In the middle of the night the sound of music on MTV separates itself into a hundred layers; instrumental sections occupying four or eight bars somehow last for minutes. Broadcast at 4 a.m., movies that might otherwise be served as the focal point of a Christmas dinner are at once transformed into classics of the comic form.

         But nothing compares to the surging electricity of amphetamine sulphate. Speed. Nasty and synthetic, the accelerating force is like being affixed to the wings of a space shuttle. Whoosh. Rapacious and wild, its initial rush can be felt in the hairs on my arms; I can feel it, even, in the breath held deep in my lungs. Can’t get enough.4 Who knew that a chemical substance manufactured in a bucket from household cleaning products would be a source of such complicated wonder? Staying awake by re-upping my dose at regular 24intervals until the need for sleep overpowers me, in time I will learn to outrun the drug’s steep hangover. With an ounce in my system, I once stayed awake for five days. In Buckinghamshire, already there are signs that I’m falling for this life harder than my friends. Failure to score fills me with something more than disappointment. To my nineteen-year-old mind, it feels like grief. I was so wasted.5 Cultivating a habit of refusing to acknowledge what awaits me on the other side of a high, I have no interest in saving myself from problems of my own making.

         
            *

         

         Heading north, Monday mornings were rarely pretty. Arriving in Milton Keynes with nothing more than coins in my pockets, on many occasions I was required to hoist my thumb in the air. As an alumnus of the final generation of hitchhikers, I hold fond and vivid memories of this once common and surprisingly dependable form of travel. But with an anxious new century heading our way, my time on the hard shoulder was almost up. At service stations and slip roads, already I was hearing stories from fellow travellers of uninvited sexual advances and physical danger from men (always men) behind the wheel. It was time to stop.

         My final pickup was from a lorry driver named Sid. Peering out at the road from behind pop-bottle glasses, after an hour’s chatter my friendly ride pulled his vehicle into Leicester Forest East for a spot of dinner, by which I mean lunch. Coloured by embarrassment, something inside me fell over. Was I not having anything? ‘Ah, it’s okay, I’m not very hungry.’ ‘You don’t have any money, do you?’ ‘I don’t, but it’s all right.’ In an act of kindness I will recall in detail until the day I die, my new Geordie friend filled a second tray with exactly the same items that graced his own. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I can claim it back from the company. I just give them the receipt.’

         ‘Um, Sid, it’ll say you’ve eaten the exact same meal twice. Do you not think that they might see through this?’25

         The notion was extinguished with a wave of the hand. ‘No they won’t,’ he said. ‘If they ask, I’ll just tell them I had two of everything.’

         
            *

         

         In a reference sent by post, the good burghers of the National Council for the Training of Journalists warn prospective employers that I have been a terrible student. About this, I can hardly complain. What began as an uneasy alliance between pupil and staff has in time metastasised into a silent but seething animus. A week before the end of my third and final term, word reaches the student body of a smattering of trainee places on the Sun. During my time in the Steel City, Sheffield’s town hall has been the site of the ongoing Taylor Inquiry into the deaths of (at that time) ninety-five Liverpool supporters at Hillsborough in 1989. In a lesson far more valuable than anything the NCTJ has to offer, I well recall the paper’s coverage of The Strike from six years earlier. I don’t want to write for the Sun. Instead, what I want is what I now have: the confidence to come to London and chance my arm in the magazine game.

         From a bedroom in Southgate, I launch what I imagine to be my assault on the capital. Lacking a plan worthy of the name, I know not a single person who writes for or edits any of the numerous music magazines published in the city. I’ve never met a full-time musician. Save for an unpaid article in a photocopied fanzine, I am entirely bereft of evidence to substantiate my claim that I can ‘write a bit’. Really, it’s difficult to imagine anyone within the borders of the M25 who is further from a piece of the Big City Action than I am.

