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To Laura, who kept me safe and inspired while a pandemic swept the land.


—BRAD TOLINSKI


To my wife, Jennifer, for her patience while I was away in Hollywood, Atlanta, Bethel Woods, and other parts of the US talking with Ed.


—CHRIS GILL
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FOR THREE DECADES, starting in the late 1980s, Chris Gill and I frequently found ourselves driving up the twisting roads of the Hollywood Hills to Edward Van Halen’s spectacularly unspectacular 5150 recording studio, located just a short uphill jog from his house. From the outside, the building looked more like an industrial tool and die shop than a sexy rock and roll hideaway, but that no doubt appealed to Ed’s grungy, homemade aesthetic sensibility. It was his own private hit factory—a place where he could be found every day, playing guitar and composing tunes, some of which, he hoped, would one day appear on Gold and Platinum discs.


When we’d pull into his driveway, we were greeted by the sight of Ed waiting for us in his backyard, often chatting with his brother, Alex, or his studio manager, Matt Bruck. Invariably, he would flash his famous smile and wave us inside the studio.


Though not quite messy, 5150 definitely felt comfortably lived in, with an array of banged-up guitars strewn about the floor and resting on couches, disembodied guitar necks hanging on a wall, and stacks of recording tape and CDs filled with snippets of ideas and song fragments spilling off shelves throughout. And there’d usually be an ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts teetering on the edge of his recording console.


On occasion, Ed would sniff the air, rub his hands in eager anticipation, and in his distinctive, nicotine-stained rasp say, “Hmmm, smells like work in here.” It was always a joke, and it was always true.


Because work is what he did—often for hours on end—writing songs, recording ideas, or futzing around endlessly with his guitars. As much as he was a musician Ed was also a revolutionary guitar designer and technician, and his workbench was forever crowded with parts on their way to being incorporated into his next great “Frankenstein” or tossed onto a scrap heap.


As a teenager growing up in Pasadena, California, Eddie spent much of his time in his bedroom, putting in the ten thousand hours of intensive practice that Outliers author Malcolm Gladwell insists is the key to success in any field. As an adult, his enormous artistic and commercial success notwithstanding, he remained that driven, curious teenager, spending those ten thousand hours and many more at 5150, which ultimately was just an infinitely more sophisticated version of the bedroom where he became Eddie Van Halen, once-in-a-generation guitar player and designer.


Both his childhood room and the studio were far more than places where he could work, practice, write, experiment. They were sanctuaries to which he could repair when the outside world annoyed him, angered him, or sometimes became too painful for him to deal with. At 5150, he was happy and in complete control. And it was his favorite hangout, the place where he spent the lion’s share of his time with Van Halen.


It was in this laboratory—this land of loud amplifiers, misfit guitars, and where he recorded albums like 1984 and OU812—that I or my coauthor, Chris Gill, would shoot the breeze with Eddie. As players and veteran guitar journalists, we spoke his language, and he knew that we’d have a clear understanding of who he was as a musician and a human being.


So, it’s hardly surprising that the first thing that flashed through our minds when, on October 6, 2020, we heard the terrible news that he had died of cancer was Ed playing guitar and recording at the studio, as vital as a man could be. It wasn’t possible that such a force of nature was gone. Yet he was.


WHEN EDWARD VAN HALEN WAS alive, several books about him had already been published. Some were both informative and flattering; others, not so much on either score. A couple focused on Eddie, the young, inventive genius who early in his career seemed as if he could do no wrong. Others saw him as a star who was as emotionally fragile as he was confident onstage. Bandmate Sammy Hagar’s account of their time together painted a darker picture of Ed, whom Hagar saw as gifted, brilliant, but also erratic and duplicitous.


But each of the books missed the bigger picture while at the same time neglecting to convey who Ed was at his core or to capture his essence.


Our intention with Eruption: Conversations with Eddie Van Halen is to present for the first time a panoramic view of the man considered to be the most inventive guitarist since Jimi Hendrix and perhaps the greatest rock player of all time. He was a unique phenomenon in the annals of pop music, a nonsinging instrumentalist whose enormous talents and charisma made him the dominant force in a band that sold more than eighty million records worldwide. He also singlehandedly changed the course of music for much of the eighties and nineties by reviving guitar-oriented music, whose primacy had been threatened by the synthesizer in New Wave and the sleek orchestrations of disco.


But Ed was more than “just” a guitarist whose radical approach to the instrument was so exciting—so other—that it bordered on the magical. He was also a brilliant songwriter and a world-class inventor. And in his personal life, few things were more important than his parents, brother, wife, and son.


Sadly, maybe inevitably, this smiling artist also struggled with his share of personal demons throughout much of his life and career. As a youngster, he was an immigrant child who, because he spoke no English, was the target of bullies. It was not difficult to see that this harrowing time was responsible for his lifelong debilitating social anxieties and insecurities. He was also the son of an alcoholic, and Ed struggled his entire life to tame his own addictions to alcohol, cocaine, and cigarettes.


For more than six decades, both sides of Eddie Van Halen—the light and the shade—wrestled each other, creating an often-unbearable amount of pressure that fueled his obsession with attaining greatness… and caused him to periodically self-destruct.


In this book, my coauthor and I strive to illuminate how these contradictory sides of the man came together to create one of the greatest musical minds of the twentieth century. How could a person who projected so much warmth and confidence onstage be beset by such demons? How could a man so totally disciplined from childhood, always brimming with creativity, throw so much of his life away on soul-crushing dependencies?


We had our theories, but we didn’t really need them—because during our hours with him Ed always told the truth about himself. This was a man who was all too familiar with his soaring strengths and destructive weaknesses—destructive not only of himself but also of the people he loved most, those who always supported him.


In the following pages, we will take you on a tour of the dramatic arc of his complex and, ultimately, all-too-short life. This is the story of the remarkable rise of a great American artist, his excruciating fall, and his extraordinary redemption. It is also the story of his death, the pain of which was felt by the millions of fans around the world whose devotion to him and his art never wavered.


So, what we have here, what you’ll find in this book, is the true essence of Eddie Van Halen. He knew exactly what it was. “We’re musicians,” Ed once said of himself and his band. “We make music for a living. It’s that simple. Nothing else matters.”


—BRAD TOLINSKI & CHRIS GILL
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Edward Lodewijk Van Halen moved to Pasadena, California, from his native Nijmegen, Holland, when he was seven, along with his parents and his older brother, Alex. When they arrived in 1962, they had “fifty dollars and a piano.”






“We were like a kid freak show. ”





IN 1982, VAN Halen was one of the largest rock bands in the world. Starting with their 1978 debut on Warner Bros., each of their first five albums went Platinum and peaked as high or higher on the Billboard 200 Albums chart than its immediate predecessor. Diver Down, released in 1982, produced their biggest Billboard Hot 100 hit, “(Oh) Pretty Woman,” thanks in large part to heavy airplay of its surprisingly quirky video on MTV, the experimental cable music channel launched just a few months earlier in 1981.


In the video, the band members appeared dressed as a samurai (bassist Michael Anthony), Tarzan (drummer Alex Van Halen), a cowboy gunslinger (guitarist Eddie Van Halen), and Napoleon (singer David Lee Roth). They are called upon by a hunchback to rescue a girl (played by transgender entertainer International Chrysis) held captive by a pair of dwarves, who fondle her against her will. Falling somewhere between a wacky episode of The Monkees and a perverse John Waters arthouse film, the video carefully gave equal time to each member of Van Halen, establishing their individual personas while depicting the band’s affability, chemistry, and off-the-wall humor.


The clip was ultimately banned from MTV for its depiction of two little people molesting a woman (actually a drag queen), but millions of fans saw it and loved it, as did hipsters who enjoyed the unexpectedly weird and edgy content. One thing was certain: Van Halen understood the promotional possibilities offered by the nascent MTV far better than most of their contemporaries. The “(Oh) Pretty Woman” video helped sell boatloads of records and placed the band at the vanguard of popular culture.


By the time Van Halen finished recording their next album two years later, their instincts about the cable channel had proved to be prophetic: MTV had become arguably the biggest driving force in the music industry.


Robert Lombard, who directed the “(Oh) Pretty Woman” video, remembered, “Once Van Halen got into MTV mode, they got into it. David Lee Roth was glued to the television. He threw something through his TV set one night because they’d dropped in rotation on MTV… they were obsessed. It was like a new drug.”1


When it came time to film their next video to promote their new single “Jump,” there was some disagreement about its content. Singer Roth wanted to create another surreal, larger-than-life fantasy similar to the “(Oh) Pretty Woman” video. And why not? It worked once…


However, director Robert Lombard and Pete Angelus, the band’s road manager and lighting designer, had something different in mind. They wanted to buck the trend of big-budget videos produced at the time by artists like Madonna, Duran Duran, and Michael Jackson, envisioning something “more personal.” Perhaps a simple performance clip showing what the guys did best: play music in their charming, knockabout fashion.


