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CHAPTER ONE


Lost Boy


‘The object of the artist is the creation of the beautiful. What the beautiful is, is another question.’


—A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, James Joyce


Some of this happened. All of it is true.


The guy at the restaurant table looks like late-period Howard Hughes, when the mad old billionaire was holed up at the Desert Inn in Vegas, dressed all in white and scared to touch anything because of the germs. He has long, grey hair that is so dry it might snap off in your hand if you try to grab it. His pallor is somewhere on the colour spectrum between ‘haven’t slept for three days’ and ‘haven’t been outside for six years’. He is offended by the notion of fresh air. He has small beady eyes, pudgy hamster cheeks, a treble chin. He lives at night, rising at about 1am, and works feverishly through the small, lost hours in a house filled with clutter and junk, so that when he’s forced into an accommodation with the rest of the world – as he has been today – and he actually goes out in daylight, he retains a vampiric quality, an otherness. He speaks in a melodious voice that is much lower than the one in which he sings, and for much of the time that he does this, a smile plays on the edges of his lips.


As if all of this isn’t enough to get him noticed by the waiters



who are dancing past the table – and the other diners who pretend not to notice but stare at him unblinkingly when they think he is not looking – he is wearing a black leather biker jacket that is decorated with studs and sequins in ornate patterns. On each upper arm is a death’s head, hand-painted onto the leather. He is also wearing aviator sunglasses, Fat Elvis style, even though the restaurant is as dark as winter.


As a kid, an astrologist once told him he had an overwhelming desire to astonish people. But he didn’t need a sign-reader to tell him that. Unable to decide what he wants to eat, he has ordered everything on the menu – everything – which causes the waiters to commandeer another table close by and load this and his own with dozens of silver bowls full of food. He talks and talks, and as he does, he tries a little from each of the bowls using his fingers to feed himself. His fingernails are long and white, but they quickly become stained by the different sauces he’s dipping in and out of.


Talk, talk, talk.


Dip, dip, dip.


Talk, talk, talk.


Dip, dip, dip.


‘I love eating . . .’ he says, somewhat unnecessarily.


After ten or fifteen minutes no one else is eating, because no one else at the table can be sure which bowls have had his fingers in and which haven’t. He is oblivious to this, and to all of the stares and the circling waiters. The conversation roams over his obsessions like high birds circling. One of those obsessions is wine, which he collects and drinks at night at his desk, he says. He writes about it in a journal, describing exactly how it tastes and how it makes him feel, and the journey it takes his imagination on.


‘How much of this stuff have you got?’ someone enquires.


‘Oh, pages and pages, maybe thousands of them. If it was



published it would be the greatest book on wine ever written . . .’


Another obsession is motorcycles. He has dreams of seeing one driven wildly up the stone stairs of a church bell tower, he says, crashing through the roof down to the ground just as the bell strikes the hour. He doesn’t own a motorcycle, though, or even a driver’s licence, because he can’t drive. A third obsession, the great obsession of his life, is music, specifically his music, which everyone agrees is like no one else’s.


‘Almost every song I write,’ he says, ‘has a line . . . A line that’s explicitly, specifically sexual . . .’


Oh, yes? Can he give an example?


‘Like, “I know you belong, inside my aching heart . . . And can’t you see my faded Levi’s bursting apart . . .” I’m very proud of that line. I call it the boner line. Or, “Surf’s up, surf’s up, surf’s up . . . and so am I . . .” A boner line . . .’


He smiles happily at the thought.


No one at the table knows if he is married – unlikely, as he seems to live alone – or has a girlfriend, or has ever had one. He certainly has no children. He’s happy to admit that he’s ‘a weird guy’. Maybe he’s never had sex. Who knows? Who knows anything about him at all? Except his name: Jim Steinman.


Jim invented Meat Loaf. He created him in song. He tried to do it with others, but it worked best when it worked with Meat. And when it did . . . Meat Loaf was Jim, and Jim was Meat Loaf.


They existed together, or not really at all.











CHAPTER TWO


Poor Fat Marvin


Dallas, Texas, the morning of Friday, 22 November 1963. A sunny day in the Texan darklands . . .


Sixteen-year-old Marvin Aday and his pals Billy and Jimmy skipped school and drove down to the airport at Love Field to watch Air Force One, the president’s plane, come in. There were hundreds of others with the same idea. Jimmy’s dad worked there, and he had tipped them off about the side gate that Kennedy would use to get into his car. Many years later, Marvin would remember a conversation with one of the cops who was standing around:


‘What if someone had a gun?’


‘Well,’ the cop said, ‘if somebody was going to shoot him, they wouldn’t do it here in Dallas.’


At least, that’s how he remembered it. It had been a crazy kind of day, after all.


Marvin, Billy and Jimmy were in Mickey Mantle’s Bowling Alley just after lunch when the receptionist said, ‘The president’s been shot . . .’


They drove out to Parkland Hospital, because that was where all of the people who got badly hurt in Dallas were taken – the auto accident cases and gunshot victims. They’d sometimes hang around there when they had nothing else to do; it was like a free horror movie. As they got near the emergency room, a guy with



a badge pulled them over and told them not to get out of the car. They saw the limousine arrive, and watched wide-eyed as Jackie Kennedy got out, still dressed in the blood-spattered pink suit she’d been wearing all day. They saw Texas Governor John Connally carried out. They sat in the parking lot for an hour or so while guys with guns ran around. Soon there were so many rubberneckers they figured it was safe to get out of the car. They wandered around, through the crowds of police and senators and a group of women who were sitting on the ground crying. The secret service guy came back and offered them money for gas, which seemed strange, but no stranger than everything else that was going on. When they got back to school they were told off for missing football practice, but that night they saw themselves on the television news.