         I catch a wave. Reading Kerrang! at Paddington station in the cold January air I learn that the San Franciscan band Exodus are in town to record an album for Capitol Records. In like Flynn. The following morning at Battery Studios guitarists Gary Holt and Rick Hunolt grant me an hour of their time. Barely five years away from a dalliance with crystal methamphetamine that will rob him of everything but his life, Hunolt already looks like a skeleton. A voluble double act, the 26pair don’t seem to mind, or even to notice, that their visitor is incapable of advancing their cause by even a single unit of sales. Having explained the nature of my business, they actually seem to want to help me become a music journalist. To this day I regard their generosity as being something close to altruism. Re-emerging into the dim light of an English winter, I have what I need to get me into the game.

         Tongue protruding only slightly, like a novice skater clinging to the sides, I write my first ever feature. With stultifying simplicity, sometimes my own observations serve only to prepare the ground on which the musicians will say exactly the same thing. (‘It’s been a tough year for Bay Area heroes Exodus …’ I write, to which Holt or Hunolt will duly reply, ‘It’s been a tough year for us …’) Dividing the space equally between paragraphs of prose and quotes, this fiercely non-creative routine of call and response persists for more than two and a half thousand words. ‘Tell you what,’ I think. ‘I haven’t half got the hang of this.’

         In a spasm of proactivity that still astonishes me, I head out onto the streets of London in search of work. First stop, Kerrang! Handing my photocopied article to a combative receptionist, without thinking I say, ‘You will let me know if you decide to print this, won’t you?’

         ‘Is this the kind of thing you think that we do here?’ she asks.

         ‘I’m sorry, what?’

         ‘Do you honestly think we’d take your story and just print it without telling you?’

         ‘Um. No. I don’t think that. I was just, um …’

         ‘You were just what?’

         ‘Um …’

         As if in slow motion, the magazine’s editor appears at her side. On sight, I know who he is. I could pick him out of a line-up of people who possess the authority to damage a career in music journalism that hasn’t yet begun. There is a chance I’m going to burst into flames. 27

         ‘Is there a problem here?’  

         Please, God, make it stop.

         Four sheets of paper are jabbed in my direction. ‘He thinks we’ll print this story he’s written without even asking.’

         Short of a criminal offence, it’s difficult to imagine a means by which I might have made a lousier impression. I’m not imagining it, either; I’m not overplaying things in my mind. From a distance of yards, I can see the distaste on the editor’s face. Who the fuck is this kid?

         With a forlorn trudge I deliver my little story to the other publications on my list. Even now I can still recall my futile attempts to swat aside the overpowering sense of profound humiliation. The feeling of hopelessness is still within reach. What am I doing here? The world of music journalism is a citadel of cruelty to which I will not be permitted entry. And what business do I have here, anyway, if this is what the people within its walls are really like?  

         Why am I doing this?

         By the end of the week I’m offered paid work by two national magazines. 28

         
            295

            NOTES

            1 I haven’t been really good at long-term goals: James Hetfield, Metallica, Quebec Magnetic DVD, Blackened Recordings, 2012

            2 Don’t tread on me: ‘Don’t Tread On Me’, Metallica, written by James Hetfield and Lars Ulrich, 1991, Elektra

            3 They’re dirty, noisy, obnoxious, ugly, and I hate them: Metallica tour programme, 1986

            4 Can’t get enough: ‘Motorhead’, Motörhead, written by Ian Fraser Kilmister,

            5 I was so wasted: ‘Wasted’, Black Flag, written by Greg Ginn and Keith Morris, 1979 SST
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            2: WE ARE LONDON

         

         Pearl Jam have given me tickets to the baseball. As the Seattle Mariners do battle with the visiting Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim, the bruised clouds blanketing the Jet City swell with the promise of rain. Not to worry. As the game unfolds, from high above a retractable awning slowly covers the field of play. I think of my dad, snoring up a storm in South Yorkshire. From an industrial estate on the fringes of Barnsley, twelve years earlier he had successfully estimated the cost of the steelwork on the renovated No.1 Court at Wimbledon. From a window seat in a plane descending over southwest London, in a little over twenty-four hours I will once again take the opportunity to look down at his work. My dad helped make that. Casting my eyes up to the blanket of metal now protecting thirty thousand people from the weather in Seattle, I briefly wonder if Eric has the chops to undertake a job of this size.

