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We never thought we’d be writing a sequel to Under the Big Black Sun.


When John and I set out to write our first book, which chronicled the birth of punk rock in Los Angeles, specifically spanning the years 1977 to 1982, we went into it with a purpose: we were intent on making sure that if we were telling the story of the roots of L.A. punk, it be told by multiple voices of folks who actually lived through it. It was important that it didn’t become a tale from just John’s perspective but rather an overview of a time that was noticeably becoming, at best, a victim of revisionist history. Its origin and ensuing years had been thinly documented on any global scale, especially compared to the concurrent New York and UK musical revolutions.


When we first pursued a deal to write what would become UTBBS, our goal was very simple: pen the history of the West Coast punk rock movement. Once we actually signed a deal to publish the tale, we realized that in order to make it cohesive, it would be best to devote the narrative, historically, to those first five years. The perfect year to end it seemed to be 1982, just as punk rock was really entering the consciousness of the US mainstream.


I wish I could tell you with confidence that we knew what we were doing when we undertook writing Under the Big Black Sun, but blissfully we didn’t. We asked a handful of participants to write chapter-length essays on specific topics, tales that suddenly would—to our surprise and delight—evolve into mini-autobiographies that painted the feel of a city, a scene, and its inhabitants. These writers—a select group of varied architects and chroniclers of the punk scene—individually and collectively led us into this fabled underworld, where drugs and sex and violence lived side by side with art, camaraderie, desperation, quests for fame, quests for self-destruction, and, of course, self-expression. As we collected these chapters we quickly discovered that—with a little added narration and color commentary—an actual story was forming.


Jane Wiedlin, guitarist and songwriter of the groundbreaking Go-Go’s, was the first person to submit her chapter for what would become the inaugural volume. Jane’s chapter, “The Canterbury Tales,” is an unflinching, unapologetic, honest, funny, and sometimes brutal account of living in Los Angeles during the evolution of punk culture. It made both John and me take pause and realize that we might actually be able to tell this story as it should be told. The illuminating essays began rolling in, written by musicians Exene Cervenka (X), Dave Alvin (The Blasters), Henry Rollins (Black Flag), Charlotte Caffey (The Go-Go’s), Jack Grisham (T.S.O.L.), Teresa Covarrubias (The Brat), Mike Watt (The Minutemen), Robert Lopez (The Zeros, El Vez), Chris D. (The Flesh Eaters), and Pleasant Gehman (The Screaming Sirens) as well as journalists Kristine McKenna and Chris Morris. Suddenly we had a book; the chapters sequenced effortlessly into an engaging tale better than anything we had hoped for.


The book met with immediate positive reaction from both press and the public; the response surpassed our wildest expectations. Under the Big Black Sun spent seven weeks in the top ten on the Los Angeles Times hardcover nonfiction best-seller list, and even nabbed a “best spoken word recording” GRAMMY nomination for its accompanying audiobook, which featured every participating author reading their own chapter.


Still, we never figured we’d be writing a sequel.


It was toward the end of the promotion for the first book that the story suddenly felt unfinished, and it began to seem logical to tackle the next five years—closing our tale in the confines of a decade of musical revolution. We are grateful that the unexpected success of Under the Big Black Sun gave us the opportunity to really explore the concept of finishing what we started. With this volume we hope to contribute to the currently limited—but growing—historical documents that exist on this era. Without rewriting history, the prospect of completing the “real” story—which essentially can be summarized with “and then hair metal won the L.A. Sunset Strip civil war”—seemed depressing, if not historically accurate. Certainly the world knew the victors—punk rock didn’t die, but it was seemingly relegated to the fringe, forever represented by the few who had established sustainable touring careers or moved on to some sort of mainstream notoriety.


It was a casual conversation with our mutual friend Krissy Teegerstrom that really set forth to define what this book would become. It gave us a story arc we felt we could wrap our heads around while trying to tell this tale of the second half of Los Angeles’ original punk rock scene. It was Krissy’s impression, after reading the first book, that the first-wave pioneers had thrown seeds and that those seeds had taken root. Watching the discussions that would unfold, she was overwhelmed to discover the influence this scene had—not only on musicians but also on so many aspects of contemporary art and lifestyle. She was the one who suggested we not craft this story as the end of a once-important regional music scene but rather let it evolve into more of a historical study of the scene’s importance to international culture.


Personally, after the last book I found the majority of comments I received were from folks who related to my story of discovering punk at the end of its first five years, citing identical personal revelations. As much as any of the prose, many specifically made note to me of the book’s dedication, where I thanked the members of X for altering everything my young brain thought it knew about music and art. This was—not surprisingly in retrospect—an experience shared by so many. It didn’t matter if you were from L.A. or what gender you were or if you came of age in the 1970s or the 2000s—if you got a taste of the poison, it seeped in and became part of a shared DNA.


