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His disciples said to him, “When will the kingdom come?”


[Jesus said,] “It will not come by waiting for it. It will not be a matter of saying, ‘Here it is’ or ‘There it is.’ Rather, the kingdom of the father is spread out upon the earth, and men do not see it.”


—Gospel of Thomas 113, translated by Thomas O. Lambdin

















The Infinite Past



IT ALL STARTED WITH THE CAT’S CRADLE. BY 1989, THE LIVE MUSIC venue had been open in various Chapel Hill locations for twenty years. It began life in 1969 as a tiny basement club that couldn’t hold more than thirty people. Bill Smith Jr. showed up two years later. He came to the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill from the venerable coastal town of New Bern but wasn’t cut out for sitting still as a student. “Coming from eastern North Carolina, I’d had to behave for eighteen years,” Bill told me. “I could not wait to get loose of that. Chapel Hill was the perfect place.”


Bill got involved with the Cradle when he partnered with Dave Robert and Marcia Wilson. Marcia was from the eastern shore of Maryland and used some of her inheritance money to open the club. She based the Cradle on Caffé Lena in Saratoga Springs, New York. Marcia invested enough money to put down a deposit and buy a beer license and a cooler.


The partners kept the Cradle open by working in restaurants. “We were such poor businesspeople that we never made any money,” Bill remembered. “We were always in trouble with tax people—bounced checks all the time and this kind of stuff—so we’d wait on tables.” In the early days the Cradle mostly booked bluegrass bands. Acoustic music worked best in such an intimate space.


Soon, Bill began cooking at a French restaurant on Rosemary Street called La Residence. This also suited him. “I grew up where the dinner table was important,” he said. “I guess it occurred to me that you could transfer that importance to a profession. I’ve always enjoyed the idea of being an impresario of people’s good times. When I owned the Cat’s Cradle, it was the same thing: I loved the idea that even though someone who came out might end up as an accountant, one night I had them dancing on tables. It’s just the devil in me, I guess.”


Marcia Wilson died in a car wreck in the mid-1970s. “We owe her a great deal,” Bill said. “I think of her often. She was a very kind person, an extremely generous person, and she had a beautiful voice. Knew all kinds of things about all kinds of music. She did us all a great favor. She was the foundress.”


Later, Bill became much better known as a chef, but in his life food and music have always intertwined. “The one reason I stayed in Chapel Hill all these years was not the restaurants,” he said. “It was the music. There are lots of people working in restaurants who are musicians. I love that. They have that work hard/play hard attitude that you need in a kitchen, too. They always tend to be smart people—and maybe argumentative and difficult, which creative people often are. It’s all the same pack of dogs to me, the cooks and the musicians.”


In the late 1970s, Cradle partner Dave Robert (known locally as DR) founded Moonlight Records, an indie label that released albums by North Carolina rock pioneers Arrogance and singer-songwriter Mike Cross. In the 1980s, Moonlight put out more local music by The Blazers, X-teens, and the Fabulous Knobs, reflecting a shift to punk and new wave. (It’s worth noting that North Carolina musicians Don Dixon and Mitch Easter coproduced an X-teens spec record in 1982 prior to teaming up on R.E.M.’s debut album Murmur the following year.)


The Cat’s Cradle moved to a slightly larger space on Rosemary Street in the early 1980s. It was in there that I, a sophomore at UNC, saw Flat Duo Jets perform in 1985. They were a two-piece, but the energy coming from them was indescribable. A teenaged Dexter Romweber fronted the band. He played a distorted black-and-white 1960s Sears Silvertone 1448 electric guitar with a blue and white rope for a strap. The drummer, Chris “Crow” Smith, put a cinder block in front of his bass drum to keep it from walking across the floor as he stomped on the pedal. Dex wasn’t so much front man as demented evangelist, who could move seamlessly from baritone croon to inarticulate shriek. Crow played head down, his torso bouncing like a piston. Until that moment, I’d never witnessed people my age being such confident authors of their own art.


Current Cat’s Cradle owner and Chapel Hill native Frank Heath used some of his own inheritance money to buy the club from DR and Bill Smith in 1986. Frank is tall and trim, with shoulder-length hair and a faint smile. The only difference between now Frank and eighties Frank is that his hair has gone gray. Frank’s not a big talker and appears free from any kind of conceit.


Frank would never have gotten involved with the Cradle without being “drug in by the community around me.” He had been reading about cool bands coming through town like The Replacements and Hüsker Dü, gone to see live shows at the Cradle and The Brewery in Raleigh with a friend who worked at Schoolkids Records, and was convinced to buy the club by Richard Fox, then-chief engineer at WXYC, UNC’s college radio station. (Fox had already been engineering live recordings and broadcasts from the Cradle.) The local bands Frank saw that made him excited about running a club were Let’s Active, Flat Duo Jets, the Bad Checks, and Southern Culture on the Skids. But it was a band from Georgia that made him think he could make a go of it.


“R.E.M. jump-started everything in my mind,” Frank told me. “It was easy to fall into that little swirl.” That swirl—made up of a burgeoning local scene as well as an increasingly robust national touring circuit—was thanks in large part to R.E.M. They helped make Chapel Hill a stop for touring indie bands on their way up and down the eastern seaboard. College radio stations, including WXYC, began playing this indie music insistently, as well as a raft of great stuff coming from England. For those of us coming of age, R.E.M. was the first significant Southern band who weren’t Lynyrd Skynyrd or Molly Hatchet. They were cool and smart, and they set an example to follow.


Because there was so much good music being made locally, by the mid-eighties Chapel Hill became known as the next Athens. Around this time, Flat Duo Jets had moved to that other little Southern college town for six months to get something cooking and were immediately included in the 1986 documentary Athens, GA: Inside/Out, to our good-natured irritation.


By this time the Cradle had moved again, to what is sometimes referred to as the “shoebox” location on West Franklin Street. Touring bands that cut their teeth in the smaller Cradle, like the hardcore punk band Black Flag, brought in more fans to fill out the larger venue—by this time, the club could hold 250 people.


Frank kept the lights on by having better-known area musicians play for two or three nights in a row. “I got to know all the bands really well,” he said. “It felt comfortable booking local bands to play once or twice a semester if they wanted to. Things built that way.” This approach made sense: Frank could utilize Chapel Hill talents like Snatches of Pink, a swaggering rock band with Dexter’s sister Sara Romweber on drums (who had quit Let’s Active in ’84), or the sunny pop of Satellite Boyfriend to help work around touring bands’ schedules. These groups also made ideal opening acts: There was so much musical variety around town that Frank could put a good bill together, since these were the days when touring bands didn’t bring their own opener.


