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    I was in high school and I was super into heavy bands. Of course, this was in the pre-Spotify era, so you had to wait around for somebody to tell you what records to get. I had this friend who worked at our small local record shop, and he hated to clean the store, so, if I came in around closing time and vacuumed, sprayed the counters, and took on his less glamorous duties, he would give me a couple of records as pay. I did the work and got the records, but he insisted on picking them for me. He would play me what he was going to give me while I worked cleaning the shop, and he would play it loud.


     


    I remember him playing this one record and thinking to myself, “I need to hear this whole thing. I just have to hear this.” So, I took my sweet time cleaning that place and listened to the whole thing. I was absolutely floored, but played it super cool. My friend handed me my two records when I finished cleaning, but neither was the one he had spun while I was cleaning. I was bummed, but I didn’t want to give it away that I was nerding out so hard, so I just let it go. Turns out, it was a pre-release copy of an album he received from one of the record labels. I hounded him for a few weeks until I thought he was tired of the record, and finally, he gave me the promo—without mentioning that it was coming out only a few days later. I could have stopped begging and just waited for the regular copy, but he kept me hanging so I would keep cleaning the bathroom, which was no easy feat in that store. Now I had the record, and I became obsessed with it. It was Sick of it All’s Scratch the Surface.


     


    At my school, nobody knew about hardcore bands. I didn’t know anything either, but I wound up talking to one of the older guys I skated with after school and he told me it was their third album. I went straight to the record shop for the first two.


     


    Fast forward a little bit, and Sick of It All is coming to play in Fort Lauderdale. I have long since forgotten the name of the venue, but it had an upstairs room called “The Attic”.


     


    So get this. My band was picked by the local promoter to open for them. The band I was in predated me, but by the time my best friend and I joined, it had evolved, or devolved, depending on your taste, from a prog-rock band into a kind of post-punk thing, and then it became closer to post-hardcore; something like Jimmy Eat World meets Hot Water Music, even though I don’t think we’d even heard Jimmy Eat World yet. We were beyond psyched to play the show, and didn’t think it was that odd for us to be playing with hardcore bands, because in Florida, there were so few bands to begin with that genre overlap was very common at shows.


     


    Even though we weren’t a straight up hardcore band, we had a draw that the promoter thought would work for this show. It was going to be the biggest show our band would play to date, but it wouldn’t have mattered if we were going to be playing for two people. All we cared about was that somehow, through some exceptional turn of fate, we were going to be opening for our heroes, Sick of It All. I think it was probably the band’s biggest show that we would ever play, and it was sold out in advance of us being asked to be on the bill. The pressure was huge. We practiced our asses off and then we practiced some more.


     


    The day of the show was finally here. The other guitar player and I show up, and then, we wait. We wait for our rhythm section, the Bonebrake brothers (their real last name is Bonebrake). I’m still confused as to why we didn’t name the band after them. Anyway, we wait for them to show up…and they never do! The promoter tells us if we don’t play, we’ll never get another show. Ever! Having no idea what to do, the two of us idiots just go up and play our most rhythm-section based songs. I played guitar and my other guitar player, John, had his guitar in one of the Bonebrake brothers’ cars, but he had sombody’s bass in his car, so that is what he played. I don’t think he’d ever played bass once before that night. We were just terrified, and, I’m going to be real honest here, it wasn’t good! Let’s just leave it at that. We played just long enough to have not killed ourselves with the promoter, but we’d definitely embarrassed ourselves. We were thinking, do we even want to stay around and see Sick of it All now that we’ve had our lowest moment? So, we’re walking off stage and Lou Koller comes over and says, “Hey, what happened?” I said, “The rest of the band didn’t show up.” He said, “But you played anyway?” I didn’t go into it having been do or die for our fledgling band in our fickle and political music scene. I just said, “Well, yeah,” and he just replies, “FUCKING AWESOME!” In that moment, it didn’t matter that we weren’t good, it mattered that we stood up and did what we were there to do. That struck me hard and has stayed with me all these years since. I think Lou saying something positive to some kid he had never met before was one of those moments for me where a seed was planted and a root would soon take hold. Lou let me feel like I was part of it for simply being there and following through. He made sure I felt included, even though I was so aware of how small my part in that evening was.


     


    To this day, I have this relationship with my audience that is based on community. There’s no real division between me and the audience. That stems from my experience in the hardcore scene, and is exemplified by this guy I looked up to then and now, who just saw me fail miserably and made me feel part of something anyway. I mean, I can draw a direct line from then to when I began doing, I guess what you could call the singer-songwriter thing that I do. What most people would think to do is go play coffee shops or the like, but that wasn’t my network, and those weren’t my people. That show opening for Sick of it All was scary. I had to play up there with these heavy bands, to a room of tattooed dudes—and this isn’t like tattooed now, this is tattooed THEN. What I was about to embark on as a kid with an acoustic guitar in the hardcore scene wasn’t as scary as having to play without a band right before Sick of it All. But, I did just that, and got an attaboy from Lou that night, so I figured, fuck it, I can do this. I had to deal with something similar just recently. I was about to do a show, and something about it just didn’t sit right with me, but I HAD to do it. I remembered, just be you. Do what you do without compromise, and you’ll either sink or float, but it will be uncorrupted. Those are all things I took from that specific instance, and from that scene in general.


