
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

 
To Adam and Julie

 





[image: image]

 

[image: image]






Acknowledgements

I first came to Seattle in 1961. In visiting and writing about Cobain’s adopted town, I have piled up debts of such size that
 I despair of ever meeting them. Still, the attempt must be made.
 

The list begins with those I relied on heavily during the last year: Monty Dennison, Jane Farrar, Gillian Gaar, Al Meyersahm,
 Jim Meyersahm, John Prins and Nancy Roller. I am also grateful to Judy Hentz and all at Tower 801.
 

For insights into Cobain and his music, I am indebted to: Miti Adhikari, Grant Alden, Michael Andeel, Les Blue, William S.
 Burroughs, Jackie Busse, Patrick Campbell-Lyons, Noel Chelberg, Art Cobain, Beverley Cobain, Don Cobain, Ernest Cobain, Iris
 Cobain, Leland Cobain, Toni Cobain, Mike Collier, Marco Collins, Francis Coughlin, Jack Daugherty, Jan Even, Larry Fancher,
 Robert Gess, James Grauerholz, Jeff Griffin, Amy Griggs, Judy Groezinger, Tony Groves, David Haig, Cheryl Han, Geraldine Hope,
 Randi Hubbard, Robert Hunter, Claude Iosso, Betty Kalles, Megan Kern, Donna Kessler, Chuck Leavell, Al Levine, Julia Levy,
 Myer Loftin, Patrick MacDonald, Warren Mason, Sam Mayne, Slim Moon, Maria Novoselic, Wendy O’Connor, Lisa Orth, John Peel,
 Charles Peterson, Jeff Pike, Leo Poort, ‘Johnny Renton’, Tim Rice, Celia Ross, Kate Rous, Jeff Sanford, Michael Schepp, Lamont
 Shillinger, Stephen Towles, Alice Wheeler and Graham Wright.
 

On an institutional note, source material on Cobain and Nirvana was provided by: Aberdeen Daily World, Aberdeen High School, Daniel Freeman Marina Hospital, Grays Harbor County Court, Harborview Medical Center, Dr Nikolas Hartshorne,
 Montesano High School, the Performing Rights Society, The Rocket, Seattle, New York and British Libraries, Seattle Department of Construction and Land Use, Seattle Police Department, Seattle
 Post-Intelligencer, Seattle Times, Sub Pop and the Washington State Department of Health. I would like to thank David Geffen Company and Gold Mountain Entertainment
 for proving that even the most anarchic punk icon has his corporate guardians. Suffice it to say, in this context, that in
 the last three years I have dealt professionally with Mick Jagger’s office and I have dealt with Cobain’s. Jagger’s was easier.
 

Finally, personally, I should again thank: Kathleen Anderson, Peter Barnes, Judy Baskey, Jeanne and Ray Bates, Asuncion Batlle
 Brossa, Robert Bruce, Ken and Cindy Crab-trey, the Crocodile Café, Janice Crotch, Celia Culpan, Miles Dennison, Focus Fine
 Arts, Malcolm Galfe, Erin Hennessey, Johnny Johnson, Betty and Carl Knecht, Terry Lambert, Belinda Lawson, Barbara Levy, Julie
 and George Madsen, Amina McKay, Kurt Meyersahm, Lucille Noel, Robin Parish, Noelle Prins, Jonathan Raban, Keith Richards,
 Amanda Ripley, my father Sefton Sandford, Sue Sims-Hilditch, Hilary Stevens, Ti-Fa, Jacob van de Rhoer, Von’s, Tom Wallace,
 Katrina Whone, Richard Wigmore and, not least, Victoria Willis Fleming.
 

C.S.

1995








 [image: image]



WESTERN WASHINGTON STATE, USA



 
1

Kurt Cobain

The Peaceable Kingdom isn’t the first place one would have looked for Kurt Cobain. Of all the ironies and confusions of his
 life, none was as pointed as his choosing to kill himself in a room overlooking that sign. Coming down East Denny Way in Seattle,
 with its view of the lake and the mountains beyond, the trees sending chopped-up sun on to the Weyerhaeuser and Boeing executives’
 mansions of Cobain’s neighbours, you see his house from an angle altogether different from that of the grainy photographs:
 a pale, shake-sided villa low at the foot of a hill, the eye drawn to the detached garage with its upstairs room where, one
 spring evening, Cobain took a shotgun and blew his brains out.
 

The body lay there for two and a half days. It was only the last in a long series of ironies that Cobain, who in the words
 of his father ‘desperately needed saving from himself’, was found by a man sent to install an alarm system. When Gary Smith
 arrived at the house that morning he approached the back of the garage, looked to see if he had a way to route in a wire and
 noticed the body through a glass opening in the door. Dressed in a light-coloured shirt and jeans, Cobain was on his back
 in the northwest corner of the room. A shotgun lay across him, his left hand still wrapped around the barrel. According to
 the doctor who performed the autopsy, ‘it was the act of someone who wanted to obliterate himself, to literally become nothing’.
 Later Cobain’s widow would tell a reporter that police could identify her husband only through fingerprints. Dental records were no use, because nothing was left of his mouth.
 

No one can say for certain what went through Cobain’s mind in the hours before his death. There was, of course, the fact that
 he had lost interest in almost every aspect of his life. Cobain’s musical tastes were changing, and he had little sympathy
 for the nostalgic feelings that lingered among the more sentimental of his fans. As he said to a cousin just a month before
 the end, ‘I feel like I’m performing in a circus.’ It is known that, after struggling to overcome his addiction, Cobain had
 again fallen prey to heroin. The toxicology report confirmed that, along with traces of Valium, there were 1.52 milligrams
 of the drug in his blood, three times the normal fatal dose. He suffered well-documented, though misdiagnosed, stomach cramps,
 and the same family member believes ‘he may have done it, plain and simple, to put a stop to the pain’. A relative named Beverley
 Cobain, a practising psychiatric nurse, adds: ‘Kurt was, without doubt, bipolar – he had a psychological disorder which caused
 him to swing from wild ecstasy to manic despair. In trying to self-medicate with heroin, he almost certainly made the problem
 worse. That was the background to his shooting himself.’
 

That leaves the question of a motive. Since the decision to commit or not to commit suicide can be taken in an instant, it
 is tempting to look for a specific reason for Cobain to have killed himself. There may not be one. The combination of professional
 frustration, depression and drug addiction would have been enough to make a healthier man than Cobain consider his options.
 All the same, it is possible to imagine the reaction of someone who made a personal campaign of his loathing of rape and of
 the exploitation of children – and whose horror of organized religion was proverbial – when he opened the morning paper delivered
 to his home on the last day of his life:
 

 


 MINISTER ENTERS GUILTY PLEA TO RAPING GRANDDAUGHTER

 In a barely audible voice, a burly Port Orchard minister pleaded guilty yesterday to charges of molesting, raping and kidnapping
 his 9-year-old granddaughter.
 

 Faced with a choice of eighteen years in prison or a court trial in which he could have faced another alleged victim, Frederick
 Aylward, 51, signed a plea agreement in Kitsap County Superior Court.
 

 Aylward’s attorney said the term constituted ‘a life sentence’ for his client, who weighs 375 pounds, has heart trouble, high
 blood pressure and diabetes … His wife Mary has filed for divorce.
 

 



When, later that afternoon, Cobain sat in his study watching television, he would have seen the all-day ‘Praise-A-Thon’ airing
 on cable, an extended ‘700 Club’ and yet a third programme inviting viewers to send $200 to hear their prayer read on air.
 He would have noted the opening of the baseball season, a ritual he always dreaded, with its threat of conformity and male
 competitiveness. It is known, through police reports, that the set had been tuned to a channel showcasing Disney (who emerges
 as a semi-tutor to Cobain), and when, at four o’clock, shortly before he wrote his rambling suicide note, pumped his veins
 full of heroin and went upstairs to shoot himself – the station would have been playing the ‘Andy Griffith Show’, a sixties
 sitcom so inane he could not keep from parodying it in a song*, and which he told his cousin was ‘exactly the world I’m running away from’ – even he must have been struck by the pathos
 of the scene: a millionaire drug addict sitting alone in his room confronted by the demons and vestiges of his youth, and
 no way to exorcise them but with the gun.
 

* * *

 
For the 6,000 fans who gathered in a candlelit vigil for Cobain, venting their sense of betrayal by chanting a chorus of ‘You
 fucker’ led by his widow, it was a loss comparable to that of Hendrix or Lennon. ‘He died for your sins,’ bellowed one overwrought
 girl to her fellow mourners. A local man shot himself in an apparent copycat suicide. And a twelve-year-old named Helki Wald
 wrote in the Seattle Post-Intelligencer: ‘You may not have cared for Kurt Cobain but we, his friends, fans and family, will have to put up with the fact that a great,
 great man and genius is gone forever … Life is a sick game and he helped us express that. Many say he was weak to kill himself,
 no, Kurt was our voice, he helped us in more ways than he will ever know.’
 

Cobain’s fans were a various body and not all were strangers themselves to depression, but, in view of the fact that her letter
 also contained references to ‘helplessness’ and ‘utter despair’, not many of them would have endorsed the theory of a pre-teenage
 girl that ‘life is a sick game’. Apart from those who considered it an act of wanton stupidity, there were two distinct views
 of Cobain’s death. For many who had actually known him, it was a shocking but not illogical development. Overwhelmed by his
 success, Cobain had long declared that stigma of the creative conscience, an ‘artistic crisis’. There is evidence that he
 was bored by the formulaic structure that made his songs so familiar and that Cobain himself satirized as ‘Verse Chorus Verse’.
 He said as much to Rolling Stone. His widow would tell a television reporter that Cobain was desperately unhappy with his group, adding to her, ‘I hate it.
 I can’t play with them any more,’ and that the only thing he wanted was to collaborate with Michael Stipe. According to this
 reading of Cobain’s life, an heroic but fragile talent, hemmed in by the demands of the market and already walking the self-caricature
 tightrope on record and in concert, took the only way out to maintain his dignity and preserve the legend.
 

 
The other reaction to Cobain’s death was more personal. Among his mourners were a large number of those, like Helki Wald some
 of them younger than twelve years old, only now experiencing loss for the first time. To them the news they heard on that
 April day destroyed the idea of having a friend for life, swindling them out of an emotional involvement and thus of their
 hopes for a reasonably tolerable adolescence. Theirs were among the voices raised loudest in protest at Cobain’s vigil. Added
 to a sense of personal betrayal was a broad streak of anger and disbelief as the details emerged of their hero’s last days.
 For nearly two years both his record company and his management, not to mention his immediate family and friends, had aggressively
 maintained that ‘Kurt doesn’t do drugs’. No such constraint, it now seemed, had been embraced by Cobain himself. There was
 surprise, too, that a man apparently dedicated to the slacker lifestyle had met his end while living the yuppie dream in a
 $1.5 million mansion in the most exclusive part of Seattle. Among the many reactions voiced that long weekend there was genuine
 shock that, as a fourteen-year-old named Alison Coe put it, ‘Kurt was faking it all along.’
 

It is not impossible to feel sympathy for his younger fans, the ones who were told by tricksters in the form of respectable
 journalists that, with Cobain’s marriage and the birth of his daughter, everything had finally changed for the better. When
 words like ‘spokesman’ or ‘agent’ are mentioned, one thinks of an organization, offices, a reporting structure and the like.
 Those things were all part of the conspiracy to protect Cobain’s name, but in that world it is easy to forget the most important
 element – people. It wasn’t an entity called Gold Mountain that insisted just weeks before Cobain’s death that his unwrapping
 and swallowing fifty high-dosage Rohypnol tablets and a bottle of champagne ‘was definitely not a suicide attempt, [but] a
 celebration of seeing his wife after so long’, it was human beings, and in the outpouring of grief and shock that followed a month later, the harshest words were kept for those who had known of Cobain’s
 condition and had not, perhaps, done enough to treat it.
 