“At the time, I could just go and track Dexter down on the street and say, ‘Hey, do you want to play October fourteenth?’” Frank remembered. “And he’d say, ‘Yeah.’ There wasn’t as much long-range planning.”


One Chapel Hill outfit who could easily sell out the new Cradle was the Pressure Boys, formed by high schoolers in the earliest years of the decade. Inspired by English bands like The Specials and English Beat (with an assist from West Coasters Oingo Boingo), the Pressure Boys were one of the few local bands (along with Raleigh’s The Connells) who could fill a room. They were completely original and artistically self-contained, with a tight horn section, smart arrangements, and taut energy.


The Pressure Boys’ first EP, 1983’s Jump! Jump! Jump!, was produced by Let’s Active’s Mitch Easter. Mitch couldn’t do the second one, Rangledoon, because Let’s Active had just been signed and were going out on the road with R.E.M., so Arrogance’s Don Dixon produced instead.


The Pressure Boys’ last album wouldn’t have been made without Frank Heath. “This was back when a huge paying gig was $500,” front man John Plymale told me. “You know, a hundred and eighty people in the room was a huge fucking gig.” The band wanted to make a full length at Steve Gronback’s TGS-24 Track Studio in Chapel Hill, an expensive proposition—especially because they never had any money. John had been friends with Frank since high school, so he was dispatched to ask for a loan. The two met at a local watering hole, Tijuana Fats restaurant on Rosemary Street, where Frank cut the band a check for $10,000 on the spot.


“Nothing was signed. He didn’t ask for a percentage,” John remembered. “He just asked if we could pay it back as soon as we could. It probably took us a year. It was so generous and trusting of him to do that with a bunch of guys who clearly could have gone south any second. So, that spoke a lot to me about what he believed in.” Krandlebanum Monumentus was released in 1987.


The shoebox Cradle closed in August 1988, the same month the Pressure Boys broke up. And that, dear reader, is where our story begins.


I want to take you to a particular bend in the ever-flowing stream of time and say, “Look what came from this place. Listen to this.” Chapel Hill, a seemingly average college town in the mid-South, produced an incredible amount of music between 1989 and 1999—music distinguished by its diversity and restless creativity. It caught the ears of national media and major record labels as well as the imagination of the public and made an indelible mark on American culture.


I use the term “Chapel Hill” advisedly. It began to be used in the eighties as a catch-all term inclusive of distinct scenes in other cities and thus became something of a trope. This book is more narrowly focused on Chapel Hill’s music community, but Raleigh, Durham, and Greensboro all contributed mightily, as you will see. Excluding them would be as futile as trying to divide the wind.


The town of Chapel Hill was founded in 1793, a bit to the north and in the middle of the great horizontal state of North Carolina. It’s modestly sized, a little over twenty-one square miles. The village of Carrboro borders the west side of town. The much larger city of Durham lies to the northeast. The state capital of Raleigh is almost thirty miles east of Chapel Hill and a little south. Together, Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill make up what is known as The Triangle, with Carrboro being its fourth corner.


Chapel Hill was always a college town. The University of North Carolina, the first public university in the country, began enrolling students in 1795. By the late 1980s, Chapel Hill’s population was more or less half students and half townies, making UNC (like its neighbors Duke, NC State, and UNC-Greensboro, just to name a few in the area) a giant youth factory, cranking out smart, curious, and creative young people. UNC’s student headcount for the 1990–1991 school year was 23,852.


In 1900, author Mary Oates Spratt Van Landingham gave a talk in Charlotte on the “native literature” of North Carolina. After noting that the state is bound to the north by Virginia and to the south by South Carolina, Van Landingham quipped, “Where there are mountains of conceit, there are apt to be valleys of humility.” This is more than just an accurate description of our comparative unpretentiousness: a sense of isolation has always informed and inspired North Carolina’s aesthetic.


North Carolina has produced extraordinary music of every description: from Charlie Poole standardizing the bluegrass form in the 1920s to the creation of an entire diaspora of Black jazz, funk, and R & B musicians (a partial list includes Thelonious Monk, John Coltrane, Nina Simone, Maceo Parker, and Roberta Flack) as well as our state’s most famous son, James Taylor. Carrboro gave us the gentle fingerpicked blues of Elizabeth Cotten. Blind Boy Fuller was from Wadesboro. Lesley Riddle, a Black man who helped create country music by gathering songs with A. P. Carter and inspiring Maybelle Carter’s guitar technique, lived in the small mountain town of Burnsville. Old-time guitar genius Doc Watson came up in Deep Gap. Triad pop architects Let’s Active and The dBs helped establish a regional indie scene in the eighties. By the last decade of the twentieth century, musicians from the state continued the tradition by creating multivarious musical forms, scoring Top 20 hits, and selling millions of records.


In terms of how music was created and consumed, there is little to differentiate this near century of expression. Even in the 1990s, North Carolina musicians were relatively isolated, at least culturally. Outside of a few big Top 40 radio stations in population-dense Raleigh and Charlotte, there wasn’t a lot of mainstream music to be heard. Those of us interested in scarce recordings (like, for me, vanishingly unavailable Velvet Underground records) could spend years looking for them. Local groups would gather to carpool to Minor Threat shows up in DC or haunt the import section at Schoolkids Records on Franklin Street to find the latest 4AD release.


While it’s true that R.E.M. helped define the college radio market, it should be remembered that WXYC, UNC’s open-formatted college FM radio station, only operated at four hundred watts—hardly enough power to be heard in Durham. (The Replacements’ 1985 song “Left of the Dial” refers, literally, to the little frequency band at the lower end of the FM broadcast spectrum—located on the left-hand side of the dial—where college stations usually clustered.) In this sense, those of us whose tastes lay outside of the mainstream were an underserved community. The most viable option was to make the music we wanted to hear. A prevalent do-it-yourself sensibility, courtesy of the recent punk movement, gave us permission.


I see a few parallels between biological and cultural evolution, and one is particularly relevant here: geographic isolation facilitates new forms. Whereas every musician in this book incorporated outside influences into their creative approach, much of the sound we made was shaped by the community we lived in and identifiably our own.


In that time and place, music was often consumed publicly. We gathered at the Cat’s Cradle or The Brewery or Local 506 to socialize and support each other—and not just musicians. Coworkers came out. People who worked at the Hardback Cafe or Nice Price Books did too, as did WXYC DJs and grad students and busboys. You could spend money buying the record of a band you were interested in (assuming a copy was even available), but it was cheaper to go see them play. More than that, it was important to see who else was at the show and hear what they thought about it. In other words, Chapel Hill created a scenius.