     


    Some years later, Dashboard is starting to do well. I had only just stopped playing solo, and began having a band. It was one of our first times playing in the UK, at either Reading or Leeds, and I ended up sitting on a road case somewhere backstage. Pete Koller, who I didn’t know, but was still a devoted fan of, just randomly came and sat next to me, and started chatting. I don’t think he knew who I was, but I guess I looked like a hardcore kid. So, we’re chatting, and I told him, “I would have to kick myself if I didn’t tell you how important your band is to me.” He was very, very gracious. He began asking me about my band for a really long time. I asked him a few things, and he’d give it some thought, then gave me a little direction here and there. I think back to that conversation now….At that point, I really hadn’t ever been in a band that was popular long enough for me to dispense advice to anybody. In the coming years, when I was in that position, I remembered how gracious Pete was with his time, and always tried to make my best effort to talk to whoever the new kid is, and listened to that kid in the same way I was listened to. I don’t know that I have great advice to give. I don’t know that I have ANY advice to offer, but I can listen the way that he listened to me. I don’t know that it will have the same impact that my experience with Pete had on me, but if it can, it’s worth doing.


     


    We sat there on that road case for a bit, and one of the Gallagher brothers walked by. I didn’t care. They just don’t hold that place for me. I was chatting it up with one of my heroes, and I was keenly aware that I was going to remember this moment.


     


    There is a way Lou and Pete carry themselves. It’s with a genuine kindness and an inviting manner most wouldn’t expect. That scene in New York has this incorrect reputation whereby people are unapproachable: tough, mean, too cool, whatever. That’s not real. What’s real is that they deserve respect for being pioneers, and building a scene that would spread across the nation and the world. That scene was and is inclusive. In fact what people like me and you really learned from that scene is that you must connect with EVERYBODY to make it work. Then there’s the ethos and the dedication of DIY that permeates it. Sick of It All took that ethos and spread it through hard touring and incredible, timeless music.


     


    I appreciate that Lou, Pete and every member of Sick of It All, past and present, have been so good to the fans, to the younger bands, and younger musicians around them. They realize that if they bring about a strong, healthy new generation, it’s good for them too. The way that they conduct themselves is beyond reproach. They seem to feel lucky that you like them, and believe me, I know bands that carry themselves as if you’re supposed to feel lucky to have ever heard them.  I have to believe that it takes a lot of effort to maintain a career the way they have, and they still somehow appreciate every moment. Every moment seems to be: We can’t believe we’re able to do this, even if it’s for the tenth time. They’re still surprised by almost everything that happens for them. That’s not a PR thing. That’s genuine. That’s Lou and Pete.
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    Over the last several decades, a number of elite hard-edged bands have featured blood siblings within their ranks—from AC/DC’s Angus and Malcolm Young to the Van Halen brothers to Pantera’s Darrell and Vinnie Abbott to Max and Iggor Cavalera from Brazil’s bludgeoning Sepultura. Then there’s Bad Brains’ H.R. and Earl Hudson. However, when it comes to New York hardcore, the community proudly boasts the blue-collar-as-fuck Koller brothers, who have dominated the scene worldwide since 1986 with the ferocious quartet Sick of It All as their vehicle.


     


    When youths acquaint themselves with hardcore punk—it doesn’t matter which era you look at—they are no doubt in search of a much-needed escape. A place to go and a subculture to immerse themselves in which allows them to discard the frustrations of everyday being. These dissatisfactions often include, but are not limited to: parents, teachers, religious institutions, the high volume of assholes encountered on a daily basis, and, last but not least, bad music.


     


    If we’re talking about early to mid-eighties hardcore in New York City, this was most certainly the case, although, much like the Big Apple itself, the movement within the five boroughs had its own rules and ways of operating. The leading New York hardcore bands of the day featured members with colorful nicknames like “Stigma,” “Gestapo,” and “Bloodclot.” The scene was as intimidating as it was attractive. In fact, its sheer volatility was a tremendous component of its allure, alongside the loud, fast tunes. Those who came upon it, whether for the bands, the sense of belonging, or both, became immersed in an extraordinary cult-like escapade. All in all, it was an adventure for all who chose to walk through the gates of hardcore.


     


    For Flushing, Queens, natives Lou and Pete Koller, the adventure began as a lifestyle and gradually became a career. My earliest recollection of the brothers does not involve witnessing the duo and their aurally murderous quartet onstage, simultaneously uniting and demolishing a venue bursting at the seams with angry kids. It was having quietly observed them and their crew from across a Manhattan-bound F-line subway car heading from Queens into the city to catch a show. This occurred a handful of times. Whether it was on the way to see NWOBHM pioneers Raven or a CBGB matinee with Agnostic Front, I never chose to communicate with them, although there may have been the odd “Hey, I know that you know that I know we’re headed to the same place” nod of acknowledgement. Incidentally, their entourage included future members of bands the likes of Agnostic Front, Youth of Today, Straight Ahead, Rest in Pieces, Raw Deal, Helmet, and others. Who knew?


