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I got into punk rock because I like to cause trouble. That was it.


—Jack Grisham

















FOREWORD



By MIKE NESS


Let us not ask what the city can do for us but what we can do for the city. That was not my mentality back then on the streets of Fullerton. Forty years ago, they might have wanted to lock me up and throw away the key. But things change. And now I got a key, a key to the city I grew up in.


I have nothing but fond memories of growing up in Fullerton. My parents moved us here in 1963 to a little house on Malvern Avenue, the east side. We rented the back house from an older woman who was also our babysitter. I was five years old and spent a lot of time alone at the babysitter’s house. Her bedroom had a radio and religious art on the wall. The angels were naked, so it was a shrine to eroticism and rock and roll. I already knew that music is what I wanted to do. Music did something for me.


By sixth or seventh grade I’d started to embrace counterculture. We grew up across the street from the park that had Little League and Pop Warner football, but my parents weren’t very encouraging about sports. Instead of playing ball there, after seeing Easy Rider, I built a chopper bike, cruised the park, and sat on it while I watched the games. I knew that was cool. So it didn’t matter that I wasn’t playing ball.


My two uncles were part of the counterculture. One was gay and the other wasn’t. The one who wasn’t was super tough, and the gay uncle was so cool, and they were both very influential role models. The gay one had friends in Hollywood and we’d go to Palm Springs, and my other uncle would have friends over to his house who had lowriders, while the women sported beehives and cat-eye glasses and wore garter belts and fishnet stockings.


For a young kid, it was a crazy world.


When I got into punk, I finally found my voice and my place in the world. Soon I realized I was going to have to fight—physically fight—to keep it. The reaction to punk wasn’t friendly. But I wasn’t going back.


In spite of these things, overall my life was not that good. Music provided me with something to keep my mind focused in pursuit of a dream, and Fullerton itself enabled that. When I became a punk, it was dangerous to roam the streets of Orange County looking the way we did. Ninety-nine percent of society saw it as a provocation. My personality dictates that telling me I can’t do something is about the worst thing you could do because not only am I going to succeed at it, I’m going to enjoy proving you wrong. Then I’ll say, “How do you like me now?”


I wasn’t going to back down and I wasn’t going to change. We were just jamming in my friend’s mom’s living room, and we had no idea where it was going to go. We were in the moment, trying to put pieces of a puzzle together, and not seeing the big picture at all. But on a local level, we saw other people doing it, and if they could do it, we knew we could too.


Fortunately, at the time, we had a manager who was tied in with Goldenvoice, and he made sure that whenever a big band came to Los Angeles, Social Distortion was the opening act. We went from playing in front of fifty people in Fullerton to playing in front of five hundred in LA. It helped immensely.


Decades later on April 3, 2024, getting the key to the city I grew up in—on my sixty-second birthday no less!—was an emotional moment. It felt good to have someone acknowledge our accomplishments. When we started the band, official recognition wasn’t something we were after. We didn’t know that our music would have a positive impact. You hoped that it might, but you don’t know.


Dennis Danell, our guitarist, was my partner in crime back in the day. He wasn’t committing crimes with me, but he was, figuratively, my partner in crime. We would drive to Hollywood on a Tuesday night, see some bands play, and go to school the next day and tell everyone about it.


This stuff doesn’t happen. It’s not supposed to happen. But like I said, things change.


What a ride it’s been.


For lack of a better metaphor, it’s almost like you’re a pinball. You get shot out, and then it’s all the bumps, specials, bonus points, and penalties. It’s a funny analogy that you’re the ball, but you’re not the one in control. And, ultimately, you’re only as good as the player.


—Mike Ness
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THE NEST


In 1979, a small place in Costa Mesa called the Cuckoo’s Nest had made itself the epicenter of Orange County punk. Every scene needs a club, and if you were punk in the late ’70s and early ’80s, the Nest was your place to rage. In the surroundings of a seemingly placid suburban utopia with its patchwork of manicured lawns and cookie-cutter houses with crystal blue backyard pools and straitlaced parents in their corporate jobs, the children of these model citizens were looking for life outside of the American dream—they wanted to make their own dreams, or in some cases their own nightmares. Flying under the cloak of polite, middle-class society, punks throughout OC congregated at underground hotspots in their home cities. In Costa Mesa, the Cuckoo’s Nest, or the Nest as it was often called, offered a magnetic pull that started with headlining sets from the likes of Iggy Pop and the Ramones and eventually fostered the homegrown havoc of T.S.O.L., the Vandals, the Adolescents, Agent Orange, Social Distortion, and many others. “And we had all the touring bands and of course, every band that ever never played around OC,” Cuckoo’s Nest owner Jerry Roach said.


“We were already aggressive, semi-violent kids with nothing much else to do, and then punk rock was a perfect vehicle,” T.S.O.L. bassist Mike Roche said in the documentary Clockwork Orange County. “If you were an adolescent and angry and malicious and didn’t know why, when punk rock came along you’re like ‘oh yeah that’s where I am, I’m a punk rocker.’”


For kids like Casey Royer, punk rock was just in their blood. “It was something that you didn’t plan, you didn’t apply to be a punk, you just were that kind of person just because of your consciousness,” Royer said in Clockwork Orange County.


The dawning of punk in OC was sparked during the Ford presidency, gained oxygen during the Carter years, and became a full-blown brushfire under Reagan. But for all the political rhetoric on flyers and in songs damning “the system,” OC punks weren’t as politically charged as their counterparts in LA, New York, or the UK. “We were from Orange County, we didn’t care about politics, or agitators or whatever they were, we didn’t care, we just liked the music,” said the Vandals’ Joe Escalante. “Sure, we liked the Clash and they had some social consciousness, but we didn’t take that from them. We took as much as we needed and we were just having fun.”


There was no interest in signing with a major label or getting any endorsements; it was all about making noise and venting frustrations while having fun. It all coalesced with the surf and skate lifestyle of the beach towns like Costa Mesa, where the Nest sat on 1714 Placentia Avenue. Surfers and skaters like Duane Peters shaved each other’s hair in the bathrooms of the local skate parks.


“It was a real individual thing, it didn’t matter what your hair color was, that was what he or she decides to be,” Peters said in the Clockwork Orange County documentary.


To many early punks, the culture was a hand-me-down from older brothers and sisters who were already dabbling in it. That spark that was ignited by a younger group of kids.


For bands like the Crowd or Shattered Faith who helped jump-start the OC punk scene in the beach towns, the Nest was a slightly more organized alternative to the wild house parties of suburban homes.


In the midst of the wild underground backyard party scene sparking in the mid- to late ’70s, a middle-aged man living in Laguna Beach who decided to set up a punk club in the middle of Orange County for a bunch of kids could’ve never understood at the time that the shows within its walls sowed the seeds of a groundbreaking subculture that would still be talked about to this day. Though this book is the first to chart its beginnings in the late ’70s, its near-death experience in the mid-’80s, a rebirth that slingshotted it to peak popularity in the ’90s, and into the next millennium. It’s a story that’s been told but largely undercover, underappreciated, and unwritten, at least in book form—until now.
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On Fourth of July weekend in 1976, as fireworks exploded, spreading smoke and electric tendrils of stardust across the night sky over Huntington Beach, Jerry Roach remembers driving to the seaside hub on Main Street to pass out flyers promoting his fledgling new club. The country at the time was celebrating its 200th anniversary, otherwise known as the “Bicentennial.”


Of all the potential punk rock nightclub owners in the world, Roach might’ve been one of the most unlikely. Before opening the Nest in 1976, Roach sold real estate to feed his family, a wife and three children. The newly married Roach sold a large restaurant to a client who was in the bar business. The client had heard that in a former life, Roach had been a bar owner himself, and so it seemed only right that he offer him an old, beat-up bar in Costa Mesa as commission for the sale. That day, Roach quit being a Realtor and returned to being a bar owner.