In a chapter of the first book devoted to regional punk rock art and photography, I wrote that the style of the time—captured primarily in show flyers and spearheaded by the likes of art pioneers Raymond Pettibon or Robbie Conal—most likely inspired the work of twenty-first-century icons like Shepard Fairey and Banksy. In a very kind post scripted upon the book’s initial release, Fairey wrote, “I was incredibly honored when DeSavia describes the importance of flyer art and the ubiquitous flyer culture of the time and accurately points to how this untraditional art form seeped into the creative minds and souls of artists—both music and visual, and inspired the likes of me and Banksy. That’s very true; I’m not sure if he’s heard me mention flyer culture as an inspiration in interviews, but if the connection seemed obvious to him intuitively, he was correct.”


Krissy’s suggested narrative began to reveal itself as thus: along with the participants of the time featured within these pages, we asked a few select folks to write about their own bond with the music and the time, often from the experience of how it affected their own art and helped them define and celebrate their individuality. The first person we reached out to with this concept was Shepard. He is an unapologetic and vocal fan of the time and a torchbearer of the ethos of punk. Fairey enthusiastically drafted a chapter detailing his inspiration that came from punk culture and the courage it gave him to pursue the then-misunderstood/oft-criticized street art culture that helped define and establish its prominence. We’re completely honored that Shepard, along with legendary pro skater Tony Hawk, acclaimed film director Allison Anders, and renowned actor Tim Robbins, contributed essays to this volume on punk rock’s influence on their art and individuality.


Seeds were thrown, for sure. What was essentially hiding in the shadows moved from a whisper to a scream in rapid-fire time. This late-twentieth-century cultural revolution—or artistic mutiny, depending on how you perceived it—aided in altering the way we looked at music, art, fashion, gender roles, authority, and almost all aspects of a post-sixties counterculture subtly and, ultimately, so significantly. In the eighties the former hippies—who generationally had laid the groundwork for what would become punk—represented a then enemy; a new establishment composed of bohemian free spirits was suddenly rapidly evolving into a bunch of Reagan-era “greed is good” stereotypes. The punks ditched the harpsichords for something decidedly aggressively melodic, if melodic at all. It was a less-discussed generation gap, steeped in both political unrest and economic uncertainty but ultimately one that historically created a wider chasm than that created by the clashing of Sinatra to Elvis. In the early days any of the minimal mainstream coverage of the West Coast’s music scene primarily focused on safety-pin stereotypes and the threat of violence it seemed to promise. Now that musical uprising is culturally celebrated in museum exhibitions and coffee table art books. Pretty groovy.


By 1982 the impact the West Coast was having was undeniable, evidenced by the records released that year: The Descendents’ Milo Goes to College, The Misfits’ Walk Among Us, Flipper’s Generic, Bad Brains’ eponymous debut, Bad Religion’s How Could Hell Be Any Worse, Angry Samoans’ Back From Samoa, FEAR’s The Record, The Circle Jerks’ Wild in the Streets, T.S.O.L.’s Beneath the Shadows, Rank and File’s Sundown, and X’s Under the Big Black Sun, to name a handful. Around the globe suburban kids were now becoming converted to the ways of punk, thanks to The Clash, who released Combat Rock, their fifth and best-selling album (eventually going on to sell two million copies in the US alone). Throughout the next five years the L.A. punk landscape was splintering into a dizzying array of genres that engaged and thrilled Angelenos. Regionalism was alive and well, and we had it in spades: the press identified the scenes as “cowpunk,” the “Paisley Underground,” or “power pop,” all sourced from the various elements that birthed punk in the Gold Rush State: country, the blues, fifties rock ‘n’ roll and sixties garage rock, Latin music and culture, and on and on. Bands as diverse as Lone Justice, The Long Ryders, The Bangles, The Red Hot Chili Peppers, Blood on the Saddle, The Dream Syndicate, Fishbone, and many more started to dominate and redefine the local musical landscape.


Hardcore was growing stronger and more global. It split into curiously overlapping camps that embraced violent, political, and straight-edge cultures. It grew more sophisticated and influential in the hands of local bands like Suicidal Tendencies, D.I., The Adolescents, The Vandals, The Crowd, Middle Class, China White, The Stains, and Jody Foster’s Army as well as more established bands like FEAR, The Circle Jerks, Black Flag, Saccharine Trust, The Minutemen, and T.S.O.L. It was building what would eventually become punk’s strongest and most enduring following.


