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    “It is not the critic who counts, nor the man who points how the strong man stumbled or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena; whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly…who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions, and spends himself in a worthy cause; who, at best, knows the triumph of high achievement; and who, at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.”


    —Theodore Roosevelt, 1910


    “All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.”


    —Tolstoy


    “The Boston gig has been cancelled. I wouldn’t worry about it though. It’s not a big college town.”


    —This Is Spinal Tap
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    INTRODUCTION



    In 1997, I flew to Fort Worth, Texas, from Chicago to see my first real concert. It was the Rolling Stones on their Bridges to Babylon Tour—a bloated juggernaut featuring “up-and-comers,” including the Dave Matthews Band, the Smashing Pumpkins, and something called Matchbox 20. I was only fifteen but was in a hardcore Stones/Bob Dylan phase. I thought myself a true gourmand, while my peers were swept up in Backstreet Boys and Hanson mania. The show was at the Texas Motor Speedway, an outdoor Mecca of beer and octane, on a hot November day.


    After the Smashing Pumpkins limped offstage, berated by liquored-up Texans who were in no mood for openers, Matchbox 20 confidently took the stage. This was before the band’s debut Yourself Or Someone Like You went on to sell over fifteen million copies and before “3AM” became an MTV staple. They were sitting ducks. I don’t remember a thing about the Stones’ performance, but I do remember the hatred inflicted upon front man Rob Thomas and company. Cheap beer rained down on my head as overheated Stones fans threw cups, candy, hot dogs, and boxes of popcorn toward the stage, screaming all manner of obscenities at the fledgling band. This next part I swear is true, even through the fog of memory. Rob Thomas stopped the show, gripped the mic, and yelled, “Fuck you! We’re gonna be the biggest fucking band in the world!” In 2000, “Bent” hit number one, and Thomas had his revenge. I’m not sure if “Smooth” was an attempt to inflict further torture on the world that had wronged him, but since he declined to participate in this book, I’ll never know.


    I became a concert junkie that day and spent the better part of my twenties traveling the country seeing shows. Coming of age in the festival era, and with the advent of social media, the disaster concerts, and behind-the-scenes debauchery, continues to have a perverse stranglehold on us. I started this project with the idea of calling it Rain or Shine, with the artists recalling their best and worst concerts. Early on, I realized that musicians had no trouble recalling their worst moments and recounted them with a mixture of honor and humor, like a grizzled war vet on open mic night. The best concerts all kind of blurred together: “Well, my family was there, so it was really special.” Or, “I had just gotten engaged, so I was really happy that night.” It was sweet, but not the reason you watched Mötley Crüe’s Behind the Music twenty times.


    I reached out to my friend Mickey Melchiondo, aka Dean Ween, in 2014, about sharing nightmare gigs for the now revamped project, No Encore! He wrote his own chapter, which went mildly viral after he posted it on his blog, and I realized I was on to something. From there, I reached out to the craziest artists I could think of from across the globe for phoners, aiming to make this book as NC-17 as possible. A few artists wrote their own chapters, which has been noted in the text. I also courted artists whose stories I felt like I had never heard, who always fascinated me, or who never made splashy headlines. I wanted to showcase true lifers and those that have overcome addiction, poverty, flameout, and soldiered on. My goal has always been to make this book a celebration of perseverance, the burning desire that keeps artists coming back after experiences that would cause others to hang up their microphones or guitars for a life in music publicity, or, God forbid, music journalism.


    So, let’s kick out the jams, blow some speakers, and party like we’re seventeen again. I love you all.


     


    —Drew
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    ALICE COOPER



    Let’s face it: This book wouldn’t exist without Alice Cooper. The God­father of shock, Cooper built on the bare bones scare tactics of Screamin’ Jay Hawkins and upped the ante with on-stage decapitation, baby doll mutilation, one unlucky chicken, and a python with IBS.