I should define this homely but precise term “scenius.” In the mid-1960s, a young English art student named Brian Eno attended an exhibition of Russian avant-garde art. “It was a show at the Barbican, which is a big gallery in London,” Eno remembered years later. “I’d always been interested in that period of painting and I thought I knew a lot about it. I went to this exhibition and I must have seen seventy paintings of painters I’d never heard of before. Good paintings. Seventy Russian paintings that I, who had studied Russian painting, had never heard of.”


This fact not only confused Eno, it also gave rise to an idea. “I looked at this and I thought, ‘There was a whole scene of people who were supporting each other, looking at each other’s work, copying from each other, stealing ideas, contributing ideas,’” he said. “I knew the big names, but I suddenly realized that they weren’t that much more important than all of the other people in the scene. The whole scene was important.”


Eno immediately coined a term for such a community: “scenius.” According to him, it stands “for the intelligence and the intuition of a whole cultural scene. It is the communal form of the concept of genius.”


Until recently, the concept of communal genius didn’t really exist. Traditionally, our culture has valued individuals as the sole engines of accomplishment. Scottish essayist and philosopher Thomas Carlyle is largely credited with originating the “Great Man Theory” in the nineteenth century. “The history of the world,” Carlyle wrote, “is but the biography of great men.” Brian Eno, when he walked into the Barbican exhibition, was expecting to see paintings by the “big names”: Kandinsky, Chagall, Malevich. Those talented artists were certainly represented, but so were dozens of others of comparable ability.


Eno immediately understood there was another force at work, one that would turn the Great Man Theory on its head—or rather, flat on its back. Vertical structures are about power, after all. Horizontal ones are about community. This book is further proof of that idea.


To me, the nineties Chapel Hill music scene embodied the kind of scenius Brian Eno described. Instead of exclusively showcasing the bands most associated with the alt-rock Chapel Hill “sound” of the mid-nineties—they’re amazing and in here too—I want to give you a sense of what was broadly going on musically and show you the fertile soil from which all this wondrous music sprang. Because this kind of community is very much like a garden: there are the beautiful flowers, of course, which command most people’s attention, but for those flowers to grow there must also be rich dirt, pollinators, earthworms, and the right amounts of rain, shade, light, and decay.


By the same token, a successful creative community must have not only its stars but also its own climate of mutual support, including venues of expression and inspiration, lesser known but no less important artistic collaborators, social connectors, affordability, collective identity, permeable social boundaries, and friendly competition. And, just as in any healthy biome, diversity is strength. Chapel Hill in the 1990s embodied all of these qualities.


The importance of this kind of community is so obvious that it’s easily overlooked. Before music can be heard by the record label that will decide on its potential profitability, before it might land on the desk of the music critic who will make a subjective value judgment on it, and well before it ever reaches your ears with the potential to change your life, it must first be created. No matter how talented or inspired the artist who might bring that music forth is, if they don’t feel supported or encouraged by the people around them, they might not do it at all. If they are very fortunate, they will find themselves in an environment like the one you’re about to visit.


I think of scenius as a living entity that travels through space and time. We’ve seen it before: Berlin’s art, architecture, and music during the Weimar Republic; the multidisciplinary artistic flowering of the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s and ’30s; and the justifiably famous outlaw country and punk scenes from Austin, Texas, in the 1970s and Washington, DC, in the 1980s. The magic combination of common elements that make a scenius come to life was available to us and can be to you, whoever and wherever you are. Ours looked and sounded a certain way. The next one will be remarkably different but no less marvelous.















1989



THE CAT’S CRADLE REOPENED AROUND VALENTINE’S DAY. ITS NEW location occupied the expansive middle floor of the former Bell South telephone building at 206 West Franklin Street, halfway to Carrboro but still proximal to UNC. Frank Heath remembers the rent for the much larger space was $5,000 a month, “a ton of money at the time.” Still, it was a propitious move.


“I think that was a particular moment when more people were starting to enjoy local and live music,” Frank told me. He could fill the old 120-seat Cradle by booking bands like Love Tractor from Athens, Charlotte’s Fetchin’ Bones, or Chapel Hill’s Dillon Fence. “And then when we moved, they were suddenly selling five or six hundred tickets,” Frank remembered. “I think it was probably a moment when the timing was right.”


April was the best month the Cradle ever had. NRBQ played, as did Fishbone. It also marked the club’s twentieth anniversary. To celebrate, Frank and his partner decided to resurrect the Pressure Boys. Their strategy was twofold: send a plane ticket to drummer Rob Ladd (who had since moved to Los Angeles) and call every former band member individually and get them to commit to doing the show if the other guys would. Everyone said yes, assuming somebody else would say no.


Rob doesn’t remember the reunion gig fondly. “We were tired of each other,” he said. “We loved playing and we loved the people who came to hang out and see us play, but all of us had mentally moved on.” John Plymale had done so literally, into a new band called the Sex Police. “It had only been six months since the Pressure Boys last played,” John told me, “but it felt like ten years.”


So, the Pressure Boys played their last-last show at the new Cradle, and, as Frank predicted, it was huge. The end of their era is the beginning of ours. It’s hard to overestimate the effect that Triad bands like The dBs and Let’s Active had on the Chapel Hill music scene, but perhaps more than any other, the Pressure Boys—individually if not collectively—would continue to have a major influence on Chapel Hill music after their demise.


The Pressure Boys’ bass player Jack Campbell opened Poindexter Records in 1985. Jack had gotten a job in 1982 at Schoolkids Records on Hillsborough Street in Raleigh and was soon running the store’s inventory. “I seriously loved working there so much that I went around with a tape measure and measured out how to build the record bins,” he said. Jack got together with a friend, borrowed some money, and opened Poindexter on Ninth Street in Durham. He soon hired a young music fan named Jay Faires. Jay was in business school at Duke getting his MBA and worked at Poindexter’s on the weekends to keep his sanity.


“I started working at Poindexter and two things happened,” Jay remembered. “Jack said, ‘I’m in this band called the Pressure Boys. Will you come see ’em, and then will you be the record label and put out Krandlebanum Monumentus?’ We got it to forty-three on the College Music Journal charts and I was fucking hooked.” Jay took over the Pressure Boys’ management and booking.


Jack and Jay nerded out on indie labels, the store’s bread and butter. “Obviously we had to have the stuff on Warner Brothers and Columbia and all the majors that were selling,” Jack said, “but we really tried to stock a lot of the more indie products. We were always watching for the ones that would send out promo materials and seemed to have a good business model.”


For his part, Jay was obsessed with English labels, particularly Ivo Watts-Russell’s 4AD. “Alternative music was successful there and cracked the mainstream way before it cracked the US market,” he said. “How the fuck was Ivo selling a half million copies of Dead Can Dance records across Europe? It’s amazing that he was doing it, but it was the same thing with Martin Mills and what he built with Beggars Banquet.”


Lane Wurster was a newly arrived graduate student in UNC’s Communication Studies program. A runner back at Wake Forest, Lane was getting into more creative stuff. He landed the lead role in a play and started making flyers for bands he liked.


Lane got a job as floor manager at Crook’s Corner, a Southern restaurant bordering Carrboro at the very end of West Franklin Street. After hours, he’d walk down to Kinko’s copy store and make posters. “They were basically ransom notes in terms of my approach to typography,” Lane said. “I would buy a used book that had all these old fonts. It was so crude. I would cut them out, wax the backs of ’em, line them up as straight as I could, and form band names out of them.” One of the bands Lane worked with was The Veldt.


The Veldt formed around identical twin brothers Danny and Daniel Chavis, who grew up in Raleigh and hung out with people from the hardcore and punk scene, befriending the band members of Corrosion of Conformity and Angels of Epistemology. At the same time, Danny and Daniel were heavily influenced by British bands like Cocteau Twins and Echo & the Bunnymen.


“I remember one day in the tenth grade, I bought Siouxsie and the Banshees’ Hyæna, The Jam’s double album Snap, The Dead Girls’ single by Orchestral Manoeuvers in the Dark, and The Cure’s The Top,” Daniel told me. “All in one day. I went home and was floored.” The Chavis brothers formed a hardcore band called Psycho Daisies, which ultimately morphed into The Veldt.


The Veldt based their sound on The Top. “It was a good combination of songs, it sounded morose and sad, and we liked it,” Daniel said. “The Cure wore cool suits. That album was everything we wanted to be.”


I saw The Veldt soon after they formed at a late-night house party in Chapel Hill. It was jarring because they were so tight and completely flash—not things local bands were particularly good at. Each member of The Veldt was in a suit, playing evocative, soulful dance music. It felt more like a TV performance than a drunken house party on McCauley Street. Clearly, this group was destined for bigger things.


“I really enjoyed doing stuff for The Veldt,” Lane said. “They had it all. I went down this rabbit hole of trying to help them get dialed in to their aesthetic.” At some point the band asked Lane to manage them, or something to that effect. Things aren’t always completely nailed down with The Veldt. Maybe Lane was more of a publicist, but in any case, he felt strongly affiliated.


“I put together a press kit and was able to get them in the Duke Chronicle and UNC’s The Daily Tar Heel and just did what I could,” Lane remembered. “I went to fraternities and put up posters and flyers. One night, I walked up to them at a show and Danny or Daniel said, ‘Hey, I want you to meet our manager, Jay Faires.’ I was like, ‘Oh. I thought I was your manager!’ There were probably a dozen people who managed or thought they were managing The Veldt during those early days.”


By the time Jay Faires came into the picture, The Veldt had established a following in the Southeast and were also playing lucrative frat parties. Capitol and Elektra Records started a bidding war. “An A&R guy from I.R.S. Records called and said, ‘It’s funny—you’re a Black band, but you sound white,’” Daniel remembered. “That was the beginning of the end, right there. We were very naive. We didn’t think that way.”


The Veldt signed a contract with Capitol Records on Jay Faires’s back porch. In September 1988, the band flew to England to record their debut album, Marigolds. Robin Guthrie, the guitarist from Cocteau Twins, agreed to produce. It was very much dream-come-true stuff, until drummer Marvin Levy got kicked out of the country for having drumsticks in his bag but no work visa. He was sent home on the same plane he came in on. Guthrie programmed a drum machine to replace Marvin’s parts.


By this time, The Veldt’s friends in Chapel Hill’s Zen Frisbee had “wormed their way into Frank Heath’s heart,” according to drummer Chuck Garrison. “We were getting a lot of opening gigs at the Cradle,” Chuck told me. “I think Frank liked that we were available on short notice.”


Different iterations of Zen Frisbee had been performing since Chuck was sixteen, when he met guitarist Kevin Dixon in 1984. Eventually, Kevin’s elfin brother Laird joined on guitar as well.


“I grew up in Chapel Hill, a very nice town with nice people,” Chuck said. “Well educated. You never saw a bar fight. You never saw what you see in almost every other town. This place is just anointed. It was calm and special. Everyone was very polite and nice all the time. Getting out and seeing the world later, I started to slowly realize the rest of the world wasn’t like that. There were very few assholes in town, and when there were they were shunned.”


Chuck named Zen Frisbee. Once, when they were literal children, Chuck and Kevin were playing Frisbee on UNC campus. “There’s something Zen about playing Frisbee,” Kevin had mused. “That’s the name of our band,” Chuck said.


An early version of Zen Frisbee made a big impression on Chapel Hill native Dave Brylawski when he saw them during his second week as a student at UNC in 1986. “I remember they played the Masterpiece Theatre theme,” Dave said. “That blew me away. There’s Chapel Hill right there: somebody doing a shambolic but groovy Masterpiece Theatre theme. I was like, ‘What the fuck.’ That was transformative.”


By 1989, Kevin Dixon was living in The Shack—a literal shack, out in the woods, up on a hill off Smith Level Road as it meanders south of town. The Shack had no phone and no running water. It did have electricity, which meant the band could practice there. At first the rent was thirty bucks a month, but at some point Kevin stopped paying even that.


Zen Frisbee was generally available and dirt cheap. Sometimes Frank didn’t even pay them at all, like the night he asked them to open for Butthole Surfers. “We were a last-minute addition because whoever was supposed to do it couldn’t,” Chuck remembered. “Frank couldn’t pay us, but he said that Public Enemy was playing the next day. None of us had tickets because we didn’t have any money.” An arrangement was made.


Zen Frisbee was an exhilarating, sometimes problematic, combination of profligate squalor, petty vindictiveness, and committed performance art. “We had to one-up whatever band we were playing with, but by poking fun at ourselves at the same time,” Laird said. “That is one of the things I liked about Zen Frisbee—we didn’t take ourselves that seriously, to our detriment.”


An early gig opening for GWAR provided a great opportunity for Zen Frisbee–styled one-upmanship. GWAR was a heavy metal band from Richmond, renowned for their grotesque costumes and props. Their debut album was named Hell-O.