A West Coast punk-led spoken-word movement began to rival that of the East Coast through the voices of local poets and writers such as Wanda Coleman and Harvey Kubernik as well as the emerging literary voices of musicians Exene Cervenka, Henry Rollins, and Jello Biafra, and including folks like Doe, Dave Alvin, Chris D., and many more.


A new crop of independent record companies formed, joining and/or replacing the first wave of pioneering labels. And of course, the major labels came racing to the chum in the water, hedging bets on this untapped youth culture movement. All the while, bigger and smaller bands relentlessly toured the US, developing the live audience, venues, and indie/college radio circuit that would allow the later indie and grunge-era bands to make a truly significant impact on the under-thirty crowd.


Cutting-edge pop and rock, specifically new wave, firmly took hold of the mainstream, and it took hold fast. MTV had debuted in the fall of 1981, and with it came a tidal wave of this new alternative music—most of which were pop acts branding themselves to a young generation by adopting punk style. Yeah, video killed the radio star, but it also conditioned the USA for kids sporting then-shocking dyed hair or leather spiked chokers. Sure, parents didn’t like it, but they reluctantly had to accept it. An unexpected result was the beginning of the end for regional variations of new music because everyone saw the latest trends at the same time. New music, now in real danger of becoming a campy fad and stereotype, was profitable again. The end was nigh.


The early eighties fragmented our regional punk climate so much that our camaraderie of community began to crumble, while record deals and tours broke the gang apart. Punk began to splinter as the division between the hardcore kids and punk fans widened. As heavy and hair metal was taking hold, fans were drawing their lines in the sand.


Personally I was as excited about the prospect of this book as much as Doe originally hesitated: 1982 marked my first real foray into the punk scene, with my first X show at a club in Los Angeles’ San Fernando Valley suburb. For John I believe 1982 not only marked the beginning of the dissolution of the community but also excitement as the spotlight was starting to shine on this disparate group of musicians, artists, photographers, and writers. The future was bright and the future was terrifying—depending on the day, I reckon.


Like Under the Big Black Sun, John didn’t want the book to be about X or X’s view of regional punk rock; he wanted it to be everyone’s story… or at least as many as we could wrangle and fit. He fought against the photos of him and Exene on the covers—not out of a false modesty but a desire for them to reflect the community that existed. The community that eventually fell apart. The community that would remain tethered over the decades, either in celebration or brought together by loss.


Like the last book, we are incredibly humbled that so many agreed to join us on the journey of telling this tale; like the last book, we regret that we couldn’t invite every single participant from the era. It has always been our sincerest hope that everyone who participated, supported, or was moved by this moment in rock ‘n’ roll history is compelled to take pen to paper and write of their own experiences.


We are obviously very thankful that our friend had shared with us her epiphany about the seeds that were thrown during these monumental years. This book is about those seeds and how firmly those roots were planted…


Oh, and sex and drugs and loud, loud music.
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Plattsburgh, N.Y., 1978. The ceilings exploded as The Sex Pistols played in the shit hole off-campus apartment I shared with roommate and soon to be lifelong friend Frank Bednash. Frank had recently bought Talking Heads 77, Lou Reed’s Street Hassle, and The Pistols’ Never Mind the Bollocks. “GOD SAVE THE QUEEN” shouted out in that dingy apartment on Brinkerhoff, and our ceiling tiles, which were already precariously close to our heads, fell victim to weaponized heads and fists as they busted through the tiles above. My seventies hit parade aesthetic was shattered by the raucous, disrespectful, anarchic energy coming from these “punks” from the UK. Punk rock was a liberation, a smashing of the dull, the mundane, the formulaic.


Two years later I’m thrashing in mosh pits in Los Angeles, seeing bands like FEAR, Black Flag, Circle Jerks, and X and feeling, in those moments, FREE from the various loads of crap I was dealing with in the early eighties, including but not limited to Ronald Reagan, paying rent, and trying to get a job that didn’t suck.


These bands demanded attention. It was immediate, raw, and relevant to our lives. It made us physically ready for anything, inspired anger at things that we should be angry about, and eviscerated liars, frauds, and moral hypocrites. These songwriters were composing songs about us—our indignations, our loves, our fears. In the mosh pit, as crazy as it got sometimes, I saw more people taking care of each other than I saw people who wanted to hurt others. We were a disparate, anarchic community. There was a strange family in those sweaty clubs. There was nothing “hip” about it. Sure, there were scene-sters, but more often than not there was someone to call out the pretender, the fraud. This was an outsider movement. We were outside the culture. The real story was not being reported on. The media did not understand. They sensationalized it, made it as if it were some kind of teen dysfunction, some irrational acting out by privileged brats or homeless derelicts. On television episodics punks were depicted as mentally ill criminals.