The other disclosure – that Cobain enjoyed a traditional rock star lifestyle – should have come as no surprise. For several
 years, efforts had been made to stress (in his wife’s words) ‘Kurt’s sweet, Jimmy Stewart side’, that he was by no means out
 of touch with ordinary people, and, to prove it, that he could be seen out walking his dog, paying with his own money in the
 local restaurant and, to crown it all, getting it right three times out of four. The hoped-for image was of a man at ease
 with himself and comfortable with his local community. In fact the general feeling in Seattle was that Cobain had long since
 become unknowable. As success came, he expressed loathing of his fame by commenting angrily on the conceits of rock stars
 while indulging those conceits all the more. He bought a large house and, for the first time in his life, hired a bodyguard.
 Begging letters and requests for autographs went unanswered. On tour Cobain frequently stayed in a separate hotel from the
 rest of the group, travelling in a limousine that made Mick Jagger’s seem apologetic by comparison. There was never anything
 as innocent or self-denying about Cobain as some supposed. He may have offended elements of the rock establishment, brilliantly
 realizing his talent for satire and parody and setting up a rallying-point for disaffected youth, but in the process he risked
 the threat that all this would help his career.
 

That Kurt Cobain was gifted needs no restating. As well as his voice – an extraordinary, full-bodied instrument that was both
 savage and tuneful – his songs were invariably based on old-fashioned musical virtues. Along with the raucous guitar and cryptic
 lyrics went faithful reworkings of early pop melodies. An album like Nevermind owes as much to the Beatles as to any number of the post-punk groups of the 1980s. Where Cobain succeeded and they failed was in his mingling
 of sing-along hard rock with manic punk energy and a singular talent for ‘putting himself across’ to an audience. If the results
 became increasingly stale and formulaic – and by the end of his life Cobain would admit, ‘I’ve been working [on it] for so
 long that it’s literally boring for me’ – for at least a year or two his was one of the few distinctive voices in an industry
 anaesthetized by Bros and Kylie Minogue.
 

Cobain’s musicianship and ear for a pop hook were, however, only half the story. Anyone in the performing arts is prone to
 the accusation of egotism and vanity, but when it comes to Cobain the stench overpowers anything that has gone before. It
 took nerve to complain, at the height of his fame, that ‘I can’t believe that people wouldn’t listen to this music and think
 more highly of me than they do’, or to insist that the names of former colleagues be removed from his, album covers. This
 was the man who shouted at chauffeurs and assistants, who insulted friends who tried to help him, and who reneged on a binding
 contract by demanding that his share of Nirvana’s publishing royalties be more than doubled, and that the deal be retrospective.
 

Only in America would a twenty-five-year-old millionaire complain of being under-valued. Apologists and free-marketeers can
 muster numerous arguments to justify such vast rewards. Cobain undoubtedly generated far more than his salary for the managers,
 accountants and record executives who came to rely on him. Other rock stars have earned as much or more. Cobain was accountable
 to the press, his audience and to a large body of loyal, impressionable fans for whom his songs represented an act of faith.
 Even so, to describe him as one author did as ‘saintly in his avoidance of all rock star bullshit’ defies belief. To the much-publicized
 egalitarianism Cobain welded an unshakeable faith in his own worth. One of his most striking qualities was his ability to simulate near-anarchy while ensuring that the management
 of his image and his money proceed along orthodox lines. ‘He could be modest,’ says Charles Peterson, a man involved with Cobain throughout his career, ‘but he knew exactly where he was going
 and what he wanted. You don’t get to be that famous by accident.’
 

There are several mysteries about Kurt Cobain, prince of grunge and unwitting mouthpiece for a generation: the chief one being
 that he seemed to be several different people. Conjuring a picture of him from the cuttings file and obituaries, one might
 imagine a figure with the vision of a Lennon and the joyous derangement of a Dylan, snarling punning lyrics while strumming
 an agitated yet tuneful guitar. The type who might also play the harmonica.
 

Yet another image was that of the young, tormented demi-Christ – a perception Cobain angrily denied yet hastened to play up
 to – whose early death was somehow of a piece with a violent, beleaguered life. This, too, was something of a simplification,
 and a reaction set in among older commentators for whom, in Bernard Levin’s words, ‘it would be pointless to tell [Cobain’s]
 fans that they will have forgotten him in a year or two, and that he will be replaced in their affections by a similar figure,
 who in turn will succumb to booze, coke and adulation’ – or, in Andy Rooney’s, that ‘Kurt Cobain was a loser’. Yet another
 view was that Cobain, an admittedly rare and fragile talent, had betrayed his radical ideals, as if by becoming so successful,
 and thus by inference ‘selling out’, he had in some way impoverished his gifts. This was a theory heard frequently in Seattle.
 

Cobain in person was nothing like Cobain the legend. He was an intensely shy man, poorly educated, and prone to the same vanities
 and excesses he despised in others. Like all his family he was over-sensitive and never forgot a word of criticism. Like anyone who grows up feeling more intelligent
 and more put-on than everyone else, he was afflicted with a strange mix of ego and insecurity. As Nevermind sat at Number One on both sides of the Atlantic Cobain worried constantly about being exposed as a fake. He knew he could
 list fifty groups who were, in his opinion, more talented than Nirvana and yet could not have landed a hit record had they
 taped a free backstage pass to the cover; on other occasions he talked about himself as ‘the greatest poet-musician in the
 world’. He had the little boy’s longing to shock and contributed something to the history of sculpture by his clay-baked dolls
 with diseased body parts. That Cobain was no artist hardly matters, for incongruity and ‘activating the space’ were his stocks
 in trade. His whole approach to performance was a scream for attention. It must have been galling to have achieved his ambition
 and realize it still wasn’t enough. He could be ecstatic, and experienced the brief illusion of happiness. What Cobain never
 knew was contentment.
 

There is a Kurt Cobain today on every street corner in Seattle: a morose pale-skinned man dressed in a winter coat whatever
 the weather, hunched, mumbling, and raging against something. Cobain succeeded because, unlike theirs, his voice tapped the eternal themes of frustration, bewilderment and anger. Suddenly
 a sizeable part of the world’s youth had a hero figure they could relate to. The adulation had just the opposite of the desired
 effect on Cobain. When he realized that, for the first time in his life, perfect strangers not only admired but worshipped
 him, he was confronted with all his old feelings of inadequacy and doubt, and it was this weakness that killed him.
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‘Twin Peaks Without the Excitement’

Aberdeen, Washington, is an unlovely place without external graces.

As the traffic flows west into the city towards the Pacific Ocean, the road crosses a zone of flea markets and trailer parks
 before entering a valley flanked by smelters, chimneys, pipes and the rusted-up Weyerhaeuser lumberyard. The shops are pre-fabricated
 shacks selling auto parts and furniture; acres of dead railroad track and bridges mark the centre of town, where the sole
 new buildings are fast-food restaurants and funeral parlours. According to Kurt Cobain’s father, ‘it may be the bleakest single
 spot on the west coast’.
 

When Donald Leland Cobain married Wendy Fradenburg in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, on 31 July 1965, neither party had reached their
 twenty-first birthday. A year later the couple moved west in search of work and settled briefly in Hoquiam, a logging town
 adjacent to Aberdeen (population 17,000), where their first child was born in the Grays Harbor Community Hospital on 20 February
 1967. Although the Cobains were of humble means – the house in Hoquiam could not have been a worse one – the family were loving
 and protective of their son. ‘I was totalled out on him,’ says Wendy. A friend named Francis Coughlin remembers her ‘fussing
 about the boy almost unnaturally’, holding him in a quilted pink blanket and raising eyebrows among the more roughly hewn
 neighbours.
 

On the morning Kurt Donald Cobain was born the rain in Aberdeen cleared and the temperature reached 50 degrees. It was a fine winter’s day, crisp with bright sunshine. The news that Monday in the Daily World was of Vietnam, where 25,000 US troops launched Operation Junction City against the enemy stronghold north of Saigon; of
 New Orleans, where a district attorney named Garrison reaffirmed his belief that arrests would be made in the Kennedy assassination
 probe; of Washington, where the Civil Rights Commission urged Congress to take immediate steps to end school segregation;
 of Kentucky, where Cassius Clay’s effort to be re-classified as a Black Muslim minister to avoid military conscription was
 rejected by a Selective Service Board; and of Aberdeen itself, where the talk was of blueberry festivals, pet shows and chain-saw
 competitions.
 

This was an America still celebrating the fifties more than it anticipated the seventies. Words like militancy and counterculture,
 with their threat of drugs and draft-dodging, hardly existed in Hoquiam. Within limits men were allowed to let their hair
 grow longer than the old marine cuts. An occasional marijuana plume drifted up from Lions City Park, next to the high school.
 Don Cobain himself enjoyed a party, sometimes stopping on Lincoln Street to purchase what a neighbour says were ‘probably
 cigarettes’. But in its clinging to old-fashioned values and conservative notions of God and country Hoquiam might still have
 belonged to the Eisenhower era, somewhere, as Francis Coughlin puts it, ‘you watched Pat Boone with the family after supper’
 and the 7th Street Theater showed The Sound of Music for the ninety-ninth consecutive week.
 

The area was bleak. Built in the 1860s by French and Germans to cut timber from the region’s vast forests and now little inhabited by
 their descendants, the sawmills were all closed and so gloomy that the electric lights along 8th Street would be turned on
 even in summer. To the residents of Hoquiam, even neighbouring Aberdeen, with its museums and occasional bowling alley, had
 a sort of glamour, while Seattle, 110 miles to the northeast, enjoyed almost imperial status. As a relative says, ‘the place was a virtual
 time-warp, still suffering from the Depression’, only grudgingly aware of events in the outside world.
 

Among them was the growth and rapid accessibility of pop music. On 20 February 1967, the day Kurt Cobain was born, the Beatles
 were at work in Abbey Road recording the title track of Sergeant Pepper, their single ‘Strawberry Fields’ had been released three days earlier. Two seminal British groups, Cream and The Who, were
 about to make their US debuts in New York, where in April the first Human Be-In symbolically launched the Summer of Love.
 Jimi Hendrix was playing his first club dates in London. In a sign of which way the pop zeitgeist was moving, Mick Jagger and Keith Richards had been arrested that week on drugs charges, a case prompting a sympathetic leader
 in The Times and polarizing at a stroke attitudes towards the new hedonism. It would be tempting to think that Aberdeen and Hoquiam, because
 of their positions as harbours, traditionally the marginal places where lifestyles meet, would be receptive to the stirrings
 from abroad, making the west coast of Washington analogous to, say, Liverpool ten years before. The truth is that the influence
 was an oblique one. No one in Aberdeen, a Cobain relative says, had given up on traditional values, ‘although people everywhere
 were susceptible to new ideas’. When, after two years, The Sound of Music closed at the 7th Street Theater, it was replaced in short order by Blow-up and The Knack. The Doors’ ‘Break on Through’, a definite stepping-up of rock’s subversive power, was voted best single by the students
 at Hoquiam High, while the owner of Rosevear’s Music Shop in Aberdeen confirms that ‘suddenly, kids were demanding electric
 guitars instead of flutes and violins’. All this, without being recognized as a revolution at the time, took place in the
 late winter and spring of 1967. If ever there was a child of his times, someone who lived by the code of personal nonconformity and avoidance of dull, boring, conventional reality made possible
 by the likes of Hendrix, the Doors and Cream, it was Kurt Cobain. As his cousin puts it, ‘He was fortunate to have been born
 at a time things were loosening up, and to have parents who allowed and even enjoyed rock music. Not that he would have ever
 admitted it. Being lucky was the last thing Kurt ever thought he was.’
 