For a few years, Roach ran a rollicking, frat-friendly watering hole called the Bacchus House with his then business partner Larry Bragg. The name was an offshoot of the raging kegger parties at a spot near Orange Coast College dubbed the Bacchus House, named after Bacchus, the Roman god of wine and revelry. Despite having no prior bar experience and “writing a bad check for the first two kegs of beer,” Roach said, he and Bragg made the bar a lucrative though short-lived success. “I named the bar the Bacchus House, that place was legendary,” Roach recalls. “You were styling if you got to go to a Bacchus party. So I used all that goodwill and the word spread.”


“When we first opened it was meant to be one of those meat markets… boy-meets-girl, you put a band on that plays all the hits, people dance,” Roach said.


When it came time to name the place, Roach surveyed the area around him in OC’s bar landscape to come up with one. One of the bars nearby in Costa Mesa was called Jaws after the great white shark horror films. For his part, Roach also turned to the box office to come up with what he hoped would be a solid, memorable name. The 1975 film One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest had become a classic so Roach shortened his new bar’s name to the Cuckoo’s Nest.


“I just named it after a movie for no particular reason,” Roach said. “To me, it was as good of a name as anything else. It didn’t matter, it had no bearing on what was to happen, the fact that it turned into a cuckoo’s nest.”


If the venue was destined to become a punk rock madhouse full of miscreants, Roach was its warden—described as a shrewd businessman by some and a cheap, hard-nosed dick by others.


A lot of people assume the Nest started out as a punk venue—but it didn’t. Before the aggressive youth-driven scene caught on in OC, Roach’s house bands skewed toward straight rock ’n’ roll bands, including one with his good friend and guitarist Terrence “Blondie” Chaplin, a mixed-race kid from South Africa who’d go on to perform with the Beach Boys and the Rolling Stones. Roach also had a band called Elijah that was a ten-piece funk act full of cholos from East LA, including a guy named Edward James Olmos, who went on to be a famous actor, but at the time he was just Eddie.


“I remember the night he [Olmos] quit. I remember saying, ‘It’s nine o’clock, you gotta go on!’” Roach said. “It’s fifteen after and they’re having a big powwow, like a bunch of Indians in a big circle. After I stuck my head in there a couple of times saying ‘C’mon get onstage!’ Eddie walked out. And that was it. That was when he quit the band. I swear it was the smartest thing he ever did.”


Roach said the biggest act he ever booked at the club was Bo Diddley for $500. “From then on I was hooked,” he said. Even after closing his previous bar, Bacchus, due to tough financial circumstances, Roach decided to give the entertainment business another try with the seemingly ordinary venue arbitrarily named after a hit movie.


The Nest’s first house band was a group from Riverside called Squeeze—not to be confused with the more successful UK band with the same name. Though they never really made it, the singer’s name, Nikki Sixx, did take on a bigger life when Frank Carlton Serafino Feranna Jr., the bassist in a band called Mötley Crüe, stole the name and used it himself playing with the lords of ’80s hair metal. Eventually Squeeze broke up, leaving Roach with a problem of drawing crowds with new talent the way the former house band did. He tried several times to drum up business, which included booking a reggae festival that was a bust because it “brought a bunch of Black people who didn’t drink—reggae people,” Roach said. All of a sudden, the Nest went from happening nightclub to a tumbleweed-strewn vessel on the brink of extinction.


“It dried up and there was no way I was gonna make ends meet. I was gonna have to close. So it was desperation,” he said.


What he needed was a crowd. What he got was the Crowd.


This scrappy high school band from Huntington Beach was started in 1978 by brothers Jim and Jay Decker. At the time, they were constantly bugging Roach to play gigs. “Go back to high school!” he’d tell them bluntly. But finally, after the situation at the club had gotten bad enough financially, Roach said, “What the hell?” and gave them a shot to perform on Sunday and Monday—these were typically considered off-nights—capitalizing on the band’s bookings up in LA on Friday and Sunday. Their first night onstage at the Costa Mesa club, the club was packed with kids coming to see the four-piece band of surf punks, which was rounded out by guitarist Jim Kaa and drummer Dennis Walsh.


Though it helped ignite the California punk rock scene, Roach contends it really didn’t happen on purpose. “Punk rock just sorta happened at the Cuckoo’s Nest,” he said. “It wasn’t planned. It was just a set of circumstances where business was off, these kids were bugging me for a gig and I thought ‘What the hell, I’ll give it a try.’ Next thing you know, all hell broke loose. Elvis changed everything, then the Beatles changed everything. This punk rock thing shows up, and at first I didn’t really like it, but after a while I realized ‘This is it, pal, you’re not supposed to like it. This is their deal, just sit back and watch it go.’”


On the strength of that successful show, Roach pivoted to catering to young fans hankering for this new rebellious sound. That included a jump into the major leagues. He had a booking agent offer him the Ramones, the leather-clad forefathers of New York punk. “I heard of them, so I thought, ‘OK, I’ll book them.’ Then that opened the gates,” Roach said. He followed up with shows from the UK’s the Damned, which sold out in no time, followed by another packed show from 999.


“The band played, everybody had a good time, and it went real easy, real automatic. No problem. If every night was like that I’d still be there,” Roach said.


After Roach and the Nest got its first taste of punk success, it was like blood in water full of thrashing sharks—bands anxious for stage time and young, revved-up crowds looking for some action descended on the place. The Nest became the epicenter of a new sound, a new scene, and a new attitude that by necessity had to blow away the weak, square, and boring rock and pop of the ’70s with its dumb blow-dried hair and bell bottoms. It wasn’t long before the punks poked their heads in to start asking for gigs. “Let us play, let us play! We’ll bring people in!” Roach heard from various bands.


Much like the spontaneous combustion that occurred from the bands who broke all the rules of rock onstage, the magnetic force of the club with its signature backdrop—puffy white clouds against a blue sky—drew young teenage boys and girls alike who would create their own explosions from the bowels of the OC punk scene.


Initially, Roach had put heavy burlap material up on the walls behind the stage for better acoustics. “I didn’t want the sound bouncing around,” he said. But the fire department came in and told him to get rid of it. “And so then I just got environmental graphics. And that was, you know, one mural that just kept repeating itself. I always liked that idea. You know, using environmental graphics for that thing versus the burlap, so, yeah, thanks to the police! But that’s kind of important as far as the legacy is concerned,” Roach said.


The outside of the club was just as eye-catching. In a previous incarnation, the venue had been a playhouse, its large marquee still present when Roach bought it. “I had that lit up with all white bulbs, but the sound of the bass would vibrate and the lights would go out because of it. So I kept replacing the lights until I said screw it. But there were like 100 light bulbs on that part of that sign.”


It was immediately different than any other venue catering to punk crowds. LA venues like the Hong Kong Café and Madame Wong’s, though important, were far less impressive compared to what the Nest had going on.


“Madame Wong’s and the Hong Kong Café was the center of punk in LA—it was all slipshod. The real center of punk for Southern California was the Cuckoo’s Nest,” Roach said.


As bands ripped through their sets, standing well above the crowd onstage but not too high, the place was set up for epic stage diving as the party in the pit raged on at one hundred miles per hour. Luckily, there were several shutterbugs positioned at those early shows to capture all the action, like Ed Colver, Dina Douglass, Alison Braun, and Jenny Lens.


For Colver, the rush of the punk scene pumped him up to start shooting in 1978, first at the Hong Kong Café and then eventually at the Nest. Standing well over six feet tall, wearing all black, and traveling in a hearse, Colver quietly became one of the earliest recognizable figures in the scene. He shot dozens of iconic punk photos and album covers like the Adolescents’ Welcome to Reality EP, T.S.O.L.’s black-and-white EP (shot from the crowd at the Nest), and China White’s Danger Zone (a shot he came across while driving by an actual murder scene in Santa Monica after a Fear show). He snapped it in one frame out of his car window with the engine still running.


Not to mention the first cover he ever shot, the Circle Jerks’ seminal album Group Sex, taken after a joint Circle Jerks/Adolescents performance at the Marina del Rey Skatepark.