         More than a month from the playoffs of 2009, the game takes place in what its participants call the ‘dog days’ of the season. As a writer for Kerrang! for the past nine years, I think I can sympathise with their disorientating schedule. Bouncing across the Atlantic, I was in Nashville earlier this week. Days before that, I landed in Toronto. In town to interview the disarming Canadian band Alexisonfire, that evening I joined three of the group’s members at Rogers Centre for a tilt between the Toronto Blue Jays and – yes, indeed – the Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim. With fans funnelling into the stadium, our party was escorted to a suite of armchairs next to the visiting team’s dugout. A front office representative in a shirt and a tie told 30me that this time yesterday Avril Lavigne had watched the same teams from the same spot. As with Ms Lavigne, in Canada the status of my hosts stands within touching distance of superstardom. To a chorus of applause, in the sixth innings their faces appeared on a giant scoreboard above the outfield. Seated between them, I was up there too. Why am I on the Jumbotron? Well, if the announcement over the public address system was to be believed, it was because I’d been mistakenly identified as a member of the group. Raising my arms in delight, it dawned on me that I had no idea what was going on. Top of the world, Ma. On the field of play, the Angels’ first-base coach turned his head and, for a second, caught my eye.

         In Seattle, I watch the game from an equivalent position. Three time zones west, the first-base coach is once again yards from my seat. From a few rows behind me a determined supporter attempts to win his attention. ‘Hey, coach!’ he shouts. ‘Can I have a ball? Hey! Fella! Can I have a ball? It’s for my kid. Yeah, it’s for my kid … he’s, um … he’s got cancer.’ This goes on for half an innings. The son has had an operation. No, two operations. Scratch that, six operations! Throwing out an indulgent smile, at last the uniformed coach turns round. As his eyes graze mine for the second time in ten days, I calculate the vanishingly thin odds of him thinking, ‘Wait now, isn’t that the fella from the game in Toronto? What the hell is he doing here?’

         Back in the fervid year of 1991, Pearl Jam broke at the first time of asking. As their debut album Ten sold many millions of copies across the world, the group joined Nirvana, Soundgarden and Alice in Chains as leading members of a local scene attracting attention on a vast and terrifying scale. That this community of artists seemed wary of, and in some cases entirely unsuited to, the kind of fame that changes lives for ever did nothing to temper the rock world’s sudden obsession with what until then had been a rainy second-tier city. (With appropriate elan, the author 31Mark Yarm even titled his definitive book about the Seattle scene Everybody Loves Our Town.) Amid a feeding frenzy of berserk proportions, major label record companies rushed to open offices in the Pacific Northwest. Bands who would have struggled to get further than the reception desk a year earlier were suddenly garlanded with seven-figure recording contracts. Nihilism ran amok. A city awash with heroin, Seattle made drug addicts of many of its talented musicians. Several years earlier, a junkie cohort had told Duff McKagan to leave town or else risk becoming a victim of its intravenous plague. Moving to Los Angeles, he joined Guns N’ Roses and became an addict all the same.

         At Pearl Jam’s compound near the centre of Seattle I’m granted a thirty-minute audience with Eddie Vedder. Chain-smoking American Spirit cigarettes, the singer is by now the team captain of a group that has somehow successfully managed to transform the gilded cage of fame into a force for liberation. Save for a smattering of early-day jukebox favourites, the music of this stadium-filling band rarely tugs at the sleeve of the casual listener. In eschewing fame in favour of something more substantial, Pearl Jam’s five members have worked hard to sculpt a reality to which each is suited. I can see why they did it, too. In Seattle, the phrase ‘adapt or die’ resonates with literal force. Of the platinum-rated frontmen of the early nineties, Eddie Vedder is the only one who is still alive.