Many years later Marvin would read that there were no secret service agents in Dallas that day. What the hell? The whole thing had been weird. Lots of people in Dallas claimed to have known that Kennedy was going to be shot. The Warren Commission report turned out to be one of the stupidest things ever written, Marvin thought. There were some odd cases in Dealey Plaza – there was the guy holding an umbrella even though the sun was shining, there was the Babushka lady in her headscarf, the three tramps they found hiding out in a box car nearby (there was a crazy story that one of them turned out to be Woody Harrelson’s father . . . it wasn’t, but that kind of summed up what the day had become, at least in Marvin’s mind).


Marvin’s father, whose name was Orvis Wesley Aday, knew Jack Ruby, who shot Kennedy’s supposed assassin Lee Harvey Oswald two days later at the Dallas Police Headquarters. Jack ran a few nightclubs and strip joints in town and entertained plenty of the local cops, who got free liquor and prostitutes for favours. Marvin’s dad had been a cop, and he’d always tell Marvin that the police knew what Jack Ruby was going to do to Lee, which was



how come he could get so close. It turned out that Jack had been at Parkland Hospital while Marvin and his pals had been there, too.


Orvis had quit the police force to become a salesman. He could charm the birds out of the trees and he soon had a business with Marvin’s mother, Wilma, and a friend of theirs. They called it the Griffin Grocery Company, but all they sold was a homemade cough remedy. Orvis travelled small-town Texas finding family-run shops, known as mom-and-pop stores, that would stock it. At first they did well, but Orvis was a drinker, and had been ever since he’d returned home from the Second World War, invalided out of the army when he was struck by shrapnel from a mortar shell. He never spoke about it, instead he drank it all away in the strip of bars between Fort Worth and Dallas, terrifying places that he’d disappear in for days until Wilma arrived in her car, with young Marvin in tow, to pull him out. Many years later, Marvin would theorise that this was where he began to learn to act, putting on a tough-kid persona among all of the rough men drinking and shooting pool, even though he was really scared to death of this half-lit adult underworld.


Orvis was a big strong guy, and so were his brothers. Little Marvin was big, too. In first grade he was bigger than all of the other kids. By seventh grade, aged just eleven, he weighed 240 pounds and shopped for his clothes in the men’s store. The football coach called him ‘tree trunks’ because of the size of his legs. There was a TV commercial for jeans that had the tag line: ‘Poor fat Marvin can’t wear Levi’s . . .’, which made him hate his name.


Marvin = fat kid’s name. Marvin the fat kid. Poor fat Marvin the fat freak.


The alternative wasn’t great, but at least there was one. All his life, his daddy had called him ‘ML’, which was short for Meat Loaf. It was meant as a term of endearment for his plump baby son, but as the years sped by and the boy just grew, it became a



horribly apt name for a kid his size. It was still better than Marvin, though – anything was better than that. Plus, you know, there were Marvins everywhere but no one else was called Meat Loaf. Or even ML. Right?


So to hell with poor fat Marvin. There are some things that a fat kid from Texas just can’t be expected to take.


Marvin’s mom was something different. Like the rest of the family, Wilma was a big lady. But so what? She held everything together for him, acting as the defining force of his childhood. For twenty-five years she worked as a schoolteacher. She could sing, too. She and her sister Texie were part of a gospel group called the Vo-di-o-do Girls, who got as far as appearing live on Bing Crosby’s syndicated radio show.


Texie went on to marry Frank Heath, who ran a chain of furniture stores across Texas, and they lived a rich, comfortable life. Wilma scrambled along with Orvis, her daredevil drunk, and Meat Loaf, her accident-prone, outsized son. Meat Loaf was a handful, no doubt. When he was four years old, he liked running away. Then he began getting concussions, all shapes and sizes, from being hit in the head with a toy arrow, hit on the head by the back window of the car, knocked out in a collision with a kid in a football helmet, kneed in the head playing football, hit on the head by a shot put (he ended up in the hospital after that one), hit in the head by a baseball, hit in the head by a brick, running into a goal post, getting his head stuck in a Corvette steering wheel . . . that’s in addition to all the fights and other scrapes he got himself into.


Between Orvis and Meat Loaf, Wilma had plenty to worry about. Yet her son was like her in one way – well, two if you count the size thing – he was a singer, a performer, a born ham. Made for the stage.


Not that Wilma saw that straight away. ‘My mother was a singer,’ Meat recalled, ‘my grandfather played four instruments: piano, trumpet, guitar and something else weird, like violin.’ But



Wilma never saw any real musical potential in big little Marvin. ‘I can remember driving down the road singing some song on the radio and my mother turned to me and said, “You can’t carry a tune in a bucket. One thing you won’t be is a singer! You better find something else to do, boy.” I think that made me very angry, at that point. So just to spite her I decided to open my mouth and scream.’


Through high school he got a part in every play he could wangle his way into – The Bad Seed, Charley’s Aunt, The Music Man, Plain and Fancy – sometimes with a few lines to say, sometimes with more. He’d do anything – tell a joke, sing a song, improvise a laugh or a gasp somehow. When the baseball coach told him he’d have to choose between sports and the play, there was no choice: he was a ham and he knew it, but he loved it, loved to connect with the crowd and his fellow performers. ‘I was shy, as a kid,’ he would tell me years later, fidgeting nervously in his chair, flicking his unkempt hair and drumming his fingers. ‘When I was in high school I was shy.’ Going on stage was a good way of concealing that shyness, he explained. He didn’t have to think up things to say, how to be. He’d stand up there like Lennie from Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, a giant kid playing the sucker, playing the fool and milking every moment. Years later, even after Bat Out of Hell had been such a success, he was still happier, he confessed, being onstage as someone called Meat Loaf than he was off it being Marvin the Fat Kid. Offstage, back in the so-called real world, was where all ML’s troubles lay: the father who terrorised him, the kids at school who despised and bullied him. The disgusted looks of strangers as he came walking down the street with his heavy sailor’s gait, avoiding his own glutinous reflection in store windows. He would watch movies on TV – cowboys and Indians – and imagine himself the white-hatted hero, sweeping the gorgeous gal off her feet. Then he’d drag himself up out of the chair as reality came crashing back in. He knew poor fat Marvin was never going to be the one who got the girl, yet onstage things



were different; he would get double the attention, but in a good way. He still feared the bullies and the shitkickers, but he didn’t feel so worthless any more. Didn’t feel like roadkill. Onstage he could be anyone he wanted to be, almost. There he could turn that pain inside into something that gave pleasure to the outside.