There was something joyous and life-affirming—Beatles-like—about Van Halen. Their chummy stage chemistry and rainbow-colored clothing made people feel good. From the unbridled way Alex Van Halen attacked his drum kit, to Michael Anthony’s rowdy, everyman approach to playing bass, to David Lee Roth’s breathtaking jump splits and gregarious stage patter, there was no other band in the world that projected such excitement and good-natured bonhomie. That went double for their virtuoso guitarist, Eddie Van Halen, whose shaggy exuberance recalled the joy of a Labrador retriever chasing a Frisbee.


Lombard and Angelus understood the power of the group’s appeal perhaps better than Van Halen themselves, and they were determined to capture it in a simple performance video without any little people or clutter. But there was one thing they agreed would be essential: getting Eddie to smile.


Smiling was something Ed did naturally—and often—to great effect. Though he was unquestionably the most dynamic and innovative electric guitarist since Jimi Hendrix or Led Zeppelin’s Jimmy Page, Edward’s boyish grin was one of the things that distinguished Van Halen from other huge rock bands at the time, such as the menacing Judas Priest, Black Sabbath, and AC/DC. Unlike most guitar heroes who affected an anguished look during their solos, Ed performed his spellbindingly complex guitar parts while flashing that smile augmented with a hint of “gee whiz” bashfulness that made girls’ hearts melt and guys want to be his best friend.


Even one of rock’s most important guitarists and thoughtful observers, The Who’s Pete Townshend, commented on Eddie’s beatific countenance on more than a couple of occasions. “His smile was just classic,” he said. “A man in his rightful place, so happy to be doing what he did. The Great American Guitar Player. I was hoping he might be president one day.”


Released in January 1984, the music video for “Jump,” directed by Angelus and Lombard, was exactly what they’d envisioned—a brilliant song, performed by a charismatic band, with no special effects (except for the guitarist’s irresistible grin). “Jump” leaped up the charts and became Van Halen’s most successful single, reaching number one on the US Billboard Hot 100, while the album 1984 went on to sell over ten million copies.


An irony: genuine and heartwarming though Ed’s smile was, behind its brilliance lay a complicated life that was anything but joyous. You would never know it from watching his effervescent performance on “Jump,” but in the early eighties Ed was unhappy with many things, and because of this the band that appeared so brilliantly footloose before the cameras was actually dangling by a thread.


Yes, Ed was smiling through his problems. Then again, he was used to it—he’d been doing it for most of his life.


ALEX VAN HALEN WAS EIGHT years old and younger brother Eddie was seven when their father Jan announced that they were leaving their native Holland for California. The family had been struggling to make ends meet, and the boys’ mother, Eugenia, thought it would be a good idea to leave their home in the town of Nijmegen to join her relatives in “the land of opportunity.” But there were other reasons for their move to America.


Eugenia, who was of mixed Dutch and Southeast Asian ancestry, was considered a “half-breed” in the Netherlands, as were her children, and the prejudice against people of mixed descent was so strong that the Van Halens decided it would be better for their sons to leave the country and start fresh somewhere else.


It wasn’t the first time prejudice and discrimination would impact the Van Halen family, and it wouldn’t be the last.


JAN VAN HALEN WAS BORN in the Netherlands (informally, Holland) in 1920 and became obsessed with music at an early age. By the time he turned eighteen, he was playing saxophone and clarinet at a professional level and performing in jazz bands and orchestras throughout Europe. When World War II erupted in 1939, he enlisted in the Dutch Air Force and was assigned to play ceremonial and marching music in a military band.


However, when Germany invaded Holland in 1940, it conquered the small country in just five days and all Dutch soldiers were conscripted to fight for Germany. Those who resisted were shot on the spot. Jan was reassigned to play propaganda music for the Third Reich, which he detested, but it was preferable to taking a bullet in the head or fighting in the trenches for Hitler.


After the war ended, instead of returning home he traveled to Indonesia, a large Southeast Asian island nation that had been under Dutch colonial rule since 1815. Work for musicians was relatively plentiful there, and it was where he met and, on August 11, 1950, married Eugenia van Beers.


The couple attempted to make a home there, but once again geopolitics intervened. After World War II, the Netherlands attempted to reestablish colonial rule in Indonesia, but a bitter armed struggle ensued, ending in December 1949 when, in the face of international pressure, the Dutch formally recognized Indonesian independence.


Indonesians subsequently became increasingly hostile to any Dutch residents, which made it difficult for Jan to find work. He decided it was best for him and the pregnant Eugenia to return to Holland, and on March 4, 1953, they left for Amsterdam. Two months later, on May 8, Alexander Arthur (Alex) was born, followed by his brother, Edward Lodewijk (Eddie), on January 26, 1955.


But just as the family was regarded with great suspicion by Indonesian nationals for being Dutch, Eugenia felt the brutal sting of discrimination in Holland for being half Asian, and she worried that her young boys would be victimized by what she described as the same “horrifying” treatment. So, on March 9, 1962, despite knowing almost no English, the family packed their bags and moved to America on a jammed steamship, sleeping in the lowest, cheapest quarters.


In their possession were a few suitcases, seventy-five Dutch guilders (the equivalent of about fifteen dollars at the time), and a piano made by the Dutch-owned Rippen Company. Given their circumstances, it seems odd that they dragged a piano halfway around the world, but both Edward and Alexander had been taking lessons from the time each was six, and their parents had dreams that they would grow up to become respected classical musicians. So, the family made the difficult decision to bring the piano with them.


It was a nine-day boat ride, and to help pay their fare, Jan, Edward, and Alexander, the boys on piano, provided the ship’s musical entertainment. It would be nice to imagine their experience as something out of a quaint 1930s musical, but the Van Halens’ financial situation was dire, and Jan and the kids were busking for their very survival.


“We were like a kid freak show,” Eddie remembered. “Dad would pass the hat, and we’d make an extra twenty dollars.”


Once in New York, the family took a four-day train ride across the country to Pasadena, California, to be near relatives who’d emigrated before them. With the money they earned on the ship, Jan and Eugenia were able to afford a cramped house they shared with two other families until they could get on their feet.


Pasadena, located eleven miles northeast of Downtown Los Angeles, is perhaps best known for its Tournament of Roses Parade, an annual event that marks the start of the Rose Bowl college football game held on New Year’s Day. But when the Van Halens arrived, the city was also a major West Coast industrial hub after its transformation during World War II into a research and manufacturing center for scientific and electronic precision instruments, and by the time the fifties rolled around, almost four hundred such firms were headquartered in the city. Add the Arroyo Seco Parkway, which provided a fast and direct route to Los Angeles, and Pasadena was an inexpensive and attractive place to live for people who worked in LA.


During the postwar boom, newcomers flocked to the city in droves, and Pasadena saw a steady influx of African Americans from Texas and Louisiana, as well as a large immigrant community, particularly people from China, Japan, Indonesia, and other Southeast Asian countries.


But despite the opportunities afforded by what was a boomtown, work was difficult to come by for Jan and Eugenia, who barely spoke English. While Jan desperately searched for jobs as a musician, he often had to make do with janitorial work and washing dishes.


“My dad didn’t know the language and was unable to drive a car, because in Holland you rode bicycles,” said Ed. “He often had to walk six miles to work, because in the beginning we couldn’t even afford a bicycle.”


Whereas things were tough for their parents, Ed and Alex’s early days in America were almost as grim. “It was beyond frightening,” said Eddie. “We had to go to school, and Al and I didn’t know anything about anything. We were two outcasts, so we became best friends and learned to stick together.”


The first school the boys attended was segregated, with students of color relegated to one side of the playground and white kids on the other. Since they spoke no English, the Van Halens were grouped in with the black and brown kids.


As Ed confided in a 2004 interview, “My first friends in America were black. It was actually the white kids that bullied me. They would tear up my homework and papers, make me eat playground sand, all those things. The black kids stood up for me.”


Alex, the more extroverted of the two boys, made the best of a bad situation and worked hard to fit in. But his extremely sensitive younger brother retreated into his own world—the world of music. While words often failed him, as a child Edward expressed himself through the piano, which he studied with a strict Russian-born instructor, maintaining a rigorous practice schedule under the watchful eye of his mother. That discipline and the obvious fact that he’d inherited his father’s musical gifts led Eddie, at the age of nine, to defeat thousands of other kids in local classical music competitions.


