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It’s June 1977 . Do you know where your daughters are?


Lita Ford plants her leather boots on the stage of a Japanese TV studio. The eighteen-year-old beauty from working-class Long Beach bends her knees, leans back, swings her long blonde hair behind her as if it were a counter-weight to her electric guitar, and shreds. Her left hand runs up and down the frets with easy assurance, deftly picking notes with the creative dexterity of her guitar heroes, men such as Ritchie Blackmore (Deep Purple), Jimi Hendrix, and Jeff Beck. She’s playing hard, rocking leads like no teenage girl has played them before or, arguably, since. Even in a grainy nth-generation bootleg of this 1977 show, her confidence is palpable; her smile perks up the smidgen of baby fat still lingering on her cherubic cheeks. Lovely Lita—with satin short shorts, tight T-shirt, and hard-body Hamer guitar—is hot, and she knows it.


All of them, the five teenage girls from suburban Los Angeles who have banded together as the Runaways, are on fire, performing in front of a live audience that screams their names. Singer Cherie Currie wears her infamous bustier like it’s athletic wear. She commands the stage with the cat-like moves of her hero, David Bowie—swinging her mic as if she’s ready to take someone out with it when she’s not singing in a husky, come-here-go-away voice. 


Statuesque bassist Jackie Fox doesn’t need her bandmates’ platform heels; she’s a towering Stevie Nicks in peasant blouse and jeans—saluting the Japanese fans in between coolly plucking the bottom tones that give the Runaways’ glam rock its boogie base. 


Laying down the chinka-chinka guitar rhythms of the band’s dirty rock sound, Joan Jett is already Joan Jett: a cute but dark-eyed tomboy in a custom, red catsuit—gymnast meets race-car driver—and, of course, boots. She has outlined her Cleopatra eyes in dark liner and sings with the sexy bravado of one who was once painfully shy. 


Behind them all sits the Runaways’ not-so-secret weapon: Sandy West twirls her sticks between her fingers, then hits her drums, hard. Her arms are muscled ropes—West had arms like Tina Turner has legs—and her hair is a blow-dried, feathered, golden California dream. She bangs the sticks together: 1–2–3–4. “It’s all right,” the Runaways sing in unison. 


The Runaways were more than all right. Seeing footage of the band at the height of their career, during their triumphant first (and last) tour of Japan, it’s hard to believe they didn’t become one of the greatest acts of their time—that we don’t speak their names in the same breath as the Ramones, Sex Pistols, Kiss, Aerosmith, and Blondie. They had the whole package: Catchy songs, hard riffs, great looks, distinct personalities, and, of course, novelty appeal. (Look: Girls plus guitars!) They also had something that cannot be manufactured, no matter how cunning your maverick manager is: a spark of explosive creative chemistry, the primal energy that Iggy Pop calls “raw power.” The Runaways could play like the boys, but without once pretending they weren’t girls. They tapped into the hormonal horniness that made Ronnie Spector shout, Tina Turner shake, and Janis Joplin moan, only they did it while also armed with electric guitars and loud drums. Watch wide-eyed Cherie snap her arms and reach down into her diaphragm. She pulls up notes dripping with guts and blood, the cherry bomb about to blow.


“It was about tapping into all the things teenage girls feel, and that means everything, from the sexual, to just the hanging out, to the introspection—you know, self-esteem issues,” says Jett. “Everything teenage girls go through, we wanted to try and touch on.”


Two years prior to their Tokyo takeover, none of these adolescent Angelenas knew each other. They lived in disparate parts of a sprawling city, a swinging corner of a post–women’s lib/Title IX world. They were latchkey kids—children of B-movie stars, of divorce, of death, of immigrants, of Creem magazine, and of rock ’n’ roll radio. But they all found salvation in music, and they also shared a refusal to see their genital and genetic makeup as a handicap. 


A charismatic but eccentric music producer and songwriter—the legendary/infamous Kim Fowley—helped to bring them together in the Babylon bohemian bacchanal of Hollywood studios, clubs, and rehearsal spaces. They became the first all-girl, all-teenage rock band to sign a major-label deal, release five albums, get tons of press (some ecstatic, some misogynist), and tour the world. They explicitly saw themselves as the female answer to Led Zeppelin, the Beatles, and the Rolling Stones. The Fabulous Five (as Fowley called them) worked their butts off to make it. Along the way they endured perhaps unprecedented levels of abuse, a fair amount of it self-inflicted.


Japan is where it all came together—the dream of becoming rock ’n’ roll stars. As in a scene in a Beatles movie, screaming fans greeted the Runaways at the airport, followed them around Tokyo, mobbed their limos, ripped their hair out, treated them like, well, rock stars. They appeared on TV shows, stayed in luxury hotels, were wined and dined. You can see the Runaways’ own amazed recognition of their triumph in the grainy vintage videos, in the looks they shoot one another across the stage, in the comfortable exuberance of their playing, in the surefire answers they give to the questions asked by the show’s hosts. No one had done this before: crossed the globe to show how girls can play together, a teen team hustling music driven by sexual desire and rebellion. Towering above their hosts in their boots and satin, they are the wild things of which they sing, icons of female sexual autonomy—even when a camera rudely zooms in on Currie’s crotch and only slowly discovers her face.


And Japan is where it all came apart—the nightmare of being a band on the road, of being young girls in show business, of drugs and sexploitation and egos and insecurity and shitty teenage girl behavior and even shittier grown-up men. Mobs, soft-core porn spreads, a broken bass, a broken glass, and broken hearts rent the Runaways. They left Japan bigger than ever but in pieces—one member, driven to a state of panic and self-injury, gone, one about to leave.


“It’s the paradox of you get what you want, but then it may not quite be what some people wanted or what they thought it would be,” recalls Jett. “I think some of the girls were literally frightened at the intensity of it; the intensity of the thousands of kids up against the car rocking the car wasn’t funny anymore. Then they were terrified of really getting hurt, where I was like, nah, it’s just surreal, we’re not going to get hurt. 


“It was the best of times; it was big and we were really famous there. But it led one girl to leave, and it led the other to believe that she didn’t need the band and she could go on without us.”


The story of the Runaways is a story of bravery, passion, friendship, talent, and adventure. They were undoubtedly pioneers: not the first all-girl rock band, but the first to play the kind of hard, aggressive, libidinal music that had long been staked out by men, from Elvis Presley’s “Jailhouse Rock” to the Beatles’ “Helter Skelter” to Black Sabbath to the Sex Pistols. You can see the power of their revolt against gender norms—the thrill of their refusal to be good girls—in that rare TV footage. 


“Most of the time, we had a blast,” recalls Jackie Fox. “We were getting to play loud, in-your-face music, getting to dress in whatever you want…We were dating rock stars…And mostly we were playing in front of live audiences that were really receptive to us, people who came because they wanted to see us…We were these ordinary girls doing this extraordinary thing.”


The Runaways’ story is also one of betrayal, abuse, cowardice, and collapse. More than three decades after their four years together, the members still remain bitterly divided, split into shifting alliances and cliques—unable to come together even for the 2006 burial of one of their founding members, Sandy West. 


“When you’re sixteen, seventeen, eighteen years old, this is what you dream of: to get away from junior college, community college, from being some idiot’s mother or some troll’s wife, and you get to go out there and rock and roll, and so it’s kind of fun. And then after a while it turns into your demise. And maybe girls that age shouldn’t be out there on the high wire without a net,” says Kim Fowley, the Runaways producer, manager, director, and mastermind—but evidently, not their safety net.


Telling the Runaways’ story is not easy. Strong personalities have completely different takes on the facts of the events, let alone their importance and impact. Fowley is a master myth-maker, and the band members all learned from their would-be puppeteer. Through the cloud of more than three decades (made hazier for many by narcotic use), it’s hard to tell what stories really happened and what stories are just good stories, or terrible stories. 