Cobain was full-blooded Irish on his father’s side (the name is a form of Coburn, of Gaelic and Northumbrian origins) and
 some of that race’s assertiveness spoke as he grew up. In August 1967 the family made the upward move to Aberdeen, where Don
 found work at the Chevron station, eventually settling in a green, four-room dwelling at 1210 East 1st Street, an area of
 old-fashioned wooden box homes and daubed graffiti. The first indication that the boy might be no shrinking violet came in
 1969, when a seventy-eight-year-old neighbour complained that Cobain had tried to bite his ear off. In a second incident that
 winter a policeman called at East 1st Street in response to a complaint that a woman’s cat had been tortured. Even as young
 as three, Cobain showed a marked aversion to authority in general and the law in particular. ‘Corn on the cops!’, a term of
 abuse he illustrated by a well-aimed bottle or rock, was his standard response to the sight of a patrol car. His few dealings
 with children of his own age were equally violent. ‘I picked on them,’ he later remembered, an admission that, if anything,
 downplays an outlook bordering on the psychotic. As Beverley Cobain says, ‘You have to remember he was Irish on his father’s
 side and German on his mother’s, from whom he also got his emotional, hyper-sensitive streak. It’s a volatile combination.’
 Some of the wilder stories of Cobain’s upbringing are in the realm of myth, since detailed accounts of incidents – in one
 case his sexual tormenting of a little girl – are given without attribution, but the general Aberdeen view is that he was both a loner and a bully, someone
 even at the age of three whose type was cast.
 

The other side of Cobain was the weak, clinging child – what he later called his Pisces genes – doting on his family, inquisitive,
 brooding, with sad-looking, pale blue eyes. This was the boy who drew and painted animals and wrote love odes addressed to
 his mother. On the quality of Cobain’s output, it is kindest to be silent. Even compared to the efforts of other young children,
 it was neither startling nor original. But it does convey an almost abnormal fixation on one parent – all the poems were dedicated
 to Wendy and none to Don – and a sense of betrayal (Cobain later used the word) dating from 24 April 1970, when he was presented
 with a sister, Kimberly.
 

That night Cobain went missing from home and was found by a neighbour, cowering under a bridge, howling and sobbing.

In the new decade Cobain entered a transitional phase when his aggressive side had run out of steam, but there was no clear-cut
 replacement. According to his grandmother Iris, ‘between the ages of four and five, he seemed to withdraw. He shrank into
 himself.’ Cobain invented an invisible companion, an uncontrollable ball of manic energy he named Boddah, at which he stared
 fixedly at meals (Boddah was given his own place-setting) or walked with along the banks of the Wishkah River. Don’s brother
 James remembered that ‘this was the time we began to seriously worry about the boy’. Cobain’s other fantasy was that he was
 an alien, sent to earth to study the natives and not subject to the same morals or values as humans. ‘That one took him twenty
 years to shake off,’ says Beverley.
 

The same tendency to withdraw, to set up an image of himself as irreparably odd, was obvious at school. Barbara Mallow, a
 relief teacher at Robert Gray kindergarten in Aberdeen, remembers him as quiet, with an aptitude for drawing and poetry. A student at the school who prefers anonymity
 says there was ‘a kind of menace about him. When he gave you that blinkered look it was straight out of The Exorcist or one of those Satanic-worship films.’ This particular feature is remarked on repeatedly by Cobain’s peers. His narrow white
 face gave him the look of being angry, even when he wasn’t; his eyes, according to his cousin, were ‘cold and pale’ and gave
 those on whom Cobain turned the uncomfortable feeling of being x-rayed. His blonde hair accentuated the sallowness of his
 skin. The milky flecked shoulders and delicate bony hands might have belonged to a girl.
 

By the time Cobain transferred to junior high school his reputation had grown. He was firmly from the ‘problem child’ tradition,
 wary of friends and hostile to teachers, although with a sentimental streak that expressed itself towards animals. He acquired
 several pets. On his best form he had an almost messianic quality of his own, coaxing home rabbits and squirrels, befriending
 strays in the street and feeding birds from his palm. Many of these were committed to the ever-present sketch pad. ‘The artistic
 bent came from Don,’ says his cousin Ernest Cobain. ‘All the family dabbled with painting or photography, probably because
 it’s a solitary kind of hobby.’ His ex-wife Toni agrees that ‘art appealed to Kurt’s furtive side. He used to disappear for
 hours and come back with a drawing of a man alone in a boat or a lighthouse in a wild storm.’ The bleak renditions ‘weren’t
 the stuff of other kids’.
 

Don’s other influence on his son was musical. Beverley Cobain has a memory of her cousin vigorously playing an Hawaiian-style
 guitar, and Don himself admits to a fondness for old Beatles and Monkees hits. Here was a subject on which the Cobains and
 Fradenburgs could agree: pop music was something Wendy understood, and for a time her brother Chuck drummed in a semi-professional group performing fifties hits around the ocean resorts and Aberdeen pool halls.
 Another sister, Mary Fradenburg, played guitar and was once placed second in a local talent contest. According to Don’s mother
 Iris: ‘It’s fair to say Kurt got his visual art from us, and his love of music from the Fradenburgs. But his mother encouraged
 drawing and his father enjoyed music. There weren’t closed doors.’
 

The other thing Cobain inherited from his mother was the highly strung, brittle personality remarked on to his death. According
 to an Aberdeen reporter named Claude Iosso, ‘Interviewing Wendy is like being in a car with two gears – overdrive and reverse.
 She tends to either talk non-stop or say nothing. Incredibly sensitive to criticism. You don’t have to be a geneticist to work
 out where Kurt got his personality.’ One of the chief characteristics of both mother and son was an unquenchable belief in
 their own ability, welded to a feeling that this was either unappreciated or exaggerated by others. A teacher in Aberdeen
 remembers ‘Kurt ranting at another child because she couldn’t understand one of his paintings’. Yet when Cobain appeared in October 1973 with a copy
 of the school paper featuring his artwork on the cover, he was incensed because it was ‘no good’. ‘His attitude toward adults
 changed because of that,’ says Wendy. ‘Everybody was telling him how much they loved his art and he was never satisfied with
 it’ – an observation that was to prove particularly acute two decades later.
 

Cobain’s belief that he was different was encouraged by his parents. Don upgraded the family home (giving it a ‘Godawful,
 fake European look’, according to one visitor, sharply at odds with the stark, run-down tone of the neighbourhood), while
 Wendy, her son later said, ‘told me to stay away from poor kids’. A resident of Young Street, adjoining the Cobains, believes
 them to have had ‘delusions of grandeur. You should have seen the way (Wendy) dressed up Kurt for school. He looked like Little Lord Fauntleroy.’
 

There has long been a tradition of temperamental, artistically minded boys, pampered by their mothers and instinctively feared
 by other children – most American mass-killers fit the description – and Cobain belonged in the category. Wendy, one of eight
 children herself, was a strikingly attractive blonde who in later years might have passed for her son’s protective elder sister.
 ‘She just melted around Kurt,’ says his father. With nine aunts and uncles and two sets of doting grandparents competing to
 babysit him, it was hardly surprising Cobain grew up spoilt. His father, a self-confessed blue-collar, all-American type with
 a penchant for basketball and baseball, was conscious as early as 1974 that he was never his favourite parent. A letter from
 one Cobain cousin to another that winter opens with the line, ‘Kurt seems to be more of a Mommy’s Dear than ever,’ and continues
 in the same vein from there. In a town where some shopkeepers still took their payment in gold, women in tight skirts loitered
 in doorways on State Street and loggers drank and gambled away their wages, it was inevitable that gossip would accumulate
 around the bouffant-haired seven-year-old with the fluffy pink sweater.
 

It did accumulate. Aberdeen in the mid-1970s was a virtual ghost town, where every bar was infested with louche and mutant
 characters of the roughest sort: desperadoes and thugs, the riff-raff of a community beached in a primitive place and drinking
 away the afternoon. The city’s chief characteristics were its near-constant rain and a suicide rate among the highest in the
 country. For a boy uninterested in sport and with the conviction he was an alien, the prospects were the opposite of rosy.
 When father and son drove together on errands it was to suburbs with names like Satsop and Humptulips and Elma, tree-lined
 and dripping outposts on which, the lumberyards now closed, a doom seemed to have fallen, or, as Cobain later put it, ‘like
 Twin Peaks without the excitement’. Cobain’s grandmother is only the most compelling witness to the view that ‘Aberdeen affected Kurt
 for the rest of his days’ and that the ‘Fascinating Activities’ listed in the Daily World or the Montesano Vidette, with their accent on pet shows, bake-ins, parking restrictions and amateur beauty contests, were ‘what he was running from
 all his life’. According to Claude Iosso, ‘Something happens in Aberdeen all the time. This week it’s rain; next week, rain
 also … It’s a decent enough place to settle and raise a family, but it must be hell to anyone with the slightest sense of
 claustrophobia.’ It may be stretching belief to suggest that something gloomy about the place communicated itself to its earliest
 settlers, but every schoolchild is taught that when George Vancouver led an expedition along the Washington coast in 1792
 he bypassed Grays Harbor and Aberdeen, a fact celebrated annually on Undiscovery Day, and that when Robert Gray later chanced
 upon the spot, although their ship remained for several weeks, neither captain nor crew chose to disembark.
 

Cobain began his lifelong dependency on drugs in 1974, when he was prescribed first Ritalin, a form of amphetamine, then with
 sedatives to help him sleep. Finally Don and Wendy made the decision to remove all sugar from his diet. Cobain’s parents,
 speaking with a rare unanimous voice, played a key mediation role in making suggestions to his school. For a time Cobain was
 excused the compulsory exercise he loathed. Special meals were prepared for him. The entire family engulfed him in art supplies
 – his room took on the look of a studio – until, as Wendy admits, ‘It got crammed down his throat. We almost killed it for
 him.’
 

Prescribing drugs established a precedent for Cobain to which he conformed for the rest of his life. The boy’s teacher in
 Aberdeen claims that ‘Kurt’s health was and remained a concern’. The main issue was his reliance on prescription medicine, a rigorous avoidance of all sport, as well as his belief that ‘every difficulty in life could be solved with a pill’.
 Compounding the problem was the very real possibility that Cobain had been mis-diagnosed. His cousin remembers the phrase
 ‘attention deficit’ being chanted like a mantra to describe his condition. ‘It was an article of faith that Kurt could be
 cured by drugs,’ she says. ‘Like most kids of his generation he was given the wrong medication. Kurt’s problem, pure and simple,
 was a condition that caused him to swing from mania to despair. The Ritalin and sedatives didn’t help. In fact they made things
 worse by setting up a pattern he clung to in later life.’ A second family member, close to Cobain in the 1970s, agrees that
 ‘the heroin addict really grew out of the seven-year-old pill-head’.
 

For years Cobain had been banging on pots and pans, using spoons as percussive instruments and making sounds his grandmother
 says would have done credit to Ringo Starr. Now, bowing to the inevitable, his parents bought him a bass drum. Cobain was
 transfixed. For a year, according to Iris, ‘you never saw Kurt without it strapped around his chest’. A neighbour, Megan Kern,
 also remembers him ‘marching up and down 1st Street, banging and hollering, and accompanying himself on Beatles songs’. Given
 the fact that his other proclivities were for flailing a cheap plastic guitar and imitating the stuntman Evel Kneivel, it
 is possible to agree with Kern that Cobain’s behaviour was of a kind with ‘a manic personality, misunderstood by his parents
 and indulged by well-meaning relatives’. Because such behaviour took place in Aberdeen – culturally dominated by elderly couples
 and hard-bitten loggers with little time for hyperactive children – attitudes began to harden against Cobain. ‘He was regarded
 as a pest,’ says Kern. Cobain’s grandmother also believes he played the drums not only because he liked them, but to annoy
 other people, something he effortlessly achieved in the streets of north Aberdeen.
 

