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My Chemical Romance: (L-R) Ray Toro (Guitar); Mikey Way (Bass); Gerard Way (Vocals); Frank Iero (Guitar); Bob Bryar (Drums).
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‘If you keep believing in us, we’ll never stop believing in you.’


– Gerard Way


As rock phenomena go, My Chemical Romance are different. Sure, like a hundred other bands, the New Jersey quintet sell records, fill dance halls and appear on the covers of magazines worldwide. In addition to the uniqueness of their accessible, genre-transcending sound, what sets them apart is the very personal manner in which the group interact with their fans.


Although My Chemical Romance possess a sound and image that is theatrical, grandiose and eminently suited to spectacular performances in vast arenas, their lyrics and individual statements are shot through with an understanding of the private, often unspoken fears and difficulties that are common within the minefield of adolescence. The band, led by vocalist and songwriter Gerard Way, have made a point of bringing topics such as bullying, self-harm, isolation and teenage depression into the rock milieu – and, in doing so, have connected with an entire generation of young people whose thoughts and feelings made them feel like misfits and outcasts.


Unlike the many performers who have an agenda that includes changing the world, smashing the system, or saving the planet, the My Chem manifesto sees their fanbase as individuals rather than a vast demographic they can mobilise in order to make a point or promote a specific cause. This group have a one-item programme: that their followers pass through the difficulties of growing up, intact and able to function. ‘The main thing that we’ve always wanted to do was to save people’s lives,’ Gerard told Alternative Press. ‘That sounds Mother Teresa-ish and outlandish, but it really does happen. It does make a huge difference. We’ve seen it in action.’


An exploration of the many MCR fan forums bear out Gerard’s assertions, with scores of fans posting evocative accounts of the ways in which the band’s lyrics and music have touched and helped them. Many of these teenagers find it difficult to open up to parents or other authority figures and have fallen through the cracks in established support networks. My Chemical Romance have provided an unconventional, but successful, source of inspiration and guidance to innumerable troubled fans who otherwise would have been isolated from any kind of practical assistance – possibly until it was too late.


As unfeasible as it may sound to cynics and outsiders, this band really does save lives. Kevin, a My Chem fan from Manchester, found that the group helped him to overcome the death of his aunt and the painful break-up of a relationship. ‘I love what My Chemical Romance stand for, it’s true and honest,’ he wrote on theblackparade.net forum. ‘They’re my escape, my inspiration and my saviour.’


Many of those contributing their experiences to the forums have indulged in self-harm, or even attempted suicide as a means of striking back at a world which apparently has little time for them. Panita, from France, is one of those who assert that the group have helped her back from the brink of oblivion. ‘Every time I feel like everything’s all fucked up and I just want it all to end . . . there’s Gerard’s voice, echoing in my head, telling me that it’s alright to be messed up, because you realise that everybody else is messed up . . . and then you overcome it.’ Similarly, Susana from Los Angeles explained that discovering the band also meant discovering a group of real people that understood how she felt because they had experienced similar feelings. ‘When I listened to their music I felt like these guys understood and cared. Because at that point I thought no one cared and I felt so alone that I would cry myself to sleep at night, hugging myself. As I got to know the band more, I realised they were just like me. They went through what I went through. I stopped drinking and haven’t touched a drink since. I’ve stopped cutting for the most part, but old habits die hard.’


Perhaps more than anything, it is the common experience of feeling unloved, marginalised and desperate that has served to forge a unique bond between band and audience. As Gerard explained to Metal Hammer in 2006, My Chemical Romance was conceived as a collective front against hostility and indifference. ‘We were originally united as a group because we ourselves were obvious outsiders. We were pretty much invisible and insignificant. When nobody pays any attention to you, you realise how mortal you are. That’s why teenagers that are troubled or are seen as outcasts are drawn to death. You have a lot of time to examine that subject when you’re all alone.’


From their earliest days, it became apparent to the quintet that being in MCR was providing them with a focus and direction they would otherwise have lacked. From that realisation, it required only a short leap of logic to see that the band could provide a clear demonstration of what can be achieved by ‘misfits’ and ‘losers’.