“I never really studied art history. I paid attention to the artists who spoke to me, and everything else I didn’t give a shit about it. If it spoke to me then I was all over it. And that’s the stuff I paid attention to,” Colver said. At the time, he lived in Covina and traveled down Azusa Avenue to hang with the bands like T.S.O.L., D.I., and the Adolescents. “Punks didn’t look in the phone book for a photographer, I was there—and they liked my work.” He’d go on to shoot countless images of the SoCal punk scene. The bands even went so far as to give Colver a nickname.


“It was really strange that they used to have a nickname for me: ‘The Viking,’” he said. “And I was like ‘What the fuck is this?’ and George Belanger, the drummer from the Christian Death, told me, ‘Oh, me and Frank Agnew were in the Pleasure Chest and saw that big long black leather suit and thought it would fit you and we’re calling it a Viking suit.’ I was like ‘that’s where that came from?’ The Vandals even wrote a song ‘Viking Suit’ about me. Pretty funny.”


Like the bands, becoming part of the tribe at the Nest or in LA meant Colver witnessed a self-contained, independent scene blow up. “When I started shooting punk shows there was about two hundred kids in all of LA who were into punk. And half of them were in the bands, you know, and then in 1983, Black Flag played to three thousand kids at the Olympic.”


The Olympic was large enough to hold 15,300 people, a massive venue that—while often packed during its brief punk heyday—was often a scary place to go see a show. It didn’t have the same vibe and energy as the Nest. At the Costa Mesa club, the stage was high but not so high that bands felt alienated from the crowds they were playing for, and the cloud backdrop added a breath of life to the scene. Most clubs were painted black, but the Nest stood out like a sore thumb. Photos of it denote exactly where you were the minute you saw the stage. It was the kind of platform that was strong enough to showcase rollicking sets by the Ramones or Circle Jerks without crumbling under the weight of their aggression. The venue’s stage and PA system made it the ideal moshing ground for bands like Social Distortion, Agent Orange, Black Flag, Descendents, Shattered Faith, Suburban Lawns, U.X.A., and house favorites/criminals in T.S.O.L.
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Featuring vocalist Jack Grisham, drummer Todd Barnes, guitarist Steve Houston, and bassist Laddy Terrell, Vicious Circle was formed in 1978. The Vicious Circle following had a reputation for being real criminally minded headcases with no bones about wreaking havoc and committing senseless acts of violence and vandalism. They were some of the wildest miscreants the punk scene coughed up.


“There was this one Vicious Circle gig in Signal Hill at a place owned by the father of Paul of the Chiefs called Frenchie’s Machine Shop,” Andy Perrin of the Crewd told Brian Sheklian in a 2020 article on OC punk. “This fight started between two guys but then the Vicious Circle gang guys jumped in and there were way more of them than us. My bandmate Smitty got stabbed and Kevin from Secret Hate was hit by a car. I got off lucky with only a black eye. Jack from Vicious Circle was actually our friend and was trying to stop the fighting that night. Secret Hate wrote a song called ‘Frenchie’s Machine Shop Massacre’ about that incident.”


Gangs of longhairs were often on the prowl looking for punk rockers to punch up or throw beer bottles at. One such notorious group of individuals was known as the Cropdusters. When longhairs went sniffing around for trouble with Vicious Circle and their pals, they were barking up the wrong tree.


“These guys who drove around called the Cropdusters… they’d beat up anybody with short-cropped hair, like punks,” Grisham said. “So one time, they thought, like usual, that they’re just gonna roll in and beat up a bunch of punks that are going to scatter and run yelling ‘Cropdusters, Cropdusters!’ The guys I was hanging out with were real fuckers and they’re not running. So one of [the Cropdusters] got thrown off the bridge and I was the one that said chuck him! He ran to the bridge and we caught him on the bridge and I said let’s throw the fucker off.”


While Grisham fled from Southern California to Alaska—he later said on an episode of The Blairing Out Show in 2001 that he was running from “some people who were trying to kill him”—his fellow bandmate, drummer Todd Barnes, had joined bassist Mike Roche, guitarist Ron Emory, and ex-Gestapo vocalist Rick Fritch to form T.S.O.L.


The band’s name came to founders Barnes, Roche, and Emory while watching a band performing on a televised evangelical church program. The name of the praise band performing on the screen gave devilish inspiration to the musicians looking for a new moniker. “The band on the church show was called The Sounds of Liberty, and Roche goes, ‘Nah, we’re the True Sounds of Liberty,’” Grisham told Blair.


As soon as Grisham arrived back in town, he met a girl who told him, “Hey, I met these guys who are just like you. You should meet ’em,” Grisham said. That meeting turned out to be with Barnes, and the two kicked off their kinship by stealing a guitar and amp from the girl who introduced them and starting a band. The front man had found his wolf pack and was instantly recruited as the new singer of one of the OC’s most intimidating bands. They were also one of the biggest in terms of both popularity and physical stature. Most of the members of T.S.O.L. stood well above six feet tall, and carried a rough, often threatening demeanor both onstage and off.


Despite their “all-American” looks, the band was often a menacing force that stuck together, whether it came to music or committing petty crime. T.S.O.L. took little time usurping the role of Vicious Circle as the beach punk thugs’ band of choice.


And unlike other punks, T.S.O.L. were far from outcasts.


“The guys who I first knew that were getting into punk rock were not the cool kids getting into punk rock,” Grisham said. “That’s why they got mad at us. Because we were accepted. I was already accepted. It’s like, I’ve been causing trouble and fucking up since I was a little kid.”


From early on, Grisham caused trouble. Not yet a punk, Grisham was a big, blond-haired surfer type. He was constantly changing schools due to behavioral issues (he says he was first arrested at thirteen). He was, for the most part, well-liked except by jocks, even though he didn’t play sports.


Where T.S.O.L. went, violence wasn’t far behind.


“Was there violence at those shows? Fuck yeah, there was violence at the shows,” Grisham said. “But the violence at the shows was towards the fucking guys coming in to beat us up. They were picking on punks. The thing is, it’s like, ‘Hey, we’re not little and we’re in great shape.’ I shaved my head so people couldn’t grab it in a fight. So you shave your head and put some grease on it. They can’t get it.”


Their shows at the Nest became legendary. Even with the violence and flair for the theatrical, the musicianship of T.S.O.L. was always solid, from Barnes’s powerful drumrolls to the menacingly melodic pairing of Emory’s guitar and Roche’s bass lines. Grisham’s voice and charisma onstage was a mix of poetic sensitivity, brutal violence, and cross-dressing theatrics.


The band’s reputation spread quickly. Up in LA, T.S.O.L. was known as much for their behavior as their roaring songs. The LA punks scoffed at Grisham’s lyrics, a notion he dismissed as hypocritical considering the lyrics of the early punks up the freeway were just as violence-inciting as theirs.


“I remember when somebody got blamed for something, their lyrics or whatever,” Grisham said. “They said, ‘Oh, well, these are just lyrics.’ It’s like what? What are you fucking talking about, man? Words are powerful!”


Grisham and T.S.O.L.’s emergence came at a time when the LA punks were going in an artsier direction than their OC counterparts. It’s something that irked them.


“When we started getting into punk rock, a lot of the artsy intellectual guys, they were fucking bummed because they had the market cornered on fucking punk rock pussy,” Grisham said. “Then all of a sudden here comes some swinging dicks, all fucking tanned and big—and into punk rock.”


The band’s debut five-song, self-titled EP was released in spring 1981 by Posh Boy Records, a Hollywood-based label founded by American-born and UK-educated Robbie “Posh Boy” Fields, who took a major interest in the emerging OC punk scene. Featuring an iconic cover shot by Ed Colver at the Cuckoo’s Nest, the EP, which clocked in at just over seven and a half minutes, was a statement of intent. It was unapologetically political, featuring tracks such as “Superficial Love,” “World War III,” and “Abolish Government/Silent Majority.”