Speaking to him years later, I wondered if it was this odd mix – of Meat Loaf the scary monster and Marvin the scaredy cat – that drew so many women to his shows? That explained the hot chicks lined up backstage? ‘I don’t know,’ he said, apparently embarrassed by the question. ‘I don’t think it’s me anybody’s really interested in. It’s the part I play.’


When he was fourteen, he got a part, albeit in the background, in a movie, appearing ‘purely by accident’ in the 1962 remake of a 1944 Rodgers & Hammerstein musical, State Fair, starring Pat Boone and Ann Margaret. ‘A friend of mine owned a peanut farm that Pat Boone used to work on. So we went to see this movie being made and they said: “You kids want to be in this movie? Then you go stand up there on the rail and when the hog comes in go: ‘Ooh, look at the hog!’”’


As a teenhooder he got a walk-on role in a local production of Carmen and saw what the pros got up to when they weren’t onstage – smoking pot, having sex with one another . . . So he walked away from the football field and the baseball diamond and hung out with the kids in the musicals. They were the same kids who’d form local bands. Wilma didn’t want Meat Loaf getting involved in this rock-music thing that everyone was talking about, but he did it anyway, when he could.


The first song he ever sang live with a band was a cover of ‘Satisfaction’ by the Stones, which he did with a local band who then asked him to come on the road with them. Wilma put her foot down at that one. ‘My mother wouldn’t let me travel to Waco, which was ninety miles down the road, to do it. My mother didn’t want me in a travelling band.’




But the great cauldron of teenage passion was beginning to bubble. When Meat Loaf stayed out all night for the first time, Wilma grounded him and took away use of the car. Before he could stop himself he’d slapped his mother around the face. Wilma glared back at the boy, making his knees shake. He knew what would happen when she told his father. Knew what hell would descend upon him then. He begged for her forgiveness, vowing to never disrespect her again. Wilma made sure he kept his promise.


When Wilma decided she wanted Meat Loaf to go to a Christian College once he’d left high school, he gladly attended Lubbock Christian University, and there he found himself back in with all the baseball players and other jocks, the same crowd that had publicly shamed him throughout high school, so he transferred to North Texas State, where he began to worry about the draft, like all the other eligible boys. No one wanted to get their asses shot off in Vietnam, so he did whatever he could to avoid it – tried to flunk the physical by getting even fatter, attempted to fail the eye test on account of being colour blind – until he got deferred for four months, and then another two years.


Through all of this, Wilma was becoming sick – she was diagnosed with terminal breast cancer. Meat Loaf didn’t really see it at first, but by the spring of 1967 it was bad. He went home from North Texas to visit for the first time in a few weeks, and by then Wilma was so ill she was in an oxygen tent in her bedroom. It scared him so much that he ran straight back to the airport and took the first flight to Los Angeles, where he hung out for a while and tried to forget what he’d seen. In his worst moments – being locked in cupboards at school because he looked like a monster, having other kids’ parents tell him he couldn’t play with them because he was too fat, all the bull-stabbings and traumas of his terrible teens – he often thought of suicide, mainly as a way of getting back at his tormentors. Really, though, he was terrified of



death – the death of his beloved mother, the only one to ever treat him as almost-human, most of all. So he ran away, as he always did when things simply got too heavy – as he always would, even after he’d become a rock star, openly threatening suicide by then as the surest get-out of all. In LA, Meat Loaf let the heads and the freaks transport him from hell to Hollywood in the only way they knew how – weed, wine, beer. But it couldn’t last. He finally got the awful call and his newfound friends raised the money for his plane fare home. He was so crazed with grief he tried to lift Wilma from her coffin in the funeral parlour. He blacked it all out, walked around in a daze, but the truth was the truth. And it was not his friend.


‘Apparently, at my mother’s funeral I was really crazy,’ he would tell Rolling Stone many years later. ‘And my father flipped out as well . . . It was like a movie.’ The truth was Meat Loaf had run from Wilma, and so had Orvis. When Meat Loaf got back from California, Orvis was looking for whatever there was to be found in the bottom of a bottle. He was out on four- and five-day drunks. Orvis was a tough guy, a man’s man, and drinking and fighting were the only coping methods he knew. That, and taking it out on his son. Wilma had left her boy a small inheritance but as he was a minor still, Orvis tried to take control of it. So Meat Loaf – determined not to allow his father back into his life – went to a judge to have the money given straight to him. Maybe it was because he got it, or maybe it was because Orvis was psychotic with booze and grief, it all came to a head one night when Marvin was at home with his friend Billy, and Orvis crashed in shouting about whores and motherfuckers and who knows what else. Billy got out of the house fast and then Orvis really lost it. He found the butcher’s knife in the kitchen and tried to bring it down on his son as he lay on his bed. Meat Loaf got out of the way in a hurry and they got into a fistfight. Meat Loaf was mighty big but Orvis was even bigger and stronger, and he threw his terrified son



around like a rag doll – all 250 pounds of him. Then Meat Loaf started to fight back.