     


    The brothers Koller were reared on heavy metal’s more fringe outfits of the seventies and eighties. At first, it was Black Sabbath. Then there was Motörhead. Later, acts like Venom, early Metallica, Slayer, and Celtic Frost. Shortly thereafter, NYHC stalwarts Agnostic Front, Murphy’s Law, and the Cro-Mags entered their collective consciousness, alongside UK faves GBH, Discharge, and The Exploited. Speed and aggression were the order of those days—the higher the beats per minute the better, and groups such as Negative Approach, D.R.I., NYC Mayhem, and Siege soon began to play a substantial role in Lou and Pete’s musical development. By 1986, the Kollers were creating their own brand of noise. Sick of It All was born: without question, one of, if not THE most popular and successful hardcore band in the world. SOIA performs for tens of thousands annually to this day, while nearly thirty-five years along as a group. If Agnostic Front are the godfathers of the NYHC movement, vocalist Lou and guitarist Pete are its grandmasters.


     


     


    Sonically, Sick of It All puts forth short, two-fisted bursts of tornadic energy, yet their tunes are crafted in a manner any purveyor of fine Euro pub anthems can embrace and retain for a lifetime. As lyricists, the fellas take a bold and powerful stance, and have done so since the earliest days of the band. The subject matter is consistently urgent and representative of life, death, and everything in between, be it literal or emotional. Their words are penetrable by careful yet deliberate design.


     


    Lou and Pete Koller have lugged punk rock’s much angrier subgenre on their backs to locales across the globe previously reckoned unfathomable for a collective of their ilk, all the while carrying with them a blazing torch of independence and the vast frustration ingrained in the oft forgotten working class of America. As mid-teens, neither Pete nor big brother Lou could have imagined their interest in early NYC hardcore becoming a more than three-decade world tour as ambassadors of a fraternity, which so positively, and drastically, altered their being.


    While Lou and Pete’s story might not read as outrageously as that of Oasis’s Gallagher brothers or the Black Crowes’ notorious Robinsons, the Koller’s collective tale is unlike any other, especially within the universe of aggressive music. Theirs is a relatable narrative for anyone who has ever picked up a guitar or perched themselves behind a microphone with a dream of “making it.” With that, fame was never their goal. Serving a purpose and making a living while doing so was what they set out to accomplish, and throughout years of touring and recording, Lou and Pete’s perspective remained singular, and their blood bond kept them, as well as their band, together.


     


    When all is said and done, Lou and Pete Koller are living the American dream in the same manner as, say, The Ramones probably did. No one embarks on a career in music expecting it to work out in their favor, regardless of quantitative metrics. What remains important to these brothers is continuing to spread the hardcore reality as they see fit and furthering their kinship with like-minded, disenfranchised young people the world over through hardcore.
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    Lou Koller: Me and Pete are two of four brothers: Matt’s a year and a few months older than me, and Steven’s a year older than him. Pete’s younger than me by a little less than a year. Our parents obviously got busy! They wanted to have kids right away.


     


    Pete Koller: Our Dad, Louis, was in the army, and he met my mother, Josette, in France. He was born in Queens, and she was born in Poitiers, pronounced like “Sidney Poitier.” My Mom has a twin sister, Genevieve, and she was working in the same place my Dad was. He was doing accounting stuff for the army, and my aunt was working in the office with him. Apparently, there was a party which my Dad and aunt were going to attend, and Aunt Genevieve told my Mom, “Hey, we’re going to this party with a bunch of American soldiers,” and my Mom didn’t want to go. My aunt was like, “Come on, come on, you’re going, you’ve gotta go,” so she went, and our parents met at the party. My Mom didn’t speak English, and my Dad didn’t speak French, but something set it off, and they went on a whole bunch of dates while he was over there.
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    Easter Sunday at grandma’s, still hungover from the night before.


     


     


    Lou: They eventually made their way to Queens and got married. My grandparents, my father’s parents, lived there too, right at the border of Bayside. Damn, Queens…. My first memories are just all four brothers hanging out together. We had a house in Bayside. It was a two-family house, and we had the bottom floor with a little yard in the back, and it was always just us four brothers running around together.


     


    Pete: It was like built-in friends. There was always someone to play with. We had a little pool set up in our backyard….


     


    Louis Koller Senior (Lou and Pete’s father): Their mom, Josette, says that Pete and Louie were normal kids growing up. They started in a Catholic grammar school but were soon transferred to a public school, PS 107, because the St. Kevin school began to charge tuition, which we couldn’t afford. Both their older brothers were attending PS 107, so at one time, all four Koller boys were in the same school. The one thing I remember Pete and Lou being interested in then was soccer. This was a surprise to both their mom and me because the boys’ older brothers, Steve and Matt, grew up playing baseball. Lou and Pete played on the same soccer team. I believe the team was named the Rams. No championships, but they had fun and made lots of friends. I believe Louie received a trophy two years in a row for being voted most liked by team members, like Mr. Congeniality. After the first couple of practices, the guy that signed up to manage the team, who was a member of St. John’s University’s soccer team, disappeared, so Louie and Pete’s mom and I became trainers and managers and were in charge of transportation. I remember returning from their games with six or seven sweaty soccer players in the back of our station wagon. We had to air out the car when we got home. 


     


    Lou: We all tried playing baseball together. My dad was big into baseball, and I remember us just being reckless boys. Whatever our older brothers did, Pete and I wanted to do. Batman was a big TV show at the time, and my brothers would run around playing Batman and Robin, and I wanted to play too. We’d all get towels and tie them around our necks as capes, and Matt and Steve would jump down from the top of the basement steps. I wanted to be part of the game too, so I climbed to the highest step—I’m three years old—and I jump and just fall down the stairs and give myself a hernia at the age of three!


