

[image: ]








[image: alt]





















[image: ]

























THE ECSTASY OF GOLD
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On June 5, 1993, Metallica drew a crowd of 60,000 rock fans to Milton Keynes Bowl for their first open-air headline show in the United Kingdom. While this deliberately recalled such grand occasions as Led Zeppelin’s historic two-night stand at Knebworth House in the summer of 1979, the quartet’s appearance at the verdant man-made arena on that overcast June evening represented a very singular triumph, a triumph of determination and talent over compromise and equivocation. This was a group that had begun their journey not so much on a road less travelled as on a thoroughfare entirely of their own making. In the nine years that had elapsed since the San Franciscan band first played live on British soil, an appearance before just four hundred people at the Marquee club in central London, they had plotted their course to the stages of the world’s largest venues with a ferocity of purpose that was always determined, and sometimes plain perverse. For the longest time, Metallica had resisted playing the standard music industry games, yet despite this – actually, because of this – the group had acquired millions of fans.


With their 1983 debut album, Kill ’Em All, Metallica staked their claim to be the fastest, heaviest metal band on the planet. Three years later their pivotal Master of Puppets album sold one million copies worldwide without a single, a promotional video or any support from mainstream radio or television, establishing the Bay Area quartet as the most compelling band of that decade. With the 1991 release of their self-titled fifth album – universally known as ‘The Black Album’ – this most uncompromising and defiantly independent collective became international superstars.


But even as Metallica shifted the tectonic plates upon which mainstream music stood, their audience affixed themselves to the group with a devotion that was remarkable even by the standards of modern metal. In acknowledgement of this fiercely obsessive fan-base, the band chose the occasion of their European tour in summer 1993 to deliver a most brazen statement. This they issued on the back of a black T-shirt displayed on boards erected behind and above the heads of the merchandise sellers exchanging soft clothing for hard currency at ‘The Bowl’ on June 5. On its front the faces of the four members of the visiting band were featured, each man’s forearms positioned in a manner that resembled the crossbones on the flag of a pirate ship. It was, though, the words emblazoned on the reverse side of this garment that truly kidnapped the imagination:


‘Birth. School. Metallica. Death.’


One might drive oneself mad attempting to replace the third of this quartet of words with the name of a different band. The field occupied by those that might make the claim that life can be distilled down to just four components, only one of which is nominated by choice, is vanishingly small. The Clash, perhaps; Nirvana, probably; the Grateful Dead, certainly. The difference is, of course, that each of these groups exists only in the past, their reputation burnished and buffed by the soft touch of nostalgia. But Metallica made this claim not only in the present tense but at the very first point at which they would not appear foolish. In doing so, the band exalted their own position without seeming to demean that of their audience. Rather than appearing arrogant, Metallica were simply being emphatic. It was a statement of chutzpah and brio entirely typical of the band. Two decades on, this is a group still equipped to make such a claim. And this is the story of their most extraordinary union.
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What a long strange trip it has been. Formed in Los Angeles in 1981 by James Hetfield and Lars Ulrich, and fuelled by the influence of Motörhead, the New Wave of British Heavy Metal (NWOBHM) and nihilistic American punk rock, Metallica began life as front-runners of the nascent American thrash metal scene, an underground community powered by fanzines, the trading of badly dubbed cassette tapes and a peer-to-peer buzz gradually amplified from a whisper to a scream. But in the three decades that have elapsed since the release of their debut album, the band have effectively developed into two separate groups. One of these is a crowd-pleasing operation that rolls into motion each summer as the quartet convene in foreign fields and stadia to play songs – most of which are more than twenty years old – for tens of thousands of people in exchange for appearance fees in excess of a million pounds each night. It would be wrong, however, to suggest that these days Metallica spends its entire time in the pasture. Because for the ‘other’ Metallica, a group that constantly seeks to stand in opposition to the established order, the fear of becoming creatively irrelevant is a demon that never sleeps. This anxiety has led the quartet to act with a sense of creative and artistic derring-do the fearlessness of which borders on the reckless, as evidenced by their collaboration with Lou Reed on 2011’s brutally uncommercial Lulu album.


Occasionally Metallica as brand and Metallica as band coalesce as one. This was the case on the weekend of June 23 and 24, 2012, when the group staged the inaugural Orion Music + More event, their own bespoke, self-curated music festival. The gathering was staged at Bader Field, an abandoned airstrip in Atlantic City, New Jersey, and featured appearances from groups as diverse as Modest Mouse, the Arctic Monkeys, Best Coast, Roky Erickson and Fucked Up. The event also featured installations such as a showcase of James Hetfield’s classic cars and a display of guitarist Kirk Hammett’s collection of vintage horror movie memorabilia. Elsewhere a talk was given by music journalist Brian Lew, one of the authors of Murder in the Front Row, a fabulous coffee-table book chronicling the Bay Area thrash metal scene that first gave Metallica life. Indeed such was the scope of the lovingly compiled festival that Lars Ulrich was even moved to joke that Orion Music + More would feature Metallica toilet paper, with each patron afforded the choice of which band member’s face to despoil.


While at pains to point out that Orion was emphatically not a ‘metal’ festival – ‘Because we’re doing it, it gets branded as a particular thing,’ Lars Ulrich noted. ‘If Radiohead does it, it’s cool. If we do it, it’s not.’ – inevitably and fittingly, Metallica themselves headlined their own event. On the first of the two evenings, the group performed their 1984 album Ride the Lightning in its entirety for the first time, while night two saw ‘The Black Album’ profiled in full. As has been their tradition, the quartet called time on their set both evenings with ‘Seek & Destroy’, one of the highlights on their debut album. Introducing the song on June 24, James Hetfield addressed the mass of people gathered in the darkness before him at Bader Field.


‘We’ve had the spotlights on us all night,’ he said. ‘[Now] we want to turn it on the fifth member of Metallica … [you] the Metallica family.’


Hetfield’s belief, some might say obsession, that Metallica and their audience together comprise a family is strong and sincere. For their part the feeling of the people that have provided his band with wealth beyond their dreams and sometimes pressures beyond their nightmares is mutual. But while this union may be familial, it is not democratic. Metallica’s first responsibility has always been to please themselves, it is just that in doing so they have managed to delight millions of people.
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This book is the first of a two-volume biography. It spans the period from the childhoods of James Hetfield and Lars Ulrich to the point at which Metallica stood ready to secure the title deeds to the planet with the release of ‘The Black Album’. For the authors it has been an excursion into the world of a ‘family’ that at times resembles a mafia organisation, occasionally a cult, and often the coolest gang in the world. In pursuit of the story we have attempted to retrace the journey made by our subjects. These endeavours have taken us from the front door of the erstwhile ‘Metallica Mansion’, the bungalow in which James Hetfield and Lars Ulrich roomed together upon relocating to San Francisco’s Bay Area, to the building that once housed Sweet Silence Studios in Copenhagen, where both Ride the Lightning and Master of Puppets were recorded, to stage left at various stops on the quartet’s most recent world tour. Combined with this are insights gained from interviewing Metallica on scores of occasions. As teenage rock fans we stood in the front rows of Metallica concerts in the United Kingdom and United States; as working journalists we have flown on the band’s private jet and sat in dressing rooms from Cowboys Stadium in Dallas to the BBC Television Centre in London’s White City. We have seen the band perform with an orchestra in Berlin and on the back of a lorry, in front of an audience of just two people, in Istanbul. Theirs is a remarkable story, one embracing community, self-belief, the pursuit of dreams and the continued dominance of a musical form they have made entirely their own. Volume two of Birth School Metallica Death, set for publication in the autumn of 2014, will document the band’s journey into a future as yet unwritten, their status as the Led Zeppelin of their generation assured. No rock band will ever again come to equal their success.


The game’s over: Metallica won.






















1 – NO LIFE ’TIL LEATHER
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On the bathroom wall of Metallica’s headquarters in San Rafael, California, there can be seen a photograph of the band as they appeared in 1982. Shot in the dressing room of one of the insalubrious San Francisco nightclubs where they served their apprenticeship, it captures four young men in the aftermath of a live show, stripped to the waist and bristling with attitude as they leer into the camera lens. Drenched with sweat, adrenaline and testosterone, it is a snapshot of teenage machismo so studied and gauche as to appear almost charming.


Today the image holds bitter-sweet memories for James Hetfield. When Metallica’s front man appraises the image, he can see beyond his band’s two-dimensional posturing and recall, with genuine warmth, a more innocent time, a time of youthful excitement, camaraderie and shared dreams. But, inevitably, his eyes are drawn to the centre of the frame, to the acne-scarred face of a sad, damaged teenager, ill at ease with the world and furiously unhappy with his place within it. And blacker memories are quick to surface, recollections of betrayal, abandonment and loss. It was, says Hetfield, a difficult time.