Getting most people to talk was the easy part of writing Qu eens of Noise . Perhaps because no one wants to grant five teenage girls their own autonomy, everyone—producers, fans, friends, competitors—wants to claim responsibility for the Runaways’ success. (Few accept responsibility for their failure.) The hard part was getting people to stop talking. Even those who were bit players and bystanders felt deeply connected to this pop cultural era and wanted to relive it, whether or not they could remember it. Fowley is the king of these monologists: When the original Mayor of the Sunset Strip (self-appointed) calls you, expect to be on the phone for three hours. One hour of that conversation will be brilliant, colorful, to-die-for quotes (“I saw girls that came back like people from war. They looked like we raped and pillaged. We kicked serious ass. We bombed men. We tore down doors and blew out the walls. We incinerated. We set fire. We devastated. We scorched. We bulldozed. We cannibalized. We cannon-balled. We stormed and tore open and blew apart pretensions. And there they were. They weren’t ready for the debutante dance.”). The other two hours, he’ll say those same things over and over, in escalating scatological metaphors.


The Runaways’ story is not exactly what you think, if you’ve seen Floria Sigismondi’s pulsing feature film The Runaways or Victory Tischler-Blue’s gripping documentary Edgeplay , or read Cherie Currie’s revealing memoir Neon Angel . All of those capture vivid pieces of the puzzle that makes people still obsess over a band that enjoyed only fleeting success during its time. But each film and book omits or neglects key members. 


After talking to almost all of the principal players in the Runaways’ saga, I’ve tried to assemble a cohesive narrative out of Rashomon perspectives. I’ve backed up stories with physical documentation and sought multiple eyewitness confirmations of information that seems dubious or controversial. Sometimes, I’ve let a good story remain a good story, even if I couldn’t confirm its connection to reality. I’ve tried not to engage in any of the mud-slinging that sadly seems inevitable when these survivors of the ’70s start remembering some of the most volatile but vulnerable years of their lives. 


There are many skeletons in the Runaways’ closets. For the sake of the historical record and cultural understanding, some of these decomposing bodies seemed well past due for exposure, and I respectfully bring them out to the sunlight. I have also tried to protect the legitimate right to privacy of living individuals and the families of the deceased.


Contrary to what one might think, the Runaways were not innocent victims of an evil Svengali. That widespread narrative denies the women agency in their own life-story and simplistically demonizes Fowley, a complex figure (“I’m a bad guy who does nice things”) without whom there would have been no Runaways. Nor is the Runaways story some clichéd Behind the Music rockudrama of drug-fueled triumph, tragedy, and resurrection. For one, there has been no resurrection. Secondly, drugs are also another pat demon of rock biographies. Sure there was a lot of cocaine, pot, Quaaludes, alcohol, and crystal meth, and at least one life was destroyed by addiction. But chemicals and their uses and abuses are just one thread in this multilayered tale. 


Queens of Noise is a cautionary tale of what can happen to girls on the cusp of womanhood who dare to put themselves in exciting but dangerous positions. It’s a testimonial to the inspiration and insecurity of the trailblazer. It’s a period piece about the music industry in the 1970s, the lingering machinations of the old-fashioned Hollywood star system, the decadence and decay of the Sunset Strip. The Runaways’ glam rock inspired both the dawn of punk and the reign of hair metal; the band is simultaneously a link between the New York Dolls and X, and Led Zeppelin and Mötley Crüe. Queens is a fable of individuals trying to make sense of a country of changing norms, of girls raised to believe they could do what boys do, who then crashed into the wall of sexual harassment and discrimination. It’s a parable of prodigal daughters leaving broken homes as well as happy homes, to carve out new ways of being, of playing, of creating. And it’s a story of how chemicals can distort individuals’ ability to cope and lead to crime, violence, disease, and death.


The Runaways were queens, yes, but of noise, of dissonance and disturbance, of not an inability but a prepunk unwillingness to harmonize. They had minimal commercial success in the United States but phenomenally, thanks to the blazing solo careers of Jett and Ford and the devotion of Runaways fans, the group’s impact has continued to grow. They opened the doors for the Go-Go’s, the Bangles (featuring early Runaway Michael Steele), L7, Lunachicks, Garbage, the Donnas, Girl in a Coma, and Care Bears on Fire. Their records were a direct inspiration on the Riot Grrrls who would lead third-wave feminism’s “revolution girl style” in the early 1990s. “When you hear something like that on a record, I feel like a lot of people are trained to think a full-grown man is doing that,” Kathleen Hanna, former singer of Bikini Kill and Le Tigre, says of Lita Ford. “To be able to conceptualize that it’s not a full-grown man, it’s actually a teenage girl doing it—it changes what is possible for yourself as a girl, as a woman.”


In 2010 the Runaways reached a new generation of actors, musicians, and fans when teen screen queens Kristen Stewart and Dakota Fanning starred in The Runaways movie. Miley Cyrus (aka Hannah Montana) has called Joan Jett one of her greatest inspirations; they performed together on Oprah Winfrey’s TV show in 2010. “I still watch these videos and go, ‘These girls can’t be fifteen,’” says Stella Maeve, the actress who played West in The Runaways. “It blows my mind.”


Men love the Runaways, too. Led Zeppelin singer Robert Plant wore a Runaways T-shirt to the Fabulous Five’s debut Hollywood gigs at the Starwood. Legendary DJ Rodney Bingenheimer followed and pushed the band so avidly, he was practically a sixth Runaway. Seminal L.A. punk band the Germs asked Jett to produce their first and only studio album. “They certainly were pioneers,” says Bun E. Carlos, drummer of Cheap Trick, a band the Runaways took under their wings. “They were good players. It was fun to watch them play, fun to watch the crowd: all the guys with their tongues hanging out.”


“What’s inside a girl?” gothic punk band the Cramps once asked. The screams of young women have been a driving force of rock ’n’ roll since Big Mama Thornton first howled at a hound dog and Elvis shook his hips, through the Shangri-La’s pop dramas and the Beatles’ debut on Ed Sullivan , on up until groupies made the Sunset Strip a playboy pleasure dome. The Runaways knew exactly what it was like to be a teenage girl, and instead of being with the band, they decided to be the band. 


The complete story of the four years they spent together creating musical history has never been told. The most telling testament to the importance of the Runaways is the diverse, fascinating trajectories of their lives since. Jett and Ford were top-selling rock stars of the 1980s. Currie turned to acting, writing, and—with a wink and a nod to Wendy O. Williams—chainsaw art. Fox went to Harvard Law School with Barack Obama and became an entertainment attorney. Vicki Blue (Fox’s replacement) makes films, videos, and photographs. 


Some thirty-five years after she rocked the schoolgirls of Japan, Lita Ford faced perhaps the biggest challenge of her life: a tumultuous divorce. For inspiration, she looked back on the band of her youth. “I started thinking about the Runaways days, and I started thinking about running crazy and running wild, living on the edge,” Ford says. “I was living in style.”


Only Sandy West didn’t survive the Runaways’ painful breakup. Although she was one of the strongest musicians in the group, she never found another successful outlet for her music. She battled serious addiction problems and became involved in serious crimes—including, perhaps, a notorious Hollywood murder. She was diagnosed with lung cancer while in prison on drug charges and died at a hospice in 2006, surrounded by her family. 


Adolescence is a complicated, deep, formative time in anyone’s life. With no role models and questionable guidance, five strangers gave up the normal routines of their teen years—high school, family, prom dates, etc.—to achieve what no girls had achieved before. “Gave up” is the wrong phrase: They escaped those conventions—they ran away.
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On a summer day in 1975, Joan Larkin picked up her Sears Silvertone guitar and boarded a bus in Canoga Park, a Los Angeles suburb in the northern part of the San Fernando Valley. The girl with the Suzi Quatro haircut was sixteen but didn’t have a driver’s license. Her destination: Huntington Beach, in the heart of what architecture critic Reyner Banham once dubbed Surfurbia, on the opposite end of the Southland sprawl. In mass transit–challenged L.A., there were no trains, high speed or otherwise, to help Larkin reach her destination. So it took four buses and a few hours to voyage the more than sixty miles. Through the windows Larkin could watch the various terrains of the city that was her relatively new home: the famous Hollywood hills, downtown’s skyscrapers, the concrete-grid valley that Banham called the Plains of Id, the Golden Coast of Orange County. Joan didn’t mind the time and hassle; she was on a mission to make musical history.