I wonder if any of us thrashing around in a mosh pit in 1982 could have imagined the impending commodification of punk in music, fashion, and art. Expensive Warhol paintings of Sid Vicious and $4,000 designer jackets replete with safety pins and the anarchy symbol still float around us today as the men and women who made it all happen live in poverty. Punk was never going to make any of its musicians rich. It was almost as if making a lot of money was the opposite of being a punk rocker. Radio stations never played the bands I liked—the music wasn’t “palatable” enough for a mass market. I believe the absence of these bands from the airwaves speaks to their importance: their music was essential. These artists were there to bend our ears beyond the mind-numbing normality of “classic rock” and hit parades. They were there to liberate us from the “palatable.”


The band I followed most in the early eighties and still see today was X. John Doe, Exene Cervenka, DJ Bonebrake, and Billy Zoom played incredible live shows—and still do—that went hardcore while bringing beauty, poetry, and heart to the party. They had a touch of Woody Guthrie in them, a people’s music sensibility that reached back to Appalachia and Mexican roots music as it set the standard, in my opinion, for L.A. punk rock. Everyone had “their band.” And FEAR, Black Flag, and Circle Jerks all blew my mind at one time or another, but I always circled back to X.


Around the same time that I was driving my grandmother’s push-button trans ’64 Dodge Dart to the Masque, Club Lingerie, or the Anti-Club, I was a theater student at UCLA, studying directing. I met comrades in arms there, fellow punk rockers named Arenberg, Hinkley, Campbell, Robinson, Olivier, Schlitt, White, Bell, and Foster. We wanted to bring that mosh-pit energy to the stage. We were done with realism. We didn’t want to do plays set in living rooms that had an imaginary wall where the audience was and an audience who we “cheated” toward yet never acknowledged. We wanted to bust that wall. We wanted to affect people—challenge their sensibilities, shake them up in a way that was worthy of the punk rock shows that were inspiring us.


I read a play called Ubu Roi written in 1896 by an eccentric (Dadaist? Surrealist? Provocateur?) and madman named Alfred Jarry. At the first performance of Ubu Roi in Paris the audience became so incensed at the content that a riot broke out, and they tore up their seats and threw them onto the stage.


This was the play to do. Although written in 1896, Ubu was punk rock. It was rude, satirically funny, and wickedly relevant. W. B. Yeats, who witnessed the first performance, viewed it as an event of revolutionary importance, saying, “After all our subtle color and nervous rhythm.… After us, the savage God.”


We did midnight shows at the Pilot Theater in Hollywood. It wasn’t as if this was a venue that was presenting new work or anything remotely related to punk rock. I was able to convince the owner, for a cut of the gate, to let me share the space with other productions that were in there. So at 10 P.M. we would take down the set of Grease or an evening of one-acts that were really not plays but actually unsold TV pilots, and we would put up our set, which we had purloined in a slightly illegal way in a late-night run to a scenic shop. We had no money to advertise, so to get word around that we were doing it, we did a preview performance at Janet Cunningham’s newly opened CASH Gallery, put up posters illegally, did “flash mobs” by piling out of cars in front of movie theaters that were showing films at midnight to perform quick acts of brutal mimed violence for the people on line. Before anyone could figure out what was going on, they were holding a flyer for our show and we were driving away. Ubu Roi became a hit: we played for six months, and The Actors’ Gang was born. The crowds were great—there was a sense of danger and excitement every night. We were coming at them full throttle, telling the story of Ubu’s vicious rise to power and his greed and avarice, bringing life to this wild play complete with scatological debrainings, slow-motion assassinations, green phalluses used as weapons, and a merciless teddy bear.


When audiences arrived at the theater on a darkened Seward Ave just off the strip from hooker land, they would notice a shady-looking man dressed in an overcoat and carrying a boom box. He was our “plant,” a character we called the Ubuist. He would lurk outside, switching radio stations alternating from punk rock music to Christian radio preachers to more punk rock to sappy pop songs—in general, making the waiting audience uncomfortable. (Semi-full disclosure: we had to mix-tape this because, unlike the preachers and the sappy pop, you couldn’t find punk rock on the radio.)


Eventually, when the audience was getting settled in, the Ubuist would enter the theater and sit in the back row, still playing his boom box, now annoyingly switching stations every ten seconds or so. He was the fan who had seen the show too many times and was there to take the cool out of the experience, to create a discomfort for the trendy who found their way there. By the sixth scene in the play, he was part of the show. His boom box now had Ubu’s voice in it, and he became complicit with Ubu as a tax collