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Praise for Backstage & Beyond


“The thing with Jim Sullivan, other than his being a serial golfer who always beats me, is that he is a sly bugger. He’s been doing this for a long time, with a way of gently sitting down to talk with you like a friend, one who you feel relaxed enough around to share what you think, what you know and what you’ve experienced. There’s not a hint of his digging at you or pushing for uncomfortable truths; there are plenty of those writers around, thank you. It’s a chat, however long, that can open us up without regret or rancour. 

"Having been on both ends of his many years of reviews and interviews with all manner of artists — subject and reader — I am always drawn to his writing because I know he won’t have ambushed anyone or left them (us) feeling caught out, yet still end up with insight and history shared and some great stories. For isn’t that what we essentially do? We tell stories — soft and loud, inane, fierce, pointed, reflective, sometimes embarrassing, sometimes regretful. Some of us are ranters, some shouters and pointers, some reserved and mostly private off-stage. We are the world. With Jim’s writing, it always feels like the interviewee thinks, Well, that was pretty good.”

—Hugo Burnham (Gang of Four) 

“These are wonderful stories across the whole range of popular music, by one of rock’s finest journalists. As history lengthens and some of these legends move on, these become increasingly precious fragments of lives lived at the sharp edge of music.”

—Richard Thompson

“Jim is one of those journalists that you feel comfortable with. No hidden agenda. If he likes your band he says so. If he doesn’t, same. He’s always been kind about us. The thing is, unlike a lot of writers, if Jim said we did something that sucked, I would pay attention. That’s why these writings are worth reading. He’s the real deal. (Now, he’ll probably tell me we sucked last time he saw us!)” 

—Jake Burns (Stiff Little Fingers)

“Jim Sullivan has always been unafraid to be a fan, a friend or a foe of his subjects. Underneath it all is an undying love of music itself.”

—Peter Prescott (Mission of Burma)

“Jim was there at the right time for this rock, and he knew it. He reviewed many bands I was in, and he reviewed even more bands that I wasn’t in! He knew what was going on, as it was happening. And it shows.” 

—Roger Miller (Mission of Burma)

“Jim Sullivan has been on the front-lines of rock and roll for 40-plus years, armed only with a notebook, a tape recorder and a deep knowledge of the music he fell in love with as a kid. The veteran journalist has had bracing encounters with pioneers, classic-rock icons and punk upstarts, cult artists and arena acts, guided only by his discerning taste and his ability to ask the right questions in the right way no matter how difficult or ornery the subject. These chats and rants go beyond the surface bromides we already know about these larger-than-life personalities and unlock the deeper stories they rarely share — by turns triumphant, tragic and never less than illuminating.”                             

—journalist, author and Sound Opinions co-host Greg Kot

“This epic oversized two-volume masterpiece is a plethora of rockstar interviews spanning nearly five decades. It gives you a very cool peek behind the curtain of some of the biggest names in the music business both past and present. It’s packed with a treasure trove of info about some of your favorite artists onstage and off, when all the debauchery occurred. This book is an outstanding read and a must-have for all R & R collectors everywhere.”

—Vera Ramone

“How has Jim Sullivan maintained his access to the coolest artists in rock and roll for over 40 years? He’s a mensch who knows his sh*t!”

—Andy Shernoff  (Dictators) 

 


Preface (or, How I Came to Feel the Noize … and Then Write About It)

Yesterday has come. Pete Shelley wrote “Nostalgia” for Buzzcocks’ second album, Love Bites, in 1978. In it, he sang about bathing in nostalgia for an age yet to come. That is, anticipating that today’s brash punk rock smash — the songs, maybe even the era — will become tomorrow’s wistful memories. But, in typical Shelley fashion, the song cuts every which way: thinking about what’s hot now as a future golden oldie is a bit depressing. Punk rock was all about living in the moment. If those moments have passed … well, it’s a bittersweet song. 

The sentiment in Shelley’s song runs right up into another favorite bit from the punk era, Johnny Thunders’ best song: “You Can’t Put Your Arms Around a Memory.” Good advice from a man who didn’t often give much of that. We try to take that advice — ever aware of placing too much emphasis on living in the past — but yesterday has come a-calling. As we knew it would if we all made it through the rock and roll maelstrom. And not all of us did.
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Pete Shelley (top) and Steve Diggle (bottom) of Buzzcocks with the author

Photographs by Doug Quintal

 

Thunders exited the world April 23, 1991. Shelley died December 6, 2018 at 63. But he certainly had more than a taste of that nostalgic wave. The last time I saw Buzzcocks, September 27, 2016 at the Royale in Boston, at least three-quarters of the set came from those glory days of 1976–’80. (They didn’t play “Nostalgia,” though.) Can’t say that anyone in the house — and, by the way, they played the same venue (then called the Bradford Ballroom) in 1980 – was disappointed by the emphasis on those songs from another time.

Even if the punk rockers were (secretly) indebted to some of their forebears, they believed — and wanted us to believe — they’d ripped it up and started anew. And while that was semi-true, what’s once fresh and in your face can’t help but become part of a larger body of work should the band survive. You listen decades later and feel that curious blast: you recall the jolt it once gave you, you hope for reverberations of that now.

 

And that, to an extent, is what Backstage & Beyond: 40 Years of Modern Rock Chats & Rants is about. I’ve been doing this — writing about pop and rock music and all their subgenres — for four-plus decades. The stars and not-the-stars. Bands I’ve loved, bands I haven’t. It’s time to collect the better pieces. So, it’s inevitable, as in realizing that I’m closer to the end than the beginning, to look back and see where we’ve been. And hope it’s been fruitful.

Well, it has. Here’s how it began.

If you like what you read here — or, for that matter, don’t like what you read here — credit or blame Slade: Noddy Holder, Dave Hill, Jim Lea and Don Powell. The mid-’70s kings of foot-stomping English glam rock, the fellas who gave us loads of great rock songs with weird spellings and one of their homeland’s most popular Christmas songs ever, “Merry Xmas Everybody.” That was after my time with them. They started me on this sprawl of a career path about a half-century ago. 

Why Slade? 

For that, blame rock magazines of the day, like Rock Scene, Circus and Creem, for turning me on to them. Slade was a tarted-up four-on-the-floor bunch of former skinheads from Wolverhampton who thought they could conquer the wide expanse that was America in 1975. They sorta miscalculated.

I got back in touch with guitarist Dave Hill after all those years and asked him about it. “There’s always afterthoughts of what went on with us and reasons we didn’t crack it big. I remember Elton John watched us play Australia and said, ‘I cannot understand why you have not been big in the States.’ 

“My answer is not simple. We were a great band with great songs at the wrong time. Other [British] bands [playing] in the States learned from us and made it later. Still, on a good note, we made some good friends there and had some great shows. Not all was lost.”

I was one of those good friends. Temporary, of course, but very good for a night. (I’d repeat this sort of exchange many times over my career.) They played “Gudbuy t’ Jane,” “Cum on Feel the Noize” and “Mama Weer All Crazee Now” as part of a half-hour opening set on a ZZ Top tour, September 26, 1975 at the Bangor Auditorium, smack dab in the center of Maine, the closest city to my college town of Orono, or the last outpost of civilization in the state, as I used to (and still) call it.

The guys in Slade became my first rock interview, and I couldn’t have asked for a better entry to the world I’d inhabit — from the outer circle, mind you, the writer’s perch — for all these years. It was the warm welcome they gave an unscheduled post-show backstage visitor, an interviewer who was not yet a writer per se, just someone en route to that end, a college DJ toting a reel-to-reel tape deck with the idea of doing an hour-long special program on the band, interspersing music with interviews. 

My Slade circle in Maine was a small gang of wannabe yobs. But I found out, long after the fact, that a famous singer-to-be was also a mega fan. And me being a fan of both Slade and that guy’s band-to-be made some connective sense long after the fact.

I’d interviewed Joey Ramone numerous times, but we’d never talked about Slade. Then someone on the Dangerous Minds website asked him an open-ended influences question.

“Bands would be influences, but not musical influences,” Joey said. “We’d go see the New York Dolls, who were more of a Rolling Stones-influenced band. Even though there were limitations, I saw that they were an exciting, fun band to go watch. I felt like I could do this, too, and I guess that’s what we inspired in a lot of other bands later on. Kids would see us and think they could do it, too. 

“I saw Slade just prior to starting the band, and I saw how tremendous they could sound. The Dolls were fun, but Slade sounded great. They had good energy and good song after good song. They sounded so powerful. It became how good you could sound and still have limitations.

“I spent most of the early ’70s listening to Slade Alive! [and] thinking to myself, ‘Wow, this is what I want to do. I want to make that kind of intensity for myself.’ A couple of years later I found myself at CBGB’s doing my best Noddy Holder.”

Slade didn’t really know (or care) what I was up to when they said hello and offered that embrace. I think they were just happy to meet a Yank who knew who they were. Or not only knew who they were but was a real fan of the band. Still, that four-man welcoming committee set me on course for a life reviewing hundreds upon hundreds of concerts and doing hundreds upon hundreds of interviews with rockers of all stripes, moving from the penthouse to the pavement (as Heaven 17 put it).

It didn’t hurt that I shared the name of a famous English session guitarist, of whom I’d yet to hear. So, although I was of average height and build, they greeted me with a chorus of “‘Big’ Jim Sullivan!” Well, okay then, thanks dudes. Sure.

Would I like a beer? Why, certainly. And, in fact, another. So, a whole lotta backstage yak ensued. It was a tad bawdy, but not particularly decadent. Just lads being lads. It was to Slade’s immense bonhomie that I was treated as one of those lads. A younger outsider — by roughly ten years — but an outsider who knew the band, the songs, the attitude. 

I remember asking Noddy if he still got excited every night. He said he very much did: “My jeans are as stiff as a board!” And that loud burp in the middle of a vamp during John Sebastian’s “Darlin’ Be Home Soon” on Slade Alive!, was that planned? It was not! It happened, they left it in. My Slade special aired on WMEB-FM sometime later that fall, and was heard, I’m sure, by a handful of students as well as many moose and squirrels.

I learned two things that night: (1) that I was pretty comfortable talking to rock stars (Slade weren’t “stars” in the U.S., but certainly were in England and in my Anglophilic head) and (2) if you were able to get on someone’s wavelength, knew something more than skin-deep about them and didn’t plunge into cliché-land, they would likely engage with you with a level of respect for what you do. I hesitate to invoke that trope of “Stars! They’re just like us,” but in a way it’s true. I have rarely encountered musicians who courted adulation or wanted only softball suckup interview questions. 

I have always operated on that premise. You may recall Lester Bangs’ famous line about musicians not being your friends. Mostly true, just as most people you talk with don’t become close friends. And for some artists, you’re just a necessary, if sometimes bothersome, part of their job — self-promotion. But some you really do connect with, becoming “friends” of a sort. At least for a time. Some relationships last, others don’t. We all have strengths and weaknesses, and one strength I think I developed and maintained over the years of writing is being able to strike a knowledgeable, inquisitive but conversational tone. Some of these interviews have been therapeutic — for them and for me.

I have served as both critic and feature writer, the line sometimes agreeably blurring. There’s a tendency among some chest-puffing rock critics to take a position of I AM RIGHT after penning some pro or con take about an artist. In the early ’80s, I sat in with a bunch of well-known rock crits who argued these things voraciously; I remember one prominent member of the group was appalled by Magazine’s “Permafrost,” in which Howard Devoto sings about drugging and fucking someone “on the permafrost.” Sure, that was creepy. Evil. Wrong. But it was the character in the song, not songwriter-singer Devoto. Like some of the bogeymen Stephen King has conjured up since time immemorial. In this circle, everyone deferred to Bigfoot. He was right because ... well, because of who he was. I disagreed, but kept my mouth shut. (I was a new kid on that block and, really, where would arguing have gotten me?) 

I’ve never claimed my subjective opinions to be absolute truth; at best, I’ve tried to offer well-argued pieces that explore the strengths or weaknesses of an artist, generally ignoring the “audience loved ’em” fan base factor. Chances are pretty good that if someone paid good money to see a band, they’re going to like what they see. Except that time a semi-wasted Johnny Thunders played a Cambridge club one night in the early ’80s. Some people hooted and hollered at him for the sloppiness and junkiedom, while others hoped he’d die onstage in front of them. (I guess, in a way, that group did like what they paid for, though he did not die that night.)

While I believe what I’ve written to be “right” — that is, true to my beliefs and interpretations — there’s no absolutism in this job. Criticism is subjective by definition. I’ve usually enjoyed a good verbal tussle with someone on the opposite side. I’ve been surprised how many on the inside (critics) and how many on the outside (readers) don’t grasp that concept. Opinion. Hopefully, informed opinion. Opinion backed up with rational and descriptive thought. The English critic Paul Morley wrote a brilliant essay about that once.