As punk bands rose in local popularity, the media soon caught on. Though advantageous at the time, Grisham says it was ultimately the first wave of punk’s undoing.


The band signed two simultaneous record deals with Posh Boy and Frontier Records. They gave Posh Boy the songs for the first EP, and Frontier got the songs for their 1981 full-length debut album, Dance with Me. Though they had totally different sounds, Grisham says both sets of songs were delivered simultaneously. “A lot of people said, ‘Oh, you’re a political band’ after the first, then when Dance with Me came out we were suddenly a horror band—they didn’t realize we had both sets of songs at the same time.”


One particular song on the album that became one of their signatures was “Code Blue,” a tune with lyrics about necrophilia. “Some of the girls at the school, they were just trouble,” Grisham told Blair. “So it was kind of a joke, like I’d rather be in bed with a dead person than deal with this. But people didn’t take it as a joke, they took it seriously.”


The EP would go on to influence many bands in Southern California, not just during this time.


“They were a really interesting form of punk,” Blink-182 guitarist Tom DeLonge says. “They use these minor chords and these interesting chord progressions with that Bill Stevenson Descendents or Black Flag drumbeat, but yet, he’s talking about going out and fucking dead bodies and shit. It’s just rad. It’s so cool—not so much for the fucking of dead bodies. ‘Abolish Government’ is just so punk. Jack is like this baby-faced crazy guy that might just snap and kill everybody in the pit, but he was wearing a dress when I saw him. True Sounds of Liberty is probably one of the coolest band names of all time. I wish we were called that.”


In time, they’d become the best, most popular, and most feared band in the scene. Grisham said that at one point, T.S.O.L. was the highest-paid and biggest draw in the region.


“T.S.O.L. were the scariest of those bands,” Bad Religion guitarist/Epitaph Records founder Brett Gurewitz said. “People think Black Flag were the tough band that everyone was afraid of. Black Flag were afraid of T.S.O.L. They were huge and they were tough. Jack used to wear a dress and play in drag so that somebody would say something to him and he’d have an excuse to beat them up. That was fun for him.”


T.S.O.L. added a new layer of dramatic texture to their songs with the addition of keyboardist Greg Kuehn in 1982 and recording Beneath the Shadows, which was released through San Francisco–based independent label Alternative Tentacles. The album, produced by Thom Wilson, propelled T.S.O.L. into a radical sonic departure that confused many of their early fans. Critics hailed it as a great album, but for those who were just looking for the sequel to Dance with Me, it just did not fit into that mold. Eventually Grisham left T.S.O.L., and the remaining members reformed with a new lineup that wound up creating some confusion and derision among their fans.
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When bands like T.S.O.L. and the Adolescents asked for more money after selling out the Nest, they were often met with shoulder shrugs, cursing, and doors slammed in their faces.


“I gave those guys as little amount of money as I possibly could,” Roach said. “Number one, no one else would let them play there. Number two, I needed the money. I made about $400 a week in cash. So that’s like $1,600–$1,700 a month. My rent was $850, my house payment was $850. So what does that leave me? I have three kids, a family of five in Laguna Beach. So I had to make money and those fuckers didn’t need it. They all lived at home. So I keep [all the money], fuck you—that was my reputation. And I never gave my side of the story. Bottom line when it came to the money and paying bands—I needed it and they didn’t.”


Obviously, the bands at the time felt differently…


“For a sixteen-year-old who saw a lot of money coming in, we thought we should be making a decent amount of money,” Tony Brandenburg of the Adolescents said. “We felt all the way down the line that there were things that were due to us that we weren’t receiving, so there was a certain amount of animosity toward the club itself, which was ironic because it was the one place where we could go that offered shelter.”


“He was pretty funny because he was a thug,” Jack Grisham said. “We used to sell out the Cuckoo’s Nest. Sell that motherfucking place out. People are drinking like crazy. Breaking fire codes. And he’d pay us $100. We didn’t know! We were fucking kids, man. And he’s just like, cha-ching, cha-ching. But it was always a great place to play.”


That isn’t to say that Grisham and his group didn’t start shit at the Nest—sometimes literally.


“People would worm at the Nest,” Grisham said, referring to the “worm dance” popularized in the ’70s and ’80s done by getting on floor and creating a rippling motion through the body, similar to a worm crawling. “So one night, the Nest is packed. I go into the bathroom, and there’s a turd floating in the toilet. So I get a beer cup, and I scooped this turd out. And I walk over to the dance floor, and I got the turd in my hand, and I throw this turd on the dance floor. So somebody steps in it, they slip and go down. I start yelling ‘worm!’ and people start going down on it and don’t realize there’s shit! So they’re rolling in it and I’m in the bathroom and I’m laughing so fucking hard. And this dude goes, ‘What’s so fucking funny, man?’ I go, ‘Oh, my God.’ I threw a turd on the floor and I look, and he’s got shit all over him. And he was big. This motherfucker was big, like some gnarly marine-looking dude.”


The chaos may have been inside the club, but the real circus was outside in the parking lot. The club sat toward the back corner of a deep lot across from a liquor store and a laundromat. As punks arrived, their junk-filled rides parading into the lot, the tailgating began.


Groups of friends routinely designated one of the scruffier, older-looking members of the gang to abstain from shaving weeks before a big show so he could slide into the liquor store undetected to buy booze as a minor. The nearby laundromat became a rest stop for bands and fans who ironically probably hadn’t washed their own clothes in weeks, chugging beers and chucking the empties into the dryers in case a snooping John Q. Citizen or Costa Mesa PD popped in. Sometimes the parking lot scene surrounding the Nest was so nuts that the show barely mattered. Inside the cars, young punks hurled themselves into a Saturday night spiral of chugging frothy brews and the amphetamine lightning bolt of Black Beauty combination pills, sipping and snorting as they waited for their favorite bands to take the stage.


The sound of dirty sneakers, a mix of Vans and Chuck Taylors, rang through the air as teen boys in ripped shirts and jeans bounded across the aluminum hoods and roofs of cars, scavenging for their next fix and diving into windows with their friends as they plotted the post-show shenanigans. It was the ’50s meets the ’70s.


The club shared a parking lot with a cowboy bar called Zubie’s and a transmission shop.


Everywhere T.S.O.L. went, blood followed… in the parking lot as often as the mosh pit. They were an electrifying band, but their audience was trouble.


The legend was that they were more of a gang than a band and got their equipment by showing up to rob a music store, figuring out what to grab, and then suddenly realizing they could play music.


“We truly believed the ethos and the ideal,” bassist Mike Roche said in Clockwork Orange County. “We absolutely believed it. Therefore we were reckless beyond belief.”


The criminal minds of T.S.O.L. and many of the other bands that played were also diametrically opposed to anyone wearing boots and cowboy hats. And a massive group of those people just so happened to cohabitate at Zubie’s. The SoCal rednecks, very big, very able, well-fed… wanted to indiscriminately punch the living daylights out of anything resembling punk rock. There they were at Zubie’s sharing a parking lot with punk rockers.


“It was pretty frightening,” the Vandals’ Joe Escalante said. “I was only sixteen or seventeen and I didn’t want anything to do with it.


“It was like oil and water in that parking lot with all-American families and tipsy hard hat workers and cowboys going to dinner with their families while punks were in the parking lot causing havoc.”


Roach remembers one time when six guys in football helmets with baseball bats came to the front of the club ready to beat some punks’ asses, until about eighty punks came outside the club and started chasing them. “They dropped their bats and hauled ass, it was great,” Roach said.


Aside from being the bedrock of OC punk culture, the Cuckoo’s Nest was rumored to have birthed a major physical by-product of the scene—slam dancing.


During any given punk show, a flurry of sweaty limbs and torn T-shirts circled the mosh pit, consuming the heart of the crowd as the music raged and the fans along with it. Born out of the practice of “pogoing,” the notably less aggro ancestor of slam dancing, the latter evolved—or devolved, as the case may be—into a violent act that released tension in the room by actually igniting it in sparky combos of fist versus face, elbow versus back of head, flying arm versus neck, and so on. It was a chemical reaction in a punk’s blood that fueled the outrage and led to the movements that ended in a release—rinse, wash, repeat for the entirety of a two-hour show.