When it comes to telling stories, musicians are not always the most reliable of narrators. Beyond its blue-chip corporation boardrooms, the music business is run from offices full of the trickery provided by smoke and mirrors, where perception and reality rarely share desk space. In the battle to transform artists into brands, truth is often an early casualty, and musicians’ back stories are carefully manipulated, manicured and managed. But when James Hetfield rolls out one of the rock ’n’ roll industry’s favourite clichés, telling you that without music, without Metallica, he’d be ‘dead, dead or in jail’, he does so without a flicker of a smile, without a trace of self-doubt. That boy in the photograph, he’ll tell you, was a ‘really sad kid’ who had imploded with his own anger. Music, he says, ‘cracked the shell’ he’d pulled around himself since early childhood, and became his ‘escape and therapy and saviour’.


In the mid-Nineties Metallica’s front man commissioned the renowned Californian tattoo artist Jack Rudy to ink on his left forearm an image of an angel delivering a single musical note through tongues of flame into his outstretched hands. Within the piece, an image signifying struggle and salvation, are the Latin words Donum Dei – ‘A gift from God’. And if the welter of motivational mantras tattooed elsewhere on James Hetfield’s upper body – Live To Win Dare To Fail, Carpe Diem Baby, Lead Us Not Into Temptation, Faith – are designed to act as road markings for his journey ahead, that one simple tribute serves to signal his gratitude for paths not taken.
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‘A gift from God’ was the phrase that Virgil and Cynthia Hetfield employed when informing family and friends of the birth of their first-born son, James Alan, on August 3, 1963. Faith had brought the couple together as the decade of peace and love dawned. A truck driver by trade, with a modest haulage company of his own, Virgil Hetfield spent his Sunday mornings doing God’s work, preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ to the children of his adopted home town, Downey, California. Cynthia Hale (née Nourse) had initially accompanied her sons Christopher and David to Sunday School classes from a sense of parental obligation, but in the wake of the dissolution of her first marriage, Virgil Hetfield’s calm, thoughtful meditations on suffering and strength in adversity began to chime within her with a profound resonance. Romance soon blossomed. When the couple married in Nevada on July 8, 1961, Cynthia thanked her Lord and Saviour for delivering unto her a second chance of happiness.


On the face of it, the newly-weds were very different people. California-born Cynthia was vivacious, creative and liberal-minded, a thirty-one-year-old artist and graphic designer with a love of light opera and musical theatre; five years her senior, Virgil was taciturn, reserved and conservative, a broad-shouldered Nebraska-born grafter whose sole indulgence of frippery came in the form of his meticulously maintained goatee beard. But the couple shared an adherence to the Christian Science belief system, a curious blend of olde worlde Puritanism and superstitious mumbo-jumbo relying heavily upon faith in the healing power of Christ. They viewed their union as being part of God’s preordained plan.


Situated fifteen miles south-east of Hollywood, Downey at the dawn of the 1960s was, as now, a wholly unremarkable little town, devoid of glamour or intrigue, which suited Virgil and Cynthia just fine. But in the year of President John F. Kennedy’s assassination, with civil unrest spreading from state to state as the nascent civil rights movement gathered momentum, few American citizens were immune to escalating national tensions. From the moment baby James left hospital, then, his doting parents sought to cocoon him in cotton wool, as if their blue-eyed angel was made of fine bone china and Downey’s quiet suburban streets were under threat of invasion by barbarians wielding hammers. Where other truck drivers took their offspring on drives across state lines, bonding over AM radio songs as the asphalt rolled beneath their wheels, Virgil Hetfield determined that his son’s world should be safe, sheltered and snow-globe small. Each morning Cynthia clutched James to her side for the three-minute walk to Rio San Gabriel Elementary School; each afternoon she would be in place at its gates as classes discharged, shepherding her boy away from his classmates for the short walk home, lest a single misdirected strand of school yard badinage might despoil her child’s innocence.


Rio San Gabriel’s curriculum presented an early test to the family’s religious convictions. As Christian Scientists Cynthia and Virgil were duty bound to forswear health education, as their faith contends that the human body is merely the vessel that houses the soul of the believer: consequently, James’s teachers were informed that their son would not be permitted to attend health class, the school’s introductory science course. In place of this, each afternoon the youngster would be required to stand alone in the school hallway, or outside the principal’s office, drawing unwanted attention as passing students wondered aloud as to the nature of the actions that had resulted in this punishment. Word soon got around that young Hetfield was ‘different’, a tag no child welcomes.


‘That alienated me from a lot of the kids at school,’ Hetfield recalled. ‘Like when I wanted to get involved with something like football. You needed a physical from a doctor, and I would be like, “I don’t believe in this, I have this little waiver saying I don’t need this.” In a way, it was going against the rules, which I kinda like. But as a child, it really fucked with me as far as being different from other kids. You wanna be part of the gang, you wanna do the things they do.’


Virgil and Cynthia were largely too preoccupied to notice James’s growing isolation from his peers and the attendant anxiety this engendered. With the arrival of their first daughter, Deanna, in the summer of 1966 the couple now had four mouths to feed from a single income. As much as the head of the family assured his wife that God would provide, the Almighty wasn’t prepared to clock in at 6 a.m. each morning in order to drive an eighteen-wheel rig for minimum wage, so Virgil’s stints on the road expanded from days at a time into weeks. With her eldest boys having descended into the hormonal clusterfuck of adolescence, and her infant daughter reacting to Virgil’s prolonged absences with ever more rebellious behaviour, Cynthia considered her sensitive youngest son’s sullen silences the least of her worries. But in a bid to bond with the boy, and draw him out of his black moods, she suggested to James that he might enjoy piano lessons, just as she herself had as a child. If three years of tuition proved to be an utterly joyless experience for Hetfield – ‘I hated it,’ he has stated baldly on more than one occasion – nonetheless in later years he was gracious enough to concede that it was not time entirely wasted, admitting, ‘I am so glad it was somewhat forced upon me, because the act of left and right hand doing different things, and also singing at the same time, it gave me some inkling of what I do now.’


With his interest in music piqued, the child began experimenting with some of the other instruments lying around the family home. His half-brother David played drums in a rock ’n’ roll covers band called the Bitter End, while Christopher Hale, much taken by the developing singer-songwriter scene developing in the Los Angeles Canyons, flirted with acoustic guitar: neither instrument initially made much sense to James’s young ears, though the obvious irritation his exploratory noise-making caused other family members secretly delighted the youngster and served as some incentive to persevere. But it was the discovery of David Hale’s record collection that truly brought the power of music into focus for James. David had warned his half-brother countless times that the vinyl in the corner of their shared bedroom was off-limits to him, instructions which only served to inflame the younger boy’s curiosity. And so, one afternoon while David was at his accountancy class, nine-year-old James plucked up the courage to rummage through the dog-eared sleeves. He was drawn, ‘like a magnet to metal’, to one album cover in particular, the artwork for which featured a mysterious, unsmiling black-garbed woman standing outside an old watermill in a woodland clearing. He placed the black vinyl within on David’s record-player turntable, and dropped the stylus on its outermost groove. The sound of rainfall, thunder and a single, solemn, tolling church bell crept from the stereo’s battered speakers. And in that moment everything changed for James Hetfield, changed utterly.


Released on Friday February 13, 1970, Black Sabbath’s self-titled debut album stands as a death knell for the idealistic hippie dreams of the Sixties. Inspired by horror movies, bad dreams, drug come-downs and the terminal grind of the factory floor, it was designed to unnerve and unsettle – ‘Everybody has sung about all the good things,’ reasoned bassist Geezer Butler. ‘Nobody ever sings about what’s frightening and evil.’ – and succeeded in offending the sensibilities of every notable music critic of the era. But in Ozzy Osbourne’s baleful vocals and guitarist Tony Iommi’s dread-laden, down-tuned riffs, young James heard the sound of liberation. ‘This was more than just music,’ he recalled, ‘[this was] a powerful, loud, heavy sound that moved [my] soul.’


‘Sabbath was the band that put “heavy” in my head,’ he said. ‘That first Sabbath album I would sneak out of my brother’s record collection and play on the forbidden record player. I wasn’t supposed to touch any of that stuff, but I did, and the first Sabbath album got in my head. That initial song, “Black Sabbath”, was the one [where] when you’d put your headphones on and sit in the dark and get scared to death. Then the Devil’s riff comes in, and it got you!’


For Hetfield the Black Sabbath album served as a portal into an alternative universe. Each forbidden excavation into his half-brother’s record stacks brought forth new delights – Led Zeppelin, Blue Oyster Cult, Alice Cooper, the Amboy Dukes – a succession of lank-haired libertines channelling the raw, ragged howl of the blues into monolithic proto-metal. When Hetfield placed his headphones over his ears and twisted the volume control on David’s record player hard right, the world outside his bedroom seemed to fade away.