The troubadour finally arrived at the town known by some as Surf City USA. A teenager with a golden mane, piercing blue eyes, and impressive biceps greeted her at the bus stop. In notes she wrote before her death, Sandy Pesavento remembered the first time she met Joan Larkin: “There was this girl standing there with a dirty blonde shag haircut and big, mirrored sunglasses holding a guitar case.” 


Sandy and Joan had never met before, only talked on the phone, after Hollywood hustler Kim Fowley connected them. Joan was ten months older than Sandy but shy and inexperienced. Sandy talked boisterously—with her hands, a true Italian—and already had a band. They both loved sports and rock ’n’ roll. They clicked. 


“When we met, I don’t know, I can’t explain it—when you meet somebody that you connect with on such a level,” Larkin says. “She was so friendly and outgoing. She was like me: She was a tomboy, she loved sports, she was a rough-houser. We hit it off right away.” 


Pesavento also immediately sensed a kindred spirit.


“In some ways, personality-wise that is, Joan and I were like night and day,” Sandy wrote years later. “She wouldn’t say something in twenty words if she could say it in ten… I think I was different for Joan, with me being so West Coast/surf’s up and she being so East Coast with her tuff accent and leather jacket.


“Then in other ways she and I were on the same page. She loved playing sports and having fun, and we both had a healthy sense of competition. We were also both really serious about playing music and played our instruments with total commitment. Most importantly, we shared a lot of the same ideals about being in a rock band. When it was time to play, we wanted to go out there and kick everyone’s ass. Like a rock ’n’ roll football team.”


Joan and Sandy went straight to business. The two strangers ascended to the above-garage rec room in the two-story home where the seven-sistered Pesavento–Williams family lived. Sandy’s red Pearl drum set held court. Like Joan’s silver-flecked Silvertone, the kit sparkled—the girls were literally glitter rockers. Larkin plugged her guitar into a Marshall amp that Pesavento had borrowed from the band she played in, Witchcraft. Sandy was used to playing with others; Joan had only ever played at home, alone. They liked a lot of the same music—particularly English rock bands—but they didn’t know how to play many of the same songs. They jammed on simple chord progressions, classic rock ’n’ roll stuff, Chuck Berry and Rolling Stone riffs. They settled into “All Shook Up,” the Elvis Presley tune—but they played Suzi Quatro’s version. 


“I couldn’t believe how she played,” Larkin says. “She was such a solid, strong, powerful, really good drummer. I don’t even want to say for being sixteen, for being anything. She would sit there and play Zeppelin stuff, John Bonham stuff, note for note. Some of those songs are really intense—the double kick drums, the toms. She had this shit down and it was powerful.…. We locked in right away.”


“Lock in” is musician’s lingo, meaning to find a shared groove—to play in time and in sync. Sandy used the same phrase to describe that first rehearsal with Joan. “From the very beginning, she had perfect rhythm,” she wrote. “We both looked over at each other and we just locked in.” 


Joan was never to become a Yngwie Malmsteen–style lead guitarist, someone who could tear off runs of notes in prowess-flexing solos. That became Lita Ford’s job. Larkin just wanted to help keep the beat, in the manner of John Lennon or Keith Richards. Sandy, on the other hand, had a bit of the metal show-off in her. They complemented each other perfectly, creating a backbeat backbone. “We didn’t have a particular music thing we bonded over; we just bonded over the straight, pure thing of rhythm guitar and drums locking up,” Larkin says.


Here they were: Two teenaged tomboys from opposite ends of Los Angeles, jamming. It must have been an incredible feeling, a moment of enlightenment. “We had the hugest smiles on our faces, and I think it dawned on us how awesome this was, two chicks just rocking out together,” Sandy said.


So they called Kim. 


Kim Fowley was a L.A. music-scene fixture, a notoriously weird character with an impressive two-decade history as a writer, producer, publicist, manager, and singer/spieler of random hits and misses. Larkin and Pesavento had met Fowley separately; he had put them in touch with each other with the hope, shared by all of them, that they could form the zygote{1} of an all-girl rock band. He would be their manager, producer, songwriter, “director” (as he dubbed himself on the Runaways’ first album), and “pimp” (also his own term). They would be, in the parlance of the old-school Hollywood into which Fowley—the son of actors—was born, “talent.”


On that summer day one year before the United States turned 200 years old, in that Huntington Beach house bursting with girl energy, Sandy and Joan played rock and roll into the handset of a phone. On the other end of the line, in his “Dog Palace” just off the Sunset Strip, Kim smiled. Then he passed the phone to the music journalist he happened to be having lunch with, a man who had worked with John Lennon and Led Zeppelin and written for Rolling Stone and Billboard. 


“Kim said, ‘Have a listen to this and tell me what you think,’” Ritchie Yorke remembers. “I said, ‘You know, sounds pretty good to me.’”


Thus, in a rec room—that most ’70s suburban of locales, a space set aside for the leisure-time hedonisms of youth—a milestone in musical and women’s history was laid. 


“That’s really how the Runaways were formed,” says Larkin. “It wasn’t Kim saying, ‘I have this vision, let me go out and find girls to do this.’ It was we who brought this idea to him and he said, ‘Sounds great; let’s try to do this together.’”


Within a month the Runaways would play their first gig; in six they would be signed to a multi-album major-label deal; in one year they would be touring the States; in a little over a year, they would make it to Europe. 


And in four years they would be over. The two founding members’ lives after the Runaways split bitterly would head in opposite directions. Joan Jett, as she dubbed herself shortly after that first rehearsal—the girl who learned how to play guitar with the accomplished Sandy West behind her—became a top-10 rock icon with such hits as “I Love Rock ’n’ Roll” and “Bad Reputation.” Sandy—the teenage John Bonham, the golden-haired surfer with the heart of gold—never succeeded commercially in her subsequent musical efforts and never got over the Runaways. She hit (rock) bottom, performing brutal acts of violence as an enforcer for a drug dealer, before dying of cancer. 


And yet together, Jett and West provided the bedrock on which the Runaways was built—the bass-drum heart and the rhythm-guitar and songwriting soul. They were girls from opposite ends of Exopolis—as author and professor Edward W. Soja put it—who recognized in each other rebel souls.


“We definitely felt like there was an us and a them,” Jett says. “And it was really distinct. You almost reveled in that. Yeah, we reveled in the fact that we’re different and we’re going to show you. And it’s not bad. We’re just playing music.”


“I turned to Joan and we both almost cried at the Hollywood premiere of The Runaways movie when I reminded her that years before, in 1975, Sandy and I and Joan had seen two movies, A Clockwork Orange and Rollerball , which became the cinematic bookends of the Runaways’ total attitude,” Fowley says. “I said, ‘Let’s take the rock ’n’ roll attitude of Clockwork Orange …and then let’s take the sporting team, the athleticism, of Rollerball , and put them in guitars instead of sporting instruments, and that’s what this band should be.’ I said to Joan at The Runaways premiere, ‘If the other three girls would have been like you and Sandy, the band would still be together. We would have had the female Rolling Stones/Beatles.’”


 


In 1972 President Richard Nixon signed a bill that said girls must be allowed to do what boys do. Title IX declared, “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any educational program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance.” The law was one of the most direct and profoundly affecting results of the women’s liberation movement of the 1960s. Title IX made concrete the search for gender equality espoused by such second-wave feminists as Betty Friedan, Angela Davis, and Gloria Steinem. It took the fight against the institutionalism of sexism right into the American heartland and childhood, making it illegal for public schools to deny the same athletic opportunities provided for boys to girls. A whole generation of tomboys and girl-jocks found themselves newly empowered. According to the Women’s Sports Foundation, in 1972, 294,015 girls competed in high schools; in 2012, the number had risen to 3,173,549. “Because of 37 words, millions of dream have become reality,” Sports Illustrated writer Kelli Anderson wrote in 2012.{2} 


Some girls had to fight for their right to scrimmage, or to drum, on their own. Two years before the federal mandate for equity, fourth-grader Sandy Pesavento decided she wanted to play drums in the school band. Her parents supported her having musical ambitions, but they hoped their youngest daughter would play violin, so she could complete a string quartet with her three sisters, Ellen (violin), Lori (viola), and Teri (cello). The athletic Sandy lasted about two weeks with a bow. She wanted sticks.