‘You really wanna know?’ he scowled years later. ‘My father tried to kill me with a butcher’s knife. I was laying in my room and he comes in with a big butcher’s knife and I roll off the bed and he plants it right dead in the centre of the bed! I get up, break three of his ribs and decide I’d better leave.’


It was a fight that had been brewing for years. Orvis had never tried to hide his contempt for his son – from the embarrassing and hurtful nickname he’d bestowed on him to the times he’d brutalised him, physically, emotionally, verbally, and left him raw with anger and humiliation. After their fight that night, Meat Loaf got out of the house in just his T-shirt and shorts, jumped into his ’65 Chevy and never went back. Orvis wasn’t dead but ‘ML’ had made his feelings clear. Wilma was the force that had somehow held the three of them together, but the void she’d left behind could never be filled. He knew that now, and even though it would haunt him for the rest of his days, Meat Loaf just knew he had to get out. The big little family sprang apart like dark matter in a black hole. Not only did Meat Loaf have the pain of losing Wilma, within a short time he’d lost his father too, having left him behind to wallow as he fled from him.


He took the money that Wilma had left him and rented an apartment in the Turtle Creek Park area of Dallas, where the grand old homes of the original Texas Republic now made way for high-rise blocks on the banks of the creek. Meat closed the door and didn’t open it again for three months. He just wanted to shut out the world and everything in it, plus a few things that weren’t any more.


Later, he’d sing a lot about Lost Boys.


For now, that’s what he was.











CHAPTER THREE


Enlightened Lands


Amherst College wasn’t the kind of place Meat Loaf was ever going to see the inside of. Its list of alumni includes one president, three prime ministers, a long line of senators and congressmen, a Supreme Court judge, four Nobel Laureates, twelve winners of the Pulitzer Prize, six winners of a MacArthur Fellowship, engineers, novelists, doctors, actors, scientists, businessmen, diplomats, three astronauts, a director of the FBI and, in the class of 1968, a reluctant, self-absorbed, over-indulged straggler named James Richard Steinman. Plus, another student by the name of David Eisenhower, only grandson of the 34th president of the United States, Dwight Eisenhower. This connection meant the college was permanently guarded by secret service agents, which for some students made it the safest place in the world to indulge in the new ‘Mary Jane’ culture of the times, as not even the cops were allowed near the place. Not that Jim needed much outside stimulus to fire his already overfed imagination.


‘It was probably one of the most exclusive colleges in America, harder to get into than Harvard,’ he recalled. ‘It was a farce that I got in. The people at my high school were horrified. But the Dean of Admissions had this policy of trying to sculpt a class together. He put in about fifty high-risk people, who could totally fuck up, but we were good for friction. I did fuck up many times, too. But I was good for friction!’




Jim’s father was a prosperous businessman who ran a steel distribution warehouse, his mother was a teacher of Latin and Greek. Home life was easy and educated and Jim grew up believing he could be anything he wanted to be, if he worked hard enough. Only snag: Jim didn’t want to work, didn’t like getting his hands dirty, didn’t see the point in breaking his ass, like, why? Unless it was at something he really loved. But what did Jim really love? He’d have to think about it.


His father’s steel warehouse was in Brooklyn, on the busy east river shore of Long Island, where Jim grew up. A privileged child of the lovely Five Towns area, where he attended George W  Hewlett High School, a rich-kids’ campus that produced students who did the stuff that rich kids got to do – TV producers, comedy writers, nightclub owners, poets, fashion designers, comedians . . . liberal arts types who lived lives largely untouched by the thunderous lightning-forked lives of nearby New York.


Jim was smart, everyone could see it, but he didn’t seem to try. He wanted the other kids to think he was a slacker, even though the year he graduated Hewlett, 1965 (the same year Meat Loaf was crawling out of Thomas Jefferson High), he was one of four National Merit Scholarship semi-finalists.


What Jim really was already was a fantasist. Not a fantasist in the Billy Liar/conman/sociopath sense, but the truest kind – a dreamer, an imaginer, a creator of rich realms in which his vivid visions of himself and of others could exist. Despite the National Merit Scholarship thing, he would tell people that his high school career was so undistinguished that his counsellor would refuse to sign his application to Amherst College. Instead he said he gave Amherst admission department the full Steinman treatment, a story that he’d spent the summer after he’d graduated from high school hiking in the Kentucky Mountains, where he composed a musical based on Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.


To anyone who knew him, the notion that Jim would go hiking



in Kentucky was ridiculous, and he’d never even read A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, let alone adapted it for the stage, he just liked the title, just the thought of it, the way it sounded out there in the so-called real world, and how it looked inside his mind, full of caves and streams and moonfall. Whatever the truth, Jim got in. And what a place Amherst was, a storied campus set in lush Massachusetts, in the Connecticut River valley, founded in 1821 and ever since had been one of the leading liberal arts colleges in the country, discreet, moneyed, true to its grand motto: ‘Let them enlighten the lands’.


Jim styled a great joke about his freshman year. Having ‘achieved’ grade point averages of 16 in physics and 33 in calculus (out of a possible 100) he was summoned before his academic committee to explain himself. ‘I’ve always been better at math than science . . .’ he said, with an impressively straight face.


He would also claim to have twice used the death of his (very much alive) grandmother to explain away his poor record, and even then he was almost asked to leave Amherst on four occasions. Was any of that true?


It was true to Jim.


‘In a way, lying was a kind of creativity,’ he would tell the Washington Post, years later. ‘It taught me an important lesson – that I could create myself. I’ve done a lot of great stuff that started out as pure faking or lying. A lot of the lies I made I had to live up to. I had to stay at Amherst, and I did become the kind of person who would hike through the Blue Mountains and write that opera.’