Cobain’s fate always to be the outsider was thus prefigured at an early age. His father inhabited a male, sports-oriented
 world he despised, and his mother developed an instinct so fiercely protective of her son that for years he was not allowed
 to mix with other children. Under the circumstances, it was hardly surprising he developed a preference for his own company,
 for invisible companions or for abstracts like music and art. Opinions vary as to whether, within the limitations of his upbringing,
 Cobain was happy or unhappy as a boy. Wendy insisted to the author Michael Azerrad that ‘he got up every day with such joy
 that there was another day to be had’. Cobain himself told the same source, ‘I was an extremely happy child … I was constantly
 screaming and singing.’ His cousin, on the other hand, is among those who believe ‘Kurt mistook being manic for being content’.
 Iris agrees that ‘he was basically cheerful, but there was a rage to him’. Perhaps displaying just such a mood, Cobain would
 later tell the Los Angeles Times, ‘I was a seriously depressed kid.’
 

All this changed greatly for the worse in 1976.

For at least a year things had gone downhill between Cobain’s parents. Although the court documents refer merely to ‘certain
 differences [having] arisen’ and Don Cobain prefers not to discuss the matter, Wendy gave Azerrad the impression she divorced
 her husband because he ‘simply wasn’t around very much’. Another family member believes it was a mistake from the start, a
 marriage that might have survived in an earlier era but that stands as a good example of ‘what happened in the sixties when
 women like Wendy began asserting themselves’. Whatever the cause, the effect was a catastrophic shock for Cobain, who remembered
 ‘all of a sudden not being the same person, feeling I wasn’t worthy anymore’ and bringing about an inferiority complex that even Wendy believes destroyed his life.
 

On 1 March 1976 Don Cobain left Aberdeen and took a bachelor apartment at 410½ 6th Street, Hoquiam, less than a mile from
 the family home of 1967. In the separation agreement filed that month the house on East 1st Street, valued at $20,000 with
 $5,775 owing to the Rainier Mortgage Company, was granted to Wendy. Don was allowed a lien against the premises of $6,500
 ‘due whenever Petitioner sells the house; remarries; or the youngest child has reached the age of majority’ (it was eventually
 paid in August 1984). In addition, husband and wife were awarded respectively the 1965 Ford half-ton truck and the 1968 Camero.
 

Almost lost in the minutiae about property rights and mortgages were the arrangements for the two children. In the final settlement
 of 9 July 1976, after a paragraph relating to legal costs, another awarded Wendy ‘care, custody and control of the minors
 Kurt D. Cobain and Kimberly D. Cobain’, subject to reasonable rights of visitation, and ordered Don to pay $150 a month per
 child, which he was to have the right to claim for income tax purposes. It was perhaps unfortunate that the actual provisions
 for Cobain and his sister should be described as both an obligation and a burden, and doubly so as these tallied with his
 own self-image from then on. One of the Cobain family remembers Kurt being ‘a monster’ that summer, alternately lapsing into
 silence or violently seeking relief by banging the drum. Over the years music would become a continuous release for Cobain.
 For a while, it served as his most dependable ally against the rest of the world. Only later did he come to consider it a
 trivial activity – ‘Verse Chorus Verse’ – and the knowledge that it was what had made him famous drove him half-mad. He cloaked
 that madness in buffoonery, pushed it to one side with drugs and memorably channelled it into his bleakest, most disturbing work, but ultimately it proved no answer to the crisis set in hand in 1976.
 

Although Wendy was given legal custody of her son, he lived with her for only another three months. (In a book on which she
 collaborated this was later expanded to a year.) As well as tension with his mother’s new boyfriend, there is evidence that
 Cobain felt betrayed by both parents (‘Dad sucks’ and ‘Mom sucks’ were the parting words he scrawled on his bedroom wall)
 and that he went through the normal confusion of a nine-year-old confronted with a broken home. Describing it with typical
 candour as ‘Kurt’s year in purgatory’, Iris Cobain believes there was at least one thing the experience could claim to have
 done: ‘It exposed him to some of the good qualities of his father.’ A second family member agrees that ‘Don’s sincerity stood
 out in one of his fights with Wendy’, where a striking sentence voices the moral compulsion on which his relations with his
 children were based: ‘I have to believe what I tell the kids.’ According to Iris, ‘his father tried to teach Kurt to be happy’.
 

The trouble with statements like that, of course, is that they only open up more questions. Either things improve or they
 get worse. When Cobain moved into his father’s apartment that October there was a period of genuine goodwill and conciliation.
 Things deteriorated when, early the next year, Don moved to a trailer home in Montesano, a lumber town fifteen miles east
 along Highway 12 from Aberdeen. Here some discrepancy exists between Don’s version of events (‘I tried to do everything to
 make him feel wanted, to be part of the family’) and his son’s (‘I just fucking hated it’). The chief difficulty seems to
 have been Cobain’s burning desire to return to his mother, who, as Don puts it, ‘didn’t want him’; his father’s job at a lumber
 company, where, as a bonding exercise, Cobain would be invited to ‘sit in [Don’s] office while he went and counted logs’;
 and the infrequent hunting expeditions, during which Cobain would express silent displeasure by refusing to leave the car.
 

It is not difficult to feel sympathy for Don Cobain. Even members of Wendy’s family agree that he went out of his way to accommodate
 his son. An expensive minibike was bought; weekends were spent camping or at the beach. Some semblance of family life, in
 the form of dinners at East 1st Street, remained. There was a new drum kit and other luxuries, none of which seemed visibly
 to please Cobain. As one of his cousins says, ‘all the gifts have to be measured against Kurt’s anger’ and were thus ‘nothing
 but a spit in the ocean’. There was something wilful about the way the boy – pampered beyond the dreams of most children’s
 avarice – rejected his father’s advances, played one parent against the other and came to believe, because they weren’t artistic
 and he was, that he was adopted. In later years Cobain would raise protest against goodwill, generosity and acceptance into
 a crusade, his voice rising as the actual target of his anger receded. Once, towards the end of his life, he was asked by
 Azerrad to explain the basis of his quarrel with his father. ‘I don’t even know,’ said Cobain.
 

At school he suffered from a deepening sense of frustration. Shortly after the divorce Cobain transferred to Beacon Elementary
 in Montesano, where a fourth grade teacher named Sheryl Nelson remembers him as a ‘confused little boy’. According to Nelson,
 ‘Kurt didn’t want to be in my class. He didn’t want to be in Montesano. I think he wanted things back the way they were.’
 Here Don and Wendy came together in like-minded alliance to ensure their son stayed in the local system. At the nearby high
 school building Cobain could be seen trudging up Wheeler Street to the redbrick classroom opposite the school emblem in the
 shape of a bulldog. ‘He hated that sign above anything else,’ one of his classmates remembers. Celebrating as it did the school
 football team, ‘it pushed all the wrong buttons for Kurt’, who was ‘forever cursing it or making elaborate schemes to blow it up’. Cobain’s attention was also drawn to the trophy cabinet immediately inside the school’s swing doors. ‘The most
 obscene thing in the world,’ he once told a friend, rich endorsement from one so unsparing of criticism. At the Bee Hive restaurant,
 a 1950s diner stranded on Main Street, they remember Cobain well. ‘He came in after school and spent an hour sitting alone
 over a glass of water. He wasn’t like other kids.’
 

Fury entered his voice when he was asked to play football, go running or join in any organized activity. A contemporary named
 Scott Cokeley remembers Cobain as moody and sarcastic and ‘aware, to put it mildly’ that he was different from other Montesano
 students. Yet another classmate says he was ‘brilliant in the way he always got out of things, like claiming he had stomach
 ache or a doctor’s note he never seemed actually to produce’. At Don’s insistence he did, briefly, join the junior wrestling
 team, an experience he unsurprisingly hated and that ended when Cobain fell limp to the ground at an opponent’s feet to register
 protest. The Puppy Press, a mimeographed student newsletter, gives his favourite class as Music and records him as playing snare drum in the school
 band.
 

The exporting of the ‘punk ethic’, in which musicality was reduced to an option, began in earnest in 1977. As well as the
 new wave of British groups, the first glimmerings of a local alternative to the world of Pink Floyd and Yes could be seen
 in Seattle, where a club named the Bird opened its doors to ‘Heavy/light punk, WEIRDNESS, droogs, derelicts’ and all-comers
 of every description. It was the major stroke of luck, in a life not untouched by coincidence, that Cobain’s own protest grew
 at the very moment a cause formed to shape it. The event had a specific date: 5 March 1977, the night the Ramones played Aberdeen
 and an unknown enthusiast spray-painted the Skookum trailer park with what Cobain called the ‘simple but effective’ PUNK RULES OK. It would be stretching belief to claim his own conversion
 from mainstream pop took place overnight or that Cobain did more than absorb the press reports of the concert, but with the
 arrival of punk his motive to be different met with opportunity. Musicologists cite the growth of new wave and the ‘de-mystifying’
 of the recording process as key factors making it easier to break into the business. Punk could be grasped by almost anyone
 with a will to do so. It was inevitable that, in time, its influence would spread to those, like Cobain, who might otherwise
 never have seen the inside of a studio. By the end of 1977 a mainstream-music generation was still – just – running the show;
 an alternative-music generation was coming up behind, impatiently.
 

Cobain’s claim to have owned the Sex Pistols’ Never Mind the Bollocks in 1977 is hard to prove since Don has no recollection of the title, but the idea that he was a full-fledged convert to punk
 as early as his eleventh birthday is absurd. If he was even aware of new wave it could have been only as a result of magazine
 articles and graffiti. Cobain’s favourite albums at the time were Queen’s News of the World and the Jimi Hendrix, Led Zeppelin and Boston hits that arrived monthly in Montesano from the Columbia House record and tape
 club. He discovered Kiss, whose cartoon-hero stage act, says Cokeley, ‘knocked Kurt out’, and dabbled with the likes of Genesis
 and King Crimson while maintaining his first allegiance to the Beatles. According to a classmate, he was ‘pretty conservative’,
 preferring the melodious side of rock to anything avant-garde or subversive. In a student profile in Puppy Press Cobain said his favourite song was ‘Don’t Bring Me Down’ by ELO, and that Meatloaf was a ‘cool group’.
 

The markedly polite, if morose, student noted by teachers and classmates should give pause for thought to anyone who believes Cobain was already set on an irreversible downward path.
 After the initial shock of readjustment, Don insists there was a period of reconciliation between father and son. Iris Cobain,
 too, believes that, whatever the later legend, ‘Kurt was quite happy for long stretches’. A teacher at Montesano agrees that
 ‘he was okay most of the time’, although with ‘a strong fatalistic streak that everything would turn out for the worst’. It
 was a recurrent irony of Cobain’s life that, just when things seemed to improve, he suffered a disappointment. When in February
 1978 Don re-married and inherited two young stepchildren, Cobain experienced a shock something like that of the divorce. Where
 once he was shy now he became morbidly withdrawn. ‘Kurt just retreated into his own private world,’ says his grandmother.
 Don would later tell Azerrad: ‘He never came out and said anything about what was really bothering him. He’s like me – don’t
 say anything and maybe it’ll disappear. And don’t explain. You just bottle it all up and it all comes out at one time.’ ‘I
 was one of the last things on his list,’ claimed his son.
 

Here, then, were the characteristics Cobain would take into adolescence: sensitivity, moodiness, a feeling of being apart
 or aloof, mated to paranoia, the sense of being unwanted and the unshakeable belief that he was either much better or worse
 than people thought. He regarded the betrayal of his parents in the most scathing light. ‘It seems to me,’ he wrote to a classmate
 in 1980, ‘that I’m about as wanted round here as shit.’ Avoiding chores had made Cobain famous in Montesano, and from his
 early teens he conceived of his mission as a negative one: he was the dissenter, the voice of protest against sport, school,
 religion, family and convention. The key to Cobain was his dislike of ‘conformity’ in relationships. People, he believed,
 were unreliable; the idea that an attachment might exist with his parents, much less a friend, struck him as laughable. The very best he either gave or hoped for were brief moments of relief
 – lunch alone with Don, a card containing money from his mother – from his otherwise ruthless self-containment and his credo
 that ‘people stink’. A friend in Montesano remembers Cobain as ‘someone who made it a religion not to join in … Always the
 one who got out of football practice or sat alone in the café over lunch.’ Not surprisingly, tension existed between Cobain
 and his stepmother, who, Don insists, ‘treated him perfect’ despite the fact ‘he was screwing up the whole family’. A source
 close to the children adds that Cobain viciously bullied his young stepbrother and stepsister.
 

What Cobain plainly wanted was to preserve his self-image as a loner, even if this meant beating a tactical retreat from the
 support offered by his family. As a reaction to the collected blows of his childhood, it can easily be understood. There is
 something inevitable about the endless invocation of words like ‘hurt’, ‘bitter’ and ‘disappointed’ his friends use to describe
 him. But, considering the circumstances in which Cobain found himself, there may have been a hint of exaggeration about the
 violence of his protest. Living conditions at Montesano, though not lavish, were never deprived. Cobain had his own room,
 use of a motorbike, a stereo, his father’s record club subscription, ample pocket money and a stepmother who, even a member
 of Wendy’s family believes, adored him. None of this may have lessened the cumulative shock Cobain had felt since 1976, but
 in striking out indiscriminately at children or at the shortcomings of his stepmother’s cooking, he risked raising the volume
 to the point where his voice began to distort. Until 1992, when Cobain underwent his tardy but opportune conversion to family
 life, there was hardly an aunt, uncle, cousin or grandparent who failed at some time to win his scorn. His writings are dotted
 with stark references to ‘rednecks’, ‘scum’ and ‘trash’, yet it is possible to sympathize with Beverley’s view that ‘half the time he was faking it’, or with a
 friend who believes ‘Kurt never had a relationship without a pathological desire to test it’.
 

The sense that his protest might be more put-on than real was lent weight by events at school. As he grew older Cobain’s opposition
 to organized sport lessened and he embraced some of its routine. A fellow student who chooses anonymity remembers him jogging
 merrily around the school gym, then begging that this lapse not be revealed to the ‘stoner kids’ for whom Cobain was a kind
 of hero. The same friend saw him train, ‘wearing a cute, little girl’s outfit’ for the Babe Ruth League baseball team. The
 ‘James Dean side’ of Cobain’s personality is something widely remarked on by his family. ‘He wasn’t a tenth as rebellious
 as everyone thought,’ says his cousin Ernest. ‘Because he couldn’t deal with relationships, Kurt withdrew into himself. He
 could be terribly quiet. People mistook that for anger.’
 

On 14 June 1979 Don petitioned the Grays Harbor Superior Court for custody of his son. No objection was heard from Wendy,
 who, the legal settlement noted, had lost ‘actual physical care’ of the boy nearly three years before. Although not celebrated
 for his intellectual abilities Don was notable for a sharp intuitive sense of logic (‘If something needed fixing,’ says his
 mother, ‘he did it’) and a fiercely protective attitude toward his family, accentuated, one relative believes, by the fact
 that one of his own brothers had died in childhood. According to Toni Cobain: ‘He took custody of Kurt because it struck Don
 as bizarre he was still technically living with Wendy. He wanted him to know he cared.’ Don ‘loved the thrill of a generous
 emotion’, says a family friend; there was a ‘showboating side to him’, which came out when he argued in court. Both parties
 agree, however, that Don was genuinely concerned about his son and, in Toni’s words, that ‘he wanted to show Kurt someone
 was there for him’. ‘I did it to make him feel a part of the family,’ says Don.
 

It had just the opposite effect. Cobain’s reaction to the court decision was a violent rejection of his father and a period
 of five years in which he lived with three separate sets of aunts and uncles, as well as his paternal grandparents. Here,
 again, some disparity exists between the image of the sullen, eternally cursed youth portrayed by classmates and the intelligent
 and sensitive teenager recalled by his family. Iris Cobain, for one, thinks it astonishing that her grandson turned out so
 well despite the emotional problems experienced by the children of ever-squabbling parents. ‘The best thing Don ever did for
 Kurt was to take him in,’ she says. On the other hand, an Aberdeen neighbour remembers a ‘broken kid’ whose parents ‘simply
 tore into one another’ whenever they met to discuss their son’s future. On one occasion Don’s pleasure in accepting a ride
 with Wendy in the Camero vanished as she pulled into the entrance of the Community Hospital with the demand that her ex-husband
 seek psychiatric help. ‘Those two were constantly at each other’s throats,’ says a member of Don’s family. ‘There was a lot
 of screaming and fighting, and there was a succession of foster parents for Kurt. In the middle of all this he was just a
 sullen, sulky kid who thought of himself as a reject. Who wouldn’t have, under the circumstances?’ The same source says Cobain
 ‘virtually lived’ on the Route 40 bus as he shuttled between relatives in Aberdeen and Montesano and that his two favourite
 places were the Timberland Library – the reference clerk says he ‘took root in the music books section’ there – and the Aberdeen
 Animal Hospital, where he once volunteered to look after ‘anything that doesn’t have a home’.
 

It was an almost friendless existence, Cobain’s family admit. Don may feel understandably guilty, as one of his brothers says,
 but his guilt exposes the cruel paradox facing his son in 1980. The more often he changed homes and schools the less opportunity he had for finding the roots he craved.
 When in the eighth grade, Cobain transferred to Miller Junior High School, and a classmate, Lee Hansmann, remembers him ‘off
 in the corner’ at band practice, while a second contemporary graphically describes him drowning in a tidal wave of self-hate.
 Cobain’s only human companion, an Elma resident called Ryan Agnew, would later be brutally dropped, proof of what he calls
 ‘Kurt’s tendency to see friendship as a milestone down the road to having a fight’.
 

Early in the new decade Cobain was taken to a child psychiatrist, who urged him to ‘fit in more’. Whatever its already limited
 chance of acceptance, the doctor’s advice was swiftly neutralized by Wendy, who, even as she drove her son to the familiar
 entrance to the hospital, was insisting she still wanted him to ‘express himself’. Self-expression, to the Fradenburgs, had
 long stopped being synonymous with an antisocial lack of control. As Wendy says, ‘the last thing I wanted was for Kurt to
 conform, to fit in’. From a strategic standpoint, Wendy was worse than wrong, she was inconsistent. The already muddled thirteen-year-old
 was torn by a mother who, compensating for the singular circumstances of her son’s upbringing, concentrated on creating as
 loose an environment as possible, and a father who lobbied strongly for some kind of disciplined approach. ‘It’s hardly surprising
 he was screwy,’ says Ernest Cobain. According to Ernest’s ex-wife Toni: ‘Kurt had a very delicate, haunted quality. Although
 he was mixed up, there was something unwittingly tender about him. He couldn’t have been kinder to me when I married into
 the family. And I always remember the party when a gawky boy of six or seven was sitting by himself in the corner, looking
 miserable. Kurt went over and spent the whole evening talking to him. He had a genuine empathy with outcasts.’
 

 
It was predictable that in time Cobain’s path would lead him to his uncle Chuck Fradenburg, drummer with the Aberdeen bar
 band Fat Chance. Fradenburg – who, along with Iris Cobain, emerges as what his cousin calls ‘one of two people Kurt revered’
 – in turn introduced him to the group’s guitarist, Warren Mason. ‘He wasn’t the guy you read about,’ says Mason. ‘Kurt was
 a quiet, but responsive kid who came alive around music.’ In February 1981 Fradenburg offered to buy his nephew a guitar;
 Mason obtained a used six-string Lindell from a local electrician named Jeff Sanford, who remembers it as ‘a piece of crap’.
 The instrument was restrung and painted by Mason, who sold it for $125 to Fradenburg, who presented it to Cobain. ‘He was
 knocked out,’ says Cobain’s grandmother, who recalls deafening rehearsals taking place in her upstairs room that spring. ‘Kurt
 was spellbound,’ Mason confirms. ‘Although the guitar was a piece of junk, it looked great’ (sunburst red with a silver scratch-plate
 and chrome pick-ups), ‘and he could already spray notes around like Jimmy Page. I was impressed, and apparently so was Chuck.
 He asked me to give Kurt lessons.’
 

According to Mason, Cobain’s main goal was to learn ‘Stairway To Heaven’, the then ubiquitous Led Zeppelin anthem. Although
 he never mastered the song, Mason remembers his student as playing at dazzling speed, with real flair for the dynamics of
 rock guitar. ‘He wasn’t the most technically gifted kid in the world, but he had a genuine feel for timing and phrasing. Kurt
 knew that the gaps between the notes are as important as the music. He had an intuitive grasp of what would, and wouldn’t
 work in a given song.’ Significantly, Mason also describes Cobain as a ‘good listener’ whose pinched, introverted personality
 may have been a musical bonus (‘the guitar became his best and only friend’) and dedicated to the point that he persisted
 in playing left-handed, despite the technical problems this raised and the fact that ‘Don still looked on it as a kind of perversion’.
 

Cobain cautiously and only sporadically scanned the respectable music press like Rolling Stone and Creem, but he listened avidly to the downmarket local radio stations. Strangely, therefore, he knew as much about country and western,
 hillbilly, bluegrass, folk and blues music as he did about rock and punk. ‘That was a major factor,’ says Mason. ‘Because
 he listened to every kind of music, and he was young enough to be influenced in the heart rather than the head, all of those
 styles came out in later years. There was a strong undertow of folk and blues under the punk and speed metal … Part of Kurt’s
 problem was being painted into a heavy rock corner that wasn’t his natural habitat.’
 

‘It was definitely a good release,’ Cobain would say of his early music. ‘I thought of it as a job. It was my mission … As
 soon as I got [the Lindell], I just became obsessed with it.’ Toni Cobain believes ‘Kurt’s eyes would light up’ around the
 guitar; ‘he was at his obstreperous best when he was playing it,’ says Sanford. With few friends of anywhere near his own
 age, it is not stretching belief to say that music filled the gap for Cobain caused by the damaging combination of neglect
 and stifling possessiveness with which he grew up. Even at this stage, one parent would periodically intervene in his life
 specifically to contradict the other. Although Don was quite happy for Cobain to continue guitar lessons, Wendy abruptly ended
 them in May 1981 after reading her son’s eighth-grade report card. ‘It really hurt him,’ says Cobain’s friend Jeannie Richards.
 ‘That [guitar] was the only way he expressed himself.’ ‘It was, as Kurt saw it, yet another ritual humiliation,’ adds a neighbour.
 

This was the period, between fourteen and sixteen, when Cobain’s image of himself began to take shape. As in his childhood, it was the image of an outsider, but the special character it acquired and in the light of which Cobain continued
 to see himself throughout his life, was that of a creative genius, able to absorb styles faster than other teenagers and held
 back only by the negative pressure of his parents. Although his formal training lasted a mere three months, the die of Cobain’s
 career had been unerringly cast. Witness after witness confirm both Wendy’s misgivings and Cobain’s reaction to them: he bitterly
 resented his mother’s interference, but it did not break his spirit. Compensation came in the form of his uncle, of Mason,
 and in his discovery of Rosevear’s Music Store, whose present manager Les Blue says, ‘Kurt practically moved into the rehearsal
 room upstairs.’ All parties agree that, even though Cobain’s guitar lessons stopped dead that summer, the instrument was already
 part of his nervous system, a symbol of his incapacity for any other kind of disciplined effort.
 