“We got a bunch of baby dolls from various PTAs and thrift stores and stuff,” Laird remembered, “popped off their heads, and stuffed them full of peanut butter.” The mutilated baby dolls were then hung up high behind the stage curtain, where the audience wouldn’t see. A large Hulk head was placed on the front of the stage. “At one point, the all-powerful Hulk head commanded his minions to come down and all the baby heads were lowered as if they were attacking us,” Kevin explained. Kevin and lead singer Brian Walker then produced Wonder Bread and steak knives and threw peanut butter sandwiches out into the audience. “That was our counter to GWAR’s theatrics,” Laird remembered. The headliners weren’t amused, muttering “art fags” as they took the stage.


After getting kicked out of England on the way to record The Veldt’s major label debut, Marvin Levy started practicing drums every day on the unused top floor of the Cat’s Cradle building. According to Marvin, some of the Butthole Surfers wrote racist profanity on the upstairs wall after their show that night as a joke, knowing that Public Enemy would see it the next day. Marvin saw it instead and told Frank. The offending graffiti was removed. The next day, Flavor Flav came upstairs after hearing Marvin playing and hung out. “I’m so glad I got that red spray-painted over,” Marvin said.


The mixes for Marigolds came back from England on little red advance cassettes. “I gave out seventy,” Marvin remembered. “People loved it. It was this Ocean Blue–type Brit pop—not heavy. Washy but straight-up pop songs that were all under four minutes. More ethereal than commercial. Atmosphere rather than direct grooves.”


Poindexter Records employee and MBA student Jay Faires wrote up a business model for a record label based on the new CD technology and cofounded Mammoth Records in 1989. “The beginning of Mammoth coincided with the record industry growing from 5 to 7 percent every year,” Jay said. “All of a sudden CDs came in. People would buy a hundred CDs at a time. They were replacing their entire vinyl collection. Now you had a business that went from mature 5 percent growth to 100 percent year-over-year growth, four to seven years in a row.


“There were labels before Mammoth who were known as more indie, but they never paid royalties or their tour support checks bounced,” Jay said. “So, the ethos of Mammoth when we started was, ‘We’ll take care of the business so you can take care of the art.’”


Mammoth’s first location was a little office at 5 West Hargett Street in downtown Raleigh, which Jay shared with his partner, The Connells’ manager Ed Morgan. Steve Balcom, then program director at WXYC, started working at Mammoth full time from a three-day-a-week intern gig. “I think Jay was paying me a little bit of money,” Steve said. “I remember my last semester of my senior year of college traveling to San Francisco, going on the road with a new signing, and doing all this stuff while I was in college. I somehow got through school and then started at Mammoth. That early period was special. It was three or four of us in an office with a couple of interns.”


One of those interns was Greg Humphreys, the front man for Dillon Fence. “Mammoth was built around the Pressure Boys’ manager and The Connells’ managers coming together, because they were the two big local acts at that time,” Greg said. “They were the bands that my peers used to go see at the Cat’s Cradle, and they were original. They weren’t doing covers. They were rock stars, and they were doing what I wanted to do.”


Dillon Fence had formed a couple years earlier. Greg was about to graduate. “We had built up a following and were playing on the weekends,” he said. “I was really interested in trying to make a go of it as a full-time thing.” Dillon Fence saw another local band called The Popes self-release an EP and service it to college radio and figured they needed to do the same. Their eponymous EP was released on NOCAR Records in 1989. The band hired John Plymale, late of the Pressure Boys, to produce. The sessions were held at Steve Gronback’s TGS Studios in Chapel Hill.


Dillon Fence opens with a hit, “Something for You.” Of course, I don’t mean a hit in terms of sales, I mean a hit in terms of writing and performance—something so many of us were trying to do, regardless of how we chose to express it musically. The song’s undeniably hooky vocal chorus floats over clinically funky guitar rhythms. “Something for You” went over big at frat parties and in the regional clubs.


Lane Wurster made the cover art for Dillon Fence. One day, Jay Faires called him into the Mammoth office. Lane brought his press kit for The Veldt. “Jay said, ‘You seem like this hungry publicist,’” Lane recounted. “I didn’t really feel like I was that. He’s like, ‘We should talk. I think there will definitely be some stuff that we can do together.’”


Another early Mammoth intern was Andrew Peterson. Andrew was a DJ at WXYC and thought of Steve Balcom as a mentor. “He would regularly say, ‘Hey, check out this record. I think it’s right up your alley,’” Andrew remembered. “He had me absolutely zeroed in. If Steve told me about a band that he thought I should check out, invariably I would love it.”


Andrew was doing college radio for Mammoth, promoting bands on its roster like The Downsiders and Blake Babies and learning about the College Music Journal charts. He annoyed Jay because he kept wanting to talk to radio programmers about local bands he liked that weren’t signed to Mammoth.


“I was impressed by Jay,” Andrew said. “He certainly gave me a great opportunity just on Steve’s word. I was wishing that he would focus more on local music, but he was obviously looking at a national brand. There were a lot of bands around Chapel Hill saying, ‘Hey, you’ve got all this money and this ability to promote at a big level. Why aren’t you looking at us?’”


One of the local bands Andrew wanted to promote was the acoustic duo Nikki Meets the Hibachi. He saw them play at the Carolina Coffee Shop next door to Schoolkids Records on Franklin Street and approached them. “You guys are great,” Andrew said. “What are you doing to get out there?”


“Well, nothing,” they told him. “We just like playing music together.” Like Jay, Andrew started booking and then managing a few local bands he liked. He helped Nikki Meets the Hibachi make an EP and sent it to college radio stations reporting in the Southeast. Within a few weeks, it appeared on the regional charts.


Another one of Andrew’s favorite local bands was Zen Frisbee, whom he first heard by playing one of their demos on WXYC. “One of the band members called the station and requested it,” Andrew said. “I hadn’t found it yet, so I hadn’t played it. So, they called back and jokingly threatened me: ‘We know where you are! You need to play this song or we’re going to come find you!’ So, I played this song called ‘All the Angels Live in Potsdam’ and it was like, ‘I’ve never heard anything like this! These guys are incredible!’”


Andrew did not offer to manage Zen Frisbee because they intimidated him. “They were wild and had this larger-than-life charisma,” he remembered. “I didn’t feel comfortable approaching them. We’re all the same age, but I felt like I was so much younger and just not worthy of going up and saying, ‘Hi, how are you? I really like your music.’”