Sandy’s school told her girls couldn’t play drums. She begged to differ. “She said, ‘You know what: I can be the first girl drummer in Prisk Elementary School,’” her mother, Jeri Williams, says. “That’s how it began.” 


Sandra Sue Pesavento was born July 10, 1959, in Long Beach, the last of four daughters in a tight-knit, middle-class Italian-American family. Father Gene worked for a gas company, mother Jeri held various jobs, including dental assistant and chiropractor assistant, along with her domestic duties. Like many residents who had been lured by warm weather, cheap housing, and abundant jobs to the city nicknamed “Iowa by the Sea,” the couple had migrated from the Midwest, in their case, Indiana.{3} The Pesaventos settled in Los Altos, a neighborhood of ranch houses not far from the 405. Eisenhower was president, and Johnny Horton’s version of the country song “The Battle of New Orleans” was number one. From the oil refineries to the aerospace industry to Hollywood, Southern California glistened with prosperity; in a few years, the Beach Boys would be singing about good vibrations and desire for California girls. 


The doted-on baby of the family, Sandy was an extremely active and generally happy child. Maybe because he realized he was never going to have a son, Gene bonded with his youngest, fixing cars and playing ball together. “They were close. She related to him and he related to her,” says Teri Miranti, the second oldest daughter. 


Sandy became a tomboy, despite childhood bouts of ill health. That challenge to do whatever the guys did was both Sandy’s lifelong drive and part of her downfall. She played tennis and basketball, swam competitively, ran track, surfed, water-skied, and rode horses. “She was incredibly energetic, hysterical, very funny, athletic,” says Lori, the third daughter. 


Sandy’s physical power and strong personality made her “a force to be reckoned with,” says Ellen, the oldest sister. Lori recalled Sandy begging Gene for a raise in their allowance. Their father was strict: “Do you think money grows on trees?” he answered. But Sandy was not someone who took no for an answer. One day Gene responded to her entreaties by taking her outside. There, tied to a tree, dangled two dollar bills. 


Sandy was not stupid, but she struggled in school. Lori attributes her difficulties to conditions with which she was diagnosed decades later: “Early on she had a lot of challenges with academic performances primarily because she had a lot of learning disabilities...later on in life we learned that she had ADHD. She had challenges that were around things like mood disorders, bipolar disorders.”


Drumming provided a natural outlet for an athletic, active child in a musical family. At first Sandy played a snare loaned to her by her grandfather. She played it so loud, she was relegated to the garage. At nine, Ellen gave Sandy her first very own drum. “It was by far the greatest present that I had ever received (no offense to whoever got me the G.I. Joe),” Sandy wrote. “Before I was ten years old, I was trying to teach myself the drums, playing guitar and piano and listening to everything from rock to classical music.”


Forget the string quartet: Sandy wanted to form a band with her sisters. Both her mother and the school fought her quest to play drums in the school band. “People thought/think that if you’re female that you can’t play a certain instrument or a certain kind of music,” Sandy recalled. “It’s crazy. The other boys in that class were the same age as I was and no one was having a meeting about whether or not it was ‘appropriate’ for them to learn to play the drums. Why was it inappropriate, because I was a girl? What is so different about a girl’s hands, holding sticks and hitting drums to a beat, from any other kid? It’s idiotic.”


 Sandy won. She played the school’s drums and eventually got a set of her own. She played in the orchestra, stage band, and marching band, and fought to be not just the first girl drummer but to hold the first seat in the orchestra. When the family moved to Huntington Beach, the movers promptly set up the kit in the bonus room over the garage. Sandy began bashing, and Jeri worried what the neighbors would think.


West had almost no distaff role models in her chosen instrument. There had been only two significant female drummers in rock and pop music up to that point: Maureen Tucker of the Velvet Underground and Karen Carpenter. West was as different from those musicians—Tucker at once primitive and artsy, Carpenter a subtle pop player best known for her sad, beautiful singing voice—as they were from each other. Hard rock drummers such as Led Zeppelin’s John Bonham and Queen’s Roger Taylor were her heroes. Sandy poured her athleticism into pounding those skins.


By that point, tragedy had shattered the Pesaventos’ suburban idyll. On January 25, 1971, Gene Pesavento died suddenly of a massive heart attack while at home. Sandy, eleven, had just returned from school. “It was very traumatic for my family,” recollects Lori. “It was off the Richter scale.” 


Sandy was particularly devastated. She carried a letter from her father with her until the end of her life.{4}


“When I first met her she talked a lot about her dad, how much she missed him,” says Pam Apostolou, who befriended West in 1980. “Losing her dad was really really hard on her. Her dad got her.”


Perhaps the death deepened her connection to her mother, a relationship that those who knew her say was the most important in her life. When Sandy’s family and friends circle the wagons around the painful details of West’s life—which almost everyone does, even those who don’t know Jeri—they say they want to protect her mother from any more suffering. Before Sandy died, Jeri made a scrapbook for her, of old photos, newspaper clippings, lyrics, telegrams, etc. There’s a page devoted to pictures of Sandy hugging her short, sweet mom. “We were close,” Jeri simply says. 


In 1972 Jeri married Dick Williams, a former colleague of Gene, whose wife had also recently died—and who had three daughters, including a Sandy. Thus Sandy earned the unfortunate family nickname “Sandy Pee” (Pesavento) as opposed to “Sandy Wee” (Williams). Jeri and Dick each adopted the other’s kids. There’s a picture of all seven girls on Christmas wearing long skirts in a kaleidoscopic array of colors and patterns; if you look closely, you can see that Sandy had her jeans on underneath. The new, blended family moved into a larger house in Huntington Beach, to a place where they could start over on equal ground, not surrounded by memories of lost loved ones. Some of the daughters were in college or lived elsewhere. Still, the Huntington house held five girls, three cats, and two dogs, all trying to navigate their deep hurt, massive change, puberty, and each other’s spaces. Sandy connected with the sportiness of the Williamses: Dick introduced her to her lifelong love of water skiing, and new sister Cheryl shared a horse and a bedroom with Sandy. But the dislocation, coming so soon after Gene’s death, was traumatic. “Blended families aren’t easy,” Teri says.


“We were struggling at first, getting to know each other,” recalls Jeri. “To see the love that’s transferred through all that, it’s wonderful.”


Sandy was outgoing, fun, easy to get along with, popular enough to be elected governor of her class in seventh grade. But Lori says her transition into puberty was rocky. “She was very androgynous. She was one of those girls who didn’t develop very early. In early adolescence, people used to make fun of her. They used to call her a boy. That upset her.” 


Around this time, Lori and Sandy were realizing they had something in common: They both liked girls. During her lifetime Sandy also had boyfriends, but her primary relationships were with women. “She and I were very open with each other,” Lori says. “She was very clear with me about her orientation. I don’t sense she ever really struggled with it.”


Sandy also, years later, came out to her parents, and they accepted her. “We can’t say okay, they’re not our daughters anymore just because they have a different lifestyle,” Jeri says. “I don’t agree with it. It’s not what I wished for them. But on the other hand, they’re still wonderful daughters.”


Music and sports were Sandy’s outlets and her ways of gaining acceptance. Ellen introduced her youngest sister to the Beatles and Bob Dylan and taught her to play guitar. By the mid-’70s Sandy was listening to hard rock and playing in local bands. She was the only female in Witchcraft and Stillborn. 


“Sandy early on was pretty determined that she wanted to play rock music,” Lori says. “It was a way for her to translate the grief.”


By sixteen Pesavento had turned into the kind of suntanned blue-eyed beauty of Beach Boys songs. She had a long, blonde Farrah Fawcett ’do—a sunny mane that she liked to flick back over her shoulder and out of her eyes. By the time Joan Larkin showed up at her door, Sandy was already an incredible sight behind those Pearls, her long hair and sinewy arms flying. 


“She would smash those cymbals,” Joan says. “It was very rhythmic and percussive. She kept right on time.”


“Sandy showed that you don’t have to be just hot or pretty and you don’t have to just be tough,” says Torry Castellano, former drummer for the all-girl 1990s band the Donnas, one of the many musicians who cite West as an influence. “You can be both. A lot of times people want to put women in the music industry in a box. She did what she wanted to do.”