‘One thing we can say for sure is that the band saved our lives. I always thought we had something to offer,’ observed guitarist Frank Iero, ‘and I wanted to have some importance in my life, so this band was the best thing that ever happened to me. Before that I was on a fast track to doing nothing. I think we offer our fans a sanctuary rather than salvation. The band is a tool to save yourself. We’re like a support group – the AA of saving lives.’


The intense belief that My Chemical Romance’s hardcore following have in the band is reciprocated, and has created a mutually supportive dynamic; the group is empowered by the unprecedented levels of dedication shown them by their fans, while the fans are empowered by MCR’s success and their openness about the kind of experiences that many of them have undergone, but would be uncomfortable discussing. ‘I feel like we’re definitely the champions for everybody who doesn’t fit in,’ observed Gerard in an interview with Sugar magazine. ‘If you come to a MCR show, you’re probably a little fucked up, and that’s OK because we’re just as fucked up as you. It’s us against the world. And it’s great because there’s thousands of us in one place.’


The evidence that this message is not only striking a chord among the massed ranks of the MCRmy, but actually having genuine beneficial effects, can be found among the band’s fan forums. Phoebe from London posted a statement summarising how the band’s ethos had helped her overcome the death of her grandfather, depression and problems at school: ‘Maybe I’m a bit fucked up, but that’s okay, because I have the rest of MCR’s fans that have gone through the same kinda shit as me. There’s people out there that have it much worse, and now I can’t thank MCR enough for saving my life. If it wasn’t for them I wouldn’t be here. If it wasn’t for MCR I wouldn’t be myself.’


For his part, Gerard is quick to assert that the fans’ role in this mutually supportive dynamic is every bit as crucial as that of the band. ‘It’s all because of the fans,’ he told Big Cheese in 2005. ‘We’ve always been the underdogs and often our fans are underdogs with us. We’re taking over the world with them. That’s what’s special. I’ve always said that if you don’t believe in yourself, then people don’t believe in you. Without that faith you have no power – you have nothing.’


In essence, the philosophy espoused by My Chemical Romance is simple and accessible – they encourage their fans to be themselves, accept others, and promote the idea of discussing problems and fears openly. Speaking to Crush Media Magazine’s Jason Schleweis and Rob Todd in 2004, Gerard was keen to stress the value of openness. ‘We have been dealing with mental depression all our lives, and I mean everyone gets depressed but so few people address depression in music. And that’s always just been one of our messages because so few people address what’s wrong with them and communicate their problems.’


‘The other message is like just fuckin’ be who you want to be, be yourself, and live out everything you absolutely want to live,’ Gerard told the Punknews website. ‘We’re up there, and we are like five, probably most self-conscious dudes in the world, and we get up there and we try to act like Queen . . . It’s not very characteristic for people who have self esteem issues, you know.’


The importance to their fanbase of the transparent manner in which My Chem present their own insecurities cannot be underestimated – as Kelly, a Canadian site moderator on theblackparade.net forum recounted, ‘I looked at them thinking “wow,” they made it through – if they can do it, I can . . . today I am so different than I was a few years ago. That insecurity will always lie somewhere deep inside of me, and that’s where their music still helps me today to laugh it off and carry on.’


Speaking to Metal Hammer in January 2006, Gerard offered his take on why the MCR manifesto has had a quantifiably positive effect on the band’s fanbase: ‘I think that what we offer is an alternative . . . people see a different way when they look at us. We’re outsiders. We’re the kids who didn’t get dates for the prom. We’re the kids who were confused, who didn’t fit in with the cliques, who weren’t part of the in-crowd. Growing up can be a very frightening and confusing time, and I think people look at us and see that it’s okay to be different.’


Given their first-hand experience of being excluded, ignored and undermined, My Chemical Romance’s attitude of inclusiveness is logical and commendable. Their aim is simply to rock without necessarily being ‘rockist’. ‘People definitely miss the Mötley Crüe antics, but that’s not what we’re about, because of the negative elements that go with it – mainly homophobia, racism and sexism,’ Gerard explained. ‘Punk rock and grunge made a difference, but nu-metal set things back again because it was all, “Let’s beat the shit out of each other, get girls to show us their tits and fuck groupies.” So yet again, we’re trying to reverse that.’
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MCR’s unique relationship with their fans is made plain by the Brixton crowd in November 2006.