I did have a great vantage point, being that I interviewed and reviewed many of these artists multiple times. While some of these chapters are, indeed, snapshots in prose, rooted to one time and place, more are like EPs — extended plays lending a sense of deeper perspective.
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The author speaking with David Byrne

 Photograph by Paul Robicheau

 

For me, the writing part came shortly after the DJ part, and both jockeyed for prime position at the University of Maine for three years. I was the main rock writer for the student paper, The Maine Campus, taking a job that Stephen King (yes, him again) held in the late ’60s, penning the crazy-ass music and pop culture column King’s Garbage Truck. Over at Maine’s largest paper, The Bangor Daily News, arts and features editor Christine Palmer liked what she saw in my writing and made me a regular freelance feature writer and weekly columnist. Column name: Rock Garden. (Coulda been worse, and I did choose it.) I got paid (!) and also got college credit for it. The “A” she gave me in my last semester just pushed me over the 3.0 line. I also started writing for a new Portland, Maine-based music magazine called Sweet Potato — more opportunity, more access and more opportunities to take metaphorical leaps off bridges. That is, I could be a little more free-from than the newspaper columns and features. 

The best part about the job? The constant change. Writing about one artist and then moving on to another. Sure, there have been certain routines — and I’m sure I certainly over-use certain words — but as repetitive as striking the keyboard might be (and I began doing it in the pre-Internet age), every story had its own rhythm, its own shape. There was pleasure in being out there, taking it all in, seeing the show, sometimes engaging with the artist one-on-one later. The fun factor came into play most every day.
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Hugo Burnham (Gang of Four) and the author

 Photograph by Roza Yarchun (sub-Roza)

 

I won’t say there wasn’t some nervousness now and again in talking with the famous rock set, but not that much. What helped was to establish that I knew what I was talking about, conveyed some depth of knowledge in the queries and used humor when appropriate. Granted, it wasn’t investigative journalism, and I didn’t ask too many “hard” questions. (Of course, “hard” is in the ear of the beholder, and it doesn’t take a lot to put thin-skinned artists on the defensive. For instance, if you’d tried asking a Judas Priest guitarist about their singer’s sexual preferences — so blatant on album covers and in song content — you’d get a “fuck off” or a quick hangup. This was before Rob Halford went public about being gay and the hard rock world said, “Yeah, cool, whatever” or “We kinda knew and don’t care.”)

Bob Geldof and I were talking before a club tour in 1990. “I came through immigration,” he said. “I gave them my passport, and they looked at me, and then the picture — put the Irish passport into the computer to see if I was a terrorist — and just as I was going away, the guy said, ‘Mr. Geldof, can you sign this picture of me beside your statue in Madame Tussaud’s?’ ‘Yeah, sure.’ Then he goes, ‘I loved you in The Wall.’ ‘Thanks very much.’ I move on, and another guy says, ‘Hey, Bob, Live Aid, fuckin’ great!’ And there’s this woman who stopped me, clutching my book, saying, ‘Oh, my God, this is the best book I ever read!’ ‘Thanks very much.’ I go through customs and not one person mentioned a fucking song!”

I laughed, and said, “Geldof: The Unheard Musician. Or, a superstar without portfolio.” Another musician might have been insulted. Not Geldof.

“That’s a very good expression,” he said, with a rueful laugh. Geldof was well aware of his ironic position, one where fame and acclaim haven’t crossed over to his prime field of endeavor: pop music. He’s not got the hits. “The cult of personality had reached outrageous proportions, which, at best, was limiting,” he said, “and at worst was foolish and sickening.”

Actually, there were at least two situations where "hard" questions entered the mix. One account, concerning Jerry Lee Lewis, is in Volume 1 of Backstage & Beyond. The other time wasn’t with a rock person, but a man very much associated with a tragic event in rock festival history. I was having lunch in Boston’s Back Bay with the Altamont-infamous Hells Angel Sonny Barger. He’d written a memoir and was on a book tour. I was doing a story. After two doses of liquid courage, I asked if he’d killed anyone. He had throat cancer and spoke in a gravelly voice-box monotone. He fixed me with a (benevolent?) glare and croaked: “There’s no statute of limitations on murder.”

Somewhere in the process of writing this, we decided to split the book into two volumes. Call it Fear of the Doorstop Syndrome. My original idea was to borrow the technique Kurt Vonnegut employed in Slaughterhouse-Five, where he had his protagonist, Billy Pilgrim, jumping from one life experience to another, zipping between past and present. In a single volume, you might be reading about what Roy Orbison was doing in 1958 and then what Johnny Rotten and Joe Strummer thought in 1979. The better idea was to make it two compact packages, broken up, somewhat imperfectly, into those who began or thrived in the classic rock area (Volume 1) and those who came to life in the punk/post-punk/new wave era (this book, Volume 2).

None of these chapters are intended as definitive biographical portraits of the artists — there are plenty of available bios about and memoirs from many of the people you’ll encounter here. Yes, there’s some backstory, but it’s mainly those extended moments with people I interviewed and reviewed at various junctures of their artistic pursuits and personal lives. Maybe spent some hang time with. The concerns an artist expressed then could have mutated over time. Lost the importance they once had. Or gained. Or changed. 

All four of the original Ramones are dead, as are Joe Strummer, Pete Shelley (Buzzcocks), Sid Vicious (Sex Pistols), Keith Levene (PiL), Ian Curtis (Joy Division), Philip Chevron (Pogues), Lux Interior (Cramps), Adam Yauch (Beastie Boys), Ben Orr and Ric Ocasek (Cars), Mark E. Smith (the Fall), Saxa, Everett Morton and Ranking Roger (English Beat) and Andy Gill (Gang of Four). Eleven of the artists covered here are in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.

I realize many of my generation think we hit the sweet spot when it comes to rock and roll. I certainly do. I was a wide-eyed kid during the early days of Beatlemania. I listened to “She Loves You” and “I Wanna Hold Your Hand” repeatedly through my dad’s mono speaker in the corner of the living room. My first concert was Johnny Cash, the Statler Brothers and the Tennessee Three at the Bangor Auditorium, November 13, 1969. I was a fan of Top 40 when Top 40 was good; I was a young teen as psychedelia took hold, a bit older when glam rock and hard rock/metal crashed into the picture. I couldn’t get enough of Black Sabbath’s Masters of Reality and Blue Öyster Cult’s Tyranny and Mutation.