Well, the bit about the opera was true anyway. But what Jim thought of as true might either be true in the physical world, or his interior one. In his interior world anything was possible, nothing being truly true, yet everything permitted. He had grown up listening to Wagner as well as Little Richard. (A combination that birthed another of his good interview lines: ‘Just call me Little Richard Wagner.’)




‘One of the first things I remember listening to on a record player,’ he told his first biographer, Sandy Robertson, ‘was Wagner’s Tristan & Isolde, and I sat through the whole thing. I didn’t know what I was hearing but I just thought it was incredible-sounding. And when it was all over I put on a Little Richard album. I think I got the two confused in my mind and I’ve never been able to untangle them . . . It never occurred to me that they were “different kinds of music” that “shouldn’t” go together.’


In another interview from the time, he claimed that the more he played them back to back ‘the more I was convinced that Wagner and Little Richard came from the same place. Even though Wagner elevated me to a point that Little Richard couldn’t achieve.’ Little Richard wasn’t so much elevation as revitalisation. ‘The thing is,’ he went on, ‘they were both amplified human beings. The Wagner material was about God, and Little Richard sounded like God. It made me realise that you don’t have to remain a human being, that one of the great uses of art . . . is that it was like taking a pill and you were no longer just a human being. That’s how I perceived the situation.’


In that interior world of Jim’s, where giant eagles swam and talking wolves flew, there simply were no rules. Everything was true, if you wanted it to be. Life could always be made more of. ‘All of my heroes were larger than life,’ he said. ‘[The songs] were not personal in terms of my own life, but they were personally obsessive songs. They were all about my obsessions. I mean, none of them takes place in a normal world, for me. They all take place in very extreme worlds, very operatic. The key word is, really, “heightened”.’


Jim’s sexual awakening happened at a time when sex was becoming weaponised and politicised, when sex began to peak. In the 1950s it had been the preserve of married couples, unmentioned and only hinted at, yearned for but barely acknowledged. By the time he – and his future creation Meat Loaf – graduated



high school things were loosening up. Born in the same year, exactly five weeks apart, by the time they hit college age the campuses were full of willing, switched-on girls, peace-sign sisters looking for right-on brothers: full-on summer-of-love stuff, dig, reefer gladness, LSD for tea, freedom for everyone, baby – as long as you knew the right kind of girls and they recognised you (or maybe they were the wrong kind . . . who knew any more? Not Jim. Nor Meat Loaf). The point was, if you were awakened to sex in the mid-sixties you had to encounter this duality: that it was something dark and forbidden and also something free and loving. That it was something so right and yet it felt so wrong. Bad for good, not least for inhibited teenage nerds still living off the fumes of their mamas and papas.


‘I was a teenager right when sex was going from being overly repressed in the early sixties to totally free in the seventies, and it was very confusing,’ Steinman would tell me years later. ‘Shit, I remember shaking like a leaf the first time I was having sex. Terrified I was doing everything wrong, and a little bit horrified.’


But while Meat Loaf absented himself from the scene, even after he’d arrived in LA, the confusion lingered in Jim’s psyche, ran so deep he didn’t know what to do about it, how to let it out. Eventually it would show itself, unashamedly, in his songs. He may have been a rich kid with a future so bright he’d have to be blind to kill the glare, but in his interior world he was forever that scared, bemused kid full of desire and longing and fear. Everything he would write would be by that kid and for that kid, and somewhere within him a force would seek out others who understood how he felt to help him perform them.


That was the future, though.


First, Jim Steinman of Amherst College had to figure out what he was good at and what he wanted to be. It wasn’t maths and it sure wasn’t science. Strangely, though, he didn’t think it would be music, either. Although he could play piano extremely well,



he didn’t think he could play it well enough. At the age of nine he’d wanted to be a concert pianist, but when he was thirteen he’d dropped his study for almost five years and barely sat at a piano. Worse, at Amherst he was surrounded by talent – real, unself-conscious talent, wherever he looked. So instead he thought he might write for film and theatre. The more he thought about it, the more it just made sense. Jim had been thinking cinematically in terms of narrative and story all of his life, weighing and judging the facts of his life best in images. Now, he decided, ‘I wanted to make music that sounded like a movie . . .’ Or, as he put it in 1990, ‘I grew up liking extremes in music – big gothic textures. I never have much regard for more subtle stuff. Dire Straits may be good, but it just doesn’t do it for me. I was attracted to William Blake, Hieronymus Bosch, I couldn’t see the point in writing songs about ordinary, real-life stuff.’


His mother had ‘always surrounded me with classical music’, he recalled in a 1978 Rolling Stone interview. It was as familiar as old furniture. Until one Saturday morning, he said, when he was six or seven. ‘I planned to get up early and go ride my bike. I turned on the radio just as this one station was starting a complete broadcast of “The Ring Cycle” by Richard Wagner – which is about 24 hours long. I just lay on the bed listening. I didn’t move a muscle for most of the whole thing. I thought if I did, maybe I’d break the spell or something.’ When the station humorously followed the broadcast with a parody of the monumental piece, Jim decided ‘the juxtaposition made perfect sense to me, all that heroism and majesty followed by humour’.


It was the same with rock and opera – a very new and far-out concept in 1968. On paper, they didn’t go together. In Jim’s mind, though, they were flip sides of the same invaluable coin. ‘They’re both about extremes in content and form. Each puts incredible physical demands on a performer. And each of them has that great mix of the sublime and the ridiculous, heroism and humour.



Seems to me that people’s barriers to enjoying both have more to do with sociology than the actual music and performances.’