‘Music was a way to get away from my screwed-up family,’ he explained. ‘I liked being alone, I liked being able to close off the world and music helped with that a lot. I’d put on the headphones and just listen … Music would speak my voice and, man, it connected on so many levels.’


Perhaps if he had been a little less immersed in his elder sibling’s vinyl treasure trove, James might have been a little more aware of the escalating rumble of domestic discord at home. As it was, he remembers nothing special about the day in 1976 on which his father walked out on his family. There were no cross words exchanged that morning, no lingering hugs on the doorstep; no tear-moistened note of farewell was found resting on the mantelpiece as Virgil hit the road. In point of fact, months would pass before Cynthia Hetfield gathered James and Deanna to her side and informed them that this time their father would not be coming home from his travels. The children were hurt, angry and confused, scarcely able to comprehend their mother’s words. When Cynthia told James that he must be strong, that with David and Christopher now living their own lives under their own roofs, he was now the man of the house, the teenager was terrified. He withdrew further into himself, raging against his father for his selfishness, despising him for not even saying goodbye. ‘It devastated me,’ he admitted.


To block out the constant hiss of white noise in his head, James attempted to drown himself in sound. Pocket money previously spent on candy and Topps trading cards was now deflected towards the acquisition of a record collection of his own, with Lynyrd Skynyrd’s ‘Sweet Home Alabama’ single and Aerosmith’s Toys in the Attic album the teenager’s first two purchases. Inspired by a poster of Aerosmith guitarist Joe Perry adorning his bedroom wall, he began picking out chords and melodies on Christopher’s guitar, slowing down his favourite songs on David’s turntable from 45 rpm to 33 rpm so that he could play along.


‘My ear was developed quite a bit from the piano playing so I knew what was in tune, what was not in tune, what sounded right and what didn’t,’ he says. ‘I was always into the big, fat riffs. I was drawn to the rhythm and percussion bit because I had messed around on drums as well. The rhythm style came from percussion as well, hitting the guitar as hard as you would a drum.’


In September 1977 Hetfield enrolled as a freshman at Downey High School on Brookshire Avenue. He instantly hated the place, with its cliques and clubs and insider codes. When he trialled for the school football team, the Vikings, Coach Cummings informed him that he had a choice to make: he could lose his long hair and join the team, or keep his locks and forfeit his shot at gridiron glory. Despite nurturing pipe dreams of a starting position with the Oakland Raiders, Hetfield turned on his heels, knowing full well that he was condemning himself to pariah status within the school echelons.


‘I was a misfit,’ he says. ‘Didn’t fit in, didn’t want to fit in. I hid as much as possible in my music … I did not feel like I identified with anyone … Basically, instead of hanging out at school, I went home and practised guitar.’


By the school lockers one morning Hetfield ran into Ron McGovney, a former classmate from Downey’s East Middle School. McGovney’s parents owned a vehicle repair shop directly across the street from Virgil Hetfield’s trucking company, but the boys had never been close: McGovney only remembered the younger boy because Hetfield was the one student in music class who could play guitar, while Hetfield did not recall McGovney at all. But cast adrift from their status-obsessed peers, each recognised a certain loneliness in the other. Drawn together by a common obsession with music, their friendship developed cautiously – McGovney’s first clumsy attempt at bonding saw him scribble the word ‘Fag’ across a photo of Aerosmith’s Steven Tyler on Hetfield’s homework folder, while Hetfield taunted his new buddy by mocking the recent passing of McGovney’s musical idol Elvis Presley – but soon settled into an easy rhythm. When James purchased a 1969 Gibson SG from the guitarist in the school jazz band, Ron began taking acoustic guitar lessons, keen not to be left behind. Later that year when Hetfield joined his first band, Obsession, the older teenager offered to act as his buddy’s guitar tech.


As with most high-school bands the world over, Obsession were little more than a vehicle in which small boys put on big boys’ trousers and lived out their rock ’n’ roll fantasies. A quartet comprising Hetfield, fellow guitarist Jim Arnold and brothers Ron and Rich Veloz on bass and drums respectively, the group would convene in the garage of the Veloz family home on Eastbrook Avenue each Friday and Saturday to chew through vaguely recognisable versions of classic rock staples – Black Sabbath’s ‘Never Say Die’, Led Zeppelin’s ‘Communication Breakdown’, Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Purple Haze’ and Deep Purple’s ‘Highway Star’ among them – taking turns at the mic as they played at being rock stars. That their audience at this point consisted solely of Ron McGovney and his friend Dave Marrs was immaterial: when the garage door was thrown open, in their collective imaginations Obsession were holding captive a sold-out Hollywood Bowl with their high-voltage soundtrack. For one young man, however, this was not enough. On July 12, 1978, a few weeks before his fifteenth birthday, Hetfield was given the opportunity to see Aerosmith (supported by AC/DC) play the 13,500-seat Long Beach Arena. Cynthia Hetfield had previously decorated her son’s bedroom with life-size painted portraits of Steven Tyler and Joe Perry, but seeing the ‘Toxic Twins’ strut and swagger across the stage of a packed arena was an overwhelming experience for James. Inspired, he returned to the Velozs’ garage with a clutch of self-penned riffs he hoped the band could develop into their first original song. Instead of this, his band mates listened politely then duly went back to practising UFO licks. It was the signal for Hetfield to move on. With his confidence dented, he temporarily shelved the notion of performing his own material, and instead started Syrinx, a Rush tribute act who took their name from movement two of 2112’s epic title track. Fleshed out by Jim Arnold and his drummer brother Chris, Syrinx were, by all accounts, a powerful live proposition, but the union lasted only marginally longer than a Neil Peart drum solo, and Hetfield was soon alone in his bedroom once more.


One afternoon as he sat practising scales at home, James glanced through his bedroom window to see a familiar figure standing outside on the driveway. More than a year after abandoning his family, Virgil Hetfield was back in Downey, with a new haircut, a new wardrobe and a brand-new Corvette Stingray. He brought with him armfuls of expensive gifts and stories of international travel, and he spoke of being reborn and at peace once more following the most turbulent, confusing year of his life. He had made mistakes, he conceded, but he hoped that his children might find it in their hearts to forgive him for his abrupt exit. Daddy’s girl Deanna immediately flung herself into her father’s arms, but James kept his distance, eyeing up the virtual stranger in his home with calm, detached fury. When he finally spoke, his words were cold and blunt.


‘Dude,’ he said, ‘you screwed us over …’


‘It was like “Who’s this guy?”’ he recalled. ‘My sister instantly accepted him back, but I was not having it. It was never resolved.’
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As the winter of 1980 nudged its way inexorably towards spring, Ron McGovney arrived at school one morning to find Hetfield clearing out the locker next to his own. Bemused, McGovney asked his friend what he was doing. Hetfield replied that his mother had just passed away and so he and his sister needed to leave Downey to take up residence with David Hale and his wife Lorraine in Brea, sixteen miles east.


Cynthia Hetfield’s health had been slowly deteriorating for years. But, forbidden by her Christian Scientist faith to seek medical attention, she refused to countenance diagnosis or treatment. On February 19, 1980, one month shy of her fiftieth birthday, Cynthia passed away. In keeping with Christian Science tradition, there was to be no funeral, nor any grieving period for her children to process their loss.


‘We watched my mom wither away,’ says Hetfield. ‘I attribute it to a lot of the discomfort with the divorce and the turmoil there. It was very traumatic. Dad took the business; she didn’t have the money and had to support us. My sister and I would look at each other and we couldn’t really say anything. It was that whole catch-22 about acknowledging the illness, then of course you are going to be sick. We were imprisoned, trapped with this. We couldn’t say any thing. My brothers, finally – they were old enough to understand this – said, “Something’s really wrong, let’s get her some help.” At that point it was much too late.’


‘We had no idea,’ McGovney admitted. ‘He was gone for like ten days and we had thought he went on vacation. When he told us that his mom had just died, we were stunned.’


McGovney remained in touch as Hetfield recommenced his senior year at Brea Olinda High School. He soon received word that his friend had started a new band, Phantom Lord, with drummer classmate Jim Mulligan and a junior named Hugh Tanner, whom Hetfield first began speaking to when the younger boy brought a Flying V guitar to school to renovate in woodwork class. In truth Phantom Lord existed more as a concept than an actual band – the trio never played a show, and practised only sporadically – but in Tanner’s bedroom they plotted out strategies for nothing less than a new rock revolution. The success of Van Halen’s dazzlingly cocksure 1978 debut album had overnight rendered much of America’s hard rock establishment yesterday’s news, and Phantom Lord were confident they could further the cause of the new order by combining the Pasadena band’s sass and swagger with the heavier, darker sound of European bands such as Judas Priest, Accept and Scorpions. First, though, they needed a bassist, and Hetfield identified McGovney as the solution to that particular problem, despite the fact that his friend neither owned, nor could play, bass. An instrument was duly procured from the Downey Music Centre, and each weekend Hetfield would take on the role of tutor in McGovney’s bedroom, before the duo would hook up with Tanner and Dave Marrs for field trips to Sunset Boulevard nightspots such as the Whisky a Go Go, the Starwood and the Troubadour in order to evaluate bands the bedroom rockers perceived as their peers.


The Hollywood rock scene circa 1980 was a circus informed by theatre and spectacle, sparkle and glitz. Descended from the mid-Seventies ‘glitter rock’ scene and incubated in Sunset Strip clubs such as Rodney Bingenheimer’s English Disco, where artists such as the Runaways and Zolar X swapped make-up tips and Quaaludes with drag-queen hustlers and jailbait Valley girls, its shtick was loud, gaudy and shameless, a flamboyant demi-monde utterly convinced of its own fabulousness. It both terrified and repulsed Hetfield and his teenage consorts, who would return to the suburbs convinced that the likes of Dante Fox, White Sister and Satyr would present little obstacle to their own plans for world domination. As Hetfield graduated from Brea Olinda High, he laid out his future plans clearly in the school yearbook: ‘Play Music, Get Rich.’ When he reappeared at the institution some weeks later as Brea Olinda’s new janitor, fellow staff members were kind enough to keep their thoughts to themselves.


That same summer, buoyed by his new-found financial independence, Hetfield moved out of David and Lorraine Hale’s house. McGovney’s parents owned three rental properties in Norwalk in an area designated for demolition by the California Transportation Commission ahead of the construction of freeway 105, and an invitation was extended to James and Ron to move into one of the vacant properties rent-free, until such time as the state bulldozers rolled in. The teenagers did not need to be asked twice. The walls of 13004 Curtis and King Road were promptly decorated with Aerosmith, Judas Priest and Michael Schenker posters. The pair then set about renovating and sound-proofing the adjoining garage for use as Phantom Lord’s new rehearsal space. But with the paint yet to dry upon the facility’s walls, Hetfield unveiled a radical new blueprint for the band. Temporarily dazzled by the scene on Sunset, or perhaps simply high on paint fumes, he declared Phantom Lord no more, and announced that the collective were to be reconstituted as Leather Charm, LA’s newest rock ’n’ roll renegades.


It is surely for the best that Leather Charm’s oeuvre has been lost to history. One can only speculate as to the raw sexuality a teenage James Hetfield might have poured into the chorus of ‘Hades Ladies’, or what hysteria the libidinous throb of ‘Handsome Ransom’ and ‘Let’s Go Rock ’n’ Roll’ may have unleashed among West Hollywood’s teenage rock queens. But when first Hugh Tanner and then Jim Mulligan informed their band leader that his vision for the outfit did not concur with their own, Leather Charm tumbled off their stacked heels.


Somewhat guilty after torpedoing his friend’s rock ’n’ roll dreams, Tanner vowed to assist Hetfield in assembling a new vehicle for his talents. In the first week of May 1981, he produced a copy of the Los Angeles listings magazine The Recycler, in which he had circled an advert in the ‘Musicians Wanted’ section. ‘Drummer looking for other metal musicians to jam with’, it read. ‘Influences: Tygers of Pan Tang, Diamond Head, Iron Maiden.’ The ad featured a Newport Beach area code phone number and advised interested parties to ask for Lars. Tanner placed the call and scheduled a rehearsal session at a Fullerton recording facility for the following week.


There is a special chemistry that occurs when certain musicians meet for the first time, an instinctive identification that transcends the simple appreciation of shared talents and aspirations. When the fifteen-year-old Paul McCartney met John Lennon, one year his senior, at Woolton Parish Church’s garden fete on the afternoon of July 6, 1957, both boys were struck by one another’s charm and musicianship, and McCartney was cajoled into joining Lennon’s band the Quarrymen two weeks later. When Jimmy Page invited John Paul Jones, Robert Plant and John Bonham to convene in a basement rehearsal studio in London’s Gerrard Street on the afternoon of August 12, 1968, each man understood that theirs was a most formidable union long before the group reached the end of the first song they performed together, ‘Train Kept A-Rollin’. Song-writing sessions for Led Zeppelin’s debut album began the following week.


There was, however, none of that intangible magic present when James Hetfield first encountered Lars Ulrich. By any measure, the session booked by Hugh Tanner was a disaster, the blame for which lay at the drumsticks of Ulrich. Baldly put, the kid couldn’t play. He could certainly talk – yap, yap, yapping constantly in a sing-song accent which seemed to traverse the Atlantic Ocean without ever dropping anchor – but the task of holding down even the most rudimentary 4/4 beat seemed hopelessly beyond him. Lost in the music, with his eyes closed at his microphone stand, time and again Hetfield would be jolted back into the room as the session came juddering to a premature halt. Opening his eyes, the Californian would see the young drummer’s cymbals or snare drum tumble to the floor beneath his wildly enthusiastic flailing. It was with a certain amount of embarrassment that Tanner called a halt to the session before the trio’s allotted time at the facility had expired. Ulrich, however, appeared utterly unfazed. As he packed away his kit into the back of his mother’s AMC Pacer car, the drummer enthused, ‘We should do this again.’ Hetfield and Tanner smiled politely and made noises of assent. Never a man overly concerned with looking in life’s rear-view mirror, as he pulled away from the studio for the thirty-minute drive back towards Newport Beach that afternoon, Lars Ulrich wouldn’t have noticed his two new friends exchange smiles that then dissolved into laughter.
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Twenty years on from that first ill-fated jam session, in May 2001 Hetfield and Ulrich once again found themselves struggling to make a connection in a Californian recording facility. Sessions for their band’s eighth studio album were proving fractured and unproductive, only this time Hetfield was singularly failing to find humour in the situation. As spring evenings lengthened into summer, Metallica’s front man announced his intention to step away from the process in order to find the space and time in which he might weigh up matters in his life both professional and personal. He gave no guarantees as to when, or even if, he might return.


Early the following day, Ulrich chose to return to Presidio, the former army barracks in which Metallica were stationed, with his father, Torben, in tow. Still stunned by his friend’s abrupt exit, it was Ulrich’s intention to play his father rough mixes of the material the band had committed to tape thus far, as much to convince himself of the validity and vibrancy of the project as to garner his father’s opinions on the recordings.


The drummer decided to begin his playback session with a track recorded when the Presidio sessions were at their most harmonious. In the small hours of May 3 Hetfield, Ulrich, Metallica’s lead guitarist Kirk Hammett and producer Bob Rock had entered the studio’s live room on a high after attending a concert by the Icelandic rock band Sigur Rós at San Francisco’s legendary Fillmore auditorium. The music they were inspired to make that morning, with its reverb-rich guitar drones and off-beat drums, was both heavily indebted to the Reykjavik quartet, and a grand departure from anything previously recorded under the Metallica name. Always obsessive in his desire to push his band into territories new, Ulrich was inordinately proud of the piece. As the song flowed through the studio’s state-of-the-art speakers, the drummer made infinitesimal tweaks to the recording’s EQ levels on an SSL 4000 console, while his seventy-three-year-old father looked on impassively from the control room’s black leather couch.


‘Comments on that one?’ Lars enquired brightly as the song faded out.


Torben sank back into the sofa and stroked his long grey beard as he weighed up his response.


‘If you said, “If you were our advisor what would you say?”’ he answered slowly, ‘then I would say, “Delete that.”’


There followed a split-second silence, during which the air seemed to be sucked from the room. And then Lars Ulrich, a man hitherto wholly unacquainted with the concept of being lost for words, gave a nervous, anxious laugh. With his face communicating a mixture of petulance, exasperation and embarrassment, he began a stammering defence of the track. His father’s verdict was ‘interesting’, he noted, but out of step with feedback the band had received elsewhere. He pointed out that Metallica’s co-manager Cliff Burnstein was so taken by the wordless piece that he had ventured the opinion that it might serve as the opening track on the new album.


‘Yeah?’ said Torben. ‘That could well be, but I’m pretty sure that … I really don’t think so. I really don’t think so.’