     


    This book is basically about every one of my shows. My show has never been anything but outrageous and crazy. In my fifty years of doing this, with as many theatrics as we have, there’s definitely been Spinal Tap moments. I’ve always been setting myself up for those moments. Props just don’t work all the time. One time, I had a twenty-foot cannon that would shoot an Alice dummy across the stage into a net. In rehearsal, it worked great. The idea was they would put me in the cannon, and I would get out the back without the crowd seeing it, and the dummy would get shot out the cannon. I think this was at Three Rivers Stadium in Pittsburgh, and the cannon went off on cue. The dummy, however, didn’t get shot out, and it just hung there over the edge of the cannon. The audience didn’t know if it was a joke, and we decided to play it as a joke. I pulled the dummy out and kicked it. Not my finest moment, but those are the things that can happen.


    I guarantee nobody can beat this story. This was in the late ’80s, and we were at the House of Blues in Los Angeles. This was on the Alice Cooper Carnival Tour, and I had all the roadies dressed up as psychotic, demented clowns. The Sex Pistols were in the audience, KISS came down for the show, and it was packed. It came time to bring the snake on stage, and I know what kind of reaction the snake gets. This time, everyone was laughing. I was trying to figure it out because no one ever laughs at this point in the show. I suddenly realized that the snake was crapping all over the side of my clothes, and it was the most vile smell you can imagine.


    The thing eats dead rats, and it smelled like death. There were piles of snake crap all over the stage. If you can imagine the size of crap that comes from a Great Dane or a small horse, that’s what it’s like. I’m telling you, there was piles of the stuff. The clowns came out to clean it up, and it was so vile that they started retching and throwing up on the piles of crap. So, now I had a snake that was still crapping all over me, piles of crap on the stage, and a bunch of psychotic clowns were puking into it, making this horrible sludge. We somehow finished the show, and Johnny Rotten came up to me and said, “That was the greatest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. That was the best theater I’ve ever seen.” Embarrassed, I said, “Yes, we do this every night. I know just where to touch the snake to make him crap.” I had to burn my stage costume. I could not get the smell out of it.


    The funny thing was that it still worked theatrically. This was before the internet, so I think most of the audience just believed it truly was part of the show. You can’t just get vomiting clowns on stage as a regular part of the show. Maybe you can, but that night still stands out for me. That was the only time I ever had a malfunction with the snake. We knew how to handle it. We knew that when it’s hungry, the eyes glaze over. They let you know that it’s time to feed. The bigger the snake, the longer time it goes between meals. A twelve-foot snake only eats about once a month. We’d give him two or three rats a month, and there was never any danger of it constricting on me.


    Snakes are also deaf, so the sound of the show doesn’t make them anxious. They’re also mostly blind, so the tongue is their smelling apparatus, and it seeks heat. The stage is hot, they feel the vibration of the drums and bass, which doesn’t bother them, and they’re very happy on stage with that heat. The only thing they react to is adrenaline, which is the same with dogs. If you walk into a yard and a dog starts barking, you don’t realize that they’re smelling adrenaline. Snakes and dogs smell it, and it immediately puts them on guard. Since I was comfortable with the snake, it wasn’t nervous. But if someone picked it up and was scared out of their mind, that would be a different story.


    We used to do the “hanging” stunt, with the gallows, and it worked without fail for years. The stunt was that a piano wire came down the back of the rope that the audience doesn’t see. I would wear a vest, that connected under my legs, under my stage clothes. That vest absorbed the shock. There was a little tiny loop, so that when they put the rope around my neck, the executioner would thread the piano wire through the loop. The wire was an inch shorter than the rope, so that when it dropped, the rope never really touched my neck. It looked great and like I was really being strangled, but the piano wire stopped it. It worked every night for two years, and we were in London doing a rehearsal. After 200 shows, the piano wire finally snapped, and the rope hit my neck. We all have a survival button in our heads, and my button told me to snap my head back. When I did that, the rope slipped over my chin, rather than leaving me hanging. I hit the floor hard and knocked myself out. The next night, I had piano wire that was three times stronger. The show had to go on.


    The stage guillotine is a forty-pound blade that misses my head by six inches every night, and it’s razor sharp. Everyone thinks that it’s made of Styrofoam or rubber. The only way that you can make the stunt look really good is to make sure that it’s as close to my head as possible. Every year, I keep telling the guys to make it closer. Don’t try this at home. It’s something you have to learn how to do. That’s when Doctor Adrenaline kicks in, and that’s the secret to my longevity. I need that adrenaline to keep me going. One time I put a sword through my leg. That really would have hurt had it not happened on stage. I knew it went through a muscle, but the adrenaline had kicked in. As soon as the show was over and the adrenaline wore off, I could not stand up. I just poured a bottle of whiskey over the wound because they wanted to give me a tetanus shot, and I wasn’t about to go for that at all. I figured it was what James Bond would have done.