Cobain seized every opportunity to expand his repertoire. By his fifteenth birthday he could play AC/DC’s ‘Back In Black’,
 The Cars’ ‘My Best Friend’s Girl’, Led Zeppelin’s ‘Communication Breakdown’ and the inevitable ‘Louie, Louie’. According to
 Mason, Cobain’s tastes ran heavily to those groups and to ‘screamers like Ozzy Osbourne’, as well as to old Hendrix, Beatles
 and Carpenters numbers, on whose tunefulness and sharpness of melody he commented to Chuck Fradenburg. Cobain later tried
 to deny these influences, only to revive them again at the end of his life. His self-portrayal in the 1980s as a ‘stone punk’
 would consciously ignore what Mason calls the ‘50 per cent shareholding’ enjoyed by mainstream influences like country and
 pop. ‘The idea that he was a purist is nonsense,’ says Toni Cobain. ‘It was the whole idea of music, rather than one particular
 style, that appealed. When Kurt was upstairs in his room the guitar was his ally, the one thing he related to. It reached
 the point where he didn’t mind being “grounded” by Don or Wendy. It just meant he got to be alone with his best friend.’
 

When Cobain had appeared in his little girl’s tunic for the Babe Ruth baseball team he met a teenage musician named Matt Lukin.
 Lukin played bass in the Melvins, an Aberdeen band then relying on Led Zeppelin and Hendrix covers, later to emerge in the
 vanguard of what became known as ‘grunge’ – the meeting-point between punk and heavy metal. Cobain also met the Melvins’ singer
 Buzz Osborne, two years older but already several miles further down the road to anarchy. Osborne, who knew something of Tacoma
 and Seattle, was the first to expose Cobain to contemporary new wave – bands like Flipper, MDC and the engagingly named Butthole
 Surfers – as well as aspects of the punk lifestyle. ‘There was a big change in Kurt in 1982,’ says his cousin. ‘He went from being a mixed-up but quiet boy to this angry young man. It seemed like he finally had a cause he could identify with.’
 

The Melvins met Cobain’s fascination with friendship. Lukin and Osborne accelerated his interest in the Sex Pistols, then,
 retracing punk’s steps, in figures like Richard Hell, Patti Smith, the New York Dolls and the Velvet Underground. He learnt
 something of the Standells and the Shadows of Knight. The effect on Cobain was electric. Whereas since 1976 his energy had
 been devoted not to exploiting, but to concealing his personality – causing some to conclude he lacked ambition or drive –
 now he displayed a lack of restraint and extravagance of style that made it difficult for others to take him seriously. He
 bought a new guitar and an amplifier. He experimented with clothes and haircuts, abandoning the fluffy sweaters and feathered
 David Cassidy look imposed by Wendy. In Rosevear’s Cobain now gave it as his ambition to ‘get stoned and worship Satan’. He
 routinely achieved the first, travelling in to Aberdeen with what Megan Kern calls ‘a ton of grass’ zippered into his quilted jacket. (Cobain still sang in the church choir, where
 his voice attracted attention.) As at other times in his life, there was a sense in which his transformation betrayed a grain
 of self-consciousness. ‘Impressive as it was,’ says Kern, there was something ‘hugely contrived’ about Cobain’s reincarnation.
 Members of the family believe he clung to Lukin and Osborne as surrogate father-figures rather than (in his cousin’s words)
 ‘buying the punk message’, while Warren Mason notes ‘he still listened to mainstream radio and to groups like Cheap Trick’,
 whom he admired because of the ‘ironic detachment’ of the lyrics.
 

He began to practise with other musicians, members of the Melvins or the ‘stoner metalhead kids’ he gravitated to at school.
 Cobain’s report for his final year at Montesano (‘Restless, bored and uncooperative’) reflected his growing attachment to
 those, like Lukin, for whom compulsory education was ‘unfocused bedlam’, and his increased reliance on his new policy of self-improvement.
 At Timberland Library he discovered S.E. Hinton and William Burroughs, whose work would have an increasing influence on Cobain’s
 life; he read Burgess admiringly and J.D. Salinger without complaint. Cobain hated Scott Fitzgerald, whose critical resurgence
 was in decline, neither liked nor understood Faulkner and couldn’t talk about Hemingway without losing his temper. He began
 to develop a romantic association with poets like Rupert Brooke and Siegfried Sassoon, and once startled his neighbour by
 announcing: ‘War means everything to a writer.’ ‘He got that idea from a book, too,’ says Kern.
 

The final chapter of Cobain’s formal education began in 1983 when he transferred to Aberdeen High School. The sprawling, turn-of-the-century
 complex, spread over four blocks centred on North I Street, brought Cobain into closer contact with Wendy, still living in
 the family home less than half a mile to the east. The coincidence served only to revive the old conflict between mother and son. ‘He didn’t want
 to be part of the family,’ Wendy told Azerrad, ‘but he wanted to live in the family house. He complained about everything
 I asked him to do, which was very minimal.’ Both his mother and stepmother made various efforts to coax Cobain to think seriously
 about his future, including arranging part-time jobs for him and taking him to interviews. Neither woman made the slightest
 impact. ‘Kurt was just a pest,’ says a family member. ‘Lewd, dirty, self-centred and still manipulating Don and Wendy by playing one off the other.’ The
 tendency was also at work in Cobain’s social life. ‘There was a party at my place that winter,’ says a local man named Larry
 Fancher. ‘Buzz [Osborne], who was invited, showed up with Kurt, who wasn’t. First Cobain was showing off, pulling faces behind
 people’s backs, which he thought was totally hilarious. Then he sat for an hour smoking, really stoned and aggressive – he
 had that evil “don’t fuck with me” expression of his, glaring up and down. Finally he went upstairs, shat all over the bathroom
 floor and put raw eggs in my bed. After that I didn’t invite Osborne to any more parties.’ Not surprisingly, Cobain did badly
 at school, ignoring other students and taking exception to the ‘apocalyptic racist’ views of his teachers. ‘He was an absolute
 smart-ass,’ says a man then on the school faculty. ‘If you didn’t buy that “sensitive artist” crap, all you were left with
 was a narcissist with about two friends in the whole town.’ Among them was a displaced Croatian, two years older and eight
 or more inches taller than Cobain, named Chris Novoselic.
 

Novoselic was born in California on 16 May 1965. His parents Krist and Maria had emigrated in 1963, and settled on the west
 coast for sixteen years before moving with their two sons to Aberdeen – home to a large Croatian community – where Mr Novoselic
 took a job as a machinist. With his distinctive appearance (6 feet 7 inches tall by the time he graduated, and with a jutting Cro-Magnon jaw) and attitude to
 school (‘They were assholes’) it was inevitable that Chris Novoselic and Kurt Cobain would meet. The legend is that the two
 gravitated separately to the Melvins’ practice room, where they discovered a mutual love of punk and situationist behaviour,
 although the assistant at Rosevear’s is adamant: ‘Chris introduced himself to Kurt right here, with the words “How about a
 smoke?”’ Whatever the truth, it is certain they knew each other in 1983, that they shared a hatred of authority – not so much
 in principle as in its exercise over them by others – and saw music as the escape from a dead-end existence in Aberdeen.
 

The following May Wendy Cobain married a longshoreman, Pat O’Connor, who fiercely opposed taking in his new stepson. O’Connor
 does not make a sympathetic figure. He was hard-living and boorish, showing little concern for the feelings of his younger
 wife and less understanding of her children. The sense Cobain had of being isolated in a hostile world deepened as he was
 passed weekly, sometimes daily, between relatives in Aberdeen, Montesano and Hoquiam. It took Cobain ‘months’ to change his
 mother’s and O’Connor’s minds, crying on the telephone and, according to a relative, frequently threatening to kill himself.
 This ‘adolescent identity crisis’, as his cousin calls it, was partly resolved when, in a controlled experiment, Cobain was
 allowed to visit his mother, sister and stepfather in the East 1st Street home that summer. An attempt to live together as
 a family, however, proved disastrous. Cobain and any adult were incompatible, and he bitterly resented the way O’Connor treated
 his mother. For the rest of his life Cobain was an enthusiastic teller of stepfather stories, and the author Jonathan Raban
 saw how ‘frantic hate’ and ‘implacable jealousy’ had left a legacy of bewilderment, anger and rage, which ‘Kurt played up
 to’ in later years. In one famous incident a family dispute was settled by Wendy seizing as many of her husband’s guns (there were dozens) as she could carry and hurling
 them in the Wishkah River. Later that night Cobain dredged the weapons from the water and sold them to buy musical equipment
 and drugs – a symbolic act, his cousin believes, in which ‘Kurt turned, if not swords into ploughshares, then at least guns
 into guitars’.
 

In his junior year at high school Cobain met a would-be artist and Led Zeppelin fan named Myer Loftin. Loftin remembers him
 as ‘unusually quiet’ and ‘only interested in music’, although with a redeeming fondness for marijuana and LSD. ‘There were
 some nights at [Wendy’s] where Kurt would get stoned and start babbling about being a rock star,’ says Loftin. ‘I remember
 him playing these Zeppelin riffs and telling me I ought to take up guitar. Kurt’s basic vibe was that making music was the
 greatest thing in the world, and that if I didn’t want to join in, my role was to feed his ego and tell him how brilliant
 he was.’
 

More importantly, as a member of what he terms the ‘so-called gay community’, Loftin again brought to the surface all his
 friend’s anxieties about sex. Cobain had known one other homosexual, an Aberdeen man called John Phalen who raised eyebrows
 by once appearing in the Pourhouse Tavern with what a local describes as ‘faggot pants’. Cobain had always been polite to
 Phalen, the more easily since there was nearly twenty years age difference between them. But Loftin was his contemporary,
 born in the same year. To his cheerfully admitted lifestyle and reputation as a debauchee, Loftin was now adding fame as ‘Kurt’s
 fancy-boy’ and eventually as the ‘buttfucker’ befriended by the school reject. For a man nagged by self-doubt like Cobain,
 Loftin’s friendship quickly brought yet another crisis in his fragile self-confidence.
 

Nothing suggests that Cobain had started an active sex life by 1984. There was a ‘stoner girl’, recalled only as Jackie, with whom he saw Spinal Tap in Aberdeen: another teenager in Westport briefly enjoyed the fame of having been ‘finger-fucked by Kurt’ during a different
 film. But in so far as he had any interest at all, Cobain was a sexual hobbyist, a keen collector of soft pornography and
 prone to wild speculation about the ‘big-titted bitches’ (both sexes in that part of Washington tend to a muscular physique)
 invited by Wendy to East 1st Street or seen walking outside Tolson’s Country Mart. His reaction to Loftin showed the same
 convergence of naïvety and schoolboy prurience. For a period the two were inseparable, walking arm in arm from the high school
 to Wendy’s house, or deliberately enraging Cobain’s stepfather by gazing into each other’s eyes at the dinner table. Homosexuality,
 to Cobain, never carried its local aura of criminality and dissipation; rather, it appealed to the twin tenets of his worldview,
 to be as different as possible and to offend mainstream Aberdeen as often as possible. ‘After that,’ Cobain told Azerrad,
 ‘I started being proud of the fact I was gay, even though I wasn’t. I really enjoyed the conflict.’
 

Cobain’s break with Loftin, the boldness with which he took up his friend’s cause and then turned it against him, showed how
 fickle he was. His suddenness in dropping both people and causes was part of a lifelong pattern of reversing himself on key
 issues. According to Loftin, Cobain ‘simply appeared one day and said he was getting too much grief for being the friend of
 a faggot. He used the word faggot. Then he gave me a stiff little hug, turned on his heel and walked away. That was the last
 I saw of him for three years.’
 