The exchange (captured by film-makers Joe Berlinger and Bruce Sinofsky as they amassed fly-on-the-wall footage for what would become the 2004 documentary Some Kind of Monster) was revealing, shining a light on a side of Lars Ulrich rarely seen. Abandoned by his friend and musical soulmate, and understandably emotionally raw as a consequence, in this briefest of moments the years appeared to roll back for Ulrich. Stripped of his usual bullish self-confidence, he stood in front of his father once more as a gauche adolescent, eager to please and craving approval. As a glimpse into the intrinsic motivations which willed Metallica into existence in the first place, the moment is priceless.
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Lars Ulrich was born on December 26, 1963, in the municipality of Gentofte, in eastern Denmark, a late Christmas present for his parents, Torben and Lone. Transformed from an agricultural community into an affluent industrial society in the post-war years, the nation into which Ulrich was born was progressive, liberal and aspirant, a fully functioning social democracy growing in confidence and ambition. Well-heeled and well-connected, the Ulrich family were considered part of Copenhagen’s cosmopolitan elite. Torben was a professional tennis player – like his father, Einar, before him, Denmark’s number one – and a celebrated polymath, with a range of cultural interests that stretched far beyond the baselines of the outside courts at Wimbledon or Flushing Meadows. A regular columnist for the Danish daily newspapers Politiken and BT, by the time of his son’s birth Torben had also co-edited a literary magazine, presented on Danish radio, co-founded a Copenhagen jazz club and played clarinet and tenor saxophone with a number of the capital’s best-regarded jazz ensembles. A 1969 Sports Illustrated profile hailed him as the tennis circuit’s ‘most fascinating, most captivating figure’.


‘He is a sort of gargoyle in a pretty game played and watched by pretty people,’ wrote journalist Mark Kram. ‘As tennis now slowly and desperately tries to lure the masses, Ulrich is invaluable … Win or lose, he provokes reaction and constant comment, the one indispensable vitamin for all sports.’


Torben’s free-thinking, philosophical attitude to life was shaped by events in his formative years. In October 1943, at the age of fifteen, the boy and his younger brother, Jorgen, were encouraged to flee Nazi-occupied Denmark with their Jewish mother, Ulla, as concerns for their future welfare intensified. Their intention was to travel across the Oresund strait to Sweden, but the fishing boat commandeered for their flight was spotted by the German army while still in Danish waters, and when the Germans sprayed the vessel with arcs of machine-gun fire, all aboard surrendered. The Ulrich family were sent to a Danish concentration camp, and threatened with a transfer to Auschwitz or Theresienstadt. Two weeks later, however, they were released, the German authorities having apparently decided their Jewish heritage was not sufficiently ‘pure’ to warrant their deportation. Upon returning to high school in Copenhagen, Torben apologised for his prolonged absence from class, explaining to his teacher that his family had been imprisoned by the Germans. Thinking he was being mocked, the teacher cuffed the youngster around the ears. As his classmates looked on in shock, Torben calmly packed up his books, shouldered his bag and walked out of the school, never to return. His distrust of authority did not waver from that day.


At the time of their son’s birth, Lone and Torben lived in a beautiful four-storey house in Hellerup, an affluent upper-middle-class district on the north-eastern side of the Danish capital. The family shared the building’s upper floor while Lone’s parents, who owned the house, occupied the floors below. Throughout Lars’s childhood the property at Lundevangsvej 12 served as a cultural hub for the district, an open house for Hellerup’s bohemian set: artists, musicians, film-makers and writers dropped by daily to talk art, politics and philosophy with the urbane tennis pro and his family. American jazz men Dexter Gordon, Don Cherry and Stan Getz were neighbours and close family friends – indeed tenor saxophonist Gordon took on the mantle of Lars’s godfather early in 1964 – and their regular visits ensured that the Ulrich family home was always ablaze with music, laughter and conversation long after the house lights of neighbouring apartments had been extinguished. Young Lars was never excluded from the gatherings, never made to feel like an interloper in adult company, and in this fecund, nurturing environment, he developed into a happy, inquisitive and somewhat precocious youth.


‘I grew up pretty quick,’ he recalls. ‘I didn’t have any siblings so I was around a lot of adults all the time. I found myself spending more time in the adult world than the adults spent in the child world. There was a very progressive scene [in Copenhagen], a lot of music and a lot of experimenting with thoughts and ideas. My dad was very much at the edge of that with music and writing and with poetry and film and so on. I grew up in that environment.’


‘My dad had a room opposite mine that was his music room and there was nothing in there other than records and a big fuck-off stereo … A lot of times when I woke up in the morning he would just be finishing in there, and I could hear the music through the walls. He’d be playing the Doors, Hendrix, the Velvet Underground, a lot of jazz stuff, [John] Coltrane, Miles [Davis], Dexter Gordon, Sonny Rollins, Ornette Coleman, that kind of stuff. Those are the earliest musical memories I have.’


The home comforts of the Danish capital were accessible to the Ulrich family, however, only for part of the year, as Torben’s professional career necessitated the adoption of an itinerant lifestyle. The family’s calendar was broadly dictated by the tennis circuit’s four Grand Slam tournaments: January would see Torben, Lone, Lars and his nanny board long-haul flights to Melbourne, the host city for the Australian Open, while the months of May and June would see the tour relocate to Paris for the French Open. The final week of June brought the circuit to London and the grass courts of Wimbledon, after which the family could be found in the New York borough of Queens as Torben prepared for the late August opening rounds of the US Open. Elsewhere the template expanded to accommodate exhibition games and tournaments in Fiji, Tahiti, South Africa, India … wherever on the globe the International Tennis Federation could sell the game. Young Lars took it all in his stride, developing, by his own admission, ‘a pretty adventurous mind’.


‘I probably travelled an average of four to six school weeks a year, which was quite a lot, especially in the later years,’ he recalled. ‘So, I mean, of course in some ways it was somewhat unconventional but it wasn’t really until I came to America that I started hearing those words. I never heard those words when I was growing up … you know, “abnormal” or “unconventional”. It was what seemed to be the energy around not just my dad but my mom, the household in general, going back generations. All the artists and that whole scene. And it seemed like I was just a product of a scene.


‘I think part of the strength, part of the real positive thing of my early years, was that there was a lot of freedom to experience a lot of things on my own, to seek a lot of answers on my own, to not have anything handed to me, to not have particular ways of thinking, ideologies or whatever, forced upon me. I did a lot of soul-searching. I did a lot of sniffing around, I did a lot of kind of checking into things. Checking into things myself with a kind of a juvenile curiosity.’


In the dog days of the summer of 1969 that curiosity led Lars Ulrich into one of London’s most exclusive quarters for a gathering which would secure him bragging rights for years to come. While his father practised his ground strokes in SW19, young Lars’s interest was piqued by a photograph of a group of louche, long-haired young men in a national newspaper; his mother informed him that the gentlemen in question were a rock ’n’ roll band who that same week would be staging a free concert in one of London’s royal parks. Lars demanded that he be taken along. And so on July 5, 1969, mother and son joined Torben, his South African colleague Ray Moore and approximately 500,000 other music fans in London’s Hyde Park for the first live Rolling Stones concert in over two years. On a balmy summer evening, England’s most celebrated rock ’n’ roll collective turned in a historic performance which sealed their reputation as one of the form’s most supple and dexterous live turns.


It would, however, be another English rock band that Lars Ulrich would ultimately credit with setting his life in the direction it would follow to the present day. On February 10, 1973, Deep Purple closed out the first leg of their Who Do We Think We Are European tour with a date at the K.B. Hallen in Copenhagen. In the stalls that evening, alongside his father and Moore, was the nine-year-old Lars.


‘There was a tennis tournament there – all tennis tournaments start on Monday so on the Sunday all the players were invited to see Deep Purple,’ Ulrich recalls. ‘So my father and a couple of the other guys went. It was pretty fucking cool. I was just infatuated, not just with the music but the event. The people, the volume, the reverberation, the light show, the whole thing. Ritchie Blackmore – I didn’t even know his name – I remember him rubbing his guitar on his ass. That was so cool. The next day I went into the local record store and the only Deep Purple record they had was Fireball so I started with that and didn’t look back.’


In the aftermath of Deep Purple’s Copenhagen bow, Lars set his heart upon learning to play guitar, cajoling his cousin Stein into parting with his own electric guitar in exchange for an album by Danish singer/songwriter John Mogensen. Six months of lessons with the music teachers at Maglegårdsskolen ensued, but the boy had little aptitude for the instrument, and it was soon cast aside, with Lars finding greater entertainment in strumming a tennis racquet in front of his bedroom mirror. His commitment to this ‘instrument’ was nonetheless impressive: on one occasion he, Stein and a couple of local boys air-racqueted their way through both sides of Status Quo’s Live! album without a pause, replicating the intensity of Glasgow’s Apollo Theatre circa 1976 by turning the heating in his playroom on to full power so that they were dripping with sweat before the first of its twelve tracks reached its end. Such dedication was mirrored in the lengths the youngster would go to in order to see his favourite bands. In spring 1976 Kiss announced a show at Copenhagen’s Falkoner Theatre as part of their first ever European tour, news which thrilled Lars Ulrich until he realised that the date fell smack in the middle of a school trip to North Jutland, meaning that he would be almost 450 kilometres away when the Demon, Starchild, Space Ace and Catman first planted their stack heels on a Danish stage. Crestfallen, he explained his predicament to his parents, who promised to have a word with his teachers. And so on May 29, 1976, the twelve-year-old Lars undertook the six-hour train journey from Fjerritslev in North Jutland to Copenhagen’s Central Station unaccompanied, so that he and Stein could be stage front when Gene Simmons first drooled fake blood on to the faces of the Danish chapter of the Kiss Army. As dawn broke, the boy was heading north by train to rejoin his classmates.