    Three things are guaranteed, and I tell this to everyone that joins the Alice show. “I guarantee you’ll get paid. I guarantee you’ll see the world. I guarantee you’ll get stitches.”
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    LOU BARLOW



    (Dinosaur Jr./Sebadoh)


    As a founding member of Dinosaur Jr., Lou Barlow made three records with the band before a steady rift with guitarist/vocalist J Mascis turned toxic. Barlow’s band Sebadoh, a plaintive, down-tempo project that churned just below the mainstream surface, was deemed ready for the big time in 1994. Remember kids: speed kills.


     


    I have lots of really bad shows, where I freaked out, was too drunk, or stormed off the stage after a couple songs. The most catastrophic show was just after Sebadoh had done the Bakesale record. We were kinda popular in England and were slated to play the Reading Festival. We had a pretty good time slot too, sometime around early evening, and we were playing one of the main stages. The record label set up a bunch of stuff for us to do during the day, and one of them was a signing tent. We sat in a little tent on folding chairs, along with the band Pavement. It was a really long line of kids waiting to have their records or whatever signed, and I started drinking. I was drinking huge cans of Stella Artois and probably worked my way through three or four cans, which is a lot with those British tall-boys. We knew Pavement, so we were just laughing and having a good time. Afterwards, I stood up and immediately thought, “Oh…I’m drunk. Shit.”


    We were set to play in about an hour and a half, and I was stumbling around. I wasn’t falling down, but I definitely knew I wasn’t close to being at my best, and this was easily going to be the biggest show we’d ever played. There could have been close to 10,000 people at the show. I’m not positive, but it was definitely the biggest. In England, people really pay attention to up-and-coming bands. We were being touted as the new big thing. “Here’s your time to shine, Sebadoh! You got the great time slot at the NME Tent. Don’t fuck it up!” I was walking around, getting very nervous, and I ran into this guy from one of the festival bands. I’m not going to say his name, but he was a really nice guy. I told him I was feeling a little woozy, and he said, “I got just the thing man.”


    He suggested we do some speed and that it would straighten me out into a sober-ish realm where I could play decently. I had never done speed. Up to that point, I was strictly a beer and pot guy. I had done coke maybe once or twice, and I had no idea how I would react to speed. We ducked into a tent with his bandmates, who were all super friendly people. He chopped me up, what I now realize, was way too much speed. It was a fuckin’ line bigger than my pinky. He gives me this big, fat line, hands me a straw, and says casually, “Here ya go!” I snorted it and thought, “OK! Thanks!” It was a really weird time, as it was shortly after Kurt Cobain died. Sebadoh had been scheduled to tour with Nirvana before Kurt died, and there was this pall hanging over the whole festival. Hole was playing, and Courtney was just on the loose on the festival grounds. Evan Dando was there, and it was prime, mid-nineties, dark, druggy days.


    So, I had done way too much speed, but didn’t know it yet. I walked on stage, we started the set, and I realized I couldn’t even fucking play. My body constricted to the point where I could barely form chords. Sebadoh was a pretty elemental band. It was really simple stuff, and at our best, we just weren’t going to deliver on that stage, with a huge crowd. We just weren’t a dynamic, technical band at that point. We were this homespun thing, and we had brought along a good friend of ours to drum, but he wasn’t really a drummer per se. I was acutely aware of the limitations of the band, because in those festival situations, I would always check out other bands, thinking, “Oh shit, we’re still really rinky-dink.” At least instrumentally, compared to a lot of what was happening at the time. We lacked that heavy, post-grunge thing, or the intricate Britpop of a band like Blur.


    These festivals never brought out confidence in me, so I was already nervous. The tent was packed, the sun had just set, and everything was primed for a normal, great band to kill it. I could barely play, so I broke one of my guitars almost immediately. I just stood there, feeling this hot embarrassment flowing through me. I approached the mic and just started rambling. I told the story of the very first time I played on stage, when I was seven years old. I had learned a few notes on guitar at school, and we had to perform at this little elementary school assembly. I was supposed to pluck out a few notes of, “My Hat, It Has Three Corners.” I got so freaked out that in the middle of the thing, which was packed with parents, teachers, and family, I threw my guitar and ran off stage, screaming, “I can’t do it!”


    On that stage at Reading, that memory was all I could think about. I was recounting this story and how terrible it was, and my bandmates were kind of jamming behind me. Behind me and to my right, Courtney Love was just looming. Suddenly, she started screaming, “You’re disrespecting Kurt!” She thought that with me smashing my guitar and having this meltdown on stage, I was somehow disrespecting her late husband. Kurt and I were around the same age, and I was also ambivalent about the idea of fame, but that was it. Then I smashed another guitar, and a piece of it caught the back of my head, so now I’m bleeding, melting down, with Courtney Love yelling at me. I was standing in front of all these people, and the whole tent was just a chasm of silence. I’m still really high and didn’t know what to do with myself. Finally, we stumbled through the set, but I don’t really remember. There are tapes and streams of this performance, but I can’t fucking bear to listen to it.


    After the ordeal, I got off stage and met back up with the speed guy. We hung out all night tormenting people. We found out where the guitarist from Ride was hanging out, and we started following him around. We ended up in this hotel room with him and his girlfriend, and they were looking at us like, “Get the fuck out of our room.” We were just wandering around on speed with guitars. Later that night, I ended up on a tour bus with Courtney and Evan Dando, who were hanging out together doing really heavy drugs. At some point I barged into the medical tent, screaming, “I’m cut!” Of course, my injury was completely superficial. In my mind, I was trying to blow the whole show into this monumental, really honest moment.


    In retrospect, and certainly within days of the show, I knew that I had really blown it. I’ve never quite recovered from it. On top of it, I had discovered speed, which gradually became a bigger part of my life—to the point where it ran me into the fucking ground five years later and ruined everything. It’s hard to think that on that night, I set in motion something really negative.
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    Dean Ween


    (Ween)


    For over thirty years, Ween has been waving a middle finger at the musical establishment and conventional good taste. Notorious for their early, drug-addled live shows, Dean Ween reveals that playing for a Busta Rhymes crowd is more frightening than a psilocybin-fueled waking nightmare.


     


    Written by Mickey Melchiondo, aka Dean Ween


    My Worst Gig Nightmare


    We got a gig at the State University of NY (SUNY) on the Plattsburgh campus. Plattsburgh is up on the border of New York and Vermont, so we figured it would be a bunch of hippies in the crowd. What actually happened was that there were two student councils at SUNY Plattsburgh: a black council and a white council. They got to decide the budget for the concert and who they wanted to play at their big Spring Fling event. The black students voted for Busta Rhymes, who was our label mate on Elektra Records at that time. The stoner white kids voted for Ween, and then it was settled. Ween would play before Busta Rhymes in a massive gym that held 5,000 people.


    We rented a van for this single show and drove up, all excited. When we got there it was a giant empty room with seemingly no one in charge. Busta Rhymes’s posse was there onstage. They had the student sound guy setting up fifty microphones for his boys. They just wandered around the stage and yelled, “make some noise!” There were tough-looking ghetto brothers walking all around the stage and the gym, occasionally yelling into the mics, “Yo, yo, yo. Check one two.” Busta Rhymes wasn’t even there. The only thing they needed to soundcheck was a turntable and the fifty mics—the easiest soundcheck in the world. Somehow it took three hours. Finally, everybody wandered off, and it was our turn to soundcheck right as the doors were opening. So I wrote a setlist that heavily featured our new songs from The Mollusk, which is a very prog-rock record. We go onstage and the whole crowd, as far as I can tell, is black people. We start by playing “The Golden Eel,” a song about a fish in Aaron’s fish tank that we wrote while tripping on mushrooms.


    They hated it. They started throwing cups, bottles, change, chairs, and anything that wasn’t nailed down. By the third song, we were dead in the water. I just put my head down and played as best as I could, trying hard to tune out the crowd. All of a sudden, I felt like someone punched me in the stomach with a baseball bat. I got the wind knocked out of me and stumbled backwards. When I looked up there was a forty-ounce bottle at my feet. It had hit me in the gut/dick. The perpetrator was a 300-pound black sister who was standing right below me at my monitor. I looked her right in the eye, and she waved me forward, as if she was going to tell me a secret. I leaned in and she said “Baby, you gots to go.” She then stuck two thumbs down in my face to reinforce the point. Then to make sure I heard her, she said again, “Motherfucker, you gots to go!”


    We started to make it a challenge; us against the crowd. We can do this with dignity, right? Wrong. By the time we finished our set, it was a game of dodge ball. The whole crowd had a mob mentality and was throwing everything with malicious intent. We were stretching our songs as long as they could go, and I was taking ten-minute guitar solos just to be a dick. For the record, we kicked ass. We were playing with the inspiration of fourteen-year-olds—absolutely fucking shredding to try and win the crowd over to our side. In some sick way I think we did. Anyway, we finish up and find out that Busta Rhymes hasn’t even left Brooklyn yet! He’s three and a half hours away. The teacher rep asks us to go back on, and we laughed in his face as we got our check and left.


    That’s not the end of the story. We go back to our hotel, which was a Holiday Inn off the side of the interstate. Me and my guitar roadie, Mick Preston, go to the hotel bar and start drinking heavily, trying to forget the whole experience but not really caring so much. We get wasted, and the bar had a pool table that we held for four hours. Around last call, fifty scary looking brothers walk in, and some guy comes over to the pool table and says, “Last game fellas.” It was Busta Rhymes and his posse. I tell the guy that if Busta wants to shoot pool, he has to beat us first, and I also want to tell him a story. So Busta Rhymes walks over to the pool table, and I introduce myself and tell him the story about what it was like opening up for him. After all, we are on the same record label, and we both have new records out. Well, he thought it was the funniest story he ever heard, me getting hit with bottles and everything. He said, “This is Mickey from the Ween; they’re not very popular with the brothers!” He made me re-tell the story of our gig to every guy in his crew and posse, and they were laughing their asses off.


    He paid for the drinks for the rest of the night, and me and Mick played doubles against him and his bodyguard on the pool table until like 5:00 a.m. I think he gave the bartender $5,000 to keep the bar open just for us. He was the nicest guy in the world. He kept high-fiving me and had me tell him the story of the gig over and over until I was hoarse. He bought all the champagne in the place; Moet, White Star—the best they had. It wasn’t Cristal, but Moet is pretty delicious. That’s pretty much the end of the story. We all stumbled back to our rooms, and I distinctly remember him giving me a hug and telling me we’d see each other again out there, but it never happened and probably never will again.
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    BLOTHAR



    (formerly Beefcake the Mighty:

    GWAR lead singer)


    My first internship was at the House of Blues in Chicago in 2004. Walking in one day, I saw one of the show bookers with his head hung low. I asked what was wrong, and he said, “We just booked GWAR. Fuck.”


     


    The craziest gig that we’ve played was City Gardens with Murphy’s Law back in the late ’80s, and all of these skinheads showed up. They had their nice, polished swastika jackets on, and there we were on stage, spraying blood all over the place. As soon as we sprayed blood on their jackets, they just lost their minds and attacked the band. They did this thing called the “Wall of Death,” which was this thing they would do if they hated a band. They would clear everyone from the floor and rush the stage. There was a steel barrier between us and the skinheads, but they pushed everyone to the side of the venue. Once they had everyone shoved out of the way, they went to the back of the club and ran full-speed towards the stage. They were trying to get enough speed to hop over that barricade. Security was present, but it was the old days, and they weren’t really doing jack shit.


    At the time, we had this piece of equipment called the “Spew Chandelier.” It was a chandelier that spewed blood on the crowd, but because of the way it was designed—poorly—it sprayed blood backwards too. This may have been the only show that we used the fucking thing, and the Sexecutioner, our bandmate Chuck Varga, noticed that some of the skinheads were slipping on the floor. Chuck took the hoses out of the Spew Chandelier and started spraying the floor with the fake blood. When the skinheads got close to the stage, they all started falling down. It was like watching the Keystone Kops…they were falling all over the place and wriggling around. After that, their attack pretty much fizzled out. We all thought it was hilarious.