Even though he loved simple pop fare like ‘Yakety-Yak’ and, one of his ‘all-time favourites’, ‘Woolly Bully’, he simply didn’t have it in him to be able to write such brilliantly witty – and brief – pop songs. ‘I’d give anything if I were. So I’m fascinated by those records.’ Instead, he wanted to make music that was big-screen, Technicolor, boom-boom, music that unfolded in your mind like the curtains rising on a grand stage. The way great classics did. The only band that seemed to come close for Jim Steinman was The Doors – the band that brought LA-noir to rock, that combined Bach sinfonias and Coltrane inventions, overlaid with the Gothic acid-spiel of its young lion singer. ‘They were like my favourite group from ’68 to ’72. The only thing is that Morrison wasn’t all that funny.’


It was a key observation. When, later, Jim Steinman would preface the album version of Meat Loaf’s ‘You Took The Words Right Out Of My Mouth’ with the famous no-laughing-at-the-back monologue that begins, ‘On a hot summer night, would you offer your throat to the wolf with the red roses?’ – and again, to even more dramatic effect on the Bat Out of Hell II track ‘Wasted Youth’ and its deliciously harrowing cry of ‘I remember EVERYTHING!’ – it was Jim Morrison’s ghost he was summoning up from earnest to the point of suffocation Doors’ spoken-word tracks like ‘Horse Latitudes’ – ‘When the still sea conspires an armour and her sullen and aborted currents breed tiny monsters . . .’


All this said with that queasily parodic, blood-twistingly affectionate humour that the younger Jim revelled in. Meat Loaf – his not-so-tiny monster – there to add his sad clown antics to it.











CHAPTER FOUR


The Chilly Californian Wind


Meat Loaf sat in the rented room in Turtle Park for three months, a quivering wreck, dazed and confused by life and by death, 250 pounds of teenage grief on a strict junk-food diet. He hadn’t seen daylight in all of that time. Didn’t know whether it was day or night outside, didn’t much care. His family and friends didn’t have an address for him, couldn’t find him. No phone. It was Billy who found him in the end; he stuck his head around the door, saw the fat kid lying on a camp bed surrounded by trash and staring at the ceiling and got him out of there that same day. Meat Loaf said he didn’t want to go, wouldn’t even get up off the bed, what for? He was still complaining as Billy led him easily towards the door.


He went to stay with cousin Camille and her husband to help out on the little turkey farm they had. He fed the birds and thrashed pecan nuts off the trees. He was living a frontier lifestyle in the summer of love, but it was what he needed while he readjusted to what everyone else had no trouble seeing as the real world. He knew what he should do and one day he did it: he bought a ticket back to LA to find out what the dream factory had to offer a big lost boy from Texas. He knew he would never go back. Not this time. His last months in Dallas had been a nightmare of pain and loss, but, as these things sometimes did, they fed his psyche and his desires. When he got hold of a song now, he knew what



he was singing about and who he was singing it for. There was a new meaning building inside him, a new way of standing, his gut swaying around him in rhythm. Anyone who watched him walk into a room, blocking out the light, anyone who heard him sing, thunder rolling down the mountain, could tell right away that he meant it all, every last heavy vibrato syllable.


The anger and grief were still raw by the time Christmas came and Meat Loaf spent it alone in an apartment on Ventura Boulevard observing what he called ‘the grotesque glow’ of LA’s festive season; the happy families and cavorting kids, the fake trees and forced joy, the surprisingly chilly California wind.


It was music that brought him back into the world. He started to hang out at the Balboa Youth Center, in Encino, where he had his ears opened to the new bands that hadn’t yet reached Texas. He heard Hendrix for the first time there, tripping out on godhead, and then The Yardbirds, featuring a young and frail-looking Jimmy Page, brandishing his guitar like a wand. The band that really connected, though, that really showed him the way, featured an itty-bitty gal from Port Arthur, Texas, with a voice like a wounded hellcat, named Janis Joplin. Janis was the singer in Big Brother and the Holding Company, and she’d been a star ever since they’d flayed the audience alive at the Monterey International Pop Festival six months before. Janis and the band had also left Texas behind and were now holed-up in San Francisco, but those weren’t flowers Janis was tossing into the audience, they were emotional hand grenades.


Like Meat Loaf, Janis wasn’t beautiful or anything like that, but man could she sing, and she had a huge voice, a real belter, just like his. It was the voice, so shapely and raw, that made her such a turn-on. It dawned on him that his voice might do the same for him. Turn an ugly duckling into some kind of swan. Maybe . . .


He still couldn’t believe it when he started singing ‘Piece Of My Heart’ himself, stamping his feet as he channelled Janis, and



people actually started to pay attention. One of those who took notice was an LA hipster named Gary Spagnola, whose brother, James ‘Weasel’ Spagnola played guitar in The Electric Prunes, part of LA’s garage psychedelia scene. The Prunes worked out of this rickety little studio, not much more than a desk and a sound room, that Gary hooked Meat up with, and it was there that he recorded the sound of his voice for the very first time. He had a bass player called Rick, Gary on guitar and a drummer with no fingers. They recorded two songs that Meat Loaf had written all by himself – well, sort of written, given that he couldn’t really play any instruments – one called ‘Animal’ and another he named ‘Deep River Blues’. He sang them as hard as he could and pretended not to notice when the others stood back in awe at the room-quaking sounds he made. He didn’t just bring guts, though. For a big guy he had a surprisingly sweet voice, when he wanted to.


Suddenly there was talk of making a tape, of having a band. Why not? This big kid from cowboy country could really sing and, hey, this was 1968, looks didn’t kill like they used to. Look at Mama Cass, man, look at the cat from Canned Heat, fat fucks that could really bring it.