     


    Lou: One thing I remember us both being really into back then was television. I also remember our dad bringing us comic books when we were really young, and for Christmas, I would get an anthology of whatever comics I liked, but I didn’t become obsessed with them until later when I was maybe thirteen or so. 


     


    Pete: Taking the subway was always an event. My first memory of the subway is our mom taking us into the city, all four boys getting onto the train, and it was covered in graffiti. 


     


    Lou: Not big, elaborate pieces, but everyone used to write their name and their street, or their name and the avenue they lived on. You’d see “Fred 49,” “Rich 43”—those were the big ones in Flushing. “Disco Dan” was the biggest.


     


    Pete: “Fred 49” was a legend to us. 


     


    Lou: My brother Matt wrote “Matt 167” and Steve wrote “Steve 167.” I was like, “I wanna do that,” and my mother’s like, “OH NO!” She got mad at them, but the train car was just covered, all over the seats, the floor, everything. Then people started scratching their names into the windows.


     


    Pete: Scratchiti! 


     


    Lou: That was happening more when I started going to high school. But our mom would do really nice things with us. If we had off from school and she had the time, she’d take us all to Rockefeller Center or Central Park.


     


    Pete: Our parents always provided. Even if there wasn’t a lot of money, there would always be some sort of vacation. There were always Christmas presents. My dad had to work plenty of overtime, or work weekends just to make it. Both our parents worked super hard. Just think of feeding that many boys. I’m twelve, Lou’s thirteen, Matt’s fourteen, and Steve’s fifteen. My parents would bring home food from the supermarket and I’d eat an entire pack of hot dogs before they got them into the house! Actually, I would wait until everyone went to bed and then do it, but you get the point.


     


    Lou: There was one kid on the block; I don’t remember his name, but he was friends with Steve and Matt. His parents owned the funeral parlor that was on the corner, and they always used to go play there. I remember being SO jealous, and one day I got so excited that we got to run around inside this funeral parlor. I didn’t see any dead bodies or anything like that. I didn’t even see a coffin, but I did see the table they laid the coffins on for viewings. That was the room we all played in. It had all the chairs set up for funerals and everything. 


     


    Pete: It was almost always the four of us brothers together, but as we got older, our brothers began to hang out with their older friends, so it turned into me and Lou always being together. 


     


    Lou: Don’t ask me how I remember this, but when we were really young, our whole family went to France to meet my mother’s side of the family. Somehow, I remember walking down the cobblestone streets and meeting our grandfather for the first time. We went into this room, and there was just a pile of toys laid out for us to play with. I was all excited to dig in, but our parents were like, “No, no, you have to say hello to your grandfather first,” so I went over to him. He had Pete in one arm, and he scooped me up. I remember him holding me, and after everyone said hello to him, Steve and Matt started playing with the toys and my grandfather wouldn’t let go of me. I remember leaning over and staring at the toys…. 


     


    Pete: Seriously, how the hell do you remember this?!


     


    Lou: I told this story to my mother once, and she asked, “How do you remember that?” I said, “Maybe I wanted to play with those toys so badly, it was torture, so it’s still in my head.” I remember the floor being covered with toys, and Steve and Matt with big smiles on their faces, running around and just diving into them. My mom told me that Matt, for some reason, seemed to be jealous of me being one of the new babies at the time. She said, while we were in France, he took a toy plane of mine and threw it off the balcony. He said, “I wanted to see it fly,” but supposedly, he did it simply because it was mine. My mom said as soon as he did that, I got all upset and grabbed all of his Silly Putty and flushed it down the toilet!


     


    Pete: I’m always super thankful for growing up in Queens. Or just New York, because we never grew up thinking “Oh, that’s a black kid,” or “That’s a Chinese kid.” It was always just “There’s my friend Keith, or that’s Lee.” It’s a little weird for my daughter Lucy sometimes growing up here in Florida, not having all of these different types of friends in school. For me and Lou, it was more fun that way. Everybody became your pal. 


     


    Lou: We didn’t realize it when we were in the midst of it, but thinking back to our neighborhood, it was mostly white people: Germans, Italians, Irish…. I remember the first neighbors we had who weren’t yelling at us all the time for playing baseball or football in the street because their car was parked there were part of a Chinese family. They didn’t speak English, which might explain why they didn’t yell at us, but they were always giving us candy and being cool to us. Every kid in our school was a different ethnicity, but we didn’t pay any attention to that because we were all just kids. No one gave a shit about stuff like that then. It wasn’t until we got to junior high school that people would say things like, “You need to watch out for those guys,” this or that ethnic group, and we were always just like, “Huh?!” 


     


    Pete: Our school was right down the block from where we lived, but in the fourth grade, I had to go to a different school. I was getting into too much trouble.


     


    Lou: What kind of trouble could you possibly have been getting into as a fourth grader?! 


     


    Pete: It has to do with being shy. In fact, my daughter Lucy is kind of going through this now too. If I wasn’t understanding what was being taught, I was too shy to ask for help. I’d just be like, “Fuck it, I’m not doing this.” I would take an angry point of view on it, like, “Who cares?! Give me a zero.” So then I was labelled a “bad kid” and was sent to PS 193 in Whitestone.


     


    Lou: Overall, school was pretty boring, average, I guess. It’s funny, because in other people’s books, there are these crazy stories like, “And then, at the age of four, I was in the middle of a drug deal….” Well, in the fourth grade, we were at recess, running around like maniacs, and I slipped and broke my leg!


     


    Louis Koller Senior: Louie broke his leg running in the schoolyard. He tripped over a lunch box.


     


    Lou: My left leg, I couldn’t move it, so they took me to the office, had a look at me, and instead of getting the nurse, they called my mom, but they didn’t tell her I couldn’t walk or put any weight on the leg. So my poor mom carried me down the stairs, out of the school, and then our neighbor saw her and helped her carry me home. When my dad came home, he took me to the hospital, and they took an X-ray. They said that there was nothing wrong, it must just be muscular blah blah blah, and they put an ACE bandage around it. When I stood up, my thigh bone snapped in half. It was a fracture that I swear to God I could see on the X-ray from laying on the table, and they just kept telling me, “Oh, there’s nothing there.” When they called the specialist, he goes, “Yeah, right there, it’s a hairline fracture.” It was the most painful thing I ever went through.


     


    Pete: But that’s no drug deal!


     


    Lou: No, but I remember the doctor saying, “We’ll get you a wheelchair,” and my dad was like, “He should probably walk on it, right?” and the doctor says, “Yeah, sure, he can stand on it.” I stood up and all of a sudden, I just screamed, then I fell. My dad picked me up and put me on the table. The ACE bandage was bulging. They took the metal clasps off, and the bone was pushing up through the muscle. Then, the doctors manually pulled my leg straight. Thankfully, it was only one pull. They said they might have had to do it several times until they got it straight. He pulled it, and the whole thing went right back into place. The bone lined up. They took me right back to X-ray after he did that. My feet were even, but it was clearly still broken.


     


    Steven Koller (Lou and Pete’s oldest brother): He had a body cast on. It went from his chest down to the one broken leg, and then halfway down the other, so we had to take care of him. He couldn’t go to the bathroom. We had to use bedpans and stuff like that, but by the time they were ready to take the cast off, instead of the cast being up to his chest, it was down to his stomach. He’d grown like eight or ten inches while he’d been lying in bed. Lou was around five foot eight when he broke the leg, but then he was over six feet when it healed. It was like, “What the hell?!”


     


    Louis Koller Senior: He was in the cast for at least six months. He had a board of education teacher come to the house and homeschool him for the rest of the year.


     


    Pete: Schools even had their own dentists then. They actually had a dental office. They never used Novocain, and I had cavities, so it sucked, but you had free dental. Everything like that was taken care of. When I mention that to people, they’re like, “There was a dentist in your school?” Yes, there was a full-on dentist’s office.


     


    Lou: Yeah, New York is such a truly unique place to grow up in.


    Pete: True, but somehow New Yorkers have the worst reputation around the world, and I’ll never understand it. From living in Manhattan for a really long time, and then travelling the world, the only people that are rude in New York are people from other states who move to New York. I think they believe they’re supposed to behave rudely ‘cause they saw it in movies. Native New Yorkers are like, “We’re just trying to pay the bills. We have to get shit done.”


     


    Lou: It’s not being rude, it’s just being a New Yorker; “I gotta get here, I gotta get there. I gotta get it done.” If you’re dawdling on the sidewalk in front of me, get the hell out of my way because I’ve got stuff to do! That’s what it is, but that’s pretty much the way it is in any big city. You’ve got to catch the train to make it home so you can get to bed so you can get back on the train to get back to work. The only time I’d say it gets pretty rude is at rush hour, when you’re waiting to get on the train. How hard is it to fucking let people OFF the train before trying to get on, you motherfucker?! But so many people have the wrong idea about New York. The first time we went to Croatia, the war was still on and people there would say, “Wow, you’re from New York, that must be scary,” and I’m looking at them thinking, “Your country’s at war! THAT’S SCARY!” That’s the kind of stuff that blows me away. I think people who have never been here seem to have this impression that New York City is like a video game: you walk down the streets of Manhattan, dodging knives and guns, or there’s always a person that’s going to pickpocket you. It’s all from TV and movies.


     


    Pete: I met people from Zagreb who told me, “A missile flew over the city last week. It blew up right near my house,” and without skipping a beat, they’d say, “WOW, you guys are from Brooklyn?!” Everyone outside of New York thinks all New Yorkers are from Brooklyn. “Damn, Brooklyn must be crazy! How do you live like that?!” Especially when Biohazard was at their biggest in the ’90s, there was no New York, it was just Brooklyn.


     


    Lou: And even to this day, some reviews will say, “Sick of It All from Brooklyn,” and I’m like, “Yeah, I like Brooklyn. It’s nice, but….


     


    Pete: I wish I could afford to live there these days.


     


    Lou: Of course, though, I always have to proudly chime in with something like, “Well, Queens has tough parts too!” I’m glad I came from Queens. There are dangerous parts of anywhere and everywhere. Go to Cincinnati, Ohio; there are some scary-ass places in Cincinnati, or Baltimore, or Detroit. We used to go into Manhattan with our friend, Tom Farkas, a huge guy, probably six foot three, around two-hundred-something pounds. He looked big and menacing and had an afro. We were all into art, and at that time, everyone had a painted denim jacket with album covers and stuff on the back. Tom painted Black Sabbath’s Vol. 4 on my jacket. He made his own design. It was really occult-ish looking. It was all red, and he put a skull on it with curly horns and a pentagram and candles and, for some reason, wrote “Crimson Cult” on it. He just came up with that idea.


     


    Pete: Tom also painted a jacket for me, a Harley-Davidson jacket.


     


    Louis Koller Senior: Their mother remembers sewing the KISS logo, along with a number of other band names and logos, onto their denim jackets. Big fad at that time.


     


    Lou: So we go to the city, and we’re all excited: “Yeah, we’re gonna go buy records at Bleecker Bob’s, and we’re gonna go here and there.” There was a store back then called the Pit. It was a biker store. We get out of the train at Astor Place, and we’re walking up to the Pit, which was on St. Mark’s Place. A bunch of Hells Angels come roaring down the street on their motorcycles, and they park in front of the Pit.


     


    Pete: Now, mind you, Lou was maybe just into high school, and I was in junior high. We were kids.


     


    Lou: We’re all wearing our painted denim jackets and I was feeling “Yeah, I like Black Sabbath and the world is gonna know!” We go into the store and the guy behind the counter is loving us. We’re hanging out talking and all of a sudden, three giant Hells Angels, the biggest people I’ve ever seen in my life, come walking into the store and go, “Give us your jackets,” and I’m like, “What?” One of them says, “Who the fuck are you to walk through our ‘hood with your colors on?!” I go, “Colors?” And he loudly says, “Gimme your fucking jacket!” I say, “It’s just a Black Sabbath jacket,” and he proceeds to cut the back out of the jacket with a knife! He cut all of the backs of our jackets out with a knife! We were terrified. They probably took the parts they cut out to hang in their clubhouse on Third Street. Thinking back, they must have looked pretty silly to the other Hells Angels when they got back there and told the rest of them, “Yeah, these guys were rolling through the ‘hood, blah blah blah….” Those guys had to be like, “Dude that’s a Black Sabbath logo, what’s wrong with you?”


     


    Pete: And then they probably looked at the tag, “That says ‘extra small’ on that denim jacket. How big were these guys? Did you steal these from children???”


     


    Lou: That was like our fourth or fifth time hanging out in the city. The HA guys started yelling at the guy who owned the store too: “…and we don’t like some of this other shit you’re selling in here either!” The guy behind the counter said, “Just tell me what offends you guys, and I’ll take it down right now!” That was a weird experience back then. I thought, “Welp, this isn’t Queens, that’s for sure!” I guess I understood it more when I learned about the biker mentality, but it was so weird to me when they came in all angry because of a Black Sabbath and Harley-Davidson painted jacket. I mean, “Crimson Cult” meant nothing, and they were painted, they weren’t patches. I guess it was Pete’s Harley jacket. Thanks a lot, Pete! I lost my Vol. 4 painted jacket because of you! We didn’t tell our parents anything about this incident.


     


    Pete: We wouldn’t have been allowed to leave the house or do anything ever again.


     


    Lou: It would be years before they even knew we had been going downtown. We’d just tell them, “I’m going out.” Back then, no one had cell phones or pagers or anything. They’d ask where we were going, and I’d just answer, “I’m going to Tom’s.” Then we’d go to Tom’s, walk to the subway, get on the subway, and go into Manhattan.


     


    Pete: Sometimes, we would hang out in Times Square, 42nd Street, when it was crazy with bums and hookers and just nutty people.


     


    Lou: They had the best arcades over there, even though it was dangerous as fuck at those arcades. Shady characters everywhere, but there were always teenagers from all over at those arcades.


     


    Pete: Part of the appeal WAS the danger though. We’d get on the bus, go down Main Street, get on the 7 train, exit at Times Square, and start drinking. On one trip, it was me, Lou, our older brother Matt, and Tom Farkas. There was a homeless dude sitting there drinking a bottle of whiskey, and my brother Matt was ripped. He’s like, “Yo man, lemme get some,” and Matt just takes this disgusting guy’s bottle and drinks straight from it! Disgusting but hysterical.


     


    Lou: It was fucking gross! When I was going to Art and Design High School in Manhattan, after a while, we’d cut out and go to Times Square because there was one theatre there where for three dollars you could watch kung fu movies all day. I think one time they had three Godzilla movies back-to-back-to back, and we were like, “FUCK YEAH,” so we blew off school.


     


    Pete: We’d gotten really into watching Kung Fu Theatre on TV on Saturdays by then.


     


    Lou: Yeah, they had Kung Fu Theatre on Channel 5, I think it was, every Saturday. That and Godzilla movies, horror movies, anything that would get our attention, Creature Features…. I used to love how badly they were dubbed. You know, their mouths had stopped moving, but you kept hearing them talking.


     


    Pete: Ultimately, we were just rebelling against the norm of our neighborhood, even with TV. Most people would be like, “Oh, you watch THOSE shows and THOSE movies?” The norm around us was defined by Guidos. We were surrounded all the time by Guidos.


     


    Lou: That’s the weird thing though. When we were younger, our older brothers and their friends had long hair and were listening to what we thought was crazy music like Sabbath and Deep Purple. You might hear those groups once in a while on the radio, but the radio back then was dominated by Paul McCartney and Wings, and Boston, which was okay, but our brothers were into great music that wasn’t mainstream at that time. But at some point, most of the people in the neighborhood became Guidos.


     


    Pete: Probably because that’s how they thought they’d meet girls.


     


    [image: ]


     


    Lou: All these guys had this attitude that anything that isn’t “normal” is bad. To them, “normal” was this very formulaic, force-fed, bullshit music and lifestyle. It dumbfounded me. You had these guys hating everyone that wasn’t them. They were racist too. I had this friend named Rita, a black girl, and she and I were walking to my parents’ house one day. We were passing the park where all my brothers’ friends hung out. They’ve known us since we were little, and they all stopped and stared at me and Rita from inside the park. One guy came running over to see who these two people were, you know, this black and white couple walking down the street. When he got up to us, he says, “Oh shit, Lou. Hey, what’s up, man? I didn’t know it was you.” In my head, I was thinking, “What the fuck was this guy gonna do if he DIDN’T recognize me?!” It wasn’t even as if we were holding hands or kissing. It was just me and my friend, walking next to each other, talking about the Dead Kennedys. It’s crazy how that mentality became so prominent around us. When we were in grammar school, nobody gave a shit about your friend’s background and all that, but when we got older, people started dividing things up. In junior high school, it would be great all year, then at the end of the year, there’d be a race riot for NO reason! It’s just the way some kids were raised. 


     


    Pete: Part of rebelling against this crap was wanting to find our own thing, because we couldn’t stand what everyone else was doing, and the other part of it was boredom. I mean, we liked the music our brothers were listening to, but it was always the more aggressive stuff that we would end up liking. I do have to credit our brother Matt. He was into it really early on. He was going to clubs like Great Gildersleeves to see Agnostic Front play with GBH, the Anti-Nowhere League, shows like that. 


     


    Lou: Also, there were so many great bands from Queens. Shit, I didn’t know Reagan Youth was from Queens until we met our friend Vic Venom. I remember going to a club on Queens Boulevard called the Subway. We saw Reagan Youth there. Then I got a flyer for a Gilligan’s Revenge show before they changed their name to Token Entry. We realized Murphy’s Law was from Queens. I got the Leeway demo and found out they’re from Astoria. There was a brief period when I would jump on the train just to go to Astoria because I loved all these Astoria bands.


     


    Pete: Punk started in Queens. I love all of our English friends, and our friends in UK bands, but—and I have to remind people of this all the time—the Sex Pistols walked into the studio with their manager, held up the first Ramones album, and said, “We want to sound like THIS!” The Ramones were the first punk band! When the Ramones went over there for the first time, they said the whole audience was basically the Sex Pistols, the Clash and all their friends.


     


    Lou: When we met Perry Farrell from Jane’s Addiction on that Bad Brains tour we did, he told us, “Yeah, I’m from Queens. My grandmother’s from Flushing.” I was walking down Northern Boulevard once and DJ Muggs from Cypress Hill was walking towards me. I introduced myself: “I’m Lou from Sick of It All; what are you doing in Flushing?” Muggs says, “Oh, my grandmother lives right there,” and points up the block. Seattle had its grunge, and Chicago may have been the spot for industrial, but Queens definitely had it for early ’80s and ’90s hardcore and hip-hop.


     


    Pete: Then there are all the metal bands: Anthrax….


     


    Lou: Nuclear Assault.


     


    Pete: I think Twisted Sister had some Queens roots. KISS, of course, was from Queens.


     


    Lou: They sold their house and moved to South Carolina right before the real estate market crashed. Damn, if they’d held onto it, they’d be sitting pretty. Imagine if they could have sold it now? Queens is where we established ourselves. There was a little park not far from where we grew up, and there were these guys, even older than our brothers, who called themselves the “Triangle Gang.” In the seventies, everybody had a gang. Their symbol was a skull with a top hat, but you couldn’t really spray-paint that in Triangle Park because it was just this little triangle off of Northern Boulevard. They’d also hang out in the schoolyard of PS 107. Our brothers eventually hung out there at the Triangle.


     


    Steven Koller: Triangle Park was like a rite of passage in our neighborhood. There were different generations all the time. Before Matt and I hung out there, we used to hang out down at the corner, because in the park were the older guys. When they got older, they began to hang out at the bar, so my friends and I came into the park. Louie and Pete were younger than us and came around a little later.


     


    Lou: We went there a couple of times. I guess they were tolerant of us to a certain degree. They didn’t mind us coming to Triangle Park every once in a while, but we mostly hung out in this alley that led into the schoolyard. Over by the basketball courts were the hip-hop kids, and in the inner courtyard were the stoners. You had this mixed bag of people hanging out in the same area. What was funny for us was that, on our boombox, we would play early hardcore like Reagan Youth and Negative Approach, but we would also play stuff like Kurtis Blow. Rap was just becoming prominent, and you could hear it on some of the New York radio stations.


     


    Pete: Our brothers’ friends liked Rush, Jethro Tull, Black Sabbath, Frank Zappa….


     


    Lou: They were total “Rock #1” guys, if you know what I mean.


    Pete: Yeah, they were the MOST “Rock #1”! But we liked metal, hardcore, AND KRS-One.


     


    Lou: It’s similar to how it is now. The younger generations all have their own form of rebellion, their own musical rebellion. I mean, I understand some of the new bands, but not many are really saying anything with their lyrics. For instance, eventually I realized that Sabbath’s “War Pigs” was actually a protest song.


     


    Pete: Music today—it’s just not that scary.