A few short years later, at the age of twelve, he would apply the same diligence to learning the electric guitar, spending countless hours locked in his bedroom developing the technique that would help him become one of the greatest players in the world.


For all Ed’s later incredible success, the pain of those early years never left him, especially his discomfort in social situations and his fear of ridicule. But the things that helped him deal with his childhood difficulties—his unyielding determination, his belief in the power of family, and his unique ability to channel his emotions in his playing—also remained with him. Music and his family, said Ed, “saved us.” During this time, an inextricable bond with his brother also formed. “Our struggle to make it in America made us stronger, because you had to be.”


And though he had been traumatized in his youth, Ed learned to smile through it all. Perhaps David Lee Roth was thinking of the Van Halen brothers when he wrote “You got to roll with the punches to get to what’s real” in the buoyant “Jump.” It was certainly something Alex and Eddie could identify with, and it was that vibe the cameras captured in the song’s iconic video.


You started off on piano.


Alex and I both started playing at age six. We had to learn to play piano because that was the “respectable” instrument to play. It was my mom’s dream that if we were going to be musicians, at least be respectable. We were seriously being trained to be concert pianists, like Vladimir Horowitz, that type of deal.


When we moved to the States, my parents did their best to find a really happening concert pianist teacher. They found this older guy, Stasys Kalvaitis, who had studied at one of the top conservatories in Russia [the Imperial Conservatory in Saint Petersburg]. He didn’t speak a word of English, and he would just sit there with a ruler ready to smack us if we made a mistake. He would have us practice all year for this contest they had at Long Beach City College. I actually won first place three years in a row, but I hated it. I never learned how to read. I always fooled the teacher. He’d play the song for me first and I’d watch his fingers and learn the piece by ear. I could read a little, but never like Al.


So, you won the competitions by “faking it”?


Yeah, I guess I was blessed with good enough ears to pull it off. I won first prize out of two thousand kids, and the judges would make remarks like, “Hmm, very interesting interpretation of Mozart.” And I’d think, “Oh, shit, I thought I was playing it right!” But I guess they got off on the fact that I put myself into it.


An important part of playing classical music is the performer’s interpretation.


Oh, exactly. That’s why my favorite pianist was always Horowitz. He had such a great sense of humor in his playing—he always put his own spin on Bach or Chopin or whatever he was performing. Segovia was the same way. He created his own interpretations of the classics for guitar, and people who just copy his transcriptions note for note miss the point. You’re supposed to find your own voice.


I think that’s why when I found the guitar, I refused to take lessons. I was going to do my own thing and find my personal emotional release, and I didn’t want to be told how to approach the instrument.


What about the guitar appealed to you? Is it because on the guitar you can bend the strings and get in between those tempered notes found on the piano?


Absolutely. With a guitar you can bend or use vibrato to reach all those microtonal notes and those feelings that fall between the cracks on the piano. The same is true of any fretless stringed instrument, like the violin and the cello—just listen to Yo-Yo Ma play the Bach cello suites.


Actually, I’ve been playing a lot of cello lately—you’ll probably hear some on one of our albums in the future. And at this point, I’m finding it a little too easy to fall through those cracks—a lot more than I want to! (laughs)


But back to your point, the guitar is such an expressive instrument because, like being with a woman, your touch is everything. You can play it angry or you can massage it sexy—how it responds depends on your touch. There’s a touch involved in piano, but you’re not actually touching the strings. So, there’s an agent in between you and the strings—a middleman. On the other hand, I’m not sure I’d really want to hear somebody bend the strings on a piano, but it’d be fun to watch them try!


You also played violin.


Yeah, for about three years. Al did, too. That was at the end of elementary school and the beginning of junior high. It was school-based stuff. Al actually made All City Orchestra on violin. I never did. I didn’t like the music they made me play, so I just started messing around with it and lost interest.


You did smuggle a bit of Kreutzer’s famous Etude No. 2 for the violin into your solo in “Eruption.”


(laughs) It was a bit of a joke.


Music was an important part of your family.


Playing music is what saved our family. My father, mother, brother, and I came here with fifty dollars and a piano. In the beginning, we lived in one room, shared a bathroom with two other families, but we were able to get our own place because my dad made extra money by playing gigs on weekends.


How long did you study piano?


My interest in playing the piano didn’t hold water for long after we went to the United States, although I kept playing until I was twelve.


Is that when the guitar and the idea of playing rock and roll come into the picture?


Yeah. It’s really funny because before we came to the United States we were right across the water from England during the time of the Beatles, the Dave Clark Five, and all the British Invasion bands, but it wasn’t until we moved to America that I heard them. Once we moved here, I got into rock and roll, which eventually led to me giving up playing piano when I was twelve.


But even before I started playing guitar, Alex and I formed a little rock band that we called the Broken Combs when I was in the fourth or fifth grade. He played saxophone and I played piano, and we wrote a couple of original songs called “Boogie Booger” and “Rumpus.”


You played drums for a short while.


I played drums before Alex. I had a paper route to pay for the drums because my parents couldn’t afford it. But while I was out throwin’ papers, my brother played my drums and he got better at it. When he gave up piano, my mother and dad coerced him into taking flamenco guitar lessons, so we had a guitar around the house. He kept playing my drums, and when he got better, I started playing his guitar. That was the real beginning of Van Halen—that’s where it all started.


Your playing is pianistic in some ways. You can hear an influence from the way you use chords and the way you use both hands on the fretboard.


I’m a very rhythmic player. I think it’s just inherently built in, although I guess it subconsciously comes from piano, which is a percussion instrument. When I was growing up and listening to bands like the Dave Clark Five, the groove was what initially got me going. I really liked that funky, heavy groove on songs like “Bits and Pieces” and “Glad All Over.” The only reason why I stopped playing drums was because my brother got better than me, so I said, “Fuck you, I’ll play your guitar!” If you have enough dexterity in your fingers to play keyboards and drums, you can play anything.


And obviously, you have to have rhythm. If you have rhythm, then you can play anything you need. If you have rhythm and you love music, then play and play and play until you get to where you want to get. If you can pay the rent, great. If you can’t, then you’d better be having fun. Playing guitar is the only thing I ever knew how to do.


Was shifting to the guitar from piano easy?


The piano is the universal instrument. When you start there, learn your theory and how to read, you can go on to any other instrument. Without sounding egotistical, I was always a natural player. My father was a professional musician his entire life, and he told me, “Kid, you’ve got it.” Some people do and some people don’t. There’s a difference between those that have “the feel” and those that don’t, and I’m not sure if it’s something you can learn. You can really hear the difference in classical music. I’ve heard examples of two pianists play the same piece by Debussy that were like night and day. Both could play the notes, but one made every note sound beautiful, and the other was like noise to my ears—like they had lead fingers.


Do you think your dad would’ve preferred you play violin or piano instead of guitar?


It’s hard to say exactly what he wanted us to be. He just wanted us to be successful in life. I think deep down he wanted us to be musicians, but it was my mom who really cracked the whip and wanted us to be proper musicians. She didn’t want us to struggle playing nightclubs like our dad.


The whole time I was growing up, whenever I didn’t practice or when I started playing guitar, my mom used to call me a “nothing nut, just like your father.” When you grow up that way, it’s not conducive for self-esteem.


In addition to the Dave Clark Five, what are some other songs or bands that caught your ear when you were a kid?


There were quite a few. The first solo I ever learned on the guitar was from the song “Pushin’ Too Hard” by The Seeds. They were a Stonesy garage band from the mid-sixties. When Alex and I heard it on the radio for the first time, I thought, “What the hell is he doing?” American bands usually didn’t play guitar solos in those days, but it was very tasty, with lots of sustain and distortion. I didn’t know he was using a fuzz box, and when I found out, it didn’t matter because I couldn’t afford one anyway. So, I went home and just turned the volume up to ten and realized, “Hey, this natural distortion sounds even better.”


The Kinks’ guitar riffs would also just tear through your car speakers. They sounded so powerful at the time and they still hold up. I liked “All Day and All of the Night” even more than “You Really Got Me”—especially that wood-chop snare that rocked it along. I heard that [Kinks singer-songwriter] Ray Davies told Guitar World that I did the riff from “You Really Got Me” better than they did. I don’t want to claim it was an updated version, but ours sounded more like a jet plane as opposed to a prop. But the prop version is the classic, Ray. The prop is the real shit.


“It’s My Life” by The Animals was another one. (sings) “It’s my life and I’ll do what I want… don’t push me!” If that ain’t rebellion, I don’t know what is. The Animals would have these great bass riff intros, followed by a bluesy verse, capped with big, anthemic choruses, like on this song and on “We Gotta Get Out of This Place.” Emotionally, I just dug those lyrics.