When in the 1990s Cobain became known as a heroin user, immense effort went into downplaying his habit. Words like ‘brief’,
 ‘casual’ and ‘non-addictive’ were used to explain his dependence, and he described himself as having ‘dabbled’ with drugs for only a year. One of his friends, Dana James Bong, would tell the Seattle Times he was convinced ‘Kurt was the only kid I knew who didn’t smoke, didn’t drink beer and didn’t smoke pot.’ Yet Megan Kern
 and others were aware of Cobain’s reputation as a drug user as early as 1982. Loftin, too, believes ‘Kurt dabbled with dope’,
 although dabbled underestimates a habit that included, at minimum, marijuana, amyl nitrate, LSD and a taste for the local
 hallucinogenic mushrooms. By 1986 Cobain was addicted to Percodans, an opiate-based painkiller, and injected himself with
 heroin for the first time that summer. When he took a job as a janitor in a dentist’s surgery it was as much for the availability
 of nitrous oxide as for work experience. It will be remembered that, as a child, Cobain had been prescribed amphetamines and
 sedatives, thus setting up a pattern of relying on drugs to offset his boredom or exhaustion, but at the cumulative cost of
 ruining his health. It was understandable that, at the end of his life, Cobain would seek to deny his long history with heroin,
 for the same reason he tried to reverse his positions on homosexuals and women. By then the Aberdeen misfit had become a rich
 and famous rock star, jetting between his homes in Los Angeles and Seattle, and some form of reinvention appeared necessary,
 if not essential. Even so the evidence of a man like Loftin bears conviction, as does the memory of Les Blue, who, even at
 the drive-in theatre he managed before Rosevear’s, recalls ‘Kurt graffitiing the hell out of my bathroom’ by scrawling HEROIN
 next to the words SID AND NANCY and a picture of a syringe.
 

‘Kurt’s last year in school was hell,’ says Toni Cobain. With the arrival of punk ‘he went from being remote to being in a
 different world’, an impression confirmed by Cobain’s childhood friend Cameron Ross: ‘He stood out like a turd in a punch
 bowl.’ In his teachers’ eyes he was a lost cause, someone struggling to find himself interesting, and with a love of confrontation – ‘It was fun to fuck with people all the
 time,’ Cobain would admit – much rued by his family. His constituency was the small but growing number of fans gravitating
 to the Melvins, a fellow new-waver named Dale Crover (who joined the group on drums) and Novoselic. Cobain himself auditioned
 to become a Melvin, but, in his own words, ‘was so nervous that I forgot all the songs’. The relationship, still that of a
 fan to his idols, survived; Osborne and Lukin persevered with Cobain and took him with them to concerts in Tacoma and Seattle.
 To such unheard-of friendship he responded by becoming a ‘cling-on’ – being weak, Cobain’s tendency was to follow the lead
 of strong characters around him – and for a year he and Osborne were inseparable. In August 1984 the two saw Black Flag play
 at Seattle’s Mountaineer Club, a pivotal moment in that it completed Cobain’s conversion from the heavy-rock fan he was to
 the self-professed punk he became. (In one version Cobain even sold his previously sacred Aerosmith and Kiss LPs in order
 to raise money for a ticket.) According to a third party present that night, ‘Kurt heard a lot of music at about the same
 time: Psychedelic Furs and the Cars were both in town that week. So was Chuck Berry. Cobain went to all of those shows. I
 think what got to him was the excitement of live gigs, and the possibilities they opened up for him of making it. He always
 had a major ambitious streak. He loved Black Flag, no question, but there was also a sense of, “If some last-ditch has-been
 like Berry can do it, so can I”.’ That left the question of a market. Here, again, Cobain’s timing, as it would throughout
 his life, proved flawless. The very day of the Black Flag concert happened to be the day MTV – with a rights document promising
 ‘coverage of new wave and new talent everywhere’ – went on to the stock exchange. The coincidence was exquisite, Cobain completing
 his musical education with the desire to go professional at the exact moment a vehicle sprang up to accommodate him.
 

Cobain spent the winter of 1984-5 listening to and playing every kind of music he could get his hands on. To subversives like
 Scratch Acid and Flipper he added his liking for old-fashioned Deep Purple and Black Sabbath, and a lingering admiration for
 the Beatles. All this noise – from the melodic precision of a McCartney to the hysterical squall of the Melvins and Butthole
 Surfers – began to congeal in Cobain’s mind, setting up what Warren Mason calls ‘an encyclopedic grasp of pop, from Robert
 Johnson to Johnny Rotten’. According to Myer Loftin, ‘he listened to every type of music, but particularly the old-fashioned
 stuff you could actually hum’.
 

This makes little sense when done in the name of purism; it may make more sense in the name of commercialism. However atonal
 and free-form punk might sound, it can be practised successfully only by people who believe single-mindedly in its mission
 to tear down the dinosaurs of rock, to shun the pretensions of arenas and concept albums and, above all, to keep it simple.
 Cobain’s personality could not have been more remote from this world of duty, vocation, commitment and self-sacrifice. As
 Mason says, he studied music not out of revolutionary zeal, but with an eye firmly on the mainstream horizon. For someone
 who slouched through most of his schooldays, Cobain came startlingly alive when a Billy Joel or Meatloaf record appeared on
 campus. Bob Hunter remembers ‘Kurt [being] jolted from the slumbers of class’ by listening to the Top Twenty on radio, each
 song of which he would critique for its structure and melody. ‘Even at seventeen, he was less of an idealist and more of a
 pragmatist than people thought.’
 

Hunter taught Cobain for his last year at Aberdeen High. By then he was spending as much time practising or talking about music as he was in school, although he could still be seen in the smokers’ shed at the rear of the main building, where
 a fellow student remembers him having ‘the biggest joint, the most pills and the weirdest kinks’, one of which was his preference
 for wearing tight-cut women’s underwear. Elsewhere in Aberdeen, where memories remained of Cobain’s attachment to Loftin,
 it was rumoured that he sold his body to the deadbeats on Heron Street or at least engaged in a drugs-for-sex traffic in order
 to support his habits. Looking back from a perspective of ten years Hunter himself remembers:
 



 A quiet brooding kid, who I doubt was as interested in sex as much as art or music. Even in those days Kurt had a flair for
 adapting old songs to make them sound new. And he showed positive genius for dissecting someone else’s tune and rearranging
 it … There was also a large streak of hostility and anger which I, for one, tried to respect. Although he was intense about
 music, Kurt seemed to shut off completely from everything else. I’ve never in my life known someone as out of sorts with his
 surroundings as he was. Cobain’s problem was that he was a New York or Los Angeles sort of person stranded in Aberdeen.
 

 



A mountain of effort was devoted to ensuring that Cobain graduated from high school. Hunter believes that Cobain’s problem
 was not lack of intelligence but an attitude of mind. This attitude was said by Don to lack both discipline and self-restraint.
 On the other hand, if like Wendy you did not want Cobain restrained, the problem was that the school wanted him to conform.
 While his parents continued to argue, Cobain went about his life, smoking, swallowing pills and practising the guitar, reviving
 what Hunter, like Cobain’s family, calls the ‘James Dean tradition’ of setting oneself up as irrevocably odd, maintaining a silent vigil against
 routine and convention and shunning all friends except fellow loners and small children.
 

Early in 1985 Wendy and Pat O’Connor, finally tiring of Cobain’s behaviour, again returned him to his father in Montesano.
 The experiment of living together as a family had proved a failure. Don’s first act was to insist that Cobain pawn his guitar
 – it was redeemed a week later – then that he sit the Navy entrance exam. According to a member of Don’s family: ‘It was offered
 as a last chance for Kurt to pull himself together, and to find a job that would get him out of Aberdeen.’ Another relative
 believes that ‘both Don’s kids had become increasingly anti-social and remote from the people who housed them and paid their
 bills’. Nowhere was this truer than with Cobain, whose defiance swelled in response to parental complaints about excessive
 spending, poor grades and a lack of ambition. In spring 1985 he turned down the Navy, then to no one’s surprise dropped out
 of school before again returning to Wendy. It would be seven years before he next saw his father.
 

The move displeased the O’Connors immeasurably. Wendy was pregnant again and admitted thinking, ‘I’ve screwed up my first
 kid, what am I doing having another one?’ O’Connor’s views are unknown, but as a hard-drinking longshoreman with a distaste
 for ‘fags’ and ‘longhairs’ it can be assumed that he, too, had doubts. In fact Cobain’s occupancy at East 1st Street lasted
 barely a month until, returning from a day in the Melvins’ practice room, he found all his belongings packed in boxes stacked
 outside the front door. It was the first application of the ‘tough love’ regime that his mother and later his wife would impose
 on Cobain in an attempt to, as a relative puts it, ‘have the iron enter his soul’. Wendy may have been inconsistent over discipline
 and parental control, but this was incidental to her main concern. Never much troubled about wanting Kurt to conform, she had always been more deeply interested in ensuring he made
 a living. O’Connor’s salary and her own job as a clerk in a department store barely covered expenses for the family, and with
 a new baby due Wendy was in no mood to support her unemployed adult son. In the last of a long line of unhappy departures
 Cobain left East 1st Street in July 1985, trailing his cardboard boxes a few doors away to a one-room apartment he shared
 with his friend Jesse Reed.
 

Cobain had lived with Reed’s family earlier in the year during a period of mutual antipathy with Don and Wendy. Dave Reed,
 himself a singer in a local surf band, would recall being struck by some of Cobain’s behaviour, a view that was mild compared
 with his wife’s. (Mrs Reed’s comments were of a part with a growing consensus on Cobain by his contemporaries’ parents. His
 friend Greg Hokanson’s mother describes entertaining him as ‘like living with the devil’, while Maria Novoselic’s first thoughts
 were, ‘Oh, my God, who’s this?’) The family nonetheless fed and housed Cobain for weeks, insisting only that he pay ‘scant
 attention’ to his appearance and respect their Christian beliefs, both requests he would later satirize in ‘Lithium’. One
 of the Reeds adds merely that ‘Kurt was always on the side of Kurt’ and that he was a negative influence whose effect he sees
 at work even today on Jesse, currently enrolled in a drug rehabilitation programme for addiction to amphetamines.
 

A woman named Donna Kessler was intrigued to see a notice in the Polish Club Tavern that summer asking for volunteers ‘for
 the pleasure of cleaning for 2 dedicated partyers, payment all the ab [affybud, marijuana] you can toke’. Kessler entered
 the apartment to be ‘physically disgusted by the sight … there was rotting food and old beer bottles all over, dirty underpants
 thrown around and that terrible smell, as if someone had died.’ As Cobain himself later put it:
 

 


 I had the apartment decorated in typical punk rock fashion with baby dolls hanging by their necks with blood all over them.
 There was beer and puke and blood all over the carpet, garbage stacked up for months. I never did do the dishes. Jesse and
 I cooked food for about a week and then put all our greasy hamburger dishes in the sink and filled it up full of water and
 it sat there for the entire five months I was there.
 

 



While Cobain had attended school and lived with one or other of his parents, at least some sort of check had remained on his
 behaviour. Now no such curb existed. In the space of that summer and autumn his drug habit worsened, he added practical experience
 to his interest in sex (keeping up an active life, according to Kessler, as a voyeur; his ‘special thing’ was to take polaroids
 of the woman while she masturbated, pictures he then left lying openly around the room). As to showers, he seemed not to overdo
 them. Cobain, had he but known it, was on his way to virtually inventing what became the grunge lifestyle: an underachieving,
 underemployed existence, heavily dependent on indulgent and, if divorced, guilt-ridden parents, frequently sustained by a
 fierce intelligence and the determination to grasp complex issues such as health care and the environment over short-term
 problems like finding a job. Added to Cobain’s natural inclinations for drugs and music, and his love of macabre artwork like
 the dolls, it was possible to see how the apartment struck Kessler as ‘some kind of life-slice exhibit’ or why Maria Novoselic
 believed ‘Kurt was changing right before our eyes’.
 