     


    Lou: We’d hang out in the alleyway, but there were some other places too. We went in the main entrance some nights, and would just hang out and bullshit there, drink and stuff. Across the street was an apartment building so we weren’t really disturbing anyone. We could get as loud and as stupid as we wanted to be. One time we heard this screaming and yelling coming from an apartment window across the street. We were all looking up, wondering what was going on. This guy is screaming in Spanish, and we heard a woman crying. The guy starts yelling, “You dirty whore! Fuck you! I’m gonna show the world what a whore you are!” He turned the lights on and threw his wife out onto the fire escape, naked! We were fourteen or fifteen years old at the time, so we were shocked that there was a naked woman up there. We weren’t even mature enough to think, we’re watching domestic abuse.


     


    Pete: Needless to say, we hadn’t seen many naked ladies at that point in our lives.


     


    Lou: There were some other weird incidents. One time we were all standing in the alley talking, and these two kids walked to the entrance of the alley, looked at us, and shot us with pellet guns.


     


    Pete: We chased them to a building, and then when they saw our friend Tom Farkas, who was this very scary-looking guy, they were begging us for forgiveness and to leave them alone. It was all just total stupidity. We did a lot of dumb stuff, but it was always fun. During the summertime just before I started going to Francis Lewis High School, Lou and I got into a really bad car accident. I was in the hospital. I was hit in the head so hard I woke up in the hospital not realizing what had happened.


     


    Lou: It was the weekend. Our brother Steve had just gotten out of the Air Force and had come home. He drove from New Mexico all the way back to New York, and there was a party at our house. Our relatives were there, but Pete and I had plans to go out.


    Steven Koller: I must have seen them for maybe ten minutes, and they were going out with their friends. A couple of hours later, we were at the hospital.


     


    Pete: We were really into street racing, but none of us had driver’s licenses. It was our friends who had the cars.


     


    Lou: We had two friends who had muscle cars. Pete and I got into one of the cars, and we were just driving around, being goofy. It was misting out, not fully raining, and we’re driving along the service road of the Long Island Expressway in Queens, heading towards Long Island. We’re driving and driving, and we hit a raised manhole, so we bounce up, and now we’re hydroplaning. The driver looks at me and says, “There’s no brakes and no steering!” We gradually start to spin to the right while we’re still going forward, and the road starts to curve to the left. We shot up, back end first, toward a fire hydrant. The car hit these two concrete posts surrounding the hydrant, completely spun around, and ended up hitting some trees that crushed the back of the car. Now, being teenagers who thought they’d live forever, we weren’t wearing seat belts. When the back of the car was crushed in, it came down on Pete and snapped his sternum in half. I was in the front, and bounced around so much, I flew into the windshield. I went shoulder first into the windshield and got cut, and when I came down, I landed on the gearshift. It went under my ribs and burst my spleen. I remember laying there and slowly opening my eyes. There were no windows left in the car. We’re shimmering because we were covered in shattered glass. Tom Farkas ran over to our car to see if we were okay. I said, “Get me out of here.” I tried to move, and I guess because of the shock and my busted spleen, I couldn’t move. He picked me up and dragged me out of the window and stood me up. Then he went into the back and got Pete out. The driver was okay because he was able to hold onto the steering wheel when we crashed. The ambulance came and we went to the hospital. They looked at me and at first said, “He’s got a cut on his shoulder and a bruise on his back.” Then they took Pete into surgery. While I sat there, my bruise started getting bigger and bigger, and I started getting paler and paler. I told my brother, “Man, my back is killing me,” and he told me that my bruise was giant now. I was bleeding internally. They took my blood pressure, and I think it was almost zero. They took three bags of my blood type, wrapped a blood pressure gauge around them, stuck a needle in my arm, and began to squeeze the blood in with the blood pressure gauge. It was like a horror movie. Every vein in my body swelled up, and it was SO painful, but they said they had to do it.


     


    Pete: It’s amazing that neither of us have any long-term issues from that accident. I did have some memory loss. One thing I remember is that my brother Steve paid for the rest of a guitar I’d been paying off in installments and brought it to me while I was in the hospital. It was the white Gibson SG I used all the time early on.


     


    Lou: In the end, the doctor looked at me and said,” We’re not going to remove your spleen, we’re going to sew it back together and see how it heals.” He told me, “You’re so skinny, without your spleen, you’ll die,” so that’s what they did. They repaired it.


    Pete: It was around that time that we started REALLY getting into our music.


     


    Lou: I was going to Art and Design High School in Manhattan, but then suddenly the school changed its curriculum, and I was forced to take classes I didn’t want, so I quit and went to Francis Lewis back in Queens.


     


    Pete: That day you quit, I remember Dad came flying into the driveway and said, “YOU BETTER NOT BE THINKING OF QUITTING SCHOOL,” and just walked into the house. He was SO PISSED!


    Lou: But when I sat down and explained to him, while being yelled at, that the school had gotten rid of every class I was enrolled in, he was like, “You are going to finish fucking high school and get a job!” That was all he wanted.


     


    Pete: He still wants us to get jobs!


     


    Lou: But I’m glad our parents are the way they are. Our dad instilled a work ethic in us that we still apply to everything we do.


     


    Pete: It has helped with the longevity of the band. Every show we put on, we’re not half-assing it. You’re getting 110 percent from us every time!
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