What about the Beatles?


I liked Abbey Road. It takes you for a ride, and the song “I Want You (She’s So Heavy)” takes you on a ride within that ride. Those monster riffs seem to go on forever and then just drop you off a cliff, and Lennon’s singing is just so passionate.


Did you see many concerts when you were growing up?


The first concert I ever saw was Derek and the Dominos with Eric Clapton at the Pasadena Civic Auditorium [November 21, 1970]. A friend of mine won two tickets from a local radio station and, knowing what a Clapton fan I was, gave them to me and Al. The show wasn’t sold out when I got there, so I paid a little extra money, upgraded my tickets, and ended up in the sixth row. It was great, even though I wasn’t into Clapton as much as I’d been when he was in Cream. I was still carrying a torch for him, but it was wavering a bit. (laughs)


To be honest with you, I was expecting something more powerful. If I would’ve seen Cream, I probably would’ve been blown away, because that’s the era of Clapton that I really loved. The show I saw was more of a Doobie Brothers kind of thing—there was, like, this tambourine and bongo player. The power wasn’t there.


I don’t want to knock Clapton. It’s just that he had shifted gears and I didn’t like it as much. But in spite of all that, Al and I tried to get backstage—we were just hoping to see Eric walk by. Unfortunately, he had left already, but we did get to meet the tambourine player! Swear to God! Al and I cracked up because the guy actually had a little flight case for his tambourine. I’m not kidding. (laughs)


Were there any shows that lived up to your expectations?


Oh yeah. Grand Funk used to kick ass live! I loved Grand Funk. I can still play all of their stuff. Black Sabbath, too. People may think this is weird, but Jethro Tull was pretty happening then—the Thick as a Brick tour was amazing!


What was your biggest “takeaway” from those early years?


My dad gave me the best advice. He said if I make a mistake, just keep going… or do it again and people will think you did it on purpose. (laughs)
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RIOT ON THE SUNSET STRIP
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Van Halen emerge from the backyards of suburban Pasadena to become kings of the Hollywood club scene.






“Stop! I hired you to play Top 40. What is this shit?! ”





ON THURSDAY, APRIL 4, 1974, Eddie Van Halen walked onstage for Van Halen’s first official gig at Gazzarri’s, an all-ages nightclub on West Hollywood’s Sunset Strip. Temporarily blinded by the overhead stage lights as he peered into the crowd, once Ed’s eyes adjusted to the glare, he was dismayed to see nothing but an empty dance floor before him.


Brushing off the disappointing turnout, Ed unleashed a vicious flurry of notes from his Gibson Les Paul, with singer David Lee Roth whooping and hollering as the band ripped into Deep Purple’s “Hallelujah,” the first song of four 45-minute sets they played that night. By evening’s end, only four people had shown up to hear the band perform cover versions of songs by Bad Company, the James Gang, and ZZ Top—and all were friends the band had put on the club’s guest list.


Fortunately, turnout improved for the band’s appearances over the weekend, and at the end of the Sunday night show Bill Gazzarri came backstage with a seventy-five-dollar cash payment for their first run. The money was barely enough to cover gas, parking, chili dog dinners, and liquid refreshments for the four nights, but the band dutifully showed up again the next week to play another four nights in a row with the same energy and enthusiasm.


Van Halen went on to become Gazzarri’s house band for June, August, and September that year, and by January 14, 1977, when they performed their last gig at the club, they’d played more than 140 shows at this Sunset Strip hot spot.


LOOKING BACK, IT’S SHOCKING THAT the band managed to wiggle their way into one gig at the club, let alone 140. When Van Halen first auditioned for owner Gazzarri, he was far from impressed.


He complained that Eddie was too loud, and he hated that everyone except the lead singer was dressed casually in T-shirts and jeans. To his eyes, they looked like hippies in an era when flamboyant glitter-rock fashion was becoming de rigueur.


The critique of their appearance was especially surprising to the group. Gazzarri, who called himself the “Godfather of Rock and Roll,” dressed like a sixties B-movie version of a Chicago mobster and seemed like the furthest thing from “cool.” His gaunt forty-nine-going-on-seventy facial features made him look like an out-of-touch grandpa to four young guys who hadn’t yet reached legal drinking age. Regardless of his eccentric personal style, the club owner had his ear to the ground and was a canny judge of youth culture and what would fill his venue.


Van Halen were disappointed when he told them to beat it, but they didn’t give up—they couldn’t. Playing backyard beer bashes and high school dances was all well and good, but Roth knew the group desperately needed to break into the Hollywood club scene. Nobody was going to discover them in some dive bar in Pomona—the Sunset Strip was the place to be.


“Gazzarri’s was where all the heat was coming from,” said Roth. “And Bill had all these dancing girls—the Gazzarri dancers, go-go girls. I determined that his club was the next step, our entrée to Hollywood.”2


But it wasn’t that easy. The band groveled for a second audition and struck out again. Roth panicked, unsure of what their next move was going to be, when, miraculously, the quartet’s luck changed.


Two young bookers, Mark Algorri and Mario Miranda, hired to scout bands by—of all people—the cigar-chomping Gazzarri, happened to see Van Halen perform to a packed room at Pasadena City College. They could see the excitement the group generated, and they were certain that the Hollywood kids would love them, too. They talked the reluctant Gazzarri into giving Van Halen a third shot—but this time playing a few nights for people from their own element.


After witnessing an early evening set at his club, attended by a small but enthusiastic crowd, Gazzarri finally relented. Why he changed his mind is unknown, but it’s likely that he detected a certain “teen idol” charm in David and Eddie from the way girls in the audience crowded right in front of the stage. For business reasons—and, it was said, a personal fixation—the club owner aspired to fill his venue with attractive girls. He knew that where the girls were, the boys would follow, with spending money in hand, so he also hired sexy go-go girls and hosted female dance contests that offered cash prizes.


In Van Halen’s case, Gazzarri’s instincts proved correct. As word of mouth spread from Hollywood to the beaches of Santa Monica and beyond, thousands of young women, including blonde-haired surfer chicks, UCLA college co-eds, and fans from their Pasadena hometown, flocked to the club. Most came to see either Dave, the lean and lascivious singer who would escort them to the back seat of his car, or Eddie, the phenomenally talented guitarist and somewhat shy nice guy they wanted to take home to meet their parents.


“The girls would always say to me, ‘Godfather, could you introduce me to Eddie?’” recalled Gazzarri, who died in 1991. “Eddie was the quiet one, but he was the most popular. [He] would be on one side of the stage, and every week that we played ’em here, there would be at least fifty girls who would come and pay and sit on Eddie’s side all night long.”3


After packing the house for a few hundred Hollywood gigs at places like Gazzarri’s and the Starwood over the next few years, the band finally managed to catch the attention of Warner Bros. and landed a record deal. But the question remains: Why did it take so fucking long?


THE ANSWER IS A BIT complicated. In the mid-seventies, the rock and roll scene on the Sunset Strip was a mere shadow of what it had been in its heyday. Nearly a decade had passed since the Strip’s initial rock and roll peak in 1966, when bands like The Byrds, Buffalo Springfield, The Doors, and Love catapulted to fame after making the rounds on the legendary Los Angeles club scene. During the psychedelic sixties, almost every night of the week hundreds—if not thousands—of teenagers jam-packed the sidewalks between Doheny Drive and Larrabee Street, where clubs like the Whisky a Go Go, Pandora’s Box, Ciro’s, and the Central (now the Viper Room) were located.


It was a virtual Mardi Gras in the streets nearly every evening, but when local residents and merchants complained, the Los Angeles City Council enacted strict curfew and loitering laws. Young music fans, band members, and a few club owners felt that the curfew was a violation of the kids’ civils rights, and a protest was organized for Saturday, November 12, 1966. That night, a crowd of about a thousand demonstrators clashed with police officers in an encounter now known as the “riot on the Sunset Strip.”


In its aftermath, the city rescinded the youth permits of twelve clubs, limiting attendance to audiences over twenty-one; predictably, profits dropped sharply and several venues closed. By the early seventies, the Strip was a ghost town, and kids almost abandoned nightclubs altogether in favor of attending larger rock concerts at theaters and arenas.


Meanwhile, Hollywood nightclubs booked only up-and-coming national acts or local artists like Jackson Browne, the Eagles, Linda Ronstadt, and Buckingham Nicks, showcasing a mellow sound that appealed to more mature audiences.