Novoselic had a point. The empty space above her beauty shop on South M Street became the rehearsal room for a series of Melvins
 spin-off groups including her son, Osborne, Lukin, Crover and, reverting to his childhood passion, Cobain on drums. The Stiff
 Woodies and an ersatz country-rock group, the Sellouts, gave way to Fecal Matter, famous not only for having caused a riot at the Spot Tavern, a
 beach bar north of Aberdeen, but for providing a first outlet for Cobain’s own material. The rough tape recorded by Mary Fradenburg
 suggests a talent based on substantially more than mere anger; Cobain took it upon himself to deliver the vocals in an unremarkable
 but surprisingly competent English warble and the record crackles with something that appears to be Nevermind’s elder brother: all histrionic drums and heavy-riffing guitar, tempered by a reassuring ear for the hook. Although Novoselic
 avoided Fecal Matter and the faster numbers deteriorated into thrashing, with its mud-dark sound and poison-pen lyrics the
 group represented Cobain’s arrival as a bold, gifted songwriter and a raucous but immensely controlled singer who was exhilarating
 to behold.
 

Unemployed and owing four of his five months’ tenancy in rent, Cobain moved out of his apartment in December 1985. For the
 rest of the year he spent his time in the Timberland Library, living with Novoselic or sleeping rough. This was the origin
 of one powerful Cobain legend: that for an extended period, hovering between the worlds of Don and Wendy and punk rock, his
 only home had been the shelter of the North Aberdeen Bridge, a bleak wood and concrete structure crossing the Wishkah River
 between two zones of run-down shacks, and surviving on a diet of fish, blackberries and smuggled-in drugs.* In fact, Cobain lived outdoors for less than a week. A man who visited him remembers ‘Kurt hunkered down among the pilings
 and holly bushes, with a fire going and the continuous joints and cheap wine’ without which he was unable to function, while
 a local teenager, Amy Griggs, recalls the ‘romantic, Tom Sawyer feel’ of the place, where Cobain once told her he was spending ‘a couple of
 nights’ before moving in with friends (Novoselic and Crover) in Aberdeen.
 

He was rescued, first by these two, then by an English teacher at Aberdeen High named Lamont Shillinger. Shillinger and his
 wife ran what was almost a safe-house for displaced youth. With six children of their own, as they put it, ‘one more mouth
 to feed wasn’t a big deal’.
 

Like Bob Hunter, Shillinger saw a ‘rebellious-but-shy, Jimmy Dean’ streak in Cobain:



 He was a quiet kid who was constantly drawing or scribbling in notebooks, rather than actually playing an instrument. Kurt
 hated Aberdeen, mainly because it wasn’t ‘artistic’ enough for someone of his sensibilities. I told him if he spent all his
 time in bars and greasy diners, it wasn’t surprising the only people he met were rednecks and truck-drivers … He also had
 a special place in his heart for Don and Wendy. Kurt hated them. Neither of his parents contacted us once the whole eight
 months he was here.
 

 



When Cobain had broken with Ryan Agnew and Myer Loftin he spoke of loathing other people and of being shut off from friendly
 feelings altogether. Even James Dean never said that. Yet this was a person with genuine sympathy for the loner and outcast,
 who wrote poetry and drew birthday cards, and sat for hours with the children in North End Park, one of whom remembers him
 as ‘the Saint Sebastian of Aberdeen’. That Cobain was troubled is certain – only people’s defects interested him, and he played
 more naturally on their weaknesses rather than appealing to their strengths, thus making a habit of, as Hunter puts it, ‘expressing
 self-hate by cruelty towards others’. The Sellouts had disbanded after Cobain physically attacked the bass player, Steve Newman, by hitting him wildly over the head with a plank,
 and his friendship with the Shillingers ended violently when Cobain punched and kicked one of his hosts’ sons unconscious
 in a misunderstanding about a pizza. He moved out the next morning, staying alternately with Crover and Novoselic and returning
 the Shillingers’ kindness – Cobain never paid rent – by pelting another of their children with a fusillade of full beer cans
 and pointedly referring to them around Aberdeen as ‘jerks’.*

Cobain has inevitably attracted the interest of psychologists, one of whom has written that his anger was the result of conflict
 with his father, first because Don ‘never understood’ his son, and second because of some Oedipal rivalry over Wendy. A more
 likely explanation is that Don personified an unwelcome reminder of the real world of jobs and responsibility, and that his
 mother’s at first obsessive love encouraged a sense of his own uniqueness and his certainty that others owed him a living.
 

This was the image that Cobain set up of himself during his final months in Aberdeen: a moody, highly strung individual whose
 brain seethed, shunned by his family, forced to scrounge an existence off the land and absorbing his parents’ hostility by
 a hardness of heart quite unlike the affection he showed ‘real people’. Among the last were Osborne and Novoselic, with whom
 Cobain formed a sort of assault party on establishment Aberdeen. There was an incident at the Pourhouse Tavern; another night
 they set fire to a house; and a graffiti raid for which (after the words GOD IS GAY were spray-painted on a church) Cobain
 received a $180 fine and a thirty-day suspended sentence. This was a period when, shuttling between his new friends, briefly
 returning to the bridge and not unknown at the Aberdeen Juvenile Facility, Cobain clung to Novoselic as a father-figure. Those
 who knew him and recalled his tendency to bond to strong characters were unsurprised by what an uncle calls ‘Kurt’s infatuation’
 for the likeable, plainspoken Novoselic or by his renewed demand that the two form a group. (Cobain’s first official live
 performance had been in Olympia, fifty miles east of Aberdeen, with Crover and Osborne; the review of the concert panned the
 trio for ‘coming on like retards’.) After a long campaign to persuade Novoselic to listen to the Fecal Matter tape, Cobain
 finally succeeded in arranging rehearsals with his friend on bass and a man named Bob McFadden on drums, first in a garage,
 then returning to the empty room over the beauty parlour. When Novoselic brought his new colleague downstairs for lunch Cobain
 dropped a heavy glass to the floor, causing Maria to flinch. Cobain, with his acne, nervous tic and cigarette ash must have
 been among the very last house-guests she would have chosen.
 

With a loan from his father and $40’s worth of food stamps a month Cobain was able to ape the manners of blue-collar Aberdeen
 and develop a taste for generous meals, outsize drinks and loud cars. He was not, of course, the first rock musician who could
 claim humble origins nor the first to exploit them, but few have been able to distance themselves so completely from their
 roots while maintaining so many of their childhood traits. As well as Cobain the radical nonconformist, there was a Cobain
 who had an inbred feeling for small-town America and a nostalgic reverence for the working-man’s values. ‘Anyone,’ says Lamont
 Shillinger, ‘who thinks Kurt deliberately withdrew from society, waiting for his fans to call him, has a very narrow view
 of Kurt. He was always calculating and planning ahead … The two things people overlook in Cobain are his ambition and the fact that, much as he loathed it, there was a large chunk of Aberdeen
 in him.’ Bob Hunter agrees: ‘There was a conventional side to Kurt he hated, and above all a willingness to compromise to
 make a living.’ Even as Cobain brooded over his poetry or practised the guitar, he took a series of jobs that suggest a person,
 still short of his twentieth birthday, with curiously old-fashioned values and a tolerance for hard work: over the course
 of two summers he was first a janitor, then a YMCA youth counsellor, and finally a maintenance-man at the Polynesian Ocean
 Front Hotel, where the housekeeper who hired him, Betty Kalles, recalls
 



 A young man who kept to himself and never smiled much … Though Kurt was quiet, he was always well-dressed and clean-cut and,
 once he got to know you, friendly.
 

 Although he was never able to work on Fridays and Saturdays because his band would go out and practise on those days, he would
 always make it to work Sunday morning on time. It was as if he was living half in one world and half in another … Kurt was
 a model worker, but when he quit his job he told me the chemicals he was using to wash the windows were making his fingernails
 soft and he was unable to play guitar.
 

 



That Cobain ‘kept to himself’ and ‘never smiled much’ comes as no surprise. No one expected him to be easy and affable when
 he imagined himself fighting in a death-struggle not only with his family, but with many of his own contemporaries. Too little
 weight, though, has been given to the idea that Cobain’s war was as much with himself as with others. One side of him, even
 in 1986, was rooted in the conservative Aberdeen world, and the fact that he strove so consciously to be a rebel is the best
 evidence that by instinct he wasn’t. As well as appearing ‘well-dressed and clean-cut’ at work, Cobain still irregularly attended church. He
 applied for and received a Social Security number. He took out a Prudential life insurance policy. And, according to one of
 his ex-classmates, he even re-considered joining the Navy – going so far as to submit an application – thus persuading a colleague
 that, to Cobain, ‘rock music wasn’t a philosophy, but a career choice. At bottom, all Kurt wanted to do was make a living.’
 

Late that year Cobain’s mother put down $100 deposit on an abandoned, single-storey house at 1000½ East 2nd Street, in the
 next block to her own home. It was among the worst addresses in Aberdeen, an area of boarded-up slums and unkempt lawns filled
 with furniture and household appliances, and a beauty shop in which a homicide once took place in a dispute about a tip. Cobain
 and Matt Lukin moved in that Christmas. Something of the atmosphere of his former apartment returned. As well as the piled
 dishes and festering laundry, Cobain now installed a tankful of turtles. It was, he admitted, ‘a very smelly, very odorous
 place’, although he admired the reptiles’ “‘fuck you” attitude’ and their tendency to retreat when threatened.
 

Michael Schepp, a delivery boy for the Daily World, once called at East 2nd Street to collect payment on a bill:
 



 I waited, and Cobain appeared, naked and looking as though he hadn’t slept for a week. The stink almost knocked me out. There
 were turtles crawling on the floor right in the room and dolls hanging up by their necks from the ceiling, which looked like
 it had been written on in blood. A naked girl was asleep on the couch … Someone else was in the back room laughing.
 

 



Schepp’s conclusion that this was a man ‘living like an experiment’ was confirmed by Cobain’s increasing reliance on drugs. As well as his habit for marijuana and LSD and his dependence on pain-killing Percodans, he developed a lifelong
 practice of adapting household items like glue, cough syrup and even shaving-cream (whose gasses could produce an oxygen-like
 high) to his own uses. The conviction that he could handle drugs, the more of them the better, became the Gibraltar of his
 life, and Cobain learned to anticipate a variety of responses from his friends and neighbours. For every person, like Kalles,
 for whom he was ‘a down-to-earth, gentle young man’ there was another, like Schepp, who avoided him like the devil. Donna
 Kessler says she never walked past the house on East 2nd without feeling ‘a touch of evil’ from inside.
 

For more than a year Cobain, alone or in Novoselic’s safari-striped Volkswagen, had been visiting the state capital, Olympia,
 home of the liberal arts Evergreen College and not coincidentally a hotbed of alternative rock music. Through Buzz Osborne
 he met a woman named Tracy Marander, a dyed-hair exotic with a zebra-print coat and a shared fascination for artwork made
 of Woolworths dolls, broken furniture, piled newspapers, anatomical kits and rusty pieces of her own neighbour’s broken-down
 Nissan van. According to a woman who knew them: ‘Kurt was smitten … Here was a girl with fireapple-red hair who liked to party,
 with her own place in Olympia.’ The fact that Marander had heard and enjoyed Fecal Matter was thought to be a bonus. After
 a few weeks the two developed a relationship, he admiring her taste in music and Olympia connections, she impressed by his
 blue eyes and the ‘really cool’ Kiss mural he drew on the side of the Melvins’ bus.
 

Don Cobain knew that his son became a rock star – he read it in the press – but they met only twice more before the reporters arrived in 1994 looking for clues about Kurt’s death. Both Don and Wendy came forward, and concealment was the last
 thing on their minds. They and other members of the family agree that the themes of loneliness, isolation, abandonment and
 betrayal took root in Cobain’s youth, bringing about a pattern of deliberate and often self-centred opportunism that was later
 so characteristic of his career. According to Beverley Cobain, ‘he learnt early on not to rely on anyone but himself’, while
 his wildly fluctuating extremes of ego and insecurity were also the direct fruit of Aberdeen.
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