    Back in the early days of GWAR, we had a lot of weird shows. The weirdest was this tiny little room in Bielefeld, Germany called AJZ. This was the first time we’d ever played there, and the audience didn’t know anything about us. The entire crowd was made up of these politically conscious, straight-edge punk rockers. Once we got on stage and started playing and spraying shit, they all ran away to the back of the room. They were terrified of getting sprayed, and we figured that once the shock wore off, they’d come forward and start liking it. But that never happened. They stayed pinned to the back of the club the entire show. When we got off stage after the show, they started questioning us. I’ll never forget the line of questioning, which was basically, “Why do you do this? What are you trying to achieve?” We didn’t really know how to answer. We were like, “Because we’re fucking GWAR, and we spray people with shit! That’s what we do!”


    The most trouble we ever got in at a show was when our lead singer Dave Brockie (Oderus Urungus) got arrested. He’s no longer with us, and it happened at a show in North Carolina back in the early ’90s. Brockie was Canadian, so he had to cop a plea to this. Otherwise, he would have been labeled a sex offender and would have had to leave the country. What happened was we were playing this show in Charlotte, and I look out to the back of the crowd and see this line of uniformed policemen. I figured a fight or something was going on. Suddenly, I noticed this group of guys in cheap dress pants and ties lining the stage. They were fucking detectives, but we didn’t know it at the time. They started motioning to us to come off the stage. Their attitude was, “Hey! This is over. Get off the damn stage!” They walked on stage, with all the blood and shit spraying all over the place. We thought maybe it was just over-zealous security, so started yelling, “Get the fuck outta here” while pushing them down.


    That’s when they started flashing their badges and guns. We immediately were like, “Oh! OK officers!” By that point, they were amped. They thought they were gonna have to fight us. We weren’t trying to fight them, we just didn’t know who they were. The show stopped, we went off stage, and the crowd was going fucking crazy, booing and throwing shit. Backstage, they told Oderus to take off his mask and shoulder pads. The one thing they made clear to him was, “Leave the big, fake dick on.” They made him remove his entire costume, except for the big, fake penis. I distinctly remember yelling, “Wait, fuck that! Don’t do it.” They were trying to make it seem like that was all he was wearing on stage—just a big, fake dick that wasn’t attached to a costumed monster. They yelled at me to, “Shut the fuck up,” so I did. I was only twenty years old at the time.


    I shut up, and they took all of these pictures of Brockie wearing the fake dick. Then, they put on rubber gloves and put the penis in a five-gallon bucket. They sealed it up, took our prop, and disappeared. We had no idea what to do. Eventually, the promoter and Brockie were arrested. Dave had to be arraigned and was set to appear before a judge. It’s ridiculous that this is true, but it is. The judge was named Richard Boner. I swear to God. He was pronouncing it like “Bonner” but c’mon. On the day of Brockie’s trial, there was a family of little people who had been in some kind of domestic dispute. It was a husband, wife, and their kids, who were all small. Then, there was us and the fake dick. You couldn’t make this shit up.


    Brockie was on the stand, and they lifted the “Cuttlefish of Cthulu” (which was what we called the dick) out of the bucket and presented it to the court. They started reading the charges, which were: “He was wearing this on stage. He simulated sex with a dog. He was eating feces and his own vomit.” The entire courtroom was aghast. They were reading this stuff like it had really happened and wasn’t just part of a normal GWAR show. There was no context. At the time, the principal figure in North Carolina was Senator Jesse Helms, who was extremely conservative. Charlotte was very politically backwards at the time, so they were trying to make an example out of us for obscenity and whatever else. The best part was that with all that went down, we didn’t miss any show dates! We grabbed Brockie straight from the courtroom, split, and kept right on touring.
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    TALIB KWELI



    One of my regrets with this book is that I wasn’t able to get more hip-hop artists to share. It wasn’t for lack of trying, and I wasn’t about to pay Luther Campbell from 2 Live Crew his interview fee of $3,000. I’m thankful that Talib was so open about the problems hip-hop artists face from venues who don’t respect the craft.