If you were a Los Angeles record executive in the seventies, Hollywood clubs became the place you went to scout introverted singer-songwriters like J. D. Souther or to discover the next James Taylor. If you were looking for the next great hard rock band like Led Zeppelin, Bad Company, or Aerosmith, it probably wouldn’t have even occurred to you to look in your own backyard.


EDDIE VAN HALEN WAS ONLY eleven years old when the Sunset Strip riot took place in the mid-sixties, and he probably wasn’t even aware of its occurrence. Ed and Al were still living in their suburban home, studying classical piano under the strict supervision of their mother, Eugenia. Although the boys were progressing, neither particularly enjoyed the music they were forced to learn; they were far more attracted to the rock and roll they heard on the radio. But their rigorous formal study of the piano—which taught them rhythm, harmony, left- and right-hand independence, and, more generally, the diligence required of any musician—would serve them well down the line.


Alex drifted to the guitar, while Ed took to the drums. Eventually, they decided to trade—or at least Ed was forced to take the guitar when his older brother became more interested in pounding the skins.


“When I first picked up the guitar there was no message from God or anything,” Eddie told Guitar World writer Steven Rosen. “Some things were easy and some things were hard. But I didn’t even think about whether it was easy or hard; it was something I wanted to do, to have fun and feel good about doing it. Whether it took me a week to learn a half a song or one day to learn five songs, I never thought of it that way.”


Those days and weeks became years, and he continued to improve. “I used to sit on the edge of my bed with a six-pack of Schlitz Malt talls,” he said. “My brother would go out at seven p.m. to party and get laid, and when he’d come back at three a.m., I’d still be sitting in the same place, playing guitar.”


Ed bought his first electric six-string—a Teisco Del Rey WG-4L—from the Sears department store with money he earned delivering newspapers. The inexpensive Japanese guitar was a good beginner’s instrument, but Ed soon discovered that its four pickups and confusing array of switches were much more than he needed.


One day in 1968, Ed walked into Lafayette Electronics on Colorado Boulevard in downtown Pasadena and saw a red-and-black sunburst hollow body thinline Univox Custom twelve-string electric. The instrument looked similar to the cool guitars his neighborhood friends like Bill Maxwell were playing, but the only problem was that it was a twelve-string model and Ed wanted a six-string. He purchased it anyway and removed all of the upper-octave strings to convert it to a standard guitar.


“That was my very, very first successful attempt at changing something on a guitar that was not up to my liking,” said Edward. “Since the beginning, everything I picked up off the rack at a music store—even the expensive stuff—did not do what I wanted it to do. Either it didn’t have enough of something, or it had a bunch of Bozo bells and whistles that I didn’t need. A lot of it had to do with the fact that I never took guitar lessons, so I didn’t know right from wrong. I didn’t know there were rules. I just knew what I liked and wanted to feel and hear.”


Meanwhile, Eugenia Van Halen was less than thrilled that the boys were losing interest in the piano the family had gone through so much trouble transporting to California, but their musician father was much more understanding. After seeing Ed’s and Al’s enthusiasm for guitar and drums, respectively, he decided to encourage their interest by buying them the instruments they wanted to play. In August 1969, Jan took his kids to a store called Music for Everyone, in Sierra Madre, California, and bought a $200 Cooper drum kit made in Japan by Pearl for Alex and a brand-new $400 gold top Gibson Les Paul Standard for Ed, making a $143 down payment for both that included a $20 bill and $123 in trade-in credit for a Bundy flute and Ed’s Univox guitar.


Any kid would’ve been thrilled to own such a beautiful guitar, but as would be the case throughout his entire life, Ed found things about it that weren’t quite up to his exacting standards. He was soon disappointed to discover that the gold top’s single-coil P90 soapbar pickups didn’t deliver the same fat, harmonically rich tone as the dual-coil humbucking pickups found on the Les Paul guitars and Gibson SG played by his hero, British blues virtuoso Eric Clapton.


Clapton, who played on Ed’s favorite albums by Cream and the Blues Breakers, was one of the only players Ed would ever idolize, and replicating his sound on songs like “Crossroads,” “I’m So Glad,” and “Sunshine of Your Love” became a sort of sonic Holy Grail for the teen.


“Eric Clapton while he was in Cream is the only guitarist that really influenced me,” Edward said hundreds of times over the years. “He was the one that made me want to pick up a guitar. He just basically took a Gibson guitar and plugged it straight into a Marshall, and that was it. His solos were always melodic and memorable. After Cream broke up, I pretty much took what I learned from him and went my own way.”


Rather than bitch and moan about what he perceived were his guitar’s deficiencies, Ed altered his Les Paul by taking a chisel to the new instrument and installed a humbucking pickup in the bridge position himself. He also removed the cover on the neck-position P90 pickup to increase its output. He later took what others would regard as a desecration further when he decided he wasn’t a fan of the instrument’s gold finish, so he stripped it and repainted the guitar black. The modifications gave Edward more of what he wanted and were a hint of things to come.


MODIFYING A GUITAR WITH NEW or spare parts was a radical idea in the early seventies, but it was easy to see where Ed might’ve gotten his inspiration, consciously or not. Southern California was the birthplace of hot rod culture, where backyard car mechanics, working with junkyard parts, would compete with each other to see who could make the fastest or coolest car.


His Pasadena hometown was filled with these DIY mechanics, and custom cars were literally everywhere. Don Blair’s legendary Speed Shop, one of the first dealers to sell custom parts in Southern California, was located less than two miles from where Ed grew up, and many teenagers in his neighborhood were transforming and improving their old cars by inserting different engines, painting the bodies, and adding racing stripes. Replacing a pickup or painting his guitar black probably seemed like no big deal by comparison.


And after he had fabricated a guitar he wanted, the next critical event that enabled Ed to become a serious tinkerer took place in 1970, when, to make the remaining payments on the Les Paul, he took a job moving pianos and organs for Pasadena’s Berry & Grassmueck Music Co.


While working there, a full Marshall stack consisting of a 100-watt amplifier head and two speaker cabinets, each with four 12-inch speakers, appeared in the store’s showroom. The Marshall was previously the house amp at Pasadena’s Rose Palace, which had recently stopped presenting rock concerts. It was the exact same type of amplifier played by Jimi Hendrix, Led Zeppelin’s Jimmy Page, and, of course, Eric Clapton.


At the time, Marshall amps were a scarce commodity in the United States, with a new stack selling for about $1,500 on the rare occasions they appeared on the market. Thanks to his employee’s discount, Ed paid less than that for the used amp, although he had to work throughout his high school years to pay off the debt.


A Gibson Les Paul and Marshall stack were the preeminent electric guitar rig of the late sixties and seventies. Equipped with his now-formidable gear and boasting prodigious playing skills, Ed began forming bands, including one he and Alex named the Trojan Rubber Company—later changed to the more commercially viable Space Brothers for gigs at the Saint James United Methodist Church—and another named Genesis.


Playing the guitar was a hobby for most of his musician pals, but for Ed it was everything. His ability to master Cream’s difficult “Crossroads” note for note was more than an accomplishment, it was an immigrant’s passport to friendship, acceptance, and respect. When he got up to play the latest Black Sabbath song at a backyard party, he was no longer that “quiet freak from Holland” who struggled in class—he was a genuine high school superstar.


Playing in a band was also a balm for his social anxiety. As long as he was onstage and his Marshall stack was turned up to 10, he could be with his friends without actually having to awkwardly interact with them. “I’m actually a shy, nervous person,” he told Rolling Stone in 1998. “I used to be easily intimidated. That’s why I used to drink.”


At first, the bands were formed from a loose collection of friends, including Dennis Travis or Kevin Ford on bass, Bill Maxwell on guitar, and singer Gary Booth, with Ed and Alex (who had upgraded his drums to a Ludwig kit that included double bass drums) as the mainstays. When Mark Stone joined Genesis on bass in the spring of 1971, the band became a power trio featuring Ed as lead singer. A short while later, after learning of the existence of a British band called Genesis, they changed their name to Mammoth.


Genesis/Mammoth mostly played songs that featured extended instrumental jams, including covers of Cream’s “Crossroads” and “White Room,” Black Sabbath’s “Iron Man,” The Who’s Live at Leeds version of “My Generation,” and Ten Years After’s frantic boogie “I’m Going Home.” Although the band’s instrumental prowess was impressive, Ed’s lead vocals were merely serviceable. After seeing a Genesis performance, an aspiring vocalist and outgoing motormouth named David Lee Roth told Ed and Alex that their band needed a new singer—namely, himself. By that time, Ed wanted to shift away from singing to concentrate more on his guitar playing, so he and Alex asked Roth to learn a few of their songs and come back for an audition. For all of Roth’s bravado, when he did return to play with them they weren’t impressed with his singing and turned him down.