As 1976 drew to a close, Ulrich acquired his first drum kit. A gift from his grandmother Gudrun, the kit had the same specifications as that used by Deep Purple’s Ian Paice, and the teenager would spend long hours in the playroom at Lundevangsvej 12 pounding along to Purple’s Made in Japan live album. Soon enough Ulrich found a musical mentor to encourage his fanaticism. Ken Anthony worked in the basement of the Bristol Music Centre, a three-storey record shop in central Copenhagen, curating the store’s hard rock/heavy metal section. ‘Heavy Metal Ken’ took great pride in his ability to source the most obscure and rare releases for the delectation of Denmark’s headbanging fraternity, filling the basement of the BMC with curios from Bow Wow and Bang, Black Axe and Sledgehammer, Buffalo, Lucifer’s Friend and a thousand more unheralded international artistes. Ulrich regarded the shop like a church, and would make pilgrimages to it up to four times a week. Once inside he would stand enraptured by the counter as Anthony spun black circles, filling his young acolyte’s head with the names of new bands and introducing him to what Anthony himself considered the most thrilling music scene in the world, the rising New Wave of British Heavy Metal.


In December 1976, the year of The Song Remains the Same, Hotel California, 2112 and Frampton Comes Alive!, a UK music fanzine named Sideburns dedicated a full page to a guide for aspiring guitarists. Beneath the headline ‘PLAY’IN [sic] IN THE BAND … FIRST AND LAST IN A SERIES …’ were printed three crude sketches of a guitar fretboard, revealing the fingering required to play the major chords A, E and G. ‘This is a chord, this is another, this is a third,’ ran the accompanying text. ‘Now form a band.’ The message was simple, direct and wholly liberating for a section of suburban teenagers bored with the musical status quo. Yet, the global success of working-class hard-rock musicians from towns disregarded by London’s insular music journalists as provincial backwaters could be equally inspirational for music-obsessed young Britons. In the inky pages of the four main English music weeklies – Melody Maker, Record Mirror, New Musical Express and Sounds – rock fans from Barnsley to Belfast could see Robert Plant from Wolverhampton preening and screaming in front of 90,000 people at the 1977 Day on the Green festival at Oakland–Alameda County Coliseum or read about Deep Purple’s David Coverdale, a former shoe salesman from Saltburn-by-the-Sea, conducting a 200,000 strong choir at the 1974 California Jam. At a time when the media labelled superstar rock acts ‘dinosaurs’, the notion of aspiring to such heights may have been considered vulgar by the popular music press, but this judgemental attitude held little sway with ambitious young men such as Iron Maiden bassist Steve Harris and Def Leppard front man Joe Elliott, who desired nothing less than that their bands would become numbered among the most successful musical acts in the world. Even as the punk movement gathered momentum in 1976, abetted by an elitist music industry’s voyeuristic fascination with violence and teenage rebellion, an underground metal community began to develop along lines parallel to those drawn by punk.


On May 8, 1979, three of the movement’s emerging bands – Angel Witch, Samson and Iron Maiden – united for a gig at the 1,400-capacity Music Machine in Camden, north London. Also present that evening, at the invitation of heavy metal DJ turned promoter Neal Kay, was twenty-four-year-old Geoff Barton, a freelance contributor to Sounds magazine.


At the tail end of the previous summer Barton had accepted one of Kay’s regular entreaties to visit him at his weekly rock club, the Bandwagon Heavy Metal Soundhouse at the Prince of Wales pub at Kingsbury Circle. Here, to his great astonishment, the young writer discovered that the capital’s heavy metal scene, commonly held to have been decimated by punk, was flourishing.


‘I expected some sort of time warp populated by scruffy longhairs, a place where head-shaking, imaginary-guitar playing, peace-sign flashing and above all blood and thunder reigned supreme,’ Barton wrote in the edition of Sounds for August 19, 1978. ‘And that was all true apart from the fact that the Bandwagon ain’t no time warp.’


Nine months on from this back-handed compliment, Kay staged the show at the Music Machine as a coming-of-age party for the home-grown heavy metal movement. It was at the point when the scene would graduate in triumph from the back rooms of east London and Essex pubs to the capital’s grand theatres. It was an ambitious undertaking, and a less excitable promoter might have blanched at receiving word of the evening’s distinctly underwhelming ticket sales figures. But Kay was not to be deterred. ‘Welcome to the heavy metal crusade!’ the DJ screamed down the microphone as he cued up his first record of the evening. On the edge of the beautiful old theatre’s dance floor, a handful of long-haired Bandwagon regulars broke into muted cheers. Expecting frenzy and chaos, Geoff Barton could not help feeling slightly cheated. Nonetheless, the copy the young writer filed for Sounds on May 19, 1979, was exuberant, passionate and effusive in tone. Beneath the headline ‘If you want blood (and flashbombs and dry ice and confetti) you’ve got it’, he tagged the scene as the ‘New Wave of British Heavy Metal’ for the first time, and hailed the night as a year zero for this visceral and vital movement. In the basement of the Bristol Music Centre the review was passed around as if it were a sacred text.


‘Once Sounds showed up in your life on a weekly basis that was sort of the Bible,’ Lars Ulrich explains. ‘Geoff Barton was the gateway; you would see what was on Geoff Barton’s play list and he would write all these articles. Who could ever forget Barton’s quote about Angel Witch sounding like Black Sabbath played through a cement mixer? That’s one of the all-time great quotes. Angel Witch is not something I listen to a lot these days, but they were certainly one of the greatest named bands of the time, and that counted for a lot when you’re sixteen.’


Just as this new musical world opened up for the teenager, Ulrich was packed off to the New World to follow what was considered to be his destiny. If he had been born with a silver spoon in his mouth, then that privilege originated with the tennis racquets his grandfather and father previously held in their hands for decades. It was expected that Lars would learn the family trade. By the time the boy reached puberty, he was ranked among the top ten junior tennis players in Denmark, and in the summer of 1979 the family decided that he should attend a newly opened tennis school in Florida, so that he might develop both the racquet skills and mental strength required to graduate on to the professional circuit.


The Nick Bollettieri Tennis Academy, a forty-acre site located fifty miles south of Tampa, was the first of its kind, a boarding school where students would spend hours each day on the courts in a fiercely competitive, hot-house environment designed to identify and develop future champions. A hard-nosed New Yorker, Bollettieri had never been a professional tennis player, but he brought other skills to the courts: a relentless work ethic, brusque motivational skills and iron discipline. Tennis, he argued, had a reputation as a ‘sissy game’, a reputation his academy would change. The thinking was revolutionary, the results extraordinary: Andre Agassi, Maria Sharapova, Venus and Serena Williams and Jim Courier are just a handful of the school’s alumni. Reflecting upon his own time at the Academy, however, Lars Ulrich likened it to a ‘prison’.


‘All through the Seventies, as a teenager, I wanted to become a professional tennis player like my father; music was the passion, tennis was the day job,’ he recalls. ‘[At that Academy] I ended up playing tennis every day for six months. That was probably what turned me off.’


‘Where I grew up, tennis was something that was about having fun … All the players down at the club they would play and then afterwards they would drink beers and smoke cigarettes, it was kinda like a very social endeavour. In America at that time, in the wake of [John] McEnroe and [Jimmy] Connors, every middle-class parent in the United States sent their kids into these tennis factories to try to have the kids be their meal tickets.’


‘I’d been there for two or three months and couldn’t stand it any more … I was one of the worst troublemakers because I didn’t do well with all those rules after growing up in Copenhagen with all that freedom. We began to sneak out of school and go down to the local 7/11 store where we’d try to get some beers. One evening we even got some weed. So we smoked weed in the school after all the good upper-class American talent had gone to bed. And then they busted us. They called a meeting with the teachers and the fifty to sixty youngsters. Someone said, “Somebody’s been bad” and “We don’t tolerate this here” …’


In April 1980 Ulrich downed his tennis racquet and quit the Academy. Deciding against returning to Copenhagen immediately (perhaps to allow his parents time to absorb the news that the $20,000 they’d stumped up for his tuition fees might have been better spent on making wishes at the fountains in Rosenborg Castle Gardens), the teenager opted to fly out to the West Coast to see family friends in San Francisco. It was here, while browsing through the heavy metal imports section of a local record shop, he chanced upon the self-titled debut album by New Wave of British Heavy Metal hopefuls Iron Maiden, released that same month in the United Kingdom.


‘Nobody in America was talking about NWOBHM as such,’ he recalls, ‘and I didn’t know anything about them, but I picked up the cover and I saw the Eddie monster on the front and then these super next-level live pictures of these guys. There was smoke and hair and fans and energy and chaos and I said, “This has to be great,” so I bought the record.’


As the family with whom Ulrich was lodging did not own a record player, this latest addition to his vinyl collection would go unheard until the teenager returned home to Lundevangsvej 12. When he finally did get the opportunity to listen to Iron Maiden, Ulrich was mesmerised by its energy, aggression and speed. Back at the Bristol Music Centre, Ken Anthony dutifully began filling in his young friend on the changing face of heavy metal.


‘I’d been in America for the better part of the last year and there was a lot of great stuff happening in America on the radio,’ Lars recalls. ‘Judas Priest and AC/DC were getting some airplay and bands like Pat Travers and Molly Hatchet and so on, so there was obviously heavy rock happening. But when I came back to Europe and back to Denmark it sort of became known to me that there was a bunch of stuff coming out of England that was much harder, much heavier and much more energetic and really, ultimately, much more about a lifestyle. A lot of the stuff in America at that time – it was just hard rock and people were into it, but the stuff that was coming out of England was really about a total commitment and a lifestyle choice.’


That same summer the Ulrich family had their own lifestyle choices to make. With the emergence of younger players such as Jimmy Connors, Bjorn Borg and John McEnroe, the professional tennis circuit was no longer an arena for gentlemen philosophers, and so Torben Ulrich had switched to the rather more edifying Tennis Grand Masters tour, a competition established for players aged forty-five and over. The demands of the tour meant that Ulrich was spending increasing amounts of time in the United States, to the point where the idea of his family permanently relocating to America seemed sensible. And so in August 1980 the family sold their beautiful Copenhagen town house and purchased a three-bedroom condominium at 2600 Park Newport in Newport Beach, California.


Today in one of Newport Beach’s public parks there stands a $50,000 bronze statue of former President Ronald Reagan, a bold display of the neighbourhood’s political outlook. A WASP-ish enclave which made middle-class, multicultural Hellerup look like Compton, Newport Beach was (and remains) one of America’s wealthiest, and most conservative, communities. Just weeks after the family’s arrival, Lars was locked up in a police cell for six hours following his arrest for drinking a beer while walking along the beach front. Liberal, laidback Copenhagen must have seemed like a distant memory.


‘Because of my last name, I was king shit [in Copenhagen],’ Lars recalled. ‘And then [we] went to LA and I was king dogshit. Nobody gave a shit about us.’


The teenager enrolled for eleventh grade at Corona Del Mar High School, an institution with an excellent reputation for both academic and sporting pursuits. By his own admission, the new boy was ‘pretty geeky’ and ‘quite the loner’, his penchant for garish Iron Maiden and Saxon T-shirts bemusing his preppy, Lacoste polo shirt-wearing classmates.


‘They just looked at me like I was from another fucking planet,’ he laughs.


Corona Del Mar’s number one tennis player was Anthony Emerson, the son of Australia’s multiple Grand Slam winner Roy Emerson. The Emerson and Ulrich families were long-time friends, and it was broadly assumed that Lars would slot into the school tennis team as Anthony’s number two. However, when a trial was arranged for the boy, the young European prodigy didn’t even rank among the school’s top seven players. It quickly dawned on him and his disappointed parents that he was never going to make the grade as a professional. Almost immediately, Lars switched to plan B: he informed his father that he was going to get a drum kit, teach himself how to play – within ten days, no less – and then start a rock band. As soon as he had finished laughing, Torben gave his son permission to rent a kit from a music shop in nearby Santa Ana. This done, Lars set about immersing himself in the Hollywood rock scene.


‘The first show I went to in Hollywood was Y&T at the Starwood,’ he recalls. ‘There was a couple of hundred people there, but everybody was having a great fucking time. There was drinking, there were chicks – and this was when you didn’t have to go to the bathroom to do drugs – it was great. Y&T looked as if they were playing to a stadium of 50,000 people and I was thinking maybe this would be a lot more fun than standing trying to hit forehands down the line for hours at a time. I didn’t have any aspirations to forming a band to become Deep Purple, but I just thought if I could have this sort of fun in a jam band playing clubs in LA every couple of weeks that would be great.’


On the week of his seventeenth birthday, Ulrich discovered that former UFO guitarist Michael Schenker had booked a show at the Country Club in Reseda. Standing in the parking lot after the gig on December 22 he was approached by another teenager, who pointed at his Saxon T-shirt and demanded to know where he had acquired the item. Ulrich informed his interrogator that he had recently moved to California from Europe, where the New Wave of British Heavy Metal was a rather bigger deal than in the United States.


‘You need to meet my friend Brian,’ the boy responded.


Brian Slagel and John Kornarens were two heavy metal obsessed teenagers from Woodland Hills and Studio City respectively, who, like Ulrich, had discovered the NWOBHM via Geoff Barton’s writing in the pages of Sounds. At the point when they met Ulrich, the two were convinced that they were the only two people in America who had heard of Iron Maiden, Angel Witch, Saxon and their contemporaries. Meeting the young Dane then would prove to be quite the education.


‘With the few people I knew who listened to Iron Maiden, talking to them about music was like going to primary school,’ recalls Kornarens, ‘but with Lars it was like going to college: it was definitely a much higher level. Lars really understood the music and really was passionate about things like I was, like a certain riff leading into a lead break, just the little details. He understood why it was such an exciting genre. When it came to finding out new music, he was like Indiana Jones. I told him I’d just got the new Angel Witch single and I think his head exploded. He was incredibly passionate about the music, high energy, borderline annoying.’


‘In 1980 I was still living at home with my mom, I was going to college, I was working at Sears, I was obsessed with this whole musical thing and I was just about to start a fanzine,’ recalls Brian Slagel. ‘I used to tape and record live concerts and tape trade with people all around the world and that’s how I was indoctrinated into the New Wave of British Heavy Metal, because a guy I was trading with in Sweden sent me an AC/DC live show and said, “Oh, and here’s this band Iron Maiden that you might like …” Once you get into that world someone will say, “Hey, you should meet this guy,” and so your network starts to expand.’


Kornarens, Slagel and Ulrich bonded instantly. Each week, the trio would meet up to tour Southern California’s import record shops in search of new New Wave of British Heavy Metal releases they had seen flagged up in the pages of Sounds. That Ulrich already had a standing-order subscription with Wigan-based record shop Bullit Records, who would deliver regular shipments of vinyl to 2600 Park Newport every few weeks, did nothing to quell his competitive instincts, as Slagel recalls.


‘We became friends because he had a lot of records that I didn’t have, and I had all the records that he didn’t have, and we both knew the whole scene,’ says Slagel. ‘So then there was me, Lars and John Kornarens driving hundreds of miles trying to find an Angel Witch seven-inch or something, and having a fight over it because there was only one in the shop! We’d get to the store and Lars would literally be out of the car before we’d even shut off the key, because he knew there’d only be one or two copies.’


One weekend in January 1981 Ulrich’s ever-evolving vinyl obsession led him to take a solo road trip to San Francisco, to check out independent record shops in Haight-Ashbury and Berkeley. While shopping on Berkeley’s Telegraph Avenue, the young Dane was approached by a local metal fan named Rich Burch, who complimented him upon the fine selection of New Wave of British Heavy Metal badges on his denim jacket and invited him to a party at the summit of Strawberry Hill, on an island in Stow Lake in Golden Gate Park. Arriving later that evening, Ulrich was met with the sight of twenty or thirty local youths sitting around ghetto blasters, enthusiastically headbanging to Motörhead and Budgie. These teenagers, Burch excitedly explained, were the ‘Trues’, the Bay Area’s most devoted metalheads, defenders of the faith. He introduced Ulrich to his friend Ron Quintana, and the three sat talking about the European metal scene until dawn. Upon hearing that Ulrich played drums, Quintana mentioned that his friends in a local band named Metal Church were on the lookout for a new member, and he offered to pass Ulrich’s number on to guitarist Kurdt Vanderhoof. Ulrich politely demurred, saying he already had some band plans back in Los Angeles. That same month, he placed his first ‘Musicians Wanted’ advert in The Recycler.