‘We like to be different from other hardcore bands by riding the line between homosexuality and heterosexuality just to push buttons and raise awareness,’ Gerard declared. ‘And one of the greatest things about our shows when you look out there is that you find a lot of kids that don’t match each other at all. It’s not like a scene show and that’s the way we love it.’


Gerard avoids connecting the band to any kind of rigidly defined ‘scene’ and the group have sought to distance themselves from the nebulous ‘emo’ tag. ‘Our music is, and always has been, intelligent,’ he told the Playmusic website. ‘Someone asked me the other day which side I was on in the emo war, and I just said “the other side”. I mean, we’re not emo, but there’s nothing worth fighting about here, it’s negative, it drags everyone down.’


‘We like to just describe ourselves as a rock band, everything about us is just a rock band. If what people have to do is to put us into a category, that’s fine you know, but if you think of a traditional emo band, that’s not what this band’s about,’ drummer Bob Bryar told the New Zealand Herald. ‘Our music is violent pop,’ insisted Frank Iero. ‘It’s music to save your life.’


Although My Chem would not exist without their music, it’s merely one aspect of what makes the group such a vital and relevant phenomenon. ‘I think our attitude really sets us apart as far as why we’re in this and what we do this for. It’s not simply for the fun of being in a band or playing music, it really has nothing to do with that, or fame or money or anything,’ Gerard told thepunksite’s Gary Hampton. ‘We’re in it because we love helping people and we really wanna be there for people and that’s kind of, that’s our attitude towards this band.’


On signing to Warner subsidiary label Reprise in 2003, MCR countered criticism that they had in some way ‘sold out’ by issuing a press statement that reaffirmed their core values: ‘We started this band for ourselves, to bear our souls, purge our own personal demons, and reclaim our innocence. When you are told you are not good enough your entire life sometimes the only thing you can do is scream “fuck you” at the top of your lungs. This band was started and will end with three virtues: Honesty, Sincerity, and Loyalty.’


Since then, My Chem have remained steadfastly true to their word, and earned the loyalty and respect of fans such as Deborah from Western Australia, who wrote of the band’s 2006 album, The Black Parade: ‘This album got me through some really tough times in my life . . . I’m so thankful to these guys ’cause without them I know I wouldn’t be here today. You got me to realise so many things, so thank you so much.’


‘That’s one of our goals – to help people get through really rough things,’ insisted Bob Bryar. ‘If anybody, even one person, will listen to us and go get help for anything they’re thinking of doing by harming themselves, then we achieved our goal.’


In an age where much of popular culture is hardwired for mass consumption, My Chemical Romance’s emphasis on the specific problems facing individuals is both welcome and admirable. ‘We’re a victory for the little people,’ Gerard declared. ‘Yes, we have success now and we have a great quality of life, we have a CD with our name on it and we have videos and all that stuff. But we’re outcasts. There was a time when all we had was each other. People might like us, but what they see in us is themselves.’


As they have regularly acknowledged, the success that MCR have enjoyed in the past five years has been as much due to the support received from their fans as the creative talents of Gerard, Mikey, Frank, Ray and Bob. It is therefore fitting that as well as giving the band a focus and purpose, this success has also benefited their fans. ‘They’re not fucking ashamed of who they are any more,’ Frank told Guardian music journalist Alexis Petridis. ‘Because this cool band came out that is fucking retarded and ashamed and awkward like me, so maybe being retarded and ashamed and awkward is not a bad thing.’


‘It’s about making a difference,’ explained Gerard. ‘It’s about giving those kids a representative.’
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MCR Mark I – with original drummer Matt ‘Otter’ Pelissier second right.
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‘I love Jersey: There’s pretty parts too. We just don’t live in them.’