“The followers of punk acts like 999 don’t just dance anymore, they mug each other,” the Los Angeles Times wrote in June 1980. “It’s part of a new ‘dance’ craze called the Slam, whose popularity, especially with organized gangs of punk youths, has led to numerous incidents of violence at many area clubs.… The accounts of senseless violence, vandalism and even mutilation at some area rock clubs read like reports from a war zone.”


It was the influence of physical contact that became a necessary element of punk rock. One minute you’re standing on the sidelines, then all of a sudden the action starts behind you. You’re standing in the same place, but you’re in the middle of the floor. So it’s either slam your way out, stay slamming with the others, or get knocked down.


The blizzard of limbs colliding in the pit of any punk show around the world could’ve started anywhere—the UK and New York certainly had their share of violence at shows before Southern California came into the picture. But in the eyes of many a punk rocker who was there to see the difference between pogoing—a communal act of bouncing up and down to the beat of punk music, literally as if jumping on a pogo stick—and the violence of slam dancing, the two were, to quote the Crowd’s debut album, a world apart.


The Crowd’s front man, Jim Decker, is often credited with inventing slam dancing. In the most literal sense, the dance evolved like a protozoa that morphed into a tadpole that became a bouncing frog. Roach remembers the night it happened. Always an exhibitionist during the early punk days, Decker decided one night at a show to start flopping around on the floor of the club like a cross between a breathless trout on land and a spastic worm. The audience of a couple hundred people immediately turned him into the center of attention as he writhed on the ground spastically until bouncers picked him up and threw him out of the club.


The following week, Decker returned to the Nest, this time with seven or eight of his friends. “And they’re in front of the stage, and they’re pretending to fight in front of the stage,” Roach said. “And so, I told the bouncers to throw them out. So they rounded them up and kicked them out.” Of course, that wasn’t the end of it. “I’m sure they went back to school and said, ‘you know, if we all do it, he can’t throw us all out,’” Roach said. “And the next week, they had enough people that it was too many people to throw out. So I just said, just try to contain it. Keep it on the dance floor.”


At that point the violence hadn’t really started yet, but the rise of jocks discovering punk and the metamorphosis into hardcore changed the dynamics of a fun romp to a bloody brawl. Hardcore music—the faster, louder, and rowdier cousin of punk—created a subscene that attracted a different element than what the original punk scene intended. Shaved heads, swastikas, and raging testosterone tainted the fun spirit of the pit.


“It was still fun to play onstage, but when you looked down into the pit, it got very frustrating to see guys just pounding the living crap out of each other when they’re supposed to be there to have a good time and see some bands that they liked,” Decker said.


“I was always relieved at the end of every show that no one was seriously hurt,” Roach said.


The Nest’s new status as a hub for punk rock for bands like the Adolescents, T.S.O.L., and the Vandals came with some major foils. Specifically, the cowboys of the Crystal Saloon—a lesser-remembered but equally punk-bashing establishment—and the rednecks of Zubie’s, which shared the central parking lot. The cowboys were on the corner in a separate lot, and Zubie’s was next door to the Nest.


But of all the foes of the Cuckoo’s Nest, the police and city council were the biggest. The cops and city wanted the venue gone. They saw Roach and his club as a big problem, something that had gotten out of their control. So they did everything possible to crush it under their thumb.


As the hardcore scene raged on, tensions mounted within the local community of Costa Mesa over the raucousness of the Nest. Police began nightly sting operations, stationing themselves outside of the club and cracking down hard on both the punks and the club itself. Inside the club, undercover officers often infiltrated the dance floor or staked out the parking lot waiting for trouble to arise.


Arrests became commonplace in and around the club over small, arbitrary infractions like jaywalking or littering. The heavy police presence caused business to suffer. After a while kids stopped coming, fearing they’d be arrested—like dogs tired of being whipped.


At one point during a city council hearing in 1981, Roach intercepted the cops’ plan on how to harass punks or arrest them at shows as economically as possible. Turns out showing up to cuff punks one at a time was just making their job harder. “When they arrest an underage kid, that officer’s got to go to the jail and stay there until the parents come,” Roach said. “So for everybody they arrest they lose an officer in the field.”


To prevent this, the cops devised a way to arrest twelve punks at a time so they could fill up a paddy wagon and take only one officer out of the field. Even Roach spent some time in the back of the rolling jail. They would arrest punks for frivolous things like not crimping your car wheels to the curb. One guy got taken to jail for not having glasses because his license said he was supposed to wear them.


They even arrested Roach for jaywalking.


He remembers being paraded into the paddy wagon. “That was the night when I got arrested when they brought the city council by to do a little fact finding so they want to come and see what’s going on,” Roach said. “And they introduced me to the city council and I’m in handcuffs in the back of the paddy wagon. ‘Oh, nice to meet you.’ Nice first impression.”


At one point, Roach decided to get a film crew to film the police arresting punks as proof of the injustices going on at the club. Naturally, the idea came during a dry spell when oddly the arrests had hit a lull, so the film crew started shooting the bands. The footage spliced together by director Paul Young would become the documentary Urban Struggle: The Battle of the Cuckoo’s Nest in 1981.


Urban Struggle features rare footage of early performances at the Cuckoo’s Nest by punk bands like Black Flag and the Vandals.


“The guy who was shooting it was kind of a punk rocker,” Roach said. “And he was into the bands and I was into the slam dancing. So we were always arguing about what to film. But when it comes to slam dancing, you’ll never see it like that again.”


Roach would later use bits of the film in his own documentary, We Were Feared, while also incorporating new interviews with musicians from some of the bands such as D.I. and T.S.O.L.


The frustrations among punks in the scene ultimately led to an infamous incident on the night of January 30, 1981, when Pat Brown, a wild regular at the club, attempted to run over two police officers with his car. According to multiple eyewitness accounts, Brown was driving through the parking lot with a group of friends, beer in hand, looking for a place to park. A man dressed as a cowboy who was walking past approached the car, quickly told Brown that he was a cop, and reached inside the car to presumably put it in park. Brown punched the gas and took off with the undercover officer hanging onto the car.


An on-duty officer who had come to back up the other officer was then catapulted over the hood of the car. Some eyewitnesses claim Brown intentionally swerved to hit the officer, who was dragged several hundred feet before letting go and firing three shots into Brown’s car, which had several passengers in the back. Tires screeching, Brown peeled out of the parking lot and sped up Placentia Avenue with his headlights off. Though no one was seriously injured, both officers were taken to the hospital.


Brown was pulled over a few blocks away for not having his headlights turned on, after which he was quickly arrested for attempted murder and beaten severely by the police.


Following the incident, the Costa Mesa city council revoked the Nest’s entertainment permit, alleging that the club’s patrons were unruly and violent. Roach took the matter to court, claiming that the city had violated the constitutional rights of free speech and liberty for both himself and the punks.


In March 1981, an Orange County Superior Court judge ruled in favor of the city and rejected the allegations that it had at any point been unjust in its decision. However, less than a month later, the California Supreme Court overturned the lower court’s ruling, and the Nest was allowed to reinstate live music, much to the city’s chagrin. Overall, Roach had been fighting the city for nine months to ensure that his own basic freedoms and those of his customers couldn’t be trampled, with no help from anyone else.


“They had one session where they talked all about how bad I was and all the people that testified against me,” Roach said. “And then it was my turn, but there wasn’t enough time. So they said, ‘Well, we’ll just continue it to next week.’”


The club owner recalls that his attorney at the time also represented the Costa Mesa Police Department, a pretty blatant conflict of interest considering the club had become one of their main stomping grounds—literally.