“She was a phenomenal natural drummer,” Lori says. “I don’t think the boys in the business ever even saw that coming.”


 


Joan Larkin also played outside the box. Like Sandy, her parents raised her without gender limitations. She played sports. She dreamt of being an astronaut, archaeologist, astronomer, actor, or doctor (“until I realized I’d have to cut people and see blood and dig around in them”). She heard Led Zeppelin and she wanted a guitar. “A girl can do what she wants to do and that’s what I’m going to do,” Joan Jett sang in “Bad Reputation,” her 1981 anthem. 


Joan Marie Larkin was born September 22, 1958, in Penn Wynne, a suburb of Philadelphia, the first of three children. She played sports, rode horses, went to the Smithsonian with her dad, swam, bowled, and played clarinet (“I wasn’t passionate about it”). “I look at my childhood as being fairly normal, very loving, and not really out of the ordinary from what I saw with a lot of the people around me,” she says. “It was very suburban, and we spent a lot of time from sunup to sunset out in the street with our friends and playing.”


Like Sandy, Joan identified as a girl who could play like a boy. “I’ve always been a real tomboy, since I was a little kid,” Jett says. “I’ve always kicked boys’ asses in a lot of things: games, tug of war, dodge ball. I’m good at all of it.”


By the early ’70s, fueled by the women’s lib movement, tomboyism was enjoying a wave of respectability. The term dates to the sixteenth century, when it first described a rude boy, and then a “bold or immodest woman” and then “a girl who behaves like a spirited or boisterous boy; a wild romping girl.”{5} From Jo of Little Women to Scout of To Kill a Mockingbird to Pippi Longstocking to Katherine Hepburn to Kristy McNichol to Chrissie Hynde to MC Lyte to Lisbeth Salander, there’s a noble tradition of great women, fictional and real, who avoided girlie-girl activities—who played sports, wore pants, shot guns, climbed trees, threw balls, spat, swore, and never demurred. Around the time the Runaways were forming their sense of gender identity, movies such as Paper Moon and Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore presented boyish girls as charming and clever. The 1980 movies Foxes (featuring Cherie Currie), Little Darlings , and Times Square (about girls in a punk band) showed women interacting in ways that were almost unprecedented in American cinema. At least two of those films were undoubtedly influenced by the Runaways. “These movies made girlhood interesting and exciting and even sexy,” writes Judith Halberstam in Female Masculinity , her landmark 1998 history of tribades, butches, and bull dykes. “They also, of course, tended to imagine girlhood as tomboyhood.”{6} 


“It’s gender fuck,” Jett says. “It’s the androgyny. You strap on; you’re being a girl but you’re being a boy.”


Being a tomboy didn’t make it hard for Joan to fit in, but the Larkins’ frequent moves, apparently necessitated by her father’s job selling insurance, did. “It was hard to make deep friendships early on,” she recalls. She describes the five pubescent years she spent in Maryland as the most stable period of her childhood. To this day, she’s a Baltimore Orioles fan.


Music was not Joan’s first passion. She wanted to be an actress. Then she saw Liza Minnelli in Cabaret , Bob Fosse’s 1972 movie about nightlife in the Weimar Republic just before World War II. Minnelli plays Sally Bowles, a skinny dancer with short black hair and a derby—a sexy androgyne. Jett embraced Bowles’s version of femininity—not delicate or voluptuous, but active and strong. “Cabaret and the decadence and puberty and all that stuff was hitting at once,” Joan recalls.


Artists such as Minnelli, David Bowie, the New York Dolls, and Suzi Quatro, who challenged gendered constraints by blurring the lines between what it meant to look and act like a man or woman, were her heroes. Years later she would incorporate the Replacements song “Androgynous” as a staple of her live set, singing this love song about “something meets Boy, and something meets Girl / They both look the same / they’re overjoyed in this world / Same build, revolution / Unisex, evolution / Tomorrow who’s gonna fuss.” By then Joan herself had become a gender-bending icon for a new generation of misfits and rebel girls.


Larkin’s “ordinary” life began to detonate with her maturing hormones. While being a tomboy is generally accepted for girls, as teens, tomboys are expected to become women. “We could say that tomboyism is tolerated as long as the child remains prepubescent; as soon as puberty begins, however, the full force of gender conformity descends on the girl,” writes Halberstam.{7} 


Jett, like other women who would fuel the late-’70s punk movement, found a road out of such restrictions in rock ’n’ roll. She listened to Elvis Presley, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin, and Sweet. She particularly liked the English rock stars—the guys with the long locks and tight pants, the artists whose dandyesque take on fashion and art had been dubbed glam because its lurking vulgarity kept it shy of being glamorous. 


“You hear a song like ‘All Right Now’ by Free or ‘Bang a Gong’ by T. Rex, and I’m thinking, I want to make those sounds,” she says.


At thirteen, Joan begged her parents for a guitar. To her surprise, she got one for Christmas. Her first ax was a Silvertone from Sears, a solid-body electric guitar with trademark “lipstick-tube pickups”—so named because the guitar’s inventor, Nathan Daniel, originally built the tiny mics out of chrome, tubular lipstick cases. Silvertones were cheap, starter guitars with amps built into their carrying cases, glitter sprinkled into their bodies, and white formica sides. Jimi Hendrix, Bob Dylan, Jack White, and Beck have all played Silvertones. 


Joan’s first lessons were hilariously caricatured in The Runaways movie. She went to an acoustic guitar teacher with her electric Silvertone. “As a teenager, you want to do everything now. Right now,” Joan recalls. “As I reflect, I realize I had to learn the basics. You can’t just walk in and learn how to play a song, necessarily. I walked in and said, ‘Teach me how to play rock ’n’ roll.’”


The poor teacher tried to instruct Joan to strum “On Top of Old Smokey,” as corny a folk tune as there is. Larkin quit after her first lesson. 


“I went and bought one of those learn-how-to-play-guitar-by-yourself books, and I sat in my room, and I learned basic chords—you know, an E, an A, a D, a G, a C—and tried to learn how to play to my records, whatever it was at the time, whatever singles were around,” Joan says. “Black Sabbath was good, because they had big fat chords that were really slow.”


Rock stars ruled the earth in the 1970s—or at least suburban America. Thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of thirteen-year-olds wanted to be like Keith Richards, or Pete Townshend, or Ritchie Blackmore, and were begging their parents for guitars. That’s why Sears made them affordably available to average consumers and why music stores stocked chord books. But just as Sandy had no real female drummer role models, Larkin’s guitar heroes were mostly men. Joni Mitchell was a genius at guitar, vocals, and songwriting, but she, Joan Baez, and Carole King all played soft rock, folk rock, and jazz-inflected pop. Joan liked her music loud, sexy, driving—hard rock, glam, garage, punk. Cultural norms were not keeping pace with the fight for political and economic equality. Despite Title IX, junior high girls in American schools were still getting tracked into studying home economics—sewing and cooking. Metaphorically, Joan wanted to take shop.


People told the young woman who had been raised to believe she could do anything that she couldn’t play electric guitar. Joan knew that “couldn’t” didn’t mean “can’t”; it meant they weren’t supposed to. Holding a solid piece of wood at crotch level while running your hand up and down its neck wasn’t proper, ladylike, feminine, “good.”


“Being told that girls can’t play rock and roll—I mean even as a kid, it was so illogical to me,” she says. “It’s like, what do you mean, that they can’t master the instruments? I’m in school with girls playing cello and violin and Beethoven and Bach. You don’t mean they can’t master the instrument; what you mean is they’re not allowed, socially—it’s a societal thing. You’re not allowed to play rock and roll, because rock and roll means they’re covering Sticky Fingers ; rock and roll means ‘Whole Lotta Love.’ You go listen to these songs again and realize how dirty they sound, how much sex is dripping from that. I wanted to do that, and that kind of stuff is very threatening.”


If good girls couldn’t play electric guitar, then Joan Larkin was going to be very bad.


When Joan was fourteen and entering tenth grade, her family moved again, this time clear across the country, to L.A. California was exciting, glamorous—all those movie stars and rock stars that Joan had read about in magazines like Creem . But it was also a place of disconnection and danger. Joan Jett the icon was born in L.A., but Joan Larkin the person ultimately lived there less than a decade of her life. 