– Gerard Way


Although one of the smaller American states, New Jersey is still a pretty sizeable territory that covers almost 9000 square miles and provides homes for nearly nine million people. Known as ‘the Garden State’, the area is characterised by a striking degree of social diversity, boasting the fourth highest per capita income in the country, while two of America’s most economically deprived towns – Camden and Newark – are also to be found within its borders. Similarly, whereas almost half of the state is covered in woodland, New Jersey can also lay claim to over 100 toxic waste dumps.


Tucked away in the north-eastern corner of Essex County lies Belleville – birthplace of Gerard and Mikey Way. It’s at the run-down end of the New Jersey scale; a blue-collar, predominantly Italian-American town sandwiched between the regional homicide capital of Newark and the petrochemical ugliness of Jersey City. Although the municipality has bestowed upon itself the nickname ‘the Cherry Blossom Capital of America’, it is better known for showing up in episodes of The Sopranos than for any agricultural distinction.


During the 1970s, Belleville’s population shrank by around 6 per cent as those with sufficient incomes moved to more upmarket suburbs, while arriving migrants tended to settle in more urban districts. On Saturday 9 April 1977, this trend was very slightly reversed when Donald and Donna Way celebrated the birth of their first son, Gerard Arthur. The Ways were an unremarkable couple; Donald was employed as a service manager at an automobile dealership and Donna worked locally as a hairdresser. The family lineage was composed of a mixture of Italian and Scottish heritages, and the young family shared their modest home with Donna’s parents, who doted on the new arrival.


A few months after Gerard’s third birthday, the compact Way abode became a little more crowded thanks to the arrival of another baby boy. Born on Wednesday 10 September 1980, Michael James Way immediately looked up to his big brother, attempting to run like Gerard did before he could even walk – with the inevitable, often painful consequences.




‘We all have very humble backgrounds and very geeky interests.’ – Mikey Way





In addition to being America’s ground zero for car thefts, the run-down areas of New Jersey play host to a whole range of criminality. ‘There’s a lot of shootings, drug related crimes, murders, things like that – Mafia related crimes,’ explained Gerard. ‘Our parents were kind of scared to let us outside of the house,’ Mikey told Alternative Press journalist Scott Heisel, ‘because where we lived was pretty dangerous.’


Ensconced in the safety zone of their home, the Way brothers formed a close understanding and exercised their highly active imaginations to construct their own fantasy worlds. ‘What I had to do – and my brother had to do – was really create our own space in our heads,’ recalled Gerard. ‘I drew pictures, I made stories up, I lied a lot – I lived in my head.’


Although it was hardly ideal for two young boys to be shut indoors for the majority of their free time, this confinement served to ignite their creativity at an early age. Their maternal grandmother, ceramic artist Elena Lee Rush, was quick to notice Gerard and Mikey’s creative potential, and encouraged the boys at every opportunity. ‘My grandmother was a woman who inspired me and pushed Mikey and I towards those things,’ Gerard told indie rock magazine Wonkavision. ‘She knew we had this ability and so she pushed us towards it. She made us sing if she thought we could, learn how to act . . . she taught us how to use our imagination.’


In addition to Elena’s patient encouragement, the brothers also benefited from the love and support of their parents. ‘My dad shaped me morally,’ revealed Gerard. ‘My dad’s a real man – a working class guy who worked hard for every single penny.’


‘He’s an amazing man who worked all his life, even weekends, so he could look after my brother and I,’ Gerard told NME’s Imran Ahmed in 2006. ‘From when I was a kid my dad said to me, “You can be whatever you want,” and he was dead serious. He kept saying it ’til I was in my teens and I was like, “I got it,” but not ’til I was 25.’ In addition to providing his sons with values and guidance, by taking Gerard to a parade as a small boy, Donald Way also planted a seed that would germinate as The Black Parade some twenty years later.


By the time Gerard was in the third grade, he had begun to assemble a palette of interests that would furnish both him and Mikey with inspiration in later life. Both his mother and grandmother encouraged his growing interest in music – Elena bought Gerard his first guitar when he was eight years old, and around the same time Donna took him to his first concert. Appropriately enough for a Jersey boy, it was a Springsteen gig – ‘The Boss’ being his mother’s favourite performer.