     


    My absolute worst gig was in North Carolina, a long time ago at the start of my career. I was staying at a hotel that was really far away from the venue, and I couldn’t find a cab service. Meanwhile, I was running really late, the crowd at the venue were getting anxious, and I’m steady trying to find a damn taxi. When I got one and finally pulled up to the venue, a fan came up to me really irate. This dude was spitting and yelling in my face. I had a road manager at the time who was a very aggressive type, and he grabbed this guy by the neck and pushed him away from me. That person’s friend came up to me, acting like he was a fan, and punched me right in my face. So now, me and my road manager are fighting with these guys outside the venue, and we got separated. The people we were fighting with ran into the show.


    I went onstage, all disheveled and bloody. I said into the mic, “I’m not performing, because I was just attacked.” I saw the guy in the audience while I was talking, and I jumped into the crowd to try and get at him. The crowd, not understanding what was going on, wouldn’t let me. It turned into a situation where we either had to perform or not get paid. I performed, even though I definitely didn’t want to. In the ensuing chaos, I ended up not getting paid anyway. I had blood pouring out from the top of my head for my troubles. Because of that incident, I got wise really quick. The idea that I would do a show because I had to get paid, even though I didn’t want to, is something I never did again.


    I tour and perform more than any other hip-hop artist. Touring and performing is my life’s blood. The stage is my life. As a performer, everything I do is preparation for me hitting that stage. When I’m onstage, that’s real. Everything else is just leading up to that moment. As a professional, I’ve learned how to drink responsibly and to exercise. I grew up smoking weed but not drinking alcohol. I did develop alcoholic tendencies over time, but that didn’t happen until after I became a professional rapper. I consider myself a working-class MC. Working-class people drink a lot. People who have to constantly work need a few beers, a couple glasses of wine, or a few whiskeys on the daily.


    As a species, we self-medicate. As I’ve gotten older, it’s taken a toll on my body. I can’t do it as much as I used to when I was younger. The key was knowing my body well enough to know when to stop. I don’t trust a man that doesn’t have vices. I wrote a song called “Get By,” which is that responsibility of knowing your limit. My vices of choice are alcohol and weed, and I used to get drunk and high before shows a lot back in the day. There were years where I didn’t do a sober show. You didn’t see me onstage without a drink. I had one show in Amsterdam at the start of my career with Mos Def that, in my mind, I remembered as being excellent. I remember it sounding great and having an amazing time. But then I remembered the look from everybody on my team as I finished, that was like, “What was that?” The look from El-P and Mos Def read, “You look high.”


    To be a rock artist, you have to study musicality a little bit. Punk rock is kids who pick up instruments without any training. Punk rock is the closest thing to hip-hop in the rock world. Hip-hop comes from city, after-school, and music programs being cut. That’s where the disco era came from. The rise of the DJ came from New York City music programs getting cut. People stopped being interested in what instrument you played or hiring bands for their parties. The DJs were cheaper, and kids were growing up not knowing musicality. Hip-hop has never been dependent on knowing an instrument. You literally can get up and rap a cappella or rap over an existing record.


    Because the skill of hip-hop isn’t centered around the instrumentation, hip-hop artists don’t require as much equipment. Sometimes the people responsible for presenting hip-hop shows, or the promoters who don’t respect hip-hop, can be lazy. The sound man might be a rock guy who has been working at the same club for years, and a rapper comes up and says, “I’m just gonna rap over this CD.” A lot of times, the sound guy doesn’t respect that. I’ve had run-ins with sound guys who don’t look at hip-hop as music. I think that with a rock show, there’s the potential for a lot more things to go wrong. There’s so many pieces that make up a rock show. There’s a lot of hip-hop acts that use instruments at this point in history. What’s great about traditional hip-hop—the two turntables and a microphone—is that the rapper can go a cappella if the record skips, and that’s part of the skill of hip-hop.


    Sound guys and venue owners not respecting hip-hop is an all-too-familiar occurrence. I had a big blowout with a sound guy on my birthday in 2015. It was at a classic Boston club called The Middle East. I was talking to the sound man during my set, trying to get the levels right. The sound guy did something I consider highly disrespectful. He got on the microphone so everyone in the room could hear and challenged the notes I was giving him. I wasn’t asking for his feedback. This was not a democracy. If anything, he should have relayed a message to my tour manager. I spoke to him and told him that he needed to get the shit right.