He just needed a name – and he already had one of those. He named the band Meat Loaf Soul, which sounded as funky and out there as all of the other names that were beginning to mean something – Iron Butterfly, Jefferson Airplane, Grateful Dead, and the band he really liked, Buffalo Springfield.


The tape got some interest, which felt good. The guy who owned the studio offered to put a record out. A&M Records, a boutique label started six years earlier by easy-listening trumpeter Herb Alpert and record executive Jerry Moss, let it be known that they were into it. The label had made its name on the hits that its co-founder Alpert provided for it, along with other easy listening hits by Burt Bacharach, The Sandpipers and Sergio Mendes. But with the summer of love bringing forth a whole new generation



of hipster album artists, the label was now jumping all over any new band they could find. So they approached Meat Loaf Soul with an offer – two singles and maybe an album after that. Meat Loaf, now known by his friends simply as Meat, was ready to leap at the chance. But then came a counter offer from these other guys, Greene and Stone.


Charles Greene and his business partner Brian Stone were managers, were producers, were record company smart guys, were anything they wanted to be when it came to making a deal. They had struck oil when they parlayed their way into becoming the managers of Sonny & Cher. In the mid-sixties they had signed the up-and-coming duo to Greene-Stone Enterprises for management, Ten-East and Five-West for music publishing and York-Pala Records for record production – the latter with a stake in the lucrative Sonny & Cher Atco recordings. They also shared royalties as co-writers of throwaway instrumental B-sides of Sonny-produced singles. They liked to tell the story of how they had hocked their typewriters to finance the recording of ‘Baby Don’t Go’, their second-biggest hit after ‘I Got You Babe’, but they were hustlers and Cher later claimed she was not sure they even owned the typewriters. Sonny, no stranger to the hustle himself, eventually paid big to get out of their contracts, and Greene and Stone moved on to perform similar tricks for Iron Butterfly and Meat’s beloved Buffalo Springfield.


When they got wind of this kid from Dallas who’d blown into town with a voice like thunder and in desperate need of help, they made to swoop. But they were so taken aback when they saw the kid they wondered out loud if they’d been the victims of a practical joke. While Meat saw them immediately for what they were; big cigars and a chequebook with all the cheques made out in their own names. He decided to bail, then realised they’d already slipped out the back door anyway.


‘The studio manager wanted to sign me to a contract,’ he



recalled. ‘Buffalo Springfield’s producers wanted to sign me to a production deal and do an album, and A&M gave me a contract.’ In the end, though, ‘I turned them all down because I didn’t know what was going on. I didn’t have a clue.’


Instead, Meat Loaf Soul started doing what all of the other cool kids still waiting to be ripped off by the record business did: playing anywhere and everywhere, at all of the little gigs and shows and happenings that sprang up out of nowhere. One thing about this Texan giant – he lived to work. He hid his insecurities well behind the Wizard of Oz façade of crazed facial expressions and sweaty vocal presentation. He stood out, and agents and bookers began seeing his novelty value. Here was a guy who could sing and really throw himself about on the stage, but was too damn ugly to offer any real threat to the big-timers that Meat Loaf Soul now found themselves opening shows for along the west coast. Big deals like Them, Van Morrison’s band, Taj Mahal (the cool black hat who’d shared the spotlight in Rising Sons with Ry Cooder) – even Big Brother and The Holding Company. Though Meat was way too shy to try to hang with Janis, who’d never had a shy moment in her life.


Meat was sleeping in the back of his car, up in Highland Hills, but when he made a few bucks, he grabbed a room at the down-at-heel Highland Hotel – ‘A wonderful place!’ he chuckled darkly. ‘I made money doing other little odds ’n’ ends. Which I guess some people might say were illegal. But we won’t talk about that now.’ When pressed, however, he admitted it was ‘that stuff coming from Frisco made by Mr Owsley’ – aka Owsley acid, the most powerful hallucinogenic of the year, often credited with kick-starting the whole summer of love, beginning with the super-charged batch of ‘Monterey Purple’ he distributed at Monterey Pop in 1967. But then who wasn’t in the market for tabs of acid, loose joints and cheap Thunderbird wine on the streets of LA in 1968?




Meat Loaf’s main focus, though, was his band. They would shove their gear into a U-Haul and drive for thirty-six hours straight to Michigan to play on a two-bit bill with unknowns like The Stooges. Musicians came and went, days got left behind by night, and so did band names. For a while they were called The Floating Circus – yeah, baby. Then they tried out Popcorn Blizzard – dig? With no real idea where they were supposed to be heading, just as long as it meant they didn’t have to go home early, they kept going on the road for a couple more years. They opened for Ted Nugent and the Amboy Dukes, whose acid-rock hit ‘Journey to the Center of the Mind’ had been Top 20, then played with MC5.


By now Meat Loaf was already working on his own theatrical presentation. ‘I was making homemade bombs and blowing stuff up [onstage]. One night I completely covered this club in smoke and the fire department had to come, it was amazing. Then one night I was playing with Chicago when they were called Chicago Transit Authority and my roadie made a bomb out of this old cannon shell, loaded it with too much powder, and instead of blowing up straight it blew over sideways and covered every horn they were using with black soot. So I went down there with these three roadies and used rags to clean off the horns before the guys [in Chicago] found out.’


Other memorable occasions he wished he could forget included an extraordinary night opening for the Grateful Dead ‘at a fucking hog farm. They borrowed all our equipment and played one song for nine hours! And there were all these hogs running around this hall taking craps everywhere. It smelled terrible. I just wanted to get my equipment and leave. I have hated the Grateful Dead from that moment on.’


He paused for breath then sprang back into life. ‘You want rock’n’roll roots, man? I’ll put you back some, my tree grows deep . . . The Fugs laced me. I asked for a drink of water, they laced me with vodka . . .’