I was right on time for punk and post-punk. The guys in the latter groups were my peers, my age group, making this kind of noise. Many had the we’re-not-rock-stars! manifesto embedded in their DNA, at least initially. I was never happier than when singing along to the Ramones’ “Glad to See You Go” or “We’re a Happy Family.” When Buzzcocks’ “Ever Fallen in Love...” came out, Hillery, the woman I moved from Maine to Boston with — my intended wife-to-be — and I sang that song loudly and, yes, joyfully to each other in the car along with the ’cocks as we were, indeed, breaking up.

Between freelance and staff, I was at the Boston Globe for 26 years, many of them during a heyday for rock journalism in daily papers. Many of my features, I found out later, had been widely circulated via the Globe’s wire service and picked up by dailies from Chicago to Greensboro, North Carolina. And beyond. One early-’80s story reached France in Le Monde. I was on vacation once, visiting family in Sarasota, picked up the Sarasota Herald-Tribune and started reading a rock story. It read well, looked good, the prose seemed familiar. Checked byline: Me. Oh, OK then.

Space was certainly bountiful in the Globe: ads were plentiful and print acreage was generous. I had an editor who didn’t for a moment question my pitch to do a 1,500-word piece on Robert Wyatt. Who? I’m sure most readers wondered. If it was, indeed, read by dozens, man, those people dug it.
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The author with Greg Hawkes (Cars)

 Photograph by Roza Yarchun (sub-Roza)

 

Freelance gigs along the way have included USA Today, The Boston Phoenix, The Boston Herald, Trouser Press, Record, Creem, Music-Sound Output, Where magazine, The Cape Cod Times, The Bangor Daily News, Sweet Potato, City Limits, The Christian Science Monitor, New Musical Express, Rock’s Back Pages, The Guardian, The Hard Noise, Music Aficionado, Best Classic Bands, WBUR’s ARTery, Rock and Roll Globe, Northeastern University’s Experience, The LA Weekly, Time Out Boston, Newsweek, Playgirl and The Forward. I’m sure I’ve forgotten a few.

There was an advantage to being a generalist. I don’t mean “generalist” in the sense that my coverage was so broad I liked or accepted everything. Far from it. (I did a year-end wrap-up piece for the Boston Globe, where I operated under the published motto: “Vicious, but fair,” nicking that from an old Streetwalkers album title. I could be a tad judgmental.) 

And by generalist, I don’t mean that I knew everything about everything going on. All of us have gaps in our knowledge or expertise, whatever the specialty. I was a hard-rock and prog kid, but I learned about rockabilly, reggae, folk, R&B, soul, country music, early rap and more. A daily newspaper rock critic and feature writer is not limited to a single type of music, so I was forced (willingly, I must say) to explore genres outside my immediate comfort zone. More people should do that kind of thing.

Aside from covering acts you thought or knew would be huge and those that already were, there were the discoveries in clubland, where you spotted something and it all clicked. You got in on the ground floor. Some of those acts “made it,” but many didn’t, and that’s OK. To have given us one song, one album, something that made our lives better for a brief while, that’s all we ask. 

My hope is that the recollections contained here do some of that. Trigger some memories, bring you back to where you wanted to be — backstage and beyond, as it were. And if you weren’t around then, I hope this transports you back to several golden ages of rock and roll.

	 —Jim Sullivan

	Summer 2023

 


Ramones
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Joey Ramone onstage at 15 Lansdowne Street in Boston, January 1981

Photograph by Michael Grecco (Grecco.com/DaysofPunk.com)

 

“I don’t care about history” sang Joey Ramone in “Rock ‘n’ Roll High School” in 1979. I thought that was a great live-for-today line. Still do. But in the spring of 1996, after the Ramones announced their impending exit, Joey had reversed course and was in a reflective, lookback state of mind. 

“I think we're leaving an historical legacy,” he told me. “We really changed rock and roll. When we came out in ’74, rock and roll was pretty much dead. It was just disco and corporate rock. It was totally synthetic. All the fun was totally gone. We rocked the boat, y’know what I mean?”

Yeah, I did. And so did you.

“It's simple but effective,” he continued. “The greatest art or music was always simple but effective. Andy Warhol's soup cans were simple but effective. The best rock and roll appears simple, whether it be Buddy Holly or Little Richard or the Beatles or two of the Stones or half the Who or the Stooges.”

Like Buddy Holly and Little Richard, half the Beatles, two of the Stones, half the Who and three of the Stooges, the Grim Reaper came for the Ramones. All four original members — Johnny (John Cummings), Joey (Jeff Hyman), Dee Dee (Doug Colvin) and Tommy (Thomas Erdelyi) — are dead. The man who was in the drum seat the longest keeps it beatin’ for all the hoppin’ cretins with a band he calls Marky Ramone’s Blitzkrieg.

It all began at CBGB, on New York's decrepit, syringe-and-broken-glass-strewn Bowery, where four leather-jacketed guys who called themselves the Ramones first took the stage and played 20 minutes of fast (but catchy) noise-rock for a handful of gawking disbelievers in August of 1974: “Blitzkrieg Bop,” “I Don't Wanna Walk Around With You,” “Beat on the Brat.” No leads. No solos. No minor chords. A whole lotta “I Wanna” and “I Don’t Wanna” songs. 

“It wasn’t just music in the Ramones,” Tommy told me. “It was an idea. It was bringing back a whole feel that was missing in rock music — it was a whole push outward to say something new and different. Originally it was just an artistic type of thing; finally, I felt it was something that was good enough for everybody.” 

This music is now part of the classic (punk) rock landscape. It’s no longer thought of as radical pop minimalism, but trust me, back then … it was. I’ll confess to getting the first album and going WTF? — it was like a stripped-down, sped-up, even more low-budget Dictators — but by the time Ramones Leave Home was on my turntable in 1977, I’d done a 180 and was a convert. I went back to Ramones, loved it and profusely apologized to whoever would listen for missing it and dissing it the first time around.

By the time I got to see them live — Halloween 1977 at CBGB — the Ramones were packing the place. I was a college DJ and rock journo from Maine. CBGB owner Hilly Kristal was kind to our kind, wedging me and my pals right up front. I’m not sure I’ve ever been happier in such a short space of time. My ears rang for a week.

In my city, Boston, their long run ended on February 14, 1996 at the Avalon. “Each city is the last time,” Joey said, ringing in from Germany. “I mean, last year it was, too, but I didn't really feel it. But now I know it's definitely coming to an end. I guess when fans, the real diehards, tell me they're sad about us stopping, when I'm surrounded by them, I feel sad, too. Myself, I probably went through every emotion. I went through a lot of heavy depression and just about every other kind of emotion you could feel. Now, I feel like I'm OK with it. There're things that I want to do.”