“Whenever they would ask something I go to my attorney and my attorney said, ‘I’m sorry, I can’t represent Mr. Roach because there’s a conflict of interest because I represent Costa Mesa Police Department.’ And so it was like I didn’t have an attorney,” Roach said. At one point, the club owner lost his cool in court, shouting, “You know this is a kangaroo court.… I’m gonna get myself a kangaroo to represent me!” before storming out of the chambers.


“They tried to get rid of me, actually that’s why I sort of turned radical. I spent most of my time trying to placate them and make them happy and keep it under control, but once they tried to get rid of me I kind of let it go wild,” Roach said. “I really just wanted to shove punk rock right up their ass.”


Roach reopened on May 1 with Black Flag, which was over triple capacity, and on May 2 with T.S.O.L., Agent Orange, and the Adolescents. “Once the city wants you, they’re gonna get you, so I decided to go down swinging,” Roach said.


Not long after the club got rolling again, Roach was blindsided by the city when they took advantage of the fact that the Cuckoo’s Nest did not have a dance permit and effectively crippled the club by imposing a ban on dancing, refusing to issue a permit, and having a judge uphold the ban in court.


“They told me I had to have a dancing permit. It used to be when you got your entertainment permit, dancing was part of that,” Roach said. “They tried to take my entertainment from it, and the Supreme Court said no, that’s why he got to reopen. Because they reversed their ruling. I had to go all the way to the Supreme Court of the state.”


The police started to strengthen their presence and upheld the ban without exception, making countless arrests, and club attendance dwindled drastically by December 1981 from nearly 350 people a night to a few dozen some nights.


The Nest finally closed its doors in 1981 as a result of the dancing ban, as Roach said he did not want to see kids being arrested for simply expressing themselves. Almost all those involved believe this was the city’s plan from the beginning—to systematically wear him down since they could not simply shutter him and smother the punk scene. In later years, Roach said that he would have continued to fight the city if he’d had financial backers or more support from the very scene that he was sticking up for.


Then the legislature made a new law to take effect in 1982 that would split dancing and entertainment and make them two licenses. So they couldn’t take his entertainment, but they could refuse to give him a dancing license. At that point, Roach was so defeated that he didn’t even apply for it. “January 1 is when they went into effect, so I just packed up and left—big mistake.” He sighed. “I could have had someone else come in and do it. But I had another club to go to.”


In 1982, the building became another music venue called the Concert Factory, which reopened under different ownership, before closing down after a couple of years when attendance lagged. At that new club, Radio City in Anaheim, he would go on to book Mötley Crüe, Guns N’ Roses, and even Metallica’s first gig.


“I mean, that’s much more important, Guns N’ Roses compared to Black Flag, but on the other hand, though, punk was forging new territory,” Roach said.


The space was then absorbed by former adversary Zubie’s and became a pizzeria named Zubie’s Gilded Cage. The former site of the Cuckoo’s Nest, along with Zubie’s, was bought in 1998 by Hank’s Electric Supplies, which demolished both to make way for a warehouse. Roach, who went back to real estate after the club closed, said he was relieved it would be demolished: “I don’t have fond memories of losing, of unfairly having my means of making money taken away from me,” Roach told the Los Angeles Times. “I still think I was railroaded, but that’s the breaks. I don’t have any nostalgia for it. I’m kind of glad it’s getting torn down. I’d rather have it not be there than be a pizza place.” Jack Grisham of T.S.O.L. also said, “It was wrecked the day Zubie’s got it.”


“It was so damned exciting, but it was a monster. It was overwhelming in so many ways, in a way I was relieved when it was over,” Roach said. “It was a long, hard road, it burned hot and fast, and it wasn’t meant to last.”


By the end, one thing Roach knew was that the music that changed the SoCal scene also changed him. He became one of “them”—even though he started out as the adversary of the punk scene, he became the ultimate punk rock parent. He sacrificed, took risks, took beatings, and got arrested for the sake of protecting his kids, even the ones he allegedly ripped off. But what started in this rowdy Costa Mesa club became the cradle of an angry baby that was spared long enough to grow into something far more profound.
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SURF CITY OUTLAWS


It’s hard to pinpoint exactly when punk rock bled into Orange County. Many would cite the Cuckoo’s Nest in Costa Mesa, of course. But there were pockets of punk history that predated Jerry Roach’s famous club, several of which happened about eight miles west in the nearby beach cities and a little further inland. Some count the Runaways putting its stamp on suburbia—on December 31, 1975, at a rock ’n’ roll nightclub in nearby Garden Grove called Wild Man Sam’s that was owned by Jim Caron (who also played drums in a rock band called Kickfire!)—as a good place to start.


Then there was the Ramones’ classic performance at the city’s legendary venue the Golden Bear on August 23, 1976. They quickly followed up the show with a local street festival date in Huntington Beach called the Fest-a-Fair.


The jet-black hair, bowl cuts, and black leather jackets instantly stuck out amid the tanned and salt-weathered beach crowd. The four-piece from New York looked like a pack of dirty, scuzzy bikers with guitars. The count-in on every song was kicked off with a raw electric cadence of “1-2-3-4, 1-2-3-4!” that shot from Dee Dee Ramone’s mouth like a Gatling gun.


At the time, a young, blond skater and HB local, Eric Groff, who later adopted the name Eric VonArab, was too busy chasing girls and trying to get loaded to really appreciate the punk history that was unfolding in front of his stoned, adolescent eyes. “I just kind of looked at them at the fair and went about my business,” he said. It wouldn’t be until later on March 13, 1977, when the band played again at the Golden West Ballroom in Norwalk with future FM rock gods Van Halen that the music started to grab his attention. Van Halen was the unlikely opening band.


Van Halen ended up not playing (the Dogs filled in), but getting a chance to experience the Ramones was not wasted on him again. The next time they crashed the stage hard with their “1-2-3-4, 1-2-3-4!” VonArab stood in awe as he watched their whole set. “The next day I went out and bought a leather jacket,” he said. Even though he rocked long hair, the look and feel of punk was taking over the suburbs—kids started shaving their heads, sporting brothel creepers often shortened to “creepers”—shoes with immensely thick rubber soles that were suede or leather on top with buckle straps or laces—and paying attention to high fashion and artsy looks. The style of punk adopted in Huntington Beach would soon develop thanks to local kids like VonArab who took inspiration from the Ramones, the Dead Boys, and the Sex Pistols and merged it with the sun-tanned brutality of surf culture to create a style all their own.


From 1978 onward, the eight-mile stretch of coastline along Huntington Beach became a haven for an especially rowdy punk rock scene. Within the chaos of the scene was a self-destructive haze of backyard keg parties and DIY shows. For many of the city’s suburban youth, punk was an escape from mundane middle-class life. Others were given a license to be creative, or for those with a more primitive psyche, it offered the chance to beat some ass to a hard-charging soundtrack.
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In 1974, Jim Kaa was a freshman at Edison High School in Huntington Beach. From the time he stepped onto campus, his initiation into the punk rock lifestyle had begun.


Edison was already becoming known as the punk rock high school, akin to what was developing with Fullerton kids at Troy High School, only this campus was where the surfer kids roamed, for obvious reasons. There was also a culture of house parties a la Fast Times at Ridgemont High—almost every weekend, a consortium of football players, surfers, stoners, cheerleaders, etc. would roll into a house temporarily vacated by the unwitting parents of a nice suburban family who left their kids in charge for the weekend. Almost invariably phones around the neighborhood would start to ring as word spread about whose empty house would serve as the party spot. Anywhere from a handful to one hundred or more kids found their way to the temporary party pads to crack some beers, crank up some music, raid the liquor cabinet, and let loose.


“It was like let’s get the party going,” T.S.O.L.’s Jack Grisham said. “Let’s fucking get the kegs happening. Let’s jump off this roof. Let’s make a bomb. Let’s have a blast!”


It was against this typical weekend backdrop that bands would set up and play punchy, amateur renditions of rock radio hits by KISS, UFO, Led Zeppelin, or Black Sabbath. Among these bands in the mid-’70s was a group called Witchcraft with a young Sandy West on drums. Soon West would go on to join a band called the Runaways, which became a spark plug that ignited an early feminine ferocity across the punk landscape and made stars out of Cherie Currie and Joan Jett. Kaa remembers watching the Runaways perform before Currie had even joined the band at her house party near the corner of Magnolia Street and Indianapolis Avenue.