Zen Frisbee also made an early impression on UNC student Laura Ballance right after she’d moved to Chapel Hill. “I loved them,” she said. Early on, Laura encountered guitarist Kevin Dixon and singer Brian Walker on Franklin Street outside of Hector’s, a janky late-night food joint. “One of them gave me one of those Zen Frisbee newsletter/comic book things and I was just like, ‘What the hell is this? Yes, I’m going to this show!’” Laura told me. “They were great. They were hilarious and weird.”


Kevin, a mop-topped fellow who can really hold a grudge, created the Zen Frisbee newsletter with Brian. It was illustrated with Kevin’s idiosyncratic cartoon drawings. (Kevin also worked at a copy store—a Chapel Hill tradition in a town where show promotion relied on printed flyers—so he took advantage and printed up Zen Frisbee newsletters on the company dime.)


“We thought it would be a funny idea if we had a little newsletter that came out with each show,” Kevin remembered. “It was a mix of bragging about how great we were and all our adventures and then putting down every other band in Chapel Hill.”


I don’t want to give the impression that Zen Frisbee’s pettiness was somehow unique. In a way, they deserve props for memorializing the kind of shit talk that many of us did in private, in the era before anyone had an electronic spy in their pocket.


At the time she was given the Zen Frisbee newsletter, Laura Ballance was a frowning goth girl with dreadlocks who worked at Pepper’s Pizza, a furiously busy place downtown staffed by punk kids. Pepper’s was right off campus, across the street from Schoolkids Records, and next door to the Record Bar. “It was hard work, and it was shitty, and it would stay open late until the bars were closing and then all the drunk frat boys would come in, and I hated them,” Laura said. “The guys would always put me on the register, because they didn’t want to talk to the frat boys. And of course, they used to harass me.”


Laura ended up living in a crowded duplex with me at 34B McMasters Street. Phil Collins from Satellite Boyfriend also lived there, as did Cheryl Parker (a WXYC DJ who was heavily involved in the scene), a Schoolkids Records employee named Amy, Sue Hunter (another XYC jock who had a Budweiser bass because her dad worked for the company), and I can’t remember who else. This is around the time Mac McCaughan finished his junior year at Columbia up in New York and came back home to Chapel Hill. Mac started appearing at our house to teach Sue how to play bass. He was showing an obvious interest in Laura as well and taught both of them a Guns N’ Roses song. I remember Mac as a skinny kid who wore Converse high-tops.


I probably wouldn’t have had a career in music were it not for Phil Collins—the Satellite Boyfriend guy, not the other one. He taught me how to play the riff from R.E.M.’s “Driver 8” and showed me barre chords. Satellite Boyfriend inspired me to form bands myself. Mac was also a fan.


“You guys are awesome,” Mac remembers telling Phil. “‘Why aren’t you going out there?’ Phil was writing incredible songs. I thought they could be like The dBs or the Soft Boys or something.”


“We didn’t have that mindset at all,” Phil told me. “What we should have done is put out records, like Dillon Fence and The Popes. Just done it—put out a single or seven inch when it was fresh, but we never did that. When we did put out an album for the first time, it was a hodgepodge of demos recorded at four different studios.”


Mac had been in several local bands already, including Wwax and Slushpuppies. Both of those groups appeared along with blackgirls, Egg, and Angels of Epistemology in a 1987 box set called Evil I Do Not/To Nod I Live, the brainchild of Wwax’s bassist Wayne Taylor. (Zen Frisbee was supposed to be the sixth band featured and even recorded songs for the project. “We did not have the funds to contribute,” drummer Chuck Garrison said, “so we didn’t get included.”)


Dana Kletter was in blackgirls. “The box set was really crucial to creating something that married the hardcore scene in Raleigh with the burgeoning music scene in Chapel Hill,” she said. “Every band was a Raleigh sort of band. It was very much our collective—everything from the concept, the art, the bands that were on there. There was a strong community in Raleigh. I think Mac came out of that collective experience.”


The Evil I Do Not/To Nod I Live release was foundational for Mac in other ways. Each band had their own seven-inch single in the box set, because they knew that seven-inch singles fit in a quarter-inch tape box. Barefoot Press, a new business in Raleigh, printed the booklets. Tannis Root, also based in Raleigh, helped silk-screen the boxes. All five bands played a release show at the Cradle and another one at The Brewery in Raleigh. Both performances drew large crowds. This was new for Mac, whose previous experience had been opening for touring bands.


“My impression of how it worked was that people didn’t really go out just to see local bands, unless you were the Pressure Boys or someone that was already big,” Mac told me. “These were all weird bands in the box set. There was nothing commercial about any of it. None of us had ever headlined our own show that drew that many people. The fact that we could create this situation where people were reading about this in The Spectator and then coming to the shows was a real eye-opening moment.”


As is the way of things, most of the bands that appeared on Evil I Do Not/To Nod I Live soon broke up. Mac described his two takeaways from the experience. “One was that you could do it—you can make this physical thing and sell it,” he remembered. “The other was that it’s a valuable documentation of art that people are making around here. Because in a minute they’re not gonna exist, and what do you have—a copy of some tape that someone dubbed for you? Maybe you just saw them live and don’t have any record of what they even sounded like.”


Blackgirls, a trio consisting of piano, acoustic guitar, and violin once described as “menacing folk punk,” were still a going concern. “Mammoth signed The Sidewinders, who were from Arizona,” Dana said. “Then they signed A Picture Made, guys from Kansas that we knew from The Connells. Jay Faires came to a show at The Brewery and told me, ‘I want you to be the first band from North Carolina that we sign.’ The Mammoth offices were right around the corner from my house. There was this shitty gold-orange carpet on the floor and coffee cups everywhere. I walked in there and it seemed just like home! It was very informal. There was no offer of a contract or anything.”


In 1989, entertainment lawyer Rosemary Carroll, married to punk poet Jim Carroll and yet to represent Kurt Cobain, was very much interested in blackgirls. “My first memory of Mammoth Records is talking with Dana,” Rosemary told me. “I talked with her a lot before I started representing them and certainly while I represented them. I have a vague recollection of her telling me that Mammoth Records wanted to sign them. I think I said, ‘What’s a marmot record?’ because I’d never heard of them.” The other thing Dana told Rosemary was that producer Joe Boyd was flying into North Carolina to meet with the band. Rosemary promptly said she was flying in, too.


In the 1960s, Joe Boyd produced Pink Floyd, Nick Drake, and Fairport Convention. More recently, he’d worked with Billy Bragg and R.E.M. “I read a review of a single by blackgirls in a US magazine and it sounded interesting, so I ordered it by mail,” Joe remembered. “I think the order went straight to Dana and she may have included a note saying, ‘Are you the Joe Boyd who produced…?’ I was impressed by her voice and by the song, so I got in touch eventually by phone.” The two talked for hours.