I asked a best-of-times/worst-of-times question. “I think it's always been kind of bittersweet,” he replied. “Right now, at least, we get along pretty well. Things are going pretty strong.”

The main leg of the ¡Adios Amigos! spring tour ended in Buenos Aires on March 16th. Why there? “Our strongest territory is South America,” Joey explained. “It's like total insanity. It's like we're a cross between the Beatles and the Pope.”

There were a handful of U.S. dates left, and the possibility of a big-ticket multi-band victory lap. “We have an offer,” Johnny said, right before that February Avalon gig, changing into a Charles Manson T-shirt. The offer was for Lollapalooza, the one to be headlined by Metallica. “It’s not exactly the right offer, but we’re getting closer financially. Our friends in Soundgarden asked us to be on it, and we’d rather go out like that. That would be our final American tour, the last nail in the coffin.”

“It’ll be a great big splash, a big party,” chipped in Joey.

Joey knew they were going to stop touring, but as far as recording went — or, heaven forbid, retirement! — he thought it might ultimately depend on sales of ¡Adios Amigos!, an album released in July ’95. 

Johnny, a baseball fanatic, rejected that notion. “It’s nothing to do with sales,” he said. “We wanna go out while we’re still good, like Nolan Ryan or Ted Williams.” 

And so, the last time I did the “Cretin Hop” was with thousands of others, outdoors in the sun (wrong time of day, wrong kind of venue, maybe not even the right crowd) July 9, 1996 in Pownal, Vermont, outside Bennington, at Green Mountain Racetrack.

“To me, it’s just great rock and roll,” said Joey of that year’s metal-grunge-heavy Lollapalooza. Goal? “To prove we’re the best.” 

They built toward “Cretin Hop,” Motörhead’s tribute “R-A-M-O-N-E-S,” the first album’s “Today Your Love, Tomorrow the World” and “Pinhead,” where we all, once and for all, decided we didn’t wanna be pinheads no more and had met a nurse we could go for. All were welcome; as the Ramones’ chant adapted from the underground classic 1932 pre-code Freaks went, “Gabba gabba we accept you, we accept you, one of us.”

A month later, the Ramones called it a career.

 

Let’s trip back to March 1979. The Ramones were on the ascent (sort of). Good times, even if it sometimes might have seemed like one step forward, two steps back. They were still scorned by mainstream radio and ignored by most of America but embraced by a growing number of fans, at least in urban enclaves. In Boston, they’d moved up from clubland to the 2,800-capacity Orpheum Theatre, where I ended up chatting with Johnny and Dee Dee, pre-show, in a second-floor dressing room.

Johnny was facing me in a chair, fielding most of the questions. Dee Dee was off in the corner, tinkering with his bass, one ear tuned to the conversation, not wanting to be left out. Though Studio 54 in New York would soon close, it was still going strong when we talked. The Ramones famously hated disco. Naturally, I thought that was a good place to start.

So, have you guys ever been to Studio 54?

Dee Dee: No! How could we get in?

Johnny: (with amazement) What is it? A discothèque?

Yeah.

Johnny: I hate disco music. It’s disgusting. It’s some kind of communist plot to make our brains smooth, to take the crevices out of it. Each artist sounds the same. Everything sounds the same. It’s all fabricated. It’s moronic.

Dee Dee: I can’t make any sense of it. All it is is a bunch of loud music and freaks hoppin’ up and down.

(I’m sure I smiled, as those exact words could be said about the Ramones’ music and fans, rejiggered slightly. Not by me, but by someone.)

I talked to you last July when you were recording Road to Ruin and you were guardedly optimistic about its chances at radio. Johnny, you told me, “We have some songs on our next album that I think will fit in.” It didn’t exactly work out.

Johnny: I don’t know what we can do. We try to figure it out. You want to stick to your ideals and still put out records that you feel are what’s best and not sell out or go disco. We got picked as the runner-up album of the year by Rolling Stone. After the album came out, we were real optimistic, and then they told us it wasn’t getting any radio play — again — and then we were slightly down.

The Rock ‘n’ Roll High School movie opens next month. I hear that Phil Spector is producing your next album. That seems like quite a switch to the wall-of-sound guy. What can you tell me?

Johnny: I like him. We don’t know how we’ll be working with him or how much we’ll have to say. He’s already mixed two of the songs for the [Rock ‘n’ Roll High School] soundtrack [“Rock ‘n’ Roll High School” and “I Want You Around”], but we’re only gonna put one on it. [Both made the film and soundtrack.] We haven’t even heard them yet. Maybe Spector will make a difference. If they [radio] see you have a big famous producer maybe they’d be interested in at least listening to the album. 

What are some of the song titles?

Johnny: “I’m Affected,” “Rock ’n’ Roll Radio” – Hey [to Dee Dee], we have two songs with “Rock ‘n’ Roll” in the title?!

Dee Dee: [shrugs]

Johnny: We never wrote a song with “rock ‘n’ roll” in the title before and now we wrote two. We’ve got “I Want You Around,” “This Ain’t Havana.” Joey had one that was called “I Don’t Care” but we have to change the title ’cause we already wrote an “I Don’t Care” [on Rocket to Russia].

(Outside the dressing room, we hear a loud female voice, exhorting the crowd to do something impassioned. Later, we find out it’s DJ Tracey Roach urging support for the jocks who are on strike from WBCN, Boston’s big rock station. They actually played the Ramones. Dee Dee becomes alarmed.)

Dee Dee: Sounds like a radical! What’s going on? We shouldn’t have radicals.

Johnny: Shoot them.

Dee Dee: THAT VOICE!

Johnny: Sounds like Jane Fonda or something. 

(I decide to switch topics.) What are your favorite TV shows?

Johnny: I just watch movies.

Dee Dee: I like Starsky & Hutch, Kojak, The Little Rascals and The Gong Show. 

Let’s go to favorite cartoons.

Dee Dee: I hate cartoons. I can’t help myself. I used to like ’em when I was a little kid. I would never watch a cartoon now.

Johnny: I watch ’em once in a while. I watch Bugs Bunny.

Dee Dee: When you get old, you don’t like to watch …

Johnny: I like to watch The Little Rascals.

Dee Dee: That’s the one I like. That’s not a cartoon, though. But there’s nothing wrong with Alfalfa and Buckwheat. I’d like to have them around with us.

Let’s go to rock bands. I’ll start with the Grateful Dead.

Dee Dee: I guess we feel sorry for them.