The Crowd’s Jim and Jay Decker and their brother Jeff soon became ringleaders of the Huntington Beach high school party scene, hosting many wild nights at their home in the cul-de-sac of Hilaria Circle when their parents weren’t home. “We used to set up right inside the living room, and there’d be a hundred kids here on a Saturday night for a wild punk rock party,” Kaa remembers. As for neighborhood complaints—“It was an unwritten rule with the neighbors that if nothing got broken or damaged, nothing was mentioned,” Kaa said.


“All that music was coming in because we had the Golden Bear, and this culture of house parties, so I think that culture of bands and live music always existed in the area,” Kaa said.


It didn’t take long for Kaa to realize that he wanted to be in a band. “I played sports all growing up, but for me by the time I got to high school I was bored with sports and I wanted to try something different.” And that led to him and some friends starting a band called the New, which would soon become known as the Crowd and make its debut the way most bands of the era did—at a house party in the summer of 1978.


From the beginning, the Crowd captured the high-octane energy of surf punks to the tune of catchy melodic songs performed at breakneck speed.


While many punks credit the Sex Pistols and the Ramones for exposing people to punk, the Crowd made them think about starting a band themselves in their own garage.


Though the lineup started with Kaa’s high school friend Peter Roach as the lead singer, he would soon be swapped out for Jim Decker.


By the time the band really started to jell, Kaa and the Deckers graduated high school but were still asked back by popular demand to perform at a sock hop at Edison. The event quickly turned into a raucous punk show with students reveling in the pit with dyed black, blue, and red hair, which at the time seemed completely alien to school faculty.


“It was shocking at the time even though today it would be nothing more than what you’d see at the mall or at Hot Topic, but at the time it was like a whole different world. It did open a lot of kids’ eyes. But the same way the Beatles did in the ’60s and the Stones and Led Zeppelin, all those cultural changes are part of music to some degree. But here was the surfing and the skating and the energy of the beach igniting with punk rock to kind of explode during that time,” said Kaa.


Praise for the Crowd was almost instant, like a heatwave in the middle of summer. By year’s end, the band had already gotten press in the coveted punk periodical Flipside.


By that time, the band’s house parties had become so legendary that they caught the attention of Posh Boy Records founder Robbie Fields, who showed up to one of them to watch the band play and afterward made them an offer to put out their first record, Kaa says.


Gathering the band in an upstairs bedroom in the back of the house, Fields pulled out a vinyl record from LA band the Simpletones, who were just the second band to sign with the new label. “Do you guys wanna release a proper record?” he asked. That was pretty much all it took to get the Crowd’s attention. Before the songs like “Modern Machine,” “Suzy Is a Punk Rocker,” and “Right Time” would inevitably end up on their 1981 debut A World Apart, the songs landed on the iconic Beach Blvd compilation next to songs from the Simpletones from Rosemead and West Covina punker Rik L. Rik in 1979.


The Crowd’s debut album, A World Apart, is still regarded as a sleeper favorite by OC punk fans for its tight, punchy sound, electric energy, and upbeat songs about love, partying, and surviving young adulthood. The band photo on the front cover was shot underneath the old Huntington Beach pier, originally built in 1914 and eventually reconstructed in 1990. On the back cover of the album, the members lined up in goofy poses in front of the Huntington Beach Power Plant, which still looms over the Pacific Coast Highway like a smoke-churning iron monolith—it was classic Huntington Beach.


Still, not everyone was so positively tuned to the more aggressive physical aspects of the Huntington scene. Though bands from the scene were credited with creating and popularizing slam dancing, they were often labeled by people on the LA scene as the thing that single-handedly ruined punk rock once they started making their presence felt outside of their hometown, especially at shows like the Masque in Hollywood when these suburban devils made the trek up north to the City of Angels.


Too young to get into clubs, they were restricted to playing house parties where stuff got broken and sticky-fingered teens pilfered the bedroom drawers.


The Huntington Beach scene was divided into a few different factions. You had guys like the Crowd, often described as the “dayglo” precursors to pop punk. Then there were the T.S.O.L. guys who represented a darker element of the scene. The art-punk sounds of Mnemonic Devices also became popular in the scene at the time, though their sound was more influenced by Roxy Music and Siouxsee and the Banshees instead of the Sex Pistols and the Damned.


For a short time the Crowd’s Jim Kaa played guitar for the Devices. The band’s violin-playing front woman, Ann De Jarnett, was known for experimenting with androgyny. Her thoughtful, poetic lyrics fueled their dark punk sound that drew a crowd at packed shows in Los Angeles and Orange County. The Playing on the Dark Keys EP was one of the early OC goth punk band’s best albums. One of the things that made Mnemonic Devices stick out early on was that they had women in the band.


Multi-instrumentalist Linnea Ahms’s love affair with music started at age nine in Huntington Beach, when she would practice lip-synching to Monkees songs with her sisters while playing a makeshift drumkit made of cardboard boxes and Bundt pans. Ahms discovered punk rock while working at famed LA record store Licorice Pizza. Her early influences were Roxy Music, David Bowie, the Stooges, and Captain Beefheart—she was inspired to pick up the saxophone and started playing it with Mnemonic Devices before eventually switching over to bass.


“I fell in love with bass because I can fill that perfect pocket between the melody and rhythm and magically bring them together,” Ahms told OC Weekly. The talented local musician performed not only with the Devices and the Crowd but also with Babylonian Tiles, the Dead Sea Squirrels, and others.


The Flyboys were also a popular punk band in the early HB scene, though they originally hailed from Arcadia. Flyboys drummer Dennis Walsh would later go on to play drums in the Crowd.


The Crowd would first perform at the Cuckoo’s Nest in 1978, though the club was still mostly booking ‘70s rock bands until they started packing in audiences that came to rage and turn the tide toward punk rock. From there they became regulars in the Southern California club and punk party scene, despite the fact that they never toured nationally like Black Flag or some of their other punk peers. The Crowd were a solid staple in the live music scene until taking a five-year hiatus in 1982 before resurfacing again in 1987. Kaa noted violence in the scene with the birth of hardcore as one of the reasons the band bowed out for a while. Today the Crowd’s lineup still features Jim Kaa, Jim Decker, and Dennis Walsh, along with Jeff Milucky from Social Task and Corey Stretz from the Outsiders.


A wave of bands followed the Crowd starting in the fall of 1978, including the Idols, the Slashers, Vicious Circle, and the Outsiders. The Crowd’s debut album, A World Apart, was mainly comprised of cartoonishly spastic songs with lyrics about relationships and having fun.


The Outsiders, on the other hand, favored black leather jackets and boots as opposed to the playful dayglo colors worn by the Crowd, and they were made up of a more criminal element. Early on, some in the Outsiders’ following did not get along with the Crowd’s following, and vice versa, though that short-lived animosity was not held by the band members themselves. The Outsiders were originally formed out of a half-rock, half-punk cover band with long hair that featured Corey Stretz, Mike Drake, Frank Ruffino, and Joey Ruffino. Though they often sounded melodic and catchy, the Outsiders’ sound was also driven by heavy guiter riffs.


“Our vocalist Donny got us a gig at a state mental hospital by claiming that we were a Beatles cover band,” Frank Ruffino, the late guitarist for the Outsiders and China White, told Brian Sheklian in a 2020 article about the Huntington Beach punk rock scene. “We got to play for about 20 minutes before they made us stop. We were too heavy for some of the patients there. One kid got hyper and smashed a radio over another kid’s head. Outsiders parties were huge with hundreds of people showing up, often destroying houses and people’s dreams. One house going through foreclosure sustained $30,000 in damages. The son threw a party and did not realize what kind of people would show up. They were ruthless back then.”