    The guy came onstage and started trying to argue with me about the sound during the show. Later, I learned the guy had been at the club for thirty years. He thought he had the right to say, “Who’s this fucking punk challenging me in my club?” I got on the mic and said, “The show is over until this guy is removed from the building.” I left and went into the dressing room. The venue owner came backstage three minutes later, saying, “I apologize for that. I’ve made him go home.” Once he said the guy had gone home, I immediately got back on stage, and the show continued. The next day, the sound guy got on Twitter and challenged me to an MMA bout. He wrote some shit challenging me to get in the Octagon for a fight. I clowned him on Twitter all day, and that was the last I heard from Mr. Sound Man.
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    DAVE NAVARRO



    (Jane’s Addiction/Red Hot Chili Peppers)


    Before becoming a reality TV gadfly, Dave Navarro was alternative excess personified. From his early years as guitarist in Jane’s Addiction and Porno for Pyros, through a short stint in Red Hot Chili Peppers, Navarro was the elegantly wasted, darkly sexual pin-up for the doom generation, with a penchant for heroin syringe art.


     


    You’ll have to forgive me, because my memory of the drug days is a little blurry. Back in 1997, Jane’s Addiction was on tour, and we were playing the KROQ Almost Acoustic Christmas show. It was at the Universal Amphitheater, and it was the height of my drug addiction. I was shooting up heroin and cocaine on a daily basis. I’ve done tons of tours completely sober since, but back then, I was really, really deep in it. That entire tour, I was pretty out of my mind. I was somehow able not fall down on stage, but before or after, or sometimes during, I was shooting. I was legitimately the member who couldn’t be found. Nobody knew where I was. I would shoot a ton of coke, then do the heroin to come down. Or, I would speedball, so I had an option. [Laughs]


    I could be really up or down. The thing about shooting cocaine is there’s a big rush and then it wears off relatively quickly, so you end up shooting a lot. With the speedball, one shot will get you through a couple hours easily. There were many times during the 1997 tour where I had five or six syringes set up and ready to go off the side of the stage. In between songs, I would reapply. It was no secret to the band members, but I don’t think the audience was aware. I’d wait for Perry [Farrell] to talk to the audience, or a change in the production, to duck behind the guitar tech and gear station to fix. I’d only get a few minutes, and I hate to say it, but I got really good at doing it quickly.


    Anyway, back to the Acoustic Christmas show. For shows like that, there’s a number of different artists playing, which is usually somewhere around ten bands. Fiona Apple was playing, and she was breaking as a huge act. It was the height of Fiona mania. I was a fan, and I also had this distant crush on her. I had never met her, but I was really psyched to be playing the same bill with her. I got to the venue early for sound check, and with multiple bands on the bill, you sound check and then wait around all day. What’s a junkie gonna do all day long but shoot coke and heroin? The process of shooting up involves inserting the needle into the vein, and pulling back a little bit on the plunger to make sure you’ve hit the vein. A little blood rushes into the syringe, and then you know you’re good. If you miss the vein, you’re gonna run into problems and really injure yourself.


    I developed a system where I would extract blood without anything in the syringe. I’d spike the vein, and pull out a syringe full of blood, which led to loads of fun over the years. [Laughs] In the midst of my insanity, I thought it would be a very romantic gesture to go into Fiona Apple’s dressing room, and write a message on her wall in my own blood. In my deranged head, I viewed it as sending her a message with the blood that pumps through my heart to her. It was my life blood that I was symbolically sharing. I thought we would relate on multiple levels because we’re both passionate musicians and artists. In my head, it was a grand, romantic statement that she would find very touching.


    She hadn’t arrived at the venue yet, so I snuck into her dressing room and began to extract blood out of my arm. With the syringe, you can aim it and basically paint with it. You can write words, and it was a technique that I had perfected over the years. There was no innuendo or poetry in the message I wrote her. It just read, “Dear Fiona, I hope you have a great time tonight. Love Dave.” That was it. It wasn’t too over the top. In my coke-addled brain, it was a very subtle, kind, romantic gesture. I saw us riding off into the sunset, with this gesture being the basis for our romance. As it turned out, the management and staff at the Universal Amphi­theater didn’t see it that way.
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