Johnny: I think they did too much LSD. I’ve heard “Truckin’” or something like that.

Dee Dee: I never had any interest. I saw some pictures of them when I was a kid and they looked so awful. They had that Pigpen — I didn’t want to listen to a group that had a guy named Pigpen.

Johnny: Didn’t he die?

Yeah, 1973.

Dee Dee: I like nice clean-looking rock stars. 

Let’s talk about the press, particularly the English press. There seems to be a lot of love/hate going on.

Johnny: They all gave Road to Ruin a bad review. The only bad ones I read were in England.

Dee Dee: They build you up one week and tear you down the next. But, you see, it really doesn’t affect us, ’cause no matter what anybody says we still go out and sell out everywhere we play.

Why do you think they shift back and forth?

Dee Dee: ’Cause they want us to be dumb. They think it’s cute if we’re dumb.

Johnny: The papers over there talk to you and then they make up their own story. They just take what you say and they quote you but they put your answers to different questions. And they have you going “duh” before every line. They have us coming from Brooklyn when we come from Queens. No matter how many times we tell ’em, they say “Da Brooklyn Brudders – duh, duh, duh.”

Dee Dee: [emphatically] We don’t talk like that.

Johnny: It’s funny, you know. They keep saying these guys are so stupid that all they do is sit and stare at the walls and they can’t even talk. That these guys are too stupid to even have a drug habit. [Irony noted — though Johnny was anti-drug and didn’t indulge, Dee Dee did. More on that later.]

Dee Dee: The kids are like that. They even come over to you and …

Johnny: … they ask you to put an X on the piece of paper, ’cause “We know you can’t sign your name.”

It’s probably wrong to say there wouldn’t be an English punk scene without you, but you lit the fire when you went over for that July 4th gig in London during our Bicentennial year. What do you recall?

Johnny: We met a bunch of kids that came to the soundcheck and they asked if we could get them in ’cause they had no money. So, we snuck them in. They said they were starting bands, and it was the Sex Pistols, the Damned and the Clash. The Clash hadn’t even started but they were going to start after seeing us, and the Sex Pistols were together a couple of weeks.

Did you realize you were at the forefront of a revolution?

Johnny: You never think about it. We didn’t have any conception when we started. We had nothing to do. We weren’t liking any of the music, and we just decided to start a group. When we started off, we were going to play other peoples’ [songs], but I don’t know, we couldn’t figure them out or something, so we sat down and started writing right away.

We knew CBGB, which no one was playing at, and we just went down and asked if we could play and they said “yeah” and we just played there. We worked a lot playing there regularly — more or less as much as we wanted.

The band was, what, 16 months old when Sire took a chance and signed you?

Johnny: It wasn’t much of a chance because it wasn’t much of an investment. The first album only cost $6,400, so they weren’t risking much. They did go out on a limb ’cause nobody else was willing to take a chance, so they were taking a slight chance, but they really didn’t have much to lose. We had a following in New York, so we were going to sell something.

Rolling Stone’s recent piece on you revealed your real names. Did that bug you?

Johnny: It bothered me when I first saw it, but it makes no difference. The only reason we did it to begin with was, really, we didn’t want to tax anyone’s thinking to have them remember our last names. We figured they’d have a hard-enough time learning our first names. We figured no one would want to learn our last names so we’d call ourselves “Ramones” and make it really easy.

Dee Dee: The only reason we did it was because of T. Erdelyi. Who’d wanna have a guy in a band with a last name like that!? We did it to cover up for him.

 

Despite what Johnny and Dee Dee said, the Ramones might have been the Grateful Dead of punk — if only because both bands played out a much longer career than anyone expected, both did time in drug hell and both called it a day around the same time with a certain degree of honor. (Well, sort of, in the Grateful Dead’s case. They retired that band name after Jerry Garcia’s death in 1995 but continued on with a myriad of offshoots and spinoffs like Dead & Co, Ratdog and John Mayer’s Very Own Grateful Dead. Just kidding on that last one.)

Another reason I like the correlative: because equating the Dead and the Ramones probably irritates the punks. Punks thrive on irritation. And if there was any movement seemingly more antithetical to punk, it was hippie. When the Ramones began, what they did was radical — short songs, no solos, limited chops. The Ramones’ early world was one of TV, junk food, boredom, love and hate, Nazis, horror movies, shock treatment. They did get more serious over time, and new musical wrinkles occasionally surfaced: a country lick, a short lead guitar line, Beach Boys harmonies, faster tempos. (A few studio musicians chipping in.)

Politics? Not much, but Joey, Dee Dee and Animal Boy producer Jean Beauvoir share credit for writing “My Brain Is Hanging Upside Down (Bonzo Goes to Bitburg),” a song that expressed dismay and anger at President Reagan’s visit to the German cemetery where some of the SS dead are buried. I asked Joey about that one once and he said, “Are you asking me about that because I’m Jewish?” I said, “Well, no, but, yeah, sorta,” figuring Jews had a particular animosity toward all things Hitler and SS. Actually, Dee Dee’s ex-wife Vera Ramone says, “Dee Dee wrote it after we watched the news one evening and saw Reagan in Germany.”

But the Ramones would never be confused with a progressive band; they carved out a territory and worked it. “The sound and style is like a trademark,” said Joey. “That is something that bands want to achieve. Think of the bands that have their own signature sound — the Beatles, the Stones, the Grateful Dead [hey, he said it!], Led Zeppelin, Black Sabbath, Jimi Hendrix. I feel like we were the last band that did something major and didn't say, like, consciously, ‘We're gonna do it like this.’ It was just the chemistry.”

The musical chemistry worked, but not the personal chemistry. Joey and Johnny were famously at odds, both personally and politically: Joey on the left, Johnny on the right.

From 1980: The Ramones are backstage at Boston’s Metro club (later Avalon). Johnny is asked what a new, unrecorded song called “The KKK Took My Baby Away” might be about. A first foray into political rock? An anti-racist rocker? “Uh, I don't know,” he says, a bit sheepishly. “Joey wrote it. I haven't listened to the words. I listen to the tune, y'know. Nice tune. It's just a fun song … far as I know.” As we later learned, it was about Johnny “stealing” (then marrying) Joey’s girlfriend. The KKK was a stand-in for Johnny.

Aside from playing guitar, Johnny was the money man, too. In the spring of 1978, I was backstage with them after a club gig at the Loft in Portland, Maine. While the other guys talked excitedly, Johnny tallied up T-shirt sales and complained bitterly that the club was screwing them.