Undeterred, Roth went on to form his own band called Red Ball Jets, named after the popular sneaker whose ads promised to make kids “run faster and jump higher.” When the Van Halen brothers and Stone later shared a gig with Red Ball Jets, they were surprised to see a flamboyantly dressed character with a familiar face strutting across the stage. What Roth lacked in vocal prowess he made up for in energy, charisma, and stage presence. The two bands soon competed for dominance in the local scene, pitting Mammoth’s virtuosity against Red Ball Jets’ showmanship.


David Lee Roth and the Van Halen brothers finally got together when a series of events led to the singer’s joining Mammoth during the summer of 1973. Red Ball Jets had disbanded earlier that year, leaving Roth without a band. Around that same time, the Van Halen brothers were looking to rent a sound system after their usual sources had raised their prices.


Aware that Roth owned an Acoustic PA system that he wasn’t using, the Van Halens turned to him for help. Roth agreed, but over time he went from charging them a modest rental fee to demanding they allow him to perform a few songs with the band at their shows in exchange. Eventually, the members of Mammoth decided to accept the determined Roth into the band, both to save the money they were spending renting his PA and to finally relieve Ed of his role as reluctant lead singer.


“Ed and I couldn’t stand [Red Ball Jets] or their music,” Alex told Classic Rock magazine. “But I realized Ed couldn’t be the singer. At the time Roth was a very cocky guy; he had long blond hair and walked around with a certain confidence. I figured his singing would improve as time went by, because he couldn’t sing for shit. Seriously. He compensated for it by being outspoken and different-looking.”


Shortly before Roth joined Mammoth, the band added keyboardist Jim Pewsey to the lineup, which gave them more freedom to expand their sound and repertoire.


With Roth as their new lead singer, Mammoth’s sound transformed away from heavy rock with extended instrumental jams to favor shorter pop songs with a few funky dance tunes thrown in. The change was mainly influenced by the band’s desire to get themselves booked in clubs where pop was the main fare. Although Mammoth attracted growing crowds to the backyard parties they played, they also attracted attention from local police forces, and their gigs were often shut down within minutes after they began playing. If they wanted to appear in clubs, pop, at least temporarily, represented the way forward.


As Mammoth started booking shows beyond Pasadena and its vicinity, they caught the attention of another band named Mammoth, which was based in the San Fernando Valley. This band, older and better established than the teenagers from Pasadena, had a lawyer send them a cease-and-desist notice. Forced to come up with a new name, the Van Halen brothers suggested Rat Salad, inspired by an instrumental track on Black Sabbath’s Paranoid album. That’s when Roth made the brilliant move of suggesting that they should rename themselves Van Halen, which was obviously appropriate, sounded cool, and would certainly be unique to them. The suggestion also strengthened Roth’s bond with the brothers.


By the time Van Halen booked its first gig at Gazzarri’s, Pewsey had left the band. Although they could still perform dozens of songs as a three-piece band with a lead singer, they sought ways to add to their repertoire to make it easier to play cover material for all-night sets four to five times a week. Roth thought that three-part vocal harmonies could make the band sound bigger and could even serve as a surrogate horn section for the funk and R&B songs he wanted to play. The problem was that Mark Stone couldn’t sing and refused to even try. Another issue was that Stone had trouble memorizing many of the three hundred songs in their expanded repertoire. The upshot was that the band needed to hire a new bass player.


Van Halen already had a replacement in mind when this decision was made: Mike Anthony, the bass-playing front man of Snake, a band based in nearby Arcadia. Anthony had an impressive vocal range, and he could easily hit higher notes that Roth and Ed could not. Although he’d previously crossed paths with the brothers, the first time he caught their attention was when Snake opened a concert headlined by Van Halen on May 3, 1974, at Pasadena High School Auditorium.


After the show, the Van Halen brothers struck up a conversation with Anthony, who suggested that they all get together to jam sometime. A few weeks later, Ed reached out to the bassist through a mutual friend and invited him to bring his bass and amp to Van Halen’s rehearsal space. After a session with Alex and Ed, the brothers invited Anthony to join the band.


“He was a really energetic performer and had a great voice, although I didn’t care for the rest of his band,” recalled Alex.


Playing at Gazzarri’s was not the most glamorous gig, but it eventually led to bigger and better things for Van Halen. In April 1976, the influential Hollywood tastemaker Rodney Bingenheimer dropped by the club with a friend to have a few drinks and laugh at the struggling cover bands that usually played there. Instead, they were surprised to find a highly talented band and a club filled with attractive girls, including a few that frequented Bingenheimer’s English Disco, which had been located about two miles east of Gazzarri’s on Sunset Boulevard before closing in December 1975.
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GUITAR: 1955 Gibson Les Paul Junior


USED: Early Hollywood club years
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Ed’s black and white “Frankenstein” super Strat became an instant celebrity in the guitar community when he posed with the instrument on the cover of Van Halen’s debut album. However, several outtake images from that photo session show Ed holding an entirely different guitar—this battered 1955 Gibson Les Paul Junior, which Ed occasionally played during Van Halen’s club days. Although Ed didn’t play the Junior on the album, history could have been very different if one of the outtake photos with the guitar was featured on the cover instead.


“I wanted to remove the paint so I could refinish this guitar, so I put liquid paint remover on it,” Ed recalled. “As I was doing that, the paint wasn’t coming off, but it started to look really interesting, so I just left it like that. It looked tripped out. I did that right after I destroyed my ES-335 [see main story] with a belt sander, trying to get the paint off. I didn’t realize that the body was contoured, and I sanded a hole right through the wood! I should have used the belt sander on the Junior instead, because it has a flat surface, but when I went to the paint shop they told me to try paint remover.”


This guitar, along with Ed’s original Frankenstein and Ibanez Destroyer, was one of a handful of instruments from Van Halen’s club days that remained in the guitarist’s personal collection.





“[Van Halen] were just doing Top 40 stuff,” Bingenheimer told Robert Hilburn of the Los Angeles Times in early January 1977. “I was impressed and asked them if they had any original material. They told me I should drop by and see their show at the Pasadena Civic. When I got there, they had something like two thousand kids in the place. They had put the show together themselves. Amazing.”


Bingenheimer helped Van Halen book bigger and better gigs, including shows opening for international acts like UFO, at the Golden West Ballroom in Norwalk and at the Starwood on Santa Monica Boulevard, which presented national acts and local bands that performed original material. “I took Gene Simmons of Kiss to see them [at the Starwood], and he liked them so much he flew them to New York to record a demo,” Bingenheimer said. He also was the first DJ to play Van Halen on the radio, broadcasting “Runnin’ with the Devil” from the band’s demo tape and interviewing the vociferous Roth on his new program on the Pasadena station KROQ in December 1976.


The band’s involvement with Simmons was bittersweet. Although recording the demo was exciting—they worked at Jimi Hendrix’s Electric Lady Studios in New York as well as at Village Recorders in West LA, where the Rolling Stones had recorded Goats Head Soup and Eric Clapton had tracked “After Midnight”—they weren’t happy with the results. They were further disappointed when Kiss’s manager, Bill Aucoin, didn’t share Simmons’s enthusiasm for them and opted instead to sign a band called Piper, fronted by Billy Squier.


In late 1976, Van Halen resumed playing shows in Hollywood at clubs like the Starwood and Whisky a Go Go, which had just started booking live music again after spending the previous year and a half hosting cabaret revues and stage shows like Let My People Come. Van Halen also landed a handful of concert opening-act gigs, including a New Year’s Eve show at the Santa Monica Civic for Sparks and a show headlined by Santana on January 30, 1977, at the Long Beach Arena. But their band’s most successful performances were those they booked and promoted themselves at the Pasadena Civic Auditorium, which they packed with thousands of homegrown fans.


Van Halen’s persistence in playing original music at Hollywood nightclubs finally paid off later in 1977. It took the band longer than it should have to land a contract with a major record label, but once they did, their days of playing clubs ended, replaced by gigs at arenas and stadiums across the United States and beyond. But they were able to make that transition seamlessly, in part because of all the experience they had garnered playing those same small clubs.


What inspired you to play music?


My dad. He was a soulful guy. He was a professional musician, and he played saxophone and clarinet like a motherfucker. But he didn’t make enough money playing music to make ends meet, so he also had to do things like washing dishes and working as a janitor. My mom had to work full-time, too. She was a maid. I’ll never forget helping my dad wax floors at the Masonic Temple in Pasadena. I learned how to operate a floor waxer and helped my mom clean houses.