“Joe Boyd was a legend to me,” Rosemary said. “I also thought it would be good for the blackgirls to have someone there who was unambiguously on their side, because record company people in general are really skilled at pretending they’re on the artist’s side. They’re so good at it, they could really fool you. I knew that Joe Boyd would be more on the artist’s side than the record company would be, that’s for sure, but I’m sure he had his own agenda.


“I don’t think I had any expectations about Jay Faires,” Rosemary continued. “He was a record company guy. I knew a lot of record company guys and he didn’t seem any better or worse than any of them.” This came as news to Jay when I told him, as he and Rosemary had already been comanaging Fetchin’ Bones.


A deal was struck in which Joe would produce a blackgirls album, Mammoth Records would foot the bill, and Joe’s label Hannibal Records would get the rights outside of North America.


Dana thinks Joe’s interest sealed the deal with Mammoth as well as helped secure a publishing deal with Bug Music. “I’m sure that was a boon for Mammoth, to have this venerable dude produce a record for their label,” Dana said. “We were the last band to not have to sign over our publishing to Jay.”


By the summer of 1989, Mac McCaughan and Laura Ballance were dating and in a short-lived group named Metal Pitcher. They soon enlisted Zen Frisbee’s Chuck Garrison to form a new band. Chuck was Mac’s old roommate, knew Laura through mutual friends, and lived three doors down from our duplex on McMasters Street.


“They just came over and said, ‘Hey, do you want to be in a band with us?’” Chuck remembered. “I was like, ‘Sure, why not?’ You know, I didn’t have anything else to do. At that point, I don’t think I’d ever been in more than one real band at a time. It was summer and I had plenty of time.”


Now Chuck was in two real bands. The new one with Mac and Laura was called Chunk, because Chuck’s name in the phone book was misspelled as “Chunk” Garrison. Chunk recruited another guitarist by the name of Jack McCook and started practicing in Chuck’s little cinder block house.


As a high school kid, Mac was a huge Pressure Boys fan. But he also took inspiration from a legendary Raleigh punk band. “The Pressure Boys were happening at a time where either you were gonna sign to a major or you were gonna stop being in a band,” Mac said. “Now, the flip side of that was Corrosion of Conformity. They were like, ‘We’re just going to make insanely great records for different labels, tour incessantly, and become known as the greatest live hardcore band.’”


While up at Columbia, Mac went to see COC play a Sunday matinee at CBGB. The show was sold out, which shocked him. “‘We love this band,’” Mac remembers thinking, “‘but how does everyone else know about this?’ Punk celebrities like Thurston Moore from Sonic Youth were there to see Corrosion, because they were that good.”


Mac and Laura drove across the country at the beginning of the summer to take some friends to the West Coast. Mac’s parents’ van caught fire an hour outside of Farmington, New Mexico, so they rented a car to finish the trip. A friend of Mac’s from college showed them the offices of a label some of her high school friends started called SubPop Records. Mac and Laura were already fans and had a couple SubPop singles.


On the way home, they saw a merge sign on the highway and found the name of the label they’d been talking about starting. The first few Merge Records releases were cassettes of bands that Mac had already been in. Then they moved to seven-inch singles. By year’s end, the first Chunk single was released on Merge. It was recorded in Raleigh at Duck Kee Studios.


“We discovered Duck Kee from people in Raleigh bands,” Mac said. “It was great because it was not intimidating. It was in this guy’s house, but he knew how to make it sound good. He had a sixteen-track tape machine. It was a very comfortable and inexpensive place to learn how to record your band.”


Jerry Kee was, and is, the owner of Duck Kee Studios. Jerry moved down to North Carolina after seeing an episode of 120 Minutes on MTV in 1986 that featured Flat Duo Jets, Dexter’s brother Joe Romweber’s band UV Prom, and The Connells. According to the show, Chapel Hill was going to be the next Athens, Georgia, home of The B-52s and R.E.M. Jerry moved because of that buzz and also the fact that a friend at NC State would let him couch surf until he found a place of his own.


Jerry loved the community. He joined bands and recorded them. His friend Matt Matthews introduced him to people and spread his demo tapes around. Soon Jerry was recording other bands. “It was an easy thing to do,” he said. “I loved recording and a lot of people wanted a cheap place to record. It just snowballed.”


By the time Chunk walked into Duck Kee to record their first single, Jerry had known Mac for a few years already, having recorded Wwax and Slushpuppies. At the time, Duck Kee was in Jerry’s house on Bickett Boulevard near downtown Raleigh. It had been open for about three years. Jerry partnered with Matt, The Connells’ soundman, to open the place. The Connells were working on their new album Fun and Games, which Matt was helping produce. The band gave Matt and Jerry a sixteen-track tape machine to record demos. This was quite a sophisticated piece of gear, making Duck Kee one of only a few professional studios in The Triangle.


The first Chunk seven inch was the fourth Merge Records single. It featured two originals and one Shangri-Las cover. Mac’s song “My Noise” is a manifesto. The band’s aesthetic elements are already in place: chugging guitars, feedback breakdowns, and Mac’s double-tracked vocal yelp. The song’s loud/quiet/loud arrangement recalls the Pixies, and the dissonance is a little industrial, but “My Noise” is not mimicry. It’s a hit.




It rides beside me, it has no choice


It’s my life and it’s my voice


It is stupid and it’s my noise





These Merge Records singles were the start of a cottage industry, something Mac and Laura seemed born to do. Their role models were labels like Dischord and Teen-Beat Records in DC and K Records and Amphetamine Reptile from Washington state. “These labels all had an aesthetic and a DIY feeling about them that we were really into,” Mac said. “You felt like someone made this with their hands. These are all people who are in bands and putting out the records. We really liked that aspect of it, because it felt transparent, as opposed to ‘there’s the bands and then there’s the overarching record company.’”


Merge used United Record Press in Nashville, the same plant that manufactured the Evil I Do Not/To Nod I Live box set. Around this time, both Mac and Laura were working at Kinko’s, which came in handy for designing record sleeves. “We would photocopy things,” Laura remembered. “Move them around, tape them down. Use the rub-off letters. I still love that shit. You can’t replicate that with a computer.”


The sleeves were printed at Barefoot Press, where Mac’s old bandmate Wayne Taylor worked. The vinyl and labels were then shipped to the house on McMasters, where whoever’s band was involved would be summoned. “We’d sit around and drink beer and stuff plastic sleeves,” Laura said.