By the early ’80s, the Ramones had a fixed ethos, even through a few lineup changes. The blueprint had been drawn, and it was followed with minor deviations from form. Set structure remained consistent — a handful of new songs bracketed by classics from the first two albums. Onstage, they shed their black leather jackets at the same point. On record, the Ramones did take a few chances: hardcore songs penned by Dee Dee, 1979’s End of the Century, a wonderfully expansive (if panned at the time) punk/pop collaboration with Spector — yes, he pulled a gun to keep them from leaving the studio, like he did to everyone, it seems. “There’s a lot that’s important to us in making a record,” Joey told me in 1990. “Character, personality, a sense of humor.”

The concerts remained pretty much the same: a 70-minute, 30-plus-song rip through yesteryear, sprinkled with a couple from the latest LP. “We still play the songs the same,” Johnny said, near the end of the game. “You watch tapes of us, 10, 15 years ago [and] it sounds the same. We play what they wanna hear. I've played ‘Blitzkrieg Bop’ 2,100 straight shows. I'm not tired of it.” (They ended up playing 2,263 concerts in all.)

 

Without the Ramones, would there have been punk rock?

Sure. You can't keep a wild horse tied down forever. But consider: The rock landscape of 1974 was every bit as bland as Joey Ramone recalls. The New York Dolls and Iggy & the Stooges were on the fringes, but the mainstream was the polite rah-rah realm of Album-Oriented Rock radio favorites like REO Speedwagon, Styx and Journey, and, on the prog wing, Yes, Genesis and ELP.

With low-fi production, an outsider's worldview and a willfully dumbed-down sensibility, the Ramones took on the paint-by-numbers corporate rock world. 

The Ramones didn’t set out to spearhead a movement. As Joey said, they felt like “an isolated band, doing it.” As for the punk rock movement: “It just kinda happened, the chemistry.” But their importance to British punk and the rise thereof cannot be overstated. There was the famous July 4, 1976 gig at London's Roundhouse, attended by, among many others, members of the Clash and the Sex Pistols. Joe Strummer, in the documentary End of the Century: The Story of the Ramones, says, “If that Ramones record hadn't existed, I don't know that we could have built a scene here, because it filled a vital gap between the death of the old pub rocking scene and the advent of punk.”

 

Idiots or idiot savants: that was always the question. I vote for the latter.

Case in point: On the band's debut album, Joey sang “Now I Wanna Sniff Some Glue,” which engendered protest in certain circles. So, the Ramones changed their tune. Their second album offered “Carbona, Not Glue,” suggesting an alternative sniffing experience. The manufacturers of Carbona spot remover were not amused; they sued, and the Ramones deleted the song from the UK editions of the album. I love shit like that.

And if Ramones music was so simplistic, how come they could execute it so well and everyone else fell short? Take Johnny. He played guitar. Irreplaceable guitar. Often imitated, but somehow never surpassed in his chosen field. Lots of people back then thought, “It seems so simple, why can’t more bands get that crunchy/melodic sound?”

I’m not a guitarist, so I asked my friend Johnny Angel, a guitarist-writer-radio host from Boston who relocated to L.A. He was a friend of the Ramones and played in the bands Thrills and Blackjacks. “[Johnny] couldn’t really play, but what he knew and did, he mastered,” Angel said. “It’s very simple. His style was barre chords played all wrist downstroke. What that means, power-wise, is that the two low strings are hit on every strum. That emphasizes the ‘sonic middle.’

“If I strum up and down or only up, the guitar will bell chime. But if it’s all down — and the bass is playing exactly the same pattern, 1, pause, 3-4-5-6-7-8, 1? Pure power. It’s much more aggressive. Like a super-percussive Tony Iommi or Ron Asheton.”

 

“The thing about the Ramones,” said Joey, “is that for a lot of people there was a void, where they just didn't feel they belonged. The Ramones were outcasts ourselves, and a good proportion of our fans are, like, outcasts, misfits, the whole bit.”

It wasn't a pose or a goof. Dee Dee penned “Chinese Rock” with the late Johnny Thunders, and it remains arguably the best song about junkie life: the thrill of the cop and the subsequent degradation and bankruptcy. Dee Dee himself abused drugs, including heroin, for 14 years. He told stories of post-performance syringes lined up on amplifiers at CBGB. Joey and Marky were also recovering substance abusers. Joey stopped drinking after he tore knee ligaments in a drunken fall from a stage.

 

Who loves the Ramones? Stephen King loves the Ramones: he enlisted them to perform the theme to Pet Sematary. Green Day loves 'em: Billie Joe Armstrong and Tre Cool have kids named, respectively, Joey and Ramona. Spin named the Ramones one of the seven greatest rock bands of all time. Pete Townshend added backing vocals to a Ramones version of “Substitute.” Pearl Jam had Joey join them onstage in New Orleans to rip through the Dead Boys’ “Sonic Reducer.” Aside from the Motörhead tribute, they were namechecked in “The Things That Dreams Are Made Of” by the Human League. In 2014, U2 did “The Miracle (of Joey Ramone).” Kirsty MacColl often sang "I Wanna Be Sedated" in concert. 

Tommy decided to leave the band after three studio albums and the greatest concert document of the punk era, It’s Alive!, but continued to produce them. He was supplanted by Marky (Marc Bell from Dust), then Richie (Richard Reinhardt), then Marky again. Dee Dee stopped playing onstage in 1989 but continued to write with the band. C.J. (Christopher Joseph Ward), a longtime fan, replaced him. 

When Ward heard the band was looking for a bassist, he took an early unauthorized leave to audition. Unfortunately, what he left was the Marines, who don't take kindly to people who go AWOL. The Corps tracked him down at his parents' house in Deer Park, on Long Island, but not until he had passed the audition. C.J. had to wait several months to finish his hitch before he could join the band, but donned his new uniform (torn jeans, T-shirt, sneakers, black leather jacket) in 1990.

The Ramones occasionally dinged the mass consciousness. “Sheena Is a Punk Rocker” did it in 1977. “I Wanna Be Sedated” (1978) is an alt-rock staple today. “Pet Sematary” became an MTV hit. “Blitzkrieg Bop,” of all things, mutated into a Budweiser TV ad (albeit without the “Shoot 'em in the back now!” line), and its drum-driven “Hey! Ho! Let’s go!” chant has been played countless times at Major League Baseball games.

The Ramones’ forever goal was to get on the radio. They had college radio, sure, but mainstream rock stations, aside from those few cuts on the alt-rock side of the dial, not so much. 