As Popcorn Blizzard, Meat Loaf’s band became virtually the house band at the Grande Ballroom, the most happening club in Detroit, opening on bills with The Who, Jimi Hendrix, Sun Ra, Dr John, and often stealing the show and just as often being ignored in the reviews that followed. No one ever remembered the band or the name, but everyone recalled the big, heavy, twenty-one-year-old kid with the full-fat voice. He was gaining in confidence now, too. There were crazy hippy chicks all over America ready to ball with singers in rock’n’roll bands, whatever they looked like, honey. He got so he’d walk up to anyone and say hello. Although he only managed to choke out a few words to Janis, who rewarded him by calling him a ‘motherfucker’ – which sounded pretty good when it came out of her sweet dirty mouth.


Meat threw his shadow across Roger Daltrey and told him to add a little gravel to his voice. ‘Roger came out in a suede, tasseled jacket, which I thought was hilarious. Keith Moon was unbelievable, you couldn’t take your eyes off the guy. They used to announce “The Seeker” by saying: “This is a new song that we’ve never played before.” And I thought: “Yeah, right. I bet that’s what they say every night.” And they did. I also remember that Daltrey stood at the side of the stage when we were on, watching intently. I met him many years later at a music award ceremony. I was in the bathroom taking a piss and he came up behind me and said: “You’re Meat Loaf, aren’t you? I remember seeing you with a band in Detroit years ago. You were brilliant.” I couldn’t believe that he remembered me. Years later he sang on one of my albums.’


Introduced to the crazy Jewish kid from The Stooges, Meat listened impatiently as Iggy told him, ‘Hey, man . . . we got three chords . . .’


‘I saw Iggy play his first show at the Grande Ballroom,’ he recalls now. ‘His band consisted of the MC5’s road crew, none of whom could play an instrument. Iggy came on, immediately took



off his T-shirt and then started maiming himself by sticking needles through his fingertips and in his chest. He then somehow got hold of a cream pie, jumped off stage and started making out with this poor guy’s girlfriend. So this guy’s freaking out, and Iggy just laughs and slams the pie in this poor kid’s face and starts rubbing the cream all over himself. And then he jumps back on stage, unzipped his fly, and walks off. That was the whole show. Fucking hilarious! It was over in six minutes.’


Meat also learned how to do things the right way. He still recalls talking with Mark Farner of Grand Funk Railroad, one of the biggest American bands of the era, and the singer telling him about the time his previous band, The Pack, supported a bubble-gum act ‘who had lucked out with a couple of hits [which was fronted by] a vile egomaniac. When The Pack supported them, the front man wouldn’t let the band use his back line and they had to set up on the floor in front of the stage. It was so humiliating, and definitely contributed to the band splitting up. Hearing that story had a huge impact on me and I always made sure our support bands were taken care of and lent out equipment to anyone who needed it.’


Meat’s favourite singer was Joe Cocker, whose thunderous blend of raw, wounded-lion vocals and unruly, out-of-control body movements while performing he found inspirational. Cocker proved that ‘you didn’t have to be a pretty boy to succeed in rock’n’roll’.


Meat’s favourite band, though, was Detroit’s own MC5. ‘I knew the guys really well and they were always great fun to watch. They mixed politics with theatrics. Their manager, John Sinclair, was a member of the White Panthers and was facing a heavy rap for possession of dope. The stage would be covered in American flags and they would have this preacher introduce them, and then it would be straight in: “Kick out the jams, motherfuckers!” It was a cross between the James Brown revue and the Rolling Stones.



LA didn’t get it, New York didn’t get it; it was a Detroit thing. Wayne Kramer was the best live performer bar none. He’d slide across the stage on his knees. He would have these insane guitar duels with Fred “Sonic” Smith. They dressed up in these silver glitter outfits but they’d be playing this heavy shit. Rob Tyner was a fantastic vocalist, but it was Kramer who stole the show. I would go as far as saying that he was the biggest influence in my life as far as my live performances go.’


His least favourite band was the Grateful Dead. ‘Man, they were abysmal. I remember they headlined once at the Grande. The support acts included the MC5, Bob Seger and us – all high energy. Jerry Garcia and his crew came on and started playing this song and it seemed to last for weeks! After about 20 minutes half the audience had gone. The problem was that we couldn’t leave. Because of weather problems the Dead’s equipment hadn’t arrived and we had lent them our back line. I didn’t know anything about the band at the time and didn’t realise that their sets went on for days [laughs] – well, that’s what it felt like. We were stuck there all night.’


All these guys who were getting somewhere while Meat Loaf wasn’t, he couldn’t figure it out. He could sing as good as anyone, better than most, and he looked more than far out enough for any of the freaks he had ever met, but making a record had never felt further away. He did odd jobs to keep himself solvent and wound up living in Oak Park, with its one road out of town back to LA, and hanging with a pal called Barney, and a gang of guys who were renting Linda Ronstadt’s old house in Franklin Canyon.


It was the sixties in California, and this is how it went. Meat Loaf grew his hair, expanded his mind and picked up a few bucks however he could. One night after a show, he found himself in Huntington Beach, at the end of the pier. He was still lost. He felt an urge to jump off the pier and submerge himself in the black velvet ocean. He didn’t really know why. He heard a voice



that said, ‘Don’t do that.’ An older lady was standing behind him. ‘She still loves you . . .’ the lady said. ‘She still loves you and it’s not your fault.’ He looked back at the ocean and when he turned around again the old lady was gone and the pier was empty.


He wasn’t sure it had even happened, and he told no one about it, and for a while he tried not to even think about it. He walked back to the beach and some guys from the band found him and asked if he’d been dropping acid, he seemed so spaced out.


‘No,’ he said, ‘I . . .’
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