‘Me and Mikey couldn't really play where we grew up, which was pretty much the same story with everybody, because it was so fucking dangerous.’ – Gerard Way





In addition to providing Gerard with an introduction to live rock’n’roll, Donna Way also shared her passion for the macabre with her sons. ‘She would rent all these horror movies when we were really young and make us watch them with her,’ Gerard told Revolver magazine. ‘She loved anything with dolls or puppets that came alive,’ added Mikey. ‘I was terrified of the dark, and she had this porcelain doll collection that was really fucking creepy. I tried to get her to lock them up in a cupboard, but she never would.’ ‘She had hundreds of creepy dolls that she’d collected and there was a room in my house filled with nothing but creepy fucking dolls,’ Gerard elaborated in a 2004 interview with Kerrang! ‘I would have to walk through this room to get to my room and at night I’d hold my breath and run through the room because I was so terrified at the dolls.’


Gerard and Mikey were far more enthusiastic about the horror movies than Donna’s dolls, and, despite the odd nightmare, the brothers developed a passion for such visceral visual fare that would stay with them all their lives. Along with comic books and rock music, horror films comprised the young Ways’ main interests. It was hardly surprising that, almost as soon as they were old enough to go out and buy records, they gravitated towards bands that referenced elements of comic-book horror within their performances.


‘Growing up, me and Gerard had always traded tunes of bands that we’d both been really into,’ recalled Mikey. ‘Me and him were both obsessed with Iron Maiden.’ In addition to the east London band’s raw approach to heavy metal, Gerard was enraptured by Maiden’s showmanship and their iconic, cadaverous mascot, Eddie. ‘I could pinpoint the live album by Iron Maiden, Live After Death, as the catalyst for me wanting to play music. From the theatrical intro to the thundering choruses – what else could you want in rock and roll? I was sold.’ Gerard drew particular inspiration from Maiden vocalist Bruce Dickinson’s command of the stage. ‘He really inspired me ’cause he’s a great frontman, a great singer and I’ve always been influenced by the way he sang.’


Even at this early stage, it was evident that Gerard was attracted to the kind of melodramatically enhanced rock that, twenty years later, would inform elements of My Chemical Romance’s sound and image. In a 2007 interview with Outburn magazine, he cited Queen’s lavish 1975 album A Night At The Opera as a significant influence on The Black Parade. ‘I think Queen is the greatest rock band of all time . . . It was a collection of rock albums from the late ’70s that had really impacted our childhoods and then later in our early twenties. We had that period where every one of us was obviously very much into punk rock, but before that, we were all listening to very classic rock albums as children.’


Ensconced in their bedroom, Gerard and Mikey continued developing their own shared universe filled with heavy metal, superheroes and celluloid horror. The creation of this private world represented a disengagement from the mundane elements of school and home life, and meant that the brothers were often quiet and withdrawn in public. ‘I was a shy kid, so I lived in my head a lot,’ Mikey told Rock Sound. ‘The teachers thought there was something wrong with me because I wouldn’t talk to other kids. I was almost playing mind games with them.’




‘[New Jersey]’s like New York's retarded brother, you know? That they keep locked up in the basement.’ – Frank Iero





Perhaps because neither Gerard nor Mikey readily befriended other children, their fraternal bond grew particularly strong. ‘We didn’t have anyone else to hang out with. We had friends from the neighbourhood, but it was mostly me and Gerard,’ explained Mikey. ‘We never fought,’ Gerard recalled. ‘We were inseparable. We hung out with each other constantly and still do. Every day, me and him stick together all day long.’ Speaking to Metal Hammer in 2005, Ray Toro highlighted the brothers’ closeness throughout their lives. ‘I don’t really picture them as brothers. They’re more like best friends. I’ve never seen two brothers have a relationship like them.’