Detractors and fans alike often use the word “cartoon” to describe the Ramones. At least a dozen Ramones songs begin with titles of “I Wanna” or “I Don't Wanna.” Emotions come in primary colors, clearly defined. A sense of humor is never far from the surface.

“The Ramones used to be called a cartoon and get really offended,” said Dee Dee, “but I always kind of liked the cartoon image. I'm a big comic-book fan, and I kind of look at life-art-music as comic-pop-art.” Indeed, the last two Ramones videos — “I Don't Want to Grow Up,” a Tom Waits song, and “Spider-Man,” from Saturday Morning (Cartoons' Greatest Hits) — were animated.

 

When the Ramones retired, Johnny told me he planned to move to California, sit by a pool and do nothing. Joey said he was going to throw himself into a variety of projects: recording with Holly Beth Vincent, continue writing a column for the online Addicted to Noise music magazine, maybe open a club. He'd launch an online radio show called Joey Ramone's Radio Coup and probably kick it off with that Pearl Jam/Ramones collaboration on “Sonic Reducer.” He definitely would not leave New York City.

As we know, they all died. Joey, from lymphoma, at 49. Johnny, prostate cancer, 55. Tommy, cancer, 65. Dee Dee, heroin overdose, 50. 

Andy Shernoff of the Dictators was one of Joey’s good friends. “I was in the hospital with him when he died,” Shernoff told me. “His brother, Mickey, I got that call April 15th, 2001: ‘Hey Andy, last chance to see him, you should come.’ And I headed right down to the hospital. I hadn’t seen him in a while. I was very respectful with his family, saying, ‘Can I go up there now?’ He was out. His mother and his mother’s boyfriend Larry were there, [Ramones graphic designer] Arturo Vega, Mickey and his wife Arlene and me. Joey was just lying there, and everyone was kinda quiet and I’m looking at him. Mickey said, ‘He’s gonna go soon if not today.’ We were sitting around making small talk, nobody’s talking much. I remember his brother put on ‘In a Little While,’ the U2 song. It’s about Bono having a hangover: ‘In a little while, the pain’s gonna go away.’ We’re looking at the oscilloscope which gives the life signals, and it goes flat. I’d never seen anybody die before, and you literally see the blood stop flowing. Whatever pinkish hue your body has, it goes white. His eyes were open. Arturo closed his eyes. That’s it. Everyone was crying and hugging and that was Joey’s last breath.”

 

Dee Dee fought so hard to get and stay straight. I had lunch with him and then-wife Vera in Boston at a hip diner in 1989. He was promoting his short-lived rap persona Dee Dee King and the album Standing in the Spotlight. While most of the songs had a certain goofball charm, there was some serious business, too, especially in “2 Much 2 Drink.” The song concerned Dee Dee’s own battle with the bottle. It's a war he was winning — three years sober at the time — but it was a long haul, both booze and dope. 

“I'd clean up off one drug and end up on another,” he said. “I have an addictive personality. I was kicking dope and praying and praying, getting down on my knees. I got so angry. Why me? Why do I have to be cursed like this? In the long run, I figure it had to happen slow.”

Dee Dee went through treatment programs and saw psychiatrists. He spent a year reading the Bible, kicking heroin. He attended Alcoholics Anonymous meetings nightly and said that the Ramones had “our own private AA group.” (Marky was also a recovering alcoholic.)

“I feel like an atheist trying to find religion. I really believe in it. Sobriety is a gift of God.” He also credited a pal, ex-Sex Pistol Steve Jones, who had cleaned up. “He used to be very messed up,” said Dee Dee. “I decided if he can do it, I can do it. I'm much happier. I'm free now.”

I caught up with Dee Dee again in September 1992. He’d put together a band called the Chinese Dragons and they were playing at a small Boston dive called Bunratty’s. The show was fun. Dee Dee had switched from bass to guitar and lead vocals and was clearly happy fronting the band. They rocked through Ramones standards, sped up the Foghat-identified blues song “I Just Wanna Make Love to You” and Motörhead's “Ace of Spades” and played a batch of new originals. One telling tune was called “Don't Be a Dope Fiend.” That, in effect, was Dee Dee's core message: there's a lot of fun to be had in life, drugs seem to aid and abet that fun, but they let you down hard. 

I talked to him after the set. Where was he in his recovery?

“Drugs make everything worse,” he said. “And it's humiliating. I was under the rule of them, and they were the boss. They're not an alternative to depression; they make it worse. We all find that out. Most of all, I feel like I've been given a break by God or something.” Dee Dee said he'd lost five close friends to complications stemming from drug abuse — including ex-New York Dolls Thunders and Jerry Nolan — and claimed he’d been straight for more than a year.

Dee Dee said when he quit the Ramones in 1989, “I ran for my life, for myself, from my life. It was like leaving the Mafia. That was a rough band to get out of. It'll always be following me around. I have no friends, I have no family, the only hope I can have is to forget it. But the Ramones really didn't leave me stranded. I'm not miserable.”

Dee Dee died in June 2002 in Hollywood, where he had moved. As Steve Jones sang so bluntly on a solo album from 1987: “Drugs suck.”

The demise of the Ramones, both as a band and of the individuals, is truly one of rock and roll’s saddest stories. They got the glory — not quite like “Charles Manson” as they sang in “Glad to See You Go,” but of a different sort. The ride was great; the end was rough. I suggest you put on It’s Alive! and go back to when it was all fresh and fun and everyone — us and them — was very much alive. ⦿






John Lydon, the Sex Pistols and Public Image Ltd.

 

	[image: Image]
	

John Lydon performing with Public Image Ltd. at the Channel in Boston, October 1982

Photograph by Michael Grecco (Grecco.com/DaysofPunk.com)

 

I’d like to say that I was in Atlanta for the Sex Pistols’ long-anticipated/semi-feared American debut — January 5, 1978 at the Great SouthEast Music Hall, a venue at the apex of a shopping mall ― due to the prescience of rock critic initiative. But that wasn’t it. I’d been visiting my mother in Sarasota, Florida and planned to spend a week in Atlanta seeing a college friend before heading home to Boston. Because three of the Pistols had criminal records, their visa application had initially been denied, preventing them from flying to America to start their tour at the end of December. Maybe Malcom McLaren, their manager, bollixed it up somehow. Either way, as a result, dates got scrapped and Atlanta became the center of the punk universe for a night, the focus of mostly ridiculous and breathless media attention, at least from mainstream TV people. WHO ARE THESE PUNKS AND HOW DO THEY DARE? Pretty much the same thing the Pistols faced upon their emergence in England in 1976.
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