Another HB punk band the Slashers rose out of the same Surf City tract of condos where the Outsiders’ Frank Ruffino and Mike Drake grew up. Formed by Butch Livingston and future Adolescents guitarist Rikk Agnew, they came up with the tune “Creatures” before it eventually became part of the Adolescents’ self-titled debut, known as the Blue Album.


On the heels of those bands came the Hated, which started in mid-1979 with Steve “Real” on vocals, bassist Joe Wood, guitarist Bob Johnson, guitarist Gary Van Boemel, and drummer Bob Haddad.
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If there was one thing that set Huntington Beach punk apart in the early days, it was the band names. Eric VonArab rattles off a list of ludicrous band names from the region, including bands he played in himself—Arab and the Suburban Turbans and Love Canal. It’s like playing a lewd game of Mad Libs with a rotating cast of characters.


The beginning roster of Love Canal, for example, included original Suicidal Tendencies guitarist Mike Ball. “When we started Love Canal, our first singer Mike Ball, who also played in a local band called the Skoundrelz, would just come to rehearsal and sing Suicidal lyrics over our songs,” Arab said. Arab would later recruit the Skoundrelz singer Mr. Carey to sing for his band, and thus the band Love Canal was born in the summer of 1983.


And in the scene where these bands came up, shows were often just an excuse for violence. “Parties in Orange County were basically just fights. It was like going into a warzone, it was scary,” Arab said. He knows from experience, having gotten his fair share of teeth chipped or knocked out of his head during brawls, even as a bystander.


“One time I was standing on the side of the pit because I didn’t want to go in and like with my beer in my hand, and all of a sudden fucking somebody throws a football, like over the pit, and bam. I just looked and I swallowed my tooth,” he continued.


Another night when he and his friends were coming out of short-lived HB punk club Safari Sam’s after playing a show, they were walking down a busy street when suddenly people started throwing pennies and nickels and dimes at him and his bandmates. “I got hit with a quarter in the tooth and it felt like I got punched, man,” he remembers. “So I had like two broken teeth because of music.”


If he wasn’t sustaining injuries over music, it was due to falling off a skateboard. By the mid-’70s, skate culture in OC went hand in hand with punk rock—it was a match made in suburban hell. Both relied on aggression, tension, release, blood, sweat, and devotion. “We would go skate all day and then go to Cuckoo’s Nest. You’d like get beat up on your skateboard all day to get beat up somewhere at night,” Arab said. “It actually went together, you skate all day and then everybody met at the skate park, went to the show at night, and you pogoed and then you partied, then you woke up at noon and you skated and you found a show the next night, then you put a band together,” Duane Peters said in Who Cares?, a documentary about his life as both a skateboard revolutionary and singer for OC punk legends the U.S. Bombs, along with the Exploding Fuck Dolls and the Duane Peters Gunfight. “Skateboarding’s great but it’ll always be great to me. I don’t care about the sport of it. I never called it a sport. I got into skateboarding because it wasn’t a sport and you do it on your own. I’m a punk rocker and a skateboarder, period.”


In the early ’70s, the grip and glide of the urethane wheel carried skaters away from the rough-riding, clay-wheel days of the previous decade, and skateboarding ascended toward a second spike in popularity. Many of this new generation of skateboarders ignored the gymnastic trick book left over from the ’60s and instead hit the streets with style and speed born from shortboard surfing. Skateboarding found Peters living in Newport Beach.


By 1980, if you skateboarded, you were hated. Peters took on the idea and the feeling of that time—it was aggressive, it was rebellious, and it was on edge, whereas today it feels more like Little League. Unlike the way skateboarders are perceived today, the skaters of the ’70s and ’80s were never taken seriously for their courage. They got no love and no sympathy for being banned on the streets and sidewalks of Orange County. Like punk rock bands of the era, it was them against the world, them against their parents, them against every 7-Eleven clerk who tried shooing them away.


Two things skating and punk had in common were that both turned kids into targets for local law enforcement. Similar to the profiling that happened in other parts of OC, cops had taken notice of the growing “punk threat.” If you had a punk band name written on your shirt like the Slashers or Outsiders, you were immediately identified by police as members of the “Slashers” or “Outsiders” street gang. Tales of getting detained by the police while they took your picture, called you a “faggot,” and threatened you were common.


When the Outsiders decided to call it a day in late 1979, guitarist Frank Ruffino started China White, leaving Mike Drake, Corey Stretz, and Dave Stewart to team with Butch Livingston from the Slashers and Jesse Rodriguez from the Klan to form the Blades. Said lineup would last about a year until Jesse split, leaving Mike Drake to take over on vocals, and with that version they soldiered on until early 1982.


Despite making their mark in the HB party scene, few of the early punk bands from Surf City went on to record any real albums that made noteworthy record sales. Few established music business execs were interested in providing a platform for the “live fast, die young” nihilistic tendencies of the band members.


China White was one of the few groups to emerge from Huntington Beach, attracting popularity in SoCal thanks to the metal guitar influenced shredding of Frank Ruffino, who’d been doing the same thing with the Outsiders. The band’s lineup consisted of sneering vocalist Mark Martin, Joey’s brother Frank on drums, and fast-fingered James Rodriguez on bass. They signed a deal with Frontier Records, home of T.S.O.L., for their 1980 album Dangerzone. Ultimately they weren’t able to fully capitalize on the LP’s nationwide distribution.


“Kimm [Gardener] from Channel 3 wanted us to go on tour with them, he had also been talking with Black Flag about the tour as well. Some of the other members didn’t want to go,” Rodriguez told Sheklian in an article on HB punk. “At that point it was like what have we been working for if we don’t go on this tour, it was like closing the door on an opportunity. Mark Martin and I decided to leave at that point, as we were both disappointed with the other members’ decision not to tour. I joined the army in late 1982 to get away from Huntington and clear my mind.”


The punk bands of Surf City emerged like a fleet of ships full of pirates, many of them floating aimlessly to pillage and plunder in every direction. And like most pirates, these bands’ lives were often short-lived. In that regard, perhaps the small venue in downtown Huntington where many of the early bands played was no different. However, its presence did swiftly become an anchor for the scene when it opened its doors.
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Safari Sam’s was located at 411 Olive Avenue in downtown Huntington Beach and opened as a restaurant in October 1984. The club, owned and operated by Sam Lanni and Gil Fuhrer, garnered a reputation as Orange County’s most eclectic and adventurous nightclub for bookings of a wide range of new music, theater, and poetry. It was also virtually the only outlet for hundreds of county bands.


Lanni, Safari Sam’s founder, immigrated from Italy. His parents didn’t read or write English when they emigrated to Huntington Beach and ran a neighborhood liquor store. By the time he was nineteen, Sam was already married, and he and his first wife were watching all kinds of entertainment from concerts to plays. “I saw a lotta stuff so I fell in love with artists and the whole entertainment industry,” he said.


In 1977, Lanni moved to England for a year with his English wife. They moved to Huddersfield, the same town where the Sex Pistols played their final UK show on Christmas Day at Ivanhoe’s Nightclub. Lanni wanted to go to the show, which started a huge argument with his then mother-in-law, who was adamant they didn’t go—to the point she chased him around with a knife. “That was my introduction to the punk world,” Lanni said.


Nine months later, Lanni and his wife moved back to the States, first to Fallbrook and then back to Huntington Beach. He ran a small construction company there that made enough money for him to buy a small restaurant in downtown Huntington Beach called Chilies (no relation to the fast-casual mecca of baby back ribs), which he renamed Safari Sam’s. The restaurant would cater to a slightly younger crowd but was not yet considered a music venue. He hired his friend Gil Fuhrer to help him run it. At the time, Fuhrer worked at Lanni’s parents’ liquor store before the restaurant. Lanni also hired a chef from New York who he says he later found out “had a metal plate in his head.” In a matter of months, Lanni said the chef began acting erratically to the point that it was ruining the restaurant’s reputation with customers and sinking the business. The chef was fired, and things had to change fast.
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