The affection shown him by his brother, parents and grandparents insulated Gerard from a world he described as ‘way too tough for me when I was a little kid.’ However, Gerard’s sensitivity was such that he developed a mortal fear of losing his loved ones. ‘When I was a kid, I was terrified of death,’ he revealed to Kerrang! ‘I used to wake up in the middle of the night having nightmares about my family and I’d be freaking out so they’d have to calm me down. It took me a good five years to get over that. I was afraid to go to school because I thought I would lose somebody. I don’t know where that fear came from. I guess I was just overly sensitive.’ Gerard’s nightmares were so extreme that for a time he took to hiding bottles of cough syrup under his bed in order to sedate himself.




‘We had to construct our own world we lived in constantly.’ – Gerard Way





In addition to his sometimes crippling sensitivity, Gerard experienced problems with his weight that increased the already considerable distance between himself and any kind of social life. ‘I used to be fat,’ he told the NME. ‘I found out when I first lost a lot of weight that I could move really fast – I didn’t get tired. Stairs weren’t a problem. That’s the ultimate outsider – the fat kid. You got a lot of things going against you: girls aren’t interested in you, you don’t fit in and you’re always easy to make fun of.’


A further barrier to Gerard connecting with his peers manifested when he reached the fourth grade, and was moved to a new school as a means of giving the troubled youngster a fresh start. Although being the new kid in class is often a daunting and miserable experience, Gerard attempted to approach his situation with a positive outlook. ‘It was really weird and so I thought maybe I’ll try things; like I drew a lot more, I got involved in art programs and stuff. There was this drama club they had and I said, “Well, let me just try this.”’


Encouraged by his grandmother and his drama teacher, the usually reticent Gerard tried out for a part and – to his astonishment – secured the lead role. ‘I don’t know how cool this is that I got the part, but I just kind of opened my mouth and was able to sing. And then my grandma was really excited about it. I wasn’t so excited about it – I guess I just wanted to prove to myself that I could do it. Then after I got the part, I was stuck into doing it . . . She [grandma] made me this outfit and it was green tights, everything . . . Of course, it’s a great idea to play Peter Pan your first year at a new school.’


After his success as the boy who never grew up, Gerard’s vocal talent was recognised by his drama teacher, who called on him to sing whenever a suitable school function came around. ‘He was kind of a shy kid when he was really young and he had all of these talents he was afraid to dwell on ’cos he was afraid he was gonna get made fun of, or he was afraid he wasn’t good enough at them,’ explained Mikey. ‘One of these abilities was singing and at a young age he started to explore this voice that he had.’


Two years later, Gerard moved up into middle school, where he found he was marginalised by the tendency of his classmates to form cliques. ‘Middle school’s kind of the point where you’re like, “Wait a minute – I used to hang out with all these kids and we used to be friends and that and now it’s all about popularity,”’ he recalled.


Rather than attempt to compete in a youthful scramble for status, Gerard curtailed his interest in drama and singing and returned to his and Mikey’s private universe. ‘I was like, “Why do I want to be this weird singer kid anymore?” I was into a lot of other stuff – I was into comic books and Iron Maiden and it wasn’t my thing so I kind of turned my back on it.’




‘I wasn’t bullied at school, I was just ignored.’ – Gerard Way





Outside of school, Gerard spent much of his early adolescence discovering new music and playing Dungeons & Dragons – a clichéd pursuit of the ostracised and maladjusted. On Saturdays, his mother would drop him at a public library in Newark and he would spend the entire afternoon lost in studying the books. Aside from a short tenure working as a cart boy and bagger in a local grocery store, Gerard preferred to keep his interactions with the outside world to a minimum.


Chief among the groups that floated across Gerard’s rapidly broadening horizon were horror-punks the Misfits, who hailed from Lodi, New Jersey – less than ten miles north of Belleville, near the end of Route 21. Specifically, it was the band’s 1982 album Walk Among Us that ignited Gerard’s passion for punk rock. ‘This record changed everything for me,’ he told Guitar World in 2005. ‘My mom wouldn’t buy it for me because it had a song called “Devil’s Whorehouse”, so I got my grandfather to buy it for me. I put it on and immediately I felt more liberated, free and pissed off than I’d ever been . . . I was an outcast and that record really got me through some bad times.’
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