         Determined to wreck the planet single-handedly, two weeks earlier I’d been in this very city listening to a singer tell me that he’d once seriously considered committing mass murder at Pike Place Market. ‘I had a gun in my backpack,’ he’d said. Just stood there stock still, apparently, ideating the carnage. Right. Pretty quick to tell me all about it though, weren’t you? I didn’t even have to ask. A likeable young man, he spoke of the years he’d spent addicted to heroin. Taking the air in the busy University District, I asked him how 32much time he would need to secure hard drugs, right now, from a standing start. Squinting in the sunshine, the look on his face changed. ‘Fifteen minutes,’ he reckoned. ‘Tops.’

         ‘Wow.’

         Listening to Seattle’s concrete surf, I shooed away a sudden urge to ask the young man to make a telephone call.

         ‘Hey, do you know who Layne Staley is? he asked.

         ‘Of course,’ I said.

         ‘Right. Okay. So do you see that block of apartments over there?’

         I followed his finger. ‘Yep.’

         ‘Well, that’s where he used to live,’ he said. ‘And it’s where he died.’

         The frontman with Alice in Chains, Layne Thomas Staley, concluded his wretched march to the grave on 5 April 2002. Following two decades of heavy addiction to hard drugs, the singer spent his final years in a state of sordid isolation. Unable to wrest himself free of habits that first ruined his career, then his life, fears that had permeated the Seattle scene for years were heightened when his former manager received a call saying that Staley’s bank account had been inactive for two weeks. Entering his apartment, the police discovered an eighty-six pound body in a state of advanced decomposition. An autopsy and toxicology report revealed that Layne Staley had died from a mixture of cocaine and heroin.

         ‘I know I’m dying,’1 the singer told the Argentinian journalist Adriana Rubio months before his passing. ‘I’m not doing well. Don’t try to talk to my sister Liz, she will know it sooner or later … I know I’m near death. I did crack and heroin for years. I never wanted to end my life this way. I know I have no chance. It’s too late.’

         In an obituary published in the US music magazine Spin, Jason Cohen wrote, ‘Heroin was Staley’s demon and his muse,2 but what once fuelled his art also kept him from making any more. His death from an overdose … at the age of thirty-four was as inevitable as it 33was tragic … Staley had been through rehab several times and lost a former fiancée, Demri Parrott, to an overdose in 1996. In a 1993 Spin cover story, he discussed the many drug references in such [Alice in Chains] songs as “Junkhead” and “God Smack”: “Maybe something this blatant and heavy … might steer people away from being excited about the idea of trying heroin.” He made that point one last time.’

         In the autumn of 1993 I was granted an interview with Layne Staley at the Royal Garden Hotel in Kensington. Unbeknownst to me, even then the singer was battling the practical difficulties of being a drug addict in an international touring band. Dressed in dirty blue jeans, a peach-coloured sweater and expansive black sunglasses, he silently accepted a copy of the magazine for which I wrote. As I watched him flick through its pages, his eye was led to a photograph of himself onstage in North America wearing clothes that suggested he got dressed in the dark. At the bottom of the picture was a captioned joke about the detrimental effects of hard drugs on one’s sense of style. Oh Christ, I’d forgotten about that. In a voice that could barely be heard, he whispered the word ‘asshole’. With a resonant sense of helplessness, my stomach sprinted to the window and threw itself to the pavement below.

         The interview was for my second ever cover feature. Reviewing the story today, to my surprise I can see that I’ve already discovered ways of making music journalism work for me. I’m comfortable asking awkward questions; if required I will do so repeatedly. My employee is the reader, to whom I owe only good faith. Because I’ve never met him, or her, or them, I am that reader. Licensed to be many things – a booster, a storyteller, an assassin – it is unthinkable that I should allow myself to become an unpaid member of the group’s public relations department. Mindful only of the story at hand, it is not my place to worry about preferred status or future access. More than anything, I appear to understand that, really, the job is no more 34complicated than making the distance between what I know and what I write to be as slim as possible. If nothing else, it’s reassuring to know that I was as insufferable at twenty-two as I am now.