“Nobody else seemed to be doing it that we were aware of in Chapel Hill, and there were all these cool bands that would come into existence and then fade away,” Laura remembered. The benefits were twofold: First, good music was being documented. Second, bands could use these recordings to help secure gigs.


“We would release anything,” Laura said. “It didn’t matter how bad it sounded. It was all as cheap as possible and lo-fi. It reflected what was actually happening. We weren’t trying to do anything that was polished or shiny. It was really about the fun of doing it. It’s art, but people are also buying it, which makes you feel validated.” There was still a financial hurdle: Each single cost up to $700 to record and manufacture. Bands cofunded their own release.


There were no Merge Records contracts. “It was like, ‘We’ll give you some of these seven inches and please sell them,’” Laura said. “‘Because we need your help to sell them at your shows.’ But that was it. People were just excited to have something coming out physically. We weren’t making money. If we were making money, it might have been $100 on the entire pressing and that would help fund the next thing.”


In the fall, Jay Faires asked Lane Wurster for ad ideas to help launch Mammoth Records. Lane asked Jay how he perceived the label. “I think it’s ironic that we’re this small label with a big name,” Jay told him. “The only thing I don’t want anybody to associate us with is an extinct prehistoric creature. That would send the wrong message.” Lane went home for Thanksgiving and came back with the opposite of this brief, an image of a woolly mammoth skeleton with the tagline “Music Like There’s No Tomorrow.”


“We didn’t know what was coming next,” Lane explained. “We had Public Enemy and the Pixies. It was a weird time. We were making fun of the Rolling Stones and The Who and these dime-store bands that were still touring. Jay and I started to have fun with this idea of, ‘Why not go out in a blaze of glory? There’s something cool about extinction.’”


Mammoth’s roster was already getting national attention. MTV’s News at Night sent a crew down to Chapel Hill to profile blackgirls. The host of the segment, Tim Sommer, had heard about the North Carolina scene since befriending R.E.M. after their first few shows in New York. “They used to say that a lot of people thought they were from Chapel Hill,” Tim remembered. “R.E.M. and their manager Jefferson Holt instilled in me the idea that Chapel Hill is a pretty magical place for original alternative music.”


A few years later, R.E.M. singer Michael Stipe recommended Flat Duo Jets to Tim. “The first time I ever saw Dexter was in 1986,” Tim remembered, “when Michael Stipe said, ‘You’ve got to see Elvis.’ He didn’t even call him Dexter. He kept on calling him Elvis.”


Soon after, Tim’s band Hugo Largo came and played the shoebox Cradle shortly after Frank Heath acquired it. “I instantly sensed that Chapel Hill and The Triangle was a pretty amazing place,” he said. “I think the first time we played there, the blackgirls opened for us. They were very special. You weren’t even finding bands like that in New York in 1986. There was a level of knowledge and intelligence and wit and originality to the listeners and musicians in Chapel Hill that was immediately evident.


“By the time I came back in 1989 to do that MTV report, I had a sense that what was going on in Chapel Hill was arguably the most interesting, original alternative music scene on the East Coast, maybe in the entire country,” Tim said. “It was more interesting to me than New York, let’s put it that way.” He decided it was worth the expense of bringing an MTV crew down to do a shoot.


The first blackgirls record Mammoth Records released was called Procedure, named after a song they’d put on Evil I Do Not/To Nod I Live. “It was so homey for that first album,” Dana Kletter told me. “Everybody at Mammoth was funny and familiar, so I didn’t feel like I was doing anything strange or emotionally dangerous. They put up a wall of pictures that were from people just querying them. It seemed like a mom-and-pop shop. It was so informal; it felt as if we were finding old friends. We were collaborating with people we knew.”


UNC student Dave Brylawski, who’d had his Saul-on-the-road-to-Damascus moment seeing Zen Frisbee cover PBS’s Masterpiece Theatre theme, had been teaching himself how to write and record music by messing around on his guitar and a four-track machine in his apartment. “My personal journey went from being an outsider looking at people playing music and really wanting to understand how you do that, and really longing for that, to figuring out piece by piece how to do it,” Dave said.


In 1988, Dave recorded his own cassette tape of original songs called Saturnine and sent a copy to Option magazine. “It was glossy and you could buy it in a bookstore,” Dave remembered. “It was a real magazine and they reviewed cassettes.” Option reviewed Saturnine, as did Tape Op magazine. Dave started getting orders.


“What people like Mac McCaughan were doing musically… you might as well go to school and become a surgeon,” Dave said. “I just didn’t understand how they did that. Figuring it out quietly in my bedroom was the catalyst for all of it.”


Back in Raleigh, Mammoth Records was on its hustle. Jay Faires scored a win by securing a deal with RCA Records for $100,000. In it, RCA and Mammoth would co-release The Sidewinders’ new album. The Sidewinders were a Mammoth band from Tucson, Arizona. “Three weeks after we made that record, we sold it to RCA for thirty-three times what we made it for,” Jay said. “We were like, ‘Oh, we can do this.’”


Lane Wurster, assuming the role of Mammoth’s art director, found himself on a parallel learning curve. “I did the layout for the Blake Babies’ Earwig record,” he said, “and sent off a color slide for the poster. I told them, ‘Send us back a proof to sign off on.’” When asked, Jay told Lane he hadn’t seen the proof. Then three weeks later, a stack of a thousand black-and-white Blake Babies posters showed up. “Why did you print a black-and-white poster?” Jay demanded. The printing company had sent a black-and-white proof to the Mammoth office and Jay signed off on it. Regardless, he made Lane eat half the cost.


“I thought, ‘Okay, this guy’s a businessman,’” Lane remembered. “Jay was like that. He was up-front about Mammoth having investors. A lot of the reason Mammoth made it through those early years was because of investors. They weren’t selling enough records to pay the bills. They had seed money, and when they sold The Sidewinders to RCA, there was probably some cash there. But if you look at the sales for those first couple of years, I don’t think they would have made it through.”


Back in The Shack, where Zen Frisbee’s Kevin Dixon lived, there was no running water and thus no indoor bathroom, only an outhouse out back. Using it was a fraught proposition. “You had to sit very carefully,” Kevin said, “because it was entirely possible to fall into this cesspit and you would have a hard time getting out. It was probably eight feet deep and dug straight down like a grave. One grisly night I shone a flashlight into the pit to gross myself out. The entire surface of the fecal matter was covered with these fat maggot things. It was a vision of Hell: Just a squirming, writhing mass of shit and decay. Then I felt depressed about living out there.”
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