First, the family settled in the Valley suburb of West Covina. Then they relocated again to Canoga Park. By that time, Joan’s home life was falling apart.


“My father left the house,” she says. “My parents were going through a divorce. It was traumatic for my brother and sister, but it allowed me to get the fuck out, because I think if my father was home it would have been harder for me to get out and go to Hollywood.” 


Larkin attended West Covina High and then Taft High School in Woodland Hills. Increasingly, though, she was getting her education in Hollywood clubs and record stores. The shy teen was starting to realize that she wasn’t like the other kids at school—she wasn’t boy crazy, she didn’t envy the cheerleaders, she didn’t have a crush on David Cassidy. Joan began honing her identity through infatuation with and imitation of musicians and albums. 


“I was a big Bowie fan, and the Diamond Dogs album really got me through those last years of high school,” she says. “I remember the kids yelling at me, ’cause I was probably the only kid dressed like a glitter kid, a glam kid. I probably had bell-bottoms and platform shoes with glitter on them that I put on myself, a T-shirt that I probably wrote ‘Hollywood’ in glitter—that kind of stuff.… I guess I really stood out, but I didn’t think I was that freaky looking compared to some of the kids that I’d see in Hollywood. A lot of kids at school would howl, ‘Aaaawooo, Diamond Dogs!’ You know, really lame harassment. But you know it didn’t bother me; it gave me more resolve. It was like, okay, I’m getting under their skin. I must be doing something right.” 


Joan Larkin began her reinvention as Joan Jett. She was creating a costume, a persona, a hard shell to compensate for her shyness, cover the pain of her dissolving family life, and embrace her difference by making strange beautiful. Soon, she had donned the black leather jacket and bad-girl stance of a female bassist who came from Detroit but had made it big in England: Suzi Quatro. 


“People thought I was really mean because of the way I looked: leather jacket, and the heavy makeup,” Joan says. “People were scared to death of me. I think I’m pretty nice and easy to get along with, as long as you’re not a jerk to me.”


When Quatro came to town in the spring of 1975, Joan staked out her hotel, the Hyatt House, aka the Riot House, a site of infamous rock ’n’ roll parties and debauchery.


“I got back from sound check and I saw this little girl, in my haircut and my leather jacket, sitting in the lobby,” remembers Quatro. “Toby Mamis, my press agent, told me she was a huge fan. I saw her in lobbies waiting for me every time I played in L.A. Sometimes it was a little too much though, I must admit. She was obsessed with me for a while, which I am sure she would be the first to admit. But again, always cute.”


Sixteen-year-old Joan Larkin was a shy but determined waif, adrift from her family and searching for a new home. At the Hyatt, she made a friend who would eventually serve a stint as her manager. 


“You’re sort of aware who’s in a hotel lobby when you’re walking through, and there was a girl who looked like a young Suzi: jeans, black top, sunglasses, shag haircut,” Mamis says. “Then we walked back again; she’s still sitting there. ‘Suzi, I think she’s stalking you.’ Literally, about 10:30 or 11 that night, she’s still sitting there.” 


Mamis walked over to Larkin. He recalls the conversation from his first meeting with Joan: 


“You should just go home; Suzi’s asleep,” Mamis said.


 “I can’t go home,” Joan replied.


 “What do you mean, you can’t go home?”


“I told my mother I was staying at a friend’s house. Besides, the last bus left.”


“Well, you can’t sit here all night.”


“So what am I going to do?”


“No ulterior motives: You’re going to sleep on the floor in my room.”


And thus, like many a teenage girl in Los Angeles in 1975, Joan Larkin spent a night in a Riot House hotel room. She had a male friend with her, just in case Mamis did have ulterior motives. And already, her love of Quatro was inspiring a new dream.


“Suzi Quatro was a huge thing to me, cause I never had seen a woman play rock ’n’ roll,” Joan says. “To see her with her bass, just like screaming, really inspired me. I thought, well, if she can do it, I can do it, and if I can do it, then there’s got to be other girls out there that are thinking about doing this.” 
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The Runaways peddled California dreaming (and scheming). The California dream was a specific iteration of the American dream, and Fowley and his dream team did their best to conflate the two. Prior to the Runaways, after all, he had produced the music for American Graffiti , George Lucas’s ode to ’50s teenagers, cars, and rock ’n’ roll, which was set in the Central Valley city of Modesto. On such songs as “Cherry Bomb,” “Is It Day or Night?,” the over-the-top operetta “Dead End Justice,” “Hollywood,” and of course, “California Paradise” (in which Currie hisses, “California—you’re so nice” with sibilant sarcasm), the erstwhile Gene Vincent producer carried on these themes of sex, juvenile delinquency, and music—fast women in fast cars with loud radios. A writer in the British fanzine Bump ‘N’ Grind described the theme as “the saga of California—‘It’s Paradise’. You know the format—non-stop all-night partying, skipping school and getting stoned, and other very naughty things like that. Y’know, I’m seriously thinking of going to live in California.”{8}


To understand the Runaways, you have to understand Los Angeles in the 1970s—and visa versa. The story of five girls, from five different neighborhoods, whose paths converged in the teen clubs, rock bars, recording studios, and rehearsal spaces of Hollywood, provides a clear window into that epochal time and place. The Runaways’ sexploitation/liberation bridged the heterogeneous topography and aesthetic, social, and ethical contradictions of one of the world’s most loved and hated cities. The adolescent guitar-slingers also blew up a few bridges.


“Being in L.A. in the mid ’70s was all about Santa Ana winds, Benedict Canyon, tanned skin, and Malibu,” says Vicki Blue, one of the Runaways’ several bass players. “It was driving down Santa Monica Boulevard then turning north on Doheny before it got to be Beverly Hills, and making the loop back down to Sunset. It was about Chemin de Fer pants, fitting into them, size twenty-six, extra long legs, with platform boots.”


But the Runaways’ L.A. wasn’t the groovy, bohemian Laurel Canyon hangout of Joni Mitchell and Crosby, Stills, and Nash. Nor was it the apocalypse-soon noir bummer of the Germs, X, and Black Flag, of punk clubs Madam Wong’s and the Masque. The Sunset Strip of the mid-’70s was a good trip going bad. The Runaways, as they sang, were “Neon Angels,” in the City of Angels. But they were also on “the roads to ruin.”


Around the time Sandy was fighting to play drums in her grade-school band, two critics had a heated public debate about the Angeleno aesthetic. One point upon which Reyner Banham and Peter Plagens agreed was that theirs was a storied divide. “Los Angeles has supported an extensive and responsible literature of explication, and an equally extensive literature of well-informed abuse,” the British Banham wrote in his 1971 book Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies .{9} “Los Angeles is thus a city of extremes and it provokes either adoration or contempt,” wrote artist and critic Plagens in Artforum magazine in 1972. “San Franciscans, New Yorkers, and Colorado hippies look down their hand-tailored, granola-filled noses at this brown-aired basin of vulgarity. Continentals, Okies, Londoners, Arkies, and visiting artists to the contrary warm their dispossessed souls on our sandy bosom.”{10}


English architecture scholar Banham was one of the adorers. In Four Ecologies, he praised the very qualities of a modern, mobile metropolis that other critics derided: the freeway system, the “dingbat” apartment buildings, the neon signs. He was perhaps the most learned and erudite—yet still quite cheeky—in a long line of what scholar Mike Davis has called the Boosters: the writers, politicians, poets, filmmakers, and songwriters who sold the sunny southern California lifestyle to the world as an endless summer of oranges, snow-capped mountains, date shakes, and beach blanket bingo. “California Paradise,” indeed. Banham even based a BBC documentary on the popular Four Ecologies , so appealing was his description of independent, self-determined, open lifestyles to Brits fed up with town councils, privet hedges, and planning ordinances. The city, said the professor in the aptly titled Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles , “makes nonsense of history and breaks all the rules. I love the place with a passion that goes beyond sense and reason.”{11}