         Seeking to outfox an editor who loathed copy bearing first-person pronouns, in the subsequent article I wrote how the woman handling press duties for Alice in Chains ‘starts to tell you – and she hopes this doesn’t impinge on your integrity – how the band doesn’t really like doing interviews, how they’re being persecuted at the moment, and how they keep being asked the same questions about … “About … Drugs?” you ask. Well … yeah. You know how these journalists can be. As proof of how these journalists can be, you’re handed a verbal list of strong hints as to what it is and what it isn’t okay to ask Alice in Chains.’

         I told Layne Staley that I’d been warned not to ask him about drugs. As well as asking questions about drugs, I asked question after question about whether or not he was sick of being asked about drugs. I figured that ought to be enough to cover all eventualities. My apparent insubordination earned me a lifetime ban from interviewing any bands represented by the press officer’s PR firm.

         ‘Would you get sick of it?’ he asked.

         ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘But no one’s asking me.’

         Layne Staley was the first obviously damaged person I’d ever met. Gravely unwell even then, the singer’s questionable health – his safety, actually – was no match for the forward momentum of a breaking rock band. Whatever reservations he may have had about the wild adventure on which he was now embarked were as nothing compared to the shared promise of limitless possibilities. Seizing a moment, that’s the key. Without the blessing of timing and opportunity a clutch of songs as good as those on the multi-platinum Dirt, the album Alice in Chains were promoting at the time, may as well be worthless. Unjust and perplexing, the history of rock ’n’ roll is sinuous with music that didn’t get its due. As likely as not, in 35the big leagues artists get one shot. Two at most. The diseased and vulnerable will be put to work.

         It is, I suppose, worth saying that not everyone in music is determined to paint the town with their own blood. But if you do fancy giving it a go, I can think of no other industry that will make it quite so easy. Certainly I’ll want to write about it. When a musician begins talking about difficult times, I hope for the worst. The death of a grandparent is no use to me at all – oh, come on, that happens to everyone – whereas an addict interviewee reduced to sleeping beneath a tarpaulin next to an overpass in a major metropolitan city (that’s a real example, by the way) is a jewel. I’ll make sure that gets polished up on the page, don’t you worry. In print, it’s me who has final cut; I’m the one who knows how to transform tragedy into a tastefully judged hyper-realistic vignette. If I can, I’ll even bring it all together in a happy ending. I’m not like those cats on the internet. Out there in the new Wild West citizen journalists are able to explode carefully curated myths of rock ’n’ roll inviolability in an instant. After briefly dying from an overdose of heroin, in 1989 Nikki Sixx, of Mötley Crüe, was able to write a career-defining hit (‘Kickstart My Heart’) that made the whole thing sound like enormous fun. I’m just looking for another good time.3 One wonders how the song might have been received had its source material been filmed by perfect strangers and broadcast on Twitter.

         With forensic (non-visual) detail, no band has been quite as adept as Mötley Crüe at monetising their own dysfunction. Long after their star had fallen, the reanimating properties of the group’s bestselling tell-all memoir The Dirt: Confessions of the World’s Most Notorious Rock Band easily eclipsed their achievements on record. In collaboration with the writer Ian Gittins, Sixx issued his own memoir, The Heroin Diaries: A Year in the Life of a Shattered Rock Star, in which the degradations of untrammelled addiction are chronicled even more starkly. In a far from untypical extract, on 23 April 1987 36the bassist writes, ‘This is how low it gets … at three this morning I was crouched naked in my closet thinking the world was about to burst through my door. I peered out the closet and saw myself in the mirror. I looked like an Auschwitz victim … a wild animal. I was hunched trying to find a vein so I could inject my dick. Then the dope [heroin] went in my dick and I thought I looked fucking fantastic. I can’t keep doing this, but I can’t stop.’4 Well, that doesn’t sound like much fun, does it? I don’t think Sixx can be accused of trying to glamorise his own circumstances here. Dramatise, sure, but not glamorise. Instead, the work is being done by the gravitational pull of the dark side; in conjunction with the voyeuristic appetites of the reader, it adds up to a remarkably successful sales policy. Decades after their creative peak, the commercialisation of Mötley Crüe’s antics has at last made them a stadium band.
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