But what saved all of us was music. Music was just the environment that I grew up around. That was his life, and it became my life. I don’t know if it was in the genes or the environment… or both. My mom didn’t play professionally, but she had this huge organ with a rhythm box in it. On holidays my mom and dad would play oldies, with her on the organ and my dad on sax.


Music became my escape. Every week the cops would show up at our house because my mom would be chasing my dad with a pan and slamming him on the head. They loved each other, but they fought a lot. To escape from that, I would play the piano or hide in my room playing guitar.


My dad died when he was sixty-six because he was an alcoholic, but he led a full life. My mom was eighty, and she didn’t do anything. I’m trying to find a balance. I don’t want to be like my mom and live to be eighty, but do nothing. But I don’t want to die at sixty-six, either, like my dad did.


What was your first electric guitar?


It was a Teisco. It’s ironic because it had four pickups and I’m known for having guitars with just one pickup. The first songs I learned how to play on that guitar were “Pipeline,” “Wipeout,” and “Walk, Don’t Run” by The Ventures. I actually have Super 8 footage of me playing at my sixth-grade talent show. There’s no sound, though. After that I started playing songs by Cream and eventually things by Grand Funk and Black Sabbath. I got rid of my original Teisco a long time ago, but I found another one that’s exactly the same. [See photo index.]


How did you learn to play guitar?


I would listen to records or the radio and play by ear. I was very shy when I was young. I never talked much, so a lot of people at school thought I was a prick. I started drinking when I was twelve—my dad gave me a shot of vodka and a cigarette after a German shepherd bit me—and I kept drinking after that because I was shy and nervous. I also drank every time we played with my dad’s band to calm my nerves.


When I got drunk, I would say all kinds of shit that I didn’t mean. I struggled a lot in school, getting fucked around by girlfriends and not fitting in with the jocks, so I would just stay home and play guitar for hours at a time. I locked myself up in my room all throughout high school and said to myself, “Hey, this guitar is never going to fuck me in the ass like some chick.” The more effort and attention I put into it, the more I got back.


When did you start playing guitar in bands?


When I first learned to play guitar, it would be just Alex and me. We played together for so long. We never had a bass player in the very beginning. I played so fucking loud you couldn’t hear the guy anyway. Alex and I would play with my dad’s band—the country club circuit, weddings, bar mitzvahs, and shit. My dad would play at the Continental Club every Sunday night and we would sit in with him. We would play at the La Mirada Country Club, and he’d play at a place called the Alpine Haus in San Fernando in the Valley and we’d wear the lederhosen. Those polka songs are so weird. They’re all I-IV-V, but they’re like some odd country song. Alex would sit in and play drums with them, then I’d come up and play guitar with Alex. When the band took breaks, Alex and I would play by ourselves for the crowd, and my dad would pass the hat around for tips. It was a lot of fun.


All those bands that played the Hollywood clubs after us missed the most important part. They didn’t play weddings, bar mitzvahs, polkas, and all that other shit like we did way before the club days. I’m not saying that you have to do that to play clubs, but it helps you understand how to make different audiences happy.


Van Halen really didn’t sound like any of the other bands in the clubs back in the seventies, whereas many of the bands that played in Hollywood clubs during the eighties sounded like Van Halen.


Back then, record companies played a big part in defining trends. When punk and New Wave first happened, they signed a bunch of punk and New Wave bands and promoted them. It was the same thing when Nirvana and Pearl Jam first came out—then every record company had to sign a grunge band. After a while, people can only take so much of one thing, so it goes in cycles. But it always comes back to the simplicity of rock and roll. When we started out, there was no path to fame. You just played.


I remember all of those ads for bands seeking members in the eighties: “Must have hair.” It was like they cared more about how you looked than how well you played.


It was like a bad dating service. There were some good bands playing in the clubs after us, but after a while the music became secondary, and it was all about image.


Nowadays people have these workstations at home, and they can piece anything together, but they can’t play it for me live. They can dance around while they lip-synch it, but they can’t actually perform it. Music was played live way before there was any technology to record it. Do you think Beethoven or Mozart would have wasted their time writing their music out if they had a twenty-four-track recording studio or Pro Tools? They would have just recorded it and let someone else transcribe it. Think of all the music they could have made.


How did you go from playing covers to playing original material?


When we used to play clubs, we learned just enough Top 40 songs to get hired. But you had to play five 45-minute sets. Even if you knew thirty songs, that was only enough to get you through two sets, because most Top 40 songs are only three minutes long. We figured we could play our own stuff, and no one would care as long as the beat was there.


One day we were playing at this club in Covina called Posh. I’ll never forget this. We ran out of Top 40 tunes, so we started playing our own music. The owner of the club walks up to us while we were playing a song and goes, “Stop! I hired you to play Top 40. What is this shit?!” He told us to get the fuck out of there and he wouldn’t let us take our equipment. We had to come back the next week to pick up our equipment. It was always that way. It was either the guitarist is too loud or plays too psychedelic. They always complained about me.


It’s funny, but no matter how hard I tried to sound like the records—and I really tried—I always ended up sounding like me. We used to play “It’s Your Thing” by the Isley Brothers, but everyone thought it was a Black Sabbath song because I was playing it through a Marshall. It was Black Sabbath funk! We would play “Get Down Tonight” by KC and the Sunshine Band—all that stuff. But the stuff that was closest to my heart was Black Sabbath. But it was a blessing. If you play and play and play, after a while you discover the essence of yourself.


In the very early days of Van Halen, you originally wanted to call the band Rat Salad. You obviously were a huge Black Sabbath fan back then.


We played just about every Black Sabbath song. I used to sing lead on every Black Sabbath song we did—things like “Into the Void,” “Paranoid,” and “Lord of This World.” I grew up listening to Tony Iommi, but just because he wore a cross and played left-handed didn’t mean that I had to do the same thing. Just because Clapton had an afro didn’t mean that I did. I just liked the music. One thing that David Lee Roth always used to say that was kind of funny but true is that people just need to know where to look. It wasn’t about image. I never emulated anyone and thought if I dressed like that, I’ll make it. If I write a song like that, I’ll make it. I just listened to people play so I could play.


To me, Tony Iommi of Black Sabbath is the master of riffs. That’s what I loved. I’m not knocking Ozzy or his singing, but listen to “Into the Void.” That riff is some badass shit. It was beyond surf music and jazz. It was beyond anything else I had ever heard. It was so fuckin’ heavy. I put it right up there with (sings the four-note intro to Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony). What are you going to sing over that? Listen to the main riff where he chugs on the E string. It hits you like a brick wall. Every band on the planet still does that. That is a staple of rock and roll.


You’ve mentioned that Eric Clapton was also an early influence.


He was. I figured out a few of his guitar solos note for note, but that was about as far as it went. With me, it was all about the live Cream stuff. To me, that is where Clapton’s style came from. Clapton was the only guy doing that kind of soloing back then. His live jams with Cream also helped me find my own voice on the guitar because I was limited gear-wise. Back in ’68, he was using natural distortion from his Marshall stacks on those live tracks on Wheels of Fire and Goodbye. I had no money and couldn’t afford a fuzz box or wah pedal, or whatever else it was that Hendrix had in his rig. I just plugged straight into the amp and turned everything up to 11. To get a different or unique sound, I had to use just my fingers and my imagination.


I don’t mean to downplay anything Clapton did, but for me it was also about Cream’s rhythm section. Listen to “I’m So Glad” on Goodbye and adjust the balance to the right—Jack Bruce and Ginger Baker were playing jazz through distorted Marshall stacks. Jack is an insane player. It’s just E to D on the entire song, but what Jack does sonically, how he plays around those two chords and makes it interesting is just out there. The bass playing is the most insane twisting and changing thing I’ve ever heard in my life, and it’s just two chords. It’s so out, but it’s brilliant. Clapton sounds lost.


How did you start your quest to find your own individual sound on the guitar?


A lot of it had to do with the fact that I never took lessons, which also influenced the way I play. I bought one of my first guitars from Lafayette Electronics, which was like RadioShack. They had a twelve-string Univox guitar that I really liked, but I didn’t want twelve strings. I wanted six. I asked the sales guy if I could take six strings off and try it and he said, “No.” I said, “Why not? I want to buy the guitar. You should give me a discount for taking six of the strings off.”


What was your first good guitar?


I saved my money and bought myself a 1969 gold top Les Paul with soapbar P90 pickups. It was the first real guitar that I ever owned, but I didn’t like the pickups at the time. I wanted a humbucker. I got a humbucker from somewhere, crammed it in the guitar, and replaced the bridge pickup.