But Banham’s book blithely ignored key recent events and longstanding economic and political exploitation. The City of Angels had become the city of the Watts riots and Charles Manson. Unlike the outsider Banham, Plagens was an American who had spent two thirds of his then-thirty-one years living in L.A. when he wrote his response to Banham’s boosterism. In “The Ecology of Evil,” published by Artforum (then a L.A.-based publication) in December 1972, he blasted the academic for glossing over the real social and environmental problems of a city wracked by decades of robust but almost unrestrained development. Mostly, the artist and critic bemoaned L.A.’s “spiritual disease.” “L.A. is an elusive place: all flesh and no soul, all buildings and no architecture, all property and no land, all electricity and no light, all billboards and nothing to say, all ideas and no principles,” he wrote.{12} 


Plagens, who not long thereafter decamped for New York, was a theorist for what Davis has identified as the other pole of Los Angeles literature, oppositional to Boosterism: Sunshine Noir (think: Nathaniel West’s classic downer novel The Day of the Locust or Davis’s own 1990 landmark study of the region, City of Quartz ). A previous generation of European intellectuals had been morally and aesthetically appalled by their stay in Los Angeles during World War II, seeing nothing less than the decline of Western Civilization in American consumerism. (Filmmaker Penelope Spheeris would also see this connection when she examined the L.A. punk scene in her 1981 film The Decline of Western Civilization .) Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and other snobs of the Frankfurt School based much of their critique of mass culture as a form of passive brainwashing on their years spent cowering in the Pacific (’cause things were going so well in Europe.) Later, the postmodernists and semioticians joined in on the L.A.-bashing. French theorist Jean Baudrillard and Italian writer Umberto Eco attacked Southern California as the home of “hyperreality.” 


This is the contested landscape—Banham’s “Surfurbia” versus Plagens’s “spangled pothole”; Beach Boys Boosterism versus Frank Zappa Sunshine Noir—in which the Runaways formed. Their brief but notorious career confirmed Banham’s “Autopian” visions and Plagens’s “Pit” falls. They also showed that in the city of reinvention, anything’s possible.


Or as native Californian Joan Didion—who has analyzed her home state with more intelligence and empathy than perhaps any other journalist and novelist—has written: “…California is a place in which a boom mentality and a sense of Chekhovian loss meet in uneasy suspension, in which the mind is troubled by some buried but ineradicable suspicion that things had better work here, because here, beneath that immense bleached sky, is where we run out of continent.”{13}


Banham divided 1970s LA into “four ecologies.” The Runaways’ origins can be situated in the Plains of Id, Surfurbia, the Foothills, and Autopia. 


In the anti-Eden of Los Angeles’s lowlands, Kari Krome is the Runaways’ Eve. She’s the first lady who inspired Fowley to seek a female Rolling Stones; her poems about adolescent existentialism got the self-styled Animal Man thinking about the need for girls’ voices (as opposed to just girls’ bodies) in rock ’n’ roll. The Scotch-Irish-Cherokee-Italian welfare child really did live the down-and-out, teenage misfit life that Fowley and Jett wrote about (she was Neal Cassady, they were Jack Kerouac). Krome’s the one who actually was fourteen when the Runaways started (press accounts often exaggerated the Runaways’ youthfulness). She’s the only one who, at sixteen, lived up to the name and ran away. 


“I came from a relatively poor background; I grew up on welfare,” she says. “I got exposed to a lot growing up. I was an outsider kid. I’d sit in my room and read books and draw. My parents had high hopes I was going to be an artist growing up. Once I discovered rock ’n’ roll, all that went out the window.” 


Krome (she does not want her birth name revealed) was born in the planned post–World War II suburb of Lakewood, the Levittown of California—home to the 1990s adolescent sex bullies the Spur Posse. “Naively, you could say that Lakewood was the American dream made affordable for a generation of industrial workers who in the preceding generation could never aspire to that kind of ownership,” Donald J. Waldie, author of the 1996 Lakewood remembrance Holy Land: A Suburban Memoir , told Joan Didion. “… They worked for Hughes, they worked for Douglas, they worked at the naval station and shipyard in Long Beach. They worked, in other words, at all the places that exemplified the bright future that California was supposed to be.”{14} 


Krome’s future was quickly not so bright. Her family moved frequently around the bleak south-central neighborhoods of L.A. She describes Bell Gardens, Compton, Downey, and North Long Beach as “a cultural wasteland…. I [was] looking at these horrible, really depressed environments with no gardens.…I did not fit in culturally. I was a real lonely kid.”


Banham gave the sprawling flatlands that are the cross-hatched, stucco soul of the city and its suburbs, from San Fernando to San Gabriel to Compton to Orange County, a more prosaic name: “the Plains of Id.” But even he was hard pressed to find a positive spin on this “endless plain endlessly gridded with endless streets, peppered endlessly with ticky-tacky houses clustered in indistinguishable neighbourhoods, slashed across by endless freeways that have destroyed any community spirit that may once have existed, and so on…endlessly.”{15} Imagine growing up there.


Plagens had his own term for this area: the Pit, parts of which, such as Watts, he described as a “horizontal, open-air prison.” In the early ’70s, shows such as The Beverly Hillbillies and The Brady Bunch beamed images of glamorous, successful SoCal living into American homes. But in the real city, L.A.’s plains were filling with grim boxlike housing and barbed-wire fences, urban cells that confined but couldn’t contain kids like Krome. 


 


Unlike Kari, Sandy West did live a Brady Bunch existence. By her teens she was residing, like the TV characters, in a conjoined family. Huntington Beach is the banner city of what Banham called “Surfurbia.” The English scholar described the beaches as the most enviable aspect of Los Angeles, which he dubbed “the greatest City-on-the-Shore in the world.”{16} By the 1960s, surf music and movies were replacing Hollywood glamour as the defining culture of Southern California. The surfer epitomized the healthy outdoors lifestyle that lured immigrants even as smog began obscuring the landscape. With his/her barefoot stance, the surfer was also an icon of independence, mobility, adventure, and alternative lifestyles. “The culture of the beach is in many ways a symbolic rejection of the values of the consumer society,” Banham wrote, “a place where a man needs to own only what he stands up in—usually a pair of frayed shorts and sunglasses.”{17} 


With her long blonde hair and deep tan, West certainly looked the part of the fun-loving, free-spirited athletic youth; that was her image in the Runaways, “the California golden girl, the female Dennis Wilson” as Fowley said, referring to the drummer for the Beach Boys. Even Sandy’s name evoked the granular firmament of Surfurbia. West did surf, but an accident scared her off the boards. It was Jackie Fox who had once earned the nickname Malibu Barbie for her wave-riding skills, before she took up the bass. As they became vampiric club-crawling proto-punks, the Runaways kept one foot on the Santa Monica boardwalk. To the Germans, Swedes, and Japanese who were devoted, slavering fans, much of the Runaways’ appeal was that they were California girls, even if they were not quite as sweet as the ones the Beach Boys sang about. “The Runaways are Californian perfection,” burbled an Australian writer. “Beautifully browned, their teeth glow with white health.”{18} In one early Richard Creamer photo shoot for Creem , the Runaways frolicked in the waves in bikinis and wetsuits, hoisting surfboards like banners.


“…the higher the ground, the higher the income,” Banham wrote, describing the class base of the area he dubbed the Foothills.{19} This generalization was not entirely accurate. In fact, as Plagens pointed out, the well-to-do had almost entirely taken over the supposedly democratic beaches by 1972. The only Runaway with a serious trust fund, Victory Tischler-Blue (aka Vicki Blue), grew up in affluent Newport Beach—Surfurbia central. 


Still, it’s undoubtedly true that if they didn’t settle on the shore as they gained wealth, Angelenos climbed out of the plains and up into the Foothills. Beginning with early movie stars Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford, Los Angeles royalty made Beverly Hills and the Hollywood Hills the quintessential sites of the American mansion on the hill. Later, the rock stars gentrified the canyons—Laurel, Topanga, Tujunga, Benedict. The upwardly mobile—literally—middle class followed the local nobility up the Foothills. Runaways singer Cherie Currie’s mom was a wannabe star who raised her family in Encino, on the San Fernando side of the Hollywood Hills. Fox also came from the Valley side of the Foothills, the middle-class enclave of Woodland Hills. Jett lived just to the north in Canoga Park. For the lords and ladies of the Foothills and canyons, trekking to the Sunset Strip (which runs along the foot of the Hollywood Hills) or the Sugar Shack (the teen club tucked into a North Hollywood strip mall) was a short ride in Mom’s car, or maybe even your own car. 