‘It wasn’t about “Let’s start a band to get laid” like everyone else in LA, my aspirations weren’t even that high!’ Ulrich laughs. ‘I just wanted to start a band to play all my favourite New Wave of British Heavy Metal songs.’


One of the first people to respond to Ulrich’s advert was a young guitarist named Patrick Scott, the son of a Huntington Beach doctor. Scott drove over to Ulrich’s house in early February, but never got as far as removing his guitar from its case, so distracted was he by the older teenager’s record collection.


‘I was into bands that a lot of people were into – Kiss and Aerosmith and Black Sabbath and all that kinda stuff – and I knew there was something out there that was further out,’ says Scott. ‘Then I started seeing Judas Priest records and I looked at the pictures on them and I knew that this had to be what I was looking for … so then I just started buying records based on the covers themselves. I used to go to a record store in Costa Mesa, California, which was kinda between Huntington Beach and Newport Beach and we’d go to this store called Music Market and they’d have a bunch of imports there. And then we started seeing Neat Record releases and I found the Lead Weight tape that had Raven and Venom and Bitches Sin and all that stuff on it, and that was taking it a little further. And it kinda went from there.


‘But it’s a funny thing that Lars and I never jammed. I was a beginning guitar player, and I didn’t want to go out until I could really play. Lars was [starting out as] a drummer at that point, but he just wanted to play. He didn’t care that he wasn’t really up to a certain standard of proficiency as a drummer, he didn’t care, he just wanted to go out there and play. And you know, he did the right thing.’


‘People would come over to talk to me about Van Halen or whoever,’ says Ulrich, ‘and I’d be like “No, no, no, we gotta learn how to play [songs by] Trespass or that Witchfinder General song or Silverwing’s ‘Rock ’n’ Roll Are Four Letter Words’. I have recordings of me jamming those songs with other people, but they never got it. Hetfield was the only other person who got psyched about those bands …’


Frustrated with the lack of progress, in the summer of 1981 Ulrich decided to take his New Wave of British Heavy Metal obsession to its logical conclusion by undertaking a road trip to England. On the evening of Friday, July 10, 1981 the seventeen-year-old pitched up outside the Woolwich Odeon in south London and handed over £3 in exchange for a ticket in the stalls to see his new favourite band. He would subsequently describe the evening as ‘life-changing’.


When the hype around the New Wave of British Heavy Metal first began to build, Stourbridge quartet Diamond Head were billed as the scene’s equivalent to Led Zeppelin. Built around the high-pitched vocals and matinee idol looks of front man Sean Harris and the muscular riffing of guitarist Brian Tatler, the band’s independently released debut seven-inch single ‘Shoot Out the Lights’ attracted the attention of the United Kingdom’s major label A&R fraternity. All approaches, however, were rebuffed by manager Linda Harris, Sean’s mother, who wanted to build the band’s profile to a point where, like Zeppelin before them, they could dictate their career on their own terms. By the time the quartet released their debut album Lightning to the Nations on their own Happy Face records, Ulrich was a confirmed fan.


‘I’d heard the single “Shoot Out the Lights”/ “Helpless” and it was good, but it didn’t particularly stand out from all the other stuff coming out in 1980,’ Ulrich admitted. ‘But then I heard “It’s Electric” on a compilation called Brute Force, and it blew my fucking head off. Diamond Head had a vibe and an attitude no other band could match.’


After the show, displaying the kind of breezy nonchalance that was fast becoming his trademark, Ulrich knocked on the stage door and asked to speak to Linda, with whom he had been corresponding by letter while awaiting delivery of his mail-order copy of Lightning to the Nations that spring. Astonished that a seventeen-year-old boy had flown across the Atlantic to see her son’s band, Harris immediately ushered the sweat-drenched teenager into Diamond Head’s dressing room. When Tatler enquired as to where Ulrich was staying, the young Dane shrugged and said, ‘I don’t know, I’ve just come straight from the airport.’ Given the lateness of the hour, and the fact that parts of south London had been on fire just one week earlier as racial discord spilled over into street riots, the guitarist offered to let the precocious tourist crash out at his parents’ house in Stourbridge. Within the hour Ulrich was sandwiched in the back of Sean Harris’s Austin Allegro bound for the West Midlands. ‘I think I was just pretty tenacious back then,’ he laughs.


The drummer slept at the foot of Tatler’s bed for the next week, before relocating to Harris’s couch for another month. During his time, Ulrich accompanied Diamond Head to gigs in Hereford and Leeds, blagged Tatler and himself into the Heavy Metal Holocaust festival co-headlined by Motörhead and Ozzy Osbourne in Stoke on August 1, spent a small fortune on vinyl and passed many a night getting drunk on pints of snakebite in Stourbridge pubs. But not once did Ulrich mention to his friends the fact that he himself was a drummer with dreams of starting a band.


‘I was just some fucking snot-nosed Danish kid who was really excited about their music and, I don’t mean this disrespectfully, but I think they were psyched about having a guy around who was as passionate about their music as they were,’ Ulrich later recalled. ‘[I enjoyed] being around them and watching them write and, watching them play, watching them interact with each other, watching their relationship with the music around them, you know, in terms of Zeppelin and stuff that was inspiring them and so on. I was just interested then in how bands worked.’


In mid-August Ulrich said farewell to his new friends and travelled south to London ahead of his flight to Copenhagen. He had one final mission in mind.


In the summer of 1981, when their ferocious, feral live album No Sleep ’Til Hammersmith debuted atop the UK album chart, Motörhead could justifiably lay claim to being not only the noisiest rock band in the United Kingdom, but also the most popular. In the wake of their headline bow at the Heavy Metal Holocaust festival, the trio’s redoubtable leader Ian ‘Lemmy’ Kilmister decided to capitalise on his band’s momentum by booking a room at Nomis studios in west London for the purpose of writing material for what would be their fifth studio album. To Lemmy, the unscheduled appearance of a slight Danish teenager at the rehearsal room door one August afternoon would prove to be only a minor distraction; for Lars Ulrich the experience was nothing less than ‘a mindfuck’.


‘Motörhead were obviously among my two or three favourite bands,’ says Ulrich. ‘I’d met Motörhead when they were opening for Ozzy in June 1981. That was their first kind of big tour of America so I followed them around California – San Diego, LA, San Francisco – I even drove behind the tour bus at one point. They were very easy-going, friendly people and invited me in. A month or two later, I found out they were rehearsing at Nomis [so I] rang the doorbell and within thirty minutes I was sitting in [their] rehearsal room.’


As Ulrich sat in the corner of the room watching Lemmy, guitarist ‘Fast’ Eddie Clarke and drummer Phil ‘Philthy Animal’ Taylor piece together riffs that would soon enough be unveiled to the world as the deathless ‘Iron Fist’, he found his excitement temporarily overwhelmed by a sense of envy. This was what he wanted for himself, this noise, this fury, this power.


Eight weeks later Ulrich was back in Los Angeles. Never tired of the sound of his own voice, the teenager spent much of his first week at home in Newport Beach spinning tales of his adventures to his fellow metal nerds. The new Motörhead material sounded awesome, he assured them. Diamond Head were cool guys, just like us, he shrugged. And yeah, seeing Iron Maiden’s final gig with vocalist Paul Di’Anno in Copenhagen in September was kinda neat, but it was a bummer that the guy was so drunk when he and Stein tried to talk to him backstage. Listening enrapt, Brian Slagel almost forgot to tell his friend that he had some news of his own: he and John Kornarens had decided to put out a compilation album of their favourite unsigned LA bands.


‘So, hey, can my band be on the record?’ Ulrich asked.


Slagel gently reminded his friend that he didn’t have a band.


‘I’m putting one together,’ the drummer insisted. ‘Save a space for me.’


Slagel laughed and agreed that he’d reserve a place for Lars’s imaginary band, not believing for a moment that his friend was serious.


‘I remember specifically being in his house once listening to records and he had a drum set in the corner, stacked up, and he was like, “I’m going to start a band,”’ Slagel recalled. ‘And I was like, “Sure you are Lars, I’m going to start a band too.” Because there was no way that that was going to happen.’


That same evening though Ulrich placed a phone call to 13004 Curtis and King Road in Norwalk. When James Hetfield answered, the accented voice on the other end of the line asked if he wanted to be on a record. Sure, said Hetfield, sure. When the singer replaced the receiver, Ulrich immediately dialled another number. His second conversation of the day with Slagel was much shorter than the first.


‘I have a band,’ he said simply.







OEBPS/inline_online.jpg





OEBPS/9780571294169_cover_epub.jpg
BIRTH
SCHOOL
METALLICA
DEATH





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/a_iii_online.jpg
SCHOOL
NETALLICA
DEATH

VOLUME I

PAUL BRANNIGAN & TAN WINWOOD

fi

FARER & FARER






OEBPS/a_1_online.jpg