Back when we used to play the Starwood and Whisky, people were tripping at the sound I was getting from that guitar. Everyone who heard me wondered how I got that sound from a soapbar pickup. They didn’t realize I put a humbucker in there because my right hand covered the pickup. They thought I was getting that sound with soapbar pickups. I wasn’t trying to fool anyone, but that was the sound I wanted. I didn’t like the way the gold finish looked, so I painted it black. I always fucked with everything. I never left anything the way it was when I bought it. Eighty-seven percent of the time I was successful. Thirteen percent of the time I ruined it, but I learned.


What was your first good amp?


I got a 100-watt Marshall stack, which was the same amp that I used on our first six albums. I was working for a music store called Berry & Grassmueck in Pasadena, moving pianos and organs, and a Marshall amp that had belonged to the Rose Palace came in one day. The Rose Palace is a concrete building where they build Rose Parade floats, and they used to have concerts there with bands like Iron Butterfly and Jimi Hendrix. When they stopped having concerts there [the last concert at the Rose Palace took place on January 17, 1970, featuring Eric Burdon and War and Alice Cooper], that Marshall ended up in the store. I had never seen a Marshall before, except in pictures. I told them that I didn’t care how long I had to work there, but I wanted that amp. All I cared about was that it was a Marshall.


When I first plugged it in, I blew it up. When you’d plug the amp straight into the wall, it would go “poof!” When I got it fixed, it was too loud. I remember playing a gig with it once when it was still working and as I looked behind it, I could see the tubes melting! It was too hot.


I just used to sit in my room and stare at it. I just couldn’t believe I had Marshall. I eventually met someone who worked at the Rose Palace who told me it was the house amp. Probably everyone and their brother played through it. It remained stock throughout its life.


The first time I opened up my 100-watt Marshall, I was taking advice from some guy who knew less about electronics than I did, but I listened to him. He kept saying, “It’s the rectifier. It’s the rectifier.” I asked my dad if he knew what a rectifier was, and he showed me this big old square thing, which didn’t belong in an amp at all. I was poking around in the amp, trying to figure out where the rectifier was. Of course, I touched the wrong thing, got shocked, and was knocked clear across the room. At least I found the rectifier! But I always wondered, “What will happen if I do this?”


That’s how I stumbled onto the Variac [a variable transformer for adjusting power outlet voltage from 0 to 130 or more volts]. I bought a second Marshall head, but I didn’t know that it was a British model instead of a US export model, like the one I had. The British models are wired to run on 240 volts, and US voltage is 120. When I first plugged in the Marshall, it didn’t make any sound because the voltage was half of what it needed to work properly. I left it on for a few hours, thinking that it just needed to warm up, and when I played it again you could barely hear it. It sounded distorted like a Marshall turned all the way up, but it was really, really quiet. Later I discovered that the British Marshall was supposed to run on 240 volts.


That made me wonder if my first Marshall would still work if I lowered the voltage. I thought that might enable me to get the same tone as when I turned the amp all the way up but at a lower volume level. I actually started out with just a light dimmer. I hooked it up to the house and fried a fuse. I went, “There’s got to be a better way to do this.” Then I went to Dow Radio and bought a Variac. That worked. The Variac was the key to making that amp work, and it worked for years. I used the Variac to lower the voltage to about 89 volts, so I could turn the amp up without blowing it up. Sylvania 6CA7 tubes sound great in it, but the best set of tubes I ever had in that amp was a matched set of Telefunkens.


Do you still use a Variac?


No. The only reason I ever used that was in the club days to get my sound, but quieter. The only way I could make that Marshall work is with everything all the way up. In a club it would be too uncontrollable. It would be too loud, and it would feed back. I actually used it for recording in the early days, too, before I started sitting in the control room. I always play back here [behind the mixing console at 5150]. Alex is the only one out there. I play in here so I can get the vibe. I hate wearing headphones. In the old days of recording, I would stand out there and use headphones. I’d be too close to the cabinet, so it would feed back, so I would turn down the volume with the Variac. I stopped doing that a long time ago, back in ’83 when I built the studio.


In photos of some of the band’s early performances, you have a blond Fender amp head onstage.


That was a Fender Bandmaster. I used that amp for years in two ways. I already had the Marshall, but I had not stumbled onto the Variac thing yet, so I would use the Bandmaster through the Marshall cabinet when we gigged at places like Gazzarri’s because the Marshall was too loud. In the little house in Pasadena that I grew up in, my mom always hated what she called “that high crying noise”—in other words, soloing. She’d always go, “Why do you have to make that high crying noise?”


I discovered that I could plug a speaker cabinet into the Bandmaster’s external speaker output instead of the regular output and it was really quiet. I could turn everything all the way up, which is what I always did anyway, and there was this small amount of bleed that sounded exactly like when the regular output is turned all the way up, but it’s really quiet. Everyone says that you can’t do that because the transformer will blow, but the amp never blew up. It was really quiet, so my mom couldn’t hear me, but it sounded amazing.


The beauty of that amp is how many songs I wrote with it. I wrote all of the early Van Halen songs for the first three albums that way, with that amp, sitting alone in my bedroom. My dog Monty would sit down next to me, and he dug it. When I wrote the intro to “Women in Love,” he was sitting there with his ears perked up, like the RCA Victor dog. That Bandmaster was more important than the Marshall head, because I wrote everything with it.


What were some of your other early guitar experiments?


I bought a Gibson ES-335, which used to be my favorite guitar because it had a thin neck and low action. It was real easy to play, but the guys in the band hated how it looked. It had one of those Maestro Vibrola wiggle sticks with the bent metal tailpiece, like you find on an SG. I liked it, but it wouldn’t stay in tune. I started messing with it to find out why it wouldn’t stay in tune. I don’t know if people to this day understand the reasons why a guitar won’t stay in tune.


Since I was having problems with the vibrato making the guitar go out of tune, I figured that maybe I could make the E, A, and D strings solid and just have the high three strings affected by the wiggle stick, so I sawed the bent metal spring in half. I figured out how to hard-mount the low three strings, but I couldn’t figure out how to bolt the wiggle stick part into the wood. I drilled a hole and put a screw in it, and it worked a little bit, but after a while the wood gave out.


I did all kinds of crazy shit to that 335. I took a belt sander to it when I wanted to strip the finish and repaint the guitar white, but I didn’t realize it was an archtop so I ended up sanding a big hole through the wood. I’ve destroyed a lot of guitars, but to me it didn’t mean anything. It was really about having a guitar do what I want.


There are photos of you from the club days playing a Stratocaster with a humbucking pickup installed at the bridge.


I played that guitar for a while before I built my Frankenstein guitar. I just slapped a humbucker in there, and that got me closer to the sound I wanted, but it still wasn’t right. The tone was too thin, probably because of the wood that the body was made of.


After I tore that Strat apart, I had no idea where all the wires should go. I hooked up the pickup to the volume knob and it worked, so I just left it at that. That’s all I needed. For years after that, all of my guitars that I built by myself had just one pickup. That was just simply due to my ignorance.


How did you promote Van Halen in the early days?


A lot of bands make a demo tape. We did that also. We went to New York with Gene Simmons from Kiss in 1976. He saw us in a club and asked us, “Are you guys on a label or anything? Do you have a manager?” and we said, “No.” So he said, “Wow, you guys are a hot band, I’d like to work with you.” And we were going, “What do you mean?” What it boiled down to was he wanted to take a shot at producing a rock band, so we said, “Sure,” because he was paying for it all. We went to New York, made the world’s most expensive demo tape, and never ended up using it. Even though we had a demo tape, we didn’t know where in the hell to take it. We didn’t know anyone.


Bands will take demos to a record company where some clown sitting on a couch and smoking a joint listens to your tape, but usually nothing ever happens that way. We basically just kept playing everywhere around the LA area. We used to put on our own shows in our hometown and draw three thousand people, selling tickets for four dollars. This was way before Warner Bros. We just developed a following that way, and the word got out.


What did you learn from recording the demos with Gene Simmons?


I learned that I didn’t like overdubbing. Gene just naturally assumed that I knew that was how it’s done, but I said, “Oh no, I can’t do that.” I wanted to stick to my normal way of playing, where I would noodle in between chord lines. Instead, I had to fill in those spots on the tape after I recorded the rhythm part, so it was rather uncomfortable.


What do you miss the most about playing in clubs?


I miss how things back then were unknown. I miss the mystique. There was no internet or YouTube, so we got away with a lot of things in certain aspects of life that bands would never get away with today. It was easier to build things up and get a reputation. Look at a band like Zeppelin. Their whole thing was mystique. Half the shit that was talked about back then never happened, but if there was YouTube, you’d know.
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