All of the Runaways—the Valley girls, the surfurbians, the plains-dwellers—were residents of Banham’s final ecology: “Autopia.” Autopia is the freeway system that binds Los Angeles more than any natural geographical feature. To learn to speak like a native Angeleno, Banham learned to drive. Without the highways tying Huntington Beach to Long Beach to the Valley to Hollywood, there would have been no Runaways. 


There are other names, besides Autopia, for urban areas that are shaped not like wheels, with concentric rings of suburbs spreading out from a central downtown, but more like blobs or amoebas, with multiple nuclei. Scholars and planners talk of the Exurbs, Edge Cities, and Metroplexes that characterize America, where, after all, cities were not originally built around castle centers. In his Neuromancer science fiction series, William Gibson calls an XXL urban area the Sprawl. In his influential 1996 postmodern tome Thirdspace , UCLA professor Edward W. Soja hones in on the “Exopolis” of Orange County, the conservative region south of Los Angeles County that was largely manufactured by developers in the mid-twentieth century and has served as an oasis of white flight. “These are not only exo-cities, orbiting outside; they are ex-cities as well, no longer what the city used to be,” Soja wrote.{20} He called the OC “the generative utopia, a make-believe paradise that successfully makes you believe in make-believing, the most irresistibly California-looking of all the Californias, the most like the movies and TV ‘situation comedies,’ the most like the promised American Dream.”{21}


The Runaways’ far-flung homes exemplified the distinctive, centripetal geography of Los Angeles, one of the most sprawling cities in the world, a metropolis that is essentially a web of suburbs. Los Angeles has a downtown but it’s never really had a center. The city’s political and economic bases have long been spread out, from Pasadena to Santa Monica, Burbank to San Pedro; downtown WASP old money against West Side Jewish new money. 


Sprawl spawned the Runaways. They were refugees from the make-believe paradise, like five points on a star—that never meet in the middle. None of the members went to high school together, or played in the same local clubs, or had any idea that one another existed, until each came across Kim Fowley in Hollywood. They didn’t form in their parents’ basement or garage. This inorganic origin undermined their credibility from day one. They were seen as a manufactured band, put together by an impresario as a commercial novelty, the female Monkees (and later, the role model for the Sex Pistols and Spice Girls). 


On the other hand, sympathetic observers understood that, in a sense, the Runaways’ origins made them the ultimate rock band: alienated adolescent Americans whose shared roots were rootlessness. Lisa Fancher, herself a teenage Valley girl, celebrated their differences in a 1976 article for Who Put the Bomp (which later became Bomp), one of the first ever profiles of the band. “The predominantly white middle class suburbs were bound to have an outgrowth of teen troublemakers like the Runaways,” she wrote with formidable sociological understanding for a high school student. “These aren’t jaded Hollywood girls; they come from the sprawling bedroom valleys of Orange County, spreading out to the beach, and they built their popularity in the growing circuit of small teen clubs in these suburbs, where discos never infiltrated. Their roots are just as real as Bob Marley’s only theirs are TV, driving around, and going to Hollywood on weekends because it’s the only thing to do after five days of school and partying.”{22}


They came from different neighborhoods, but the Runaways had similar back stories. They were white and predominantly from middle class families; they by no means represented all of ethnically diverse Los Angeles. Their families had come to California looking for the usual goods: stardom, an aerospace job, sunshine, change. They came like the pioneers, gold miners, and missionaries had come before them. “It was the true California spirit that found expression through him, the spirit of the West, unwilling to occupy itself with details, refusing to wait, to be patient, to achieve by legitimate plodding; the miner’s instinct of wealth acquired in a single night prevailed, in spite of all,” wrote Frank Norris in the epic Golden State novel The Octopus. The muckraker was describing the railroad, but he could have been writing about the star system also being birthed in California.


Ford was born in England to an English father and Italian mother and immigrated to the States when she was two. Joan moved with her parents from the East Coast when she was a young teen. Fox’s Jewish parents moved from New York and plugged into the swinging ’60s Cali lifestyle. Raised by supportive families in an era shaped by the push for equal rights, each member had remarkable confidence and ambition even before they signed a major-label deal. Joan wanted to be an astronaut or president. Vicki Blue was sure she would someday win an Oscar. Sandy knew they would be rock ’n’ roll stars. These were women with options in life but who wanted adventure.


“I got rescued,” Jett told a reporter in 1976. “If I hadn’t joined, I probably would have gone to college, gotten a Ph.D., and be bored stiff. I’m sure I would have had a fine life at UCLA, but I dreaded it. I was working in a cheese store in the Valley.”


Also typical of 1970s California, the Runaways were children of divorce and remarriages—quintessential latchkey kids of Frankenstein families. Fowley came up with the band’s name as jailbait shtick; only Krome would eventually run away from her troubled family. But for all of the girls, while home was not necessarily broken, it was a confining territory that they were not hesitant to leave behind. Rock ’n’ roll was a way out of the suburbs, the plains, the Valley, the Foothills. A band was a new kind of family. 


“We’re grown up in places like Orange County and the San Fernando Valley, really boring suburbs,” Joan Jett told a reporter. “We had nothing to do, rock ’n’ roll is the only escape.” {23}


The fact that these five strangers were thrown so quickly together, signed to a major label within months of meeting, and sent touring the States and Europe within the year, did make their cohesion, personally and musically, a challenge. In short, it was a real pain to get them together for rehearsal. They were teenagers, after all, from middle and working class families, who didn’t have their own cars. With their record advance, Sandy made Fowley buy her a truck so she could haul her drums. She would pick up Lita in Long Beach. A roadie would drive through the Valley to get Joan, Jackie, and Cherie. They converged on their infamous trailer rehearsal space on Cahuenga and Barham, or at SIR studios. The Runaways found themselves in Hollywood, which is nothing like coming from Liverpool, or Rockaway Beach, or Athens, Georgia. And some of them lost themselves there. 
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The first step was a fib. Sandy Pesavento told her parents she was going to Disneyland. On a summer day in 1975, she and friends from Edison High School got in a car in Huntington Beach. Like the proverbial pilgrims headed to Mecca, or mascaraed moths to the flame, Pesavento and her rock ’n’ roll–loving voyagers rolled north through the golden exurbs, past Anaheim, leaving the steel simulacrum of the Matterhorn and the rest of the cheerful, scripted family fun park in the rear-view mirror, a craggy vestige of more innocent times. With the radio blasting—or maybe some Deep Purple, or T Rex, or Suzi Quatro on the eight-track player—they headed for the heart of a Saturday night. Pesavento’s odyssey on the evening that would change her life took her not to Walt Disney’s nostalgic, romanticized Main Street USA. They drove past the skyscrapers of Downtown and the seedy tourist trap of Hollywood Boulevard with its sidewalk stars. Pesavento turned West off the 101 and followed the last rays of the sun to probably the most notorious byway in rock ’n’ roll: the Sunset Strip.


Ponder the name: Sunset Strip. The two words encapsulate the binary views—the polar opposites—that have long cast Los Angeles as the expanding, yet empty, city. 


 


Sunset Strip


location of vivid beauty segment of unadorned utility


romantic longings undress


natural phenomenon  commercial mall


the end the piece


 


To reach the Strip, Sandy (probably) had to travel west from the Hollywood Freeway on Sunset Boulevard, the glamorous thoroughfare that, since Billy Wilder named his 1950 movie about a doomed screen siren after it, has become synonymous with Tinseltown—the fabled Boulevard of Broken Dreams.{24} After three miles, when directionless Hollywood becomes roiling West Hollywood, and before it turns into bourgeois Beverly Hills, lies a neon cluster fuck of nightclubs, billboards, liquor shops, hotels, and corner stores. In 2013 the Strip exists mostly as a postcard playset, buildings marked on star maps sold to sightseers and gawked at from double-decker tour buses. But in 1975, the Sunset Strip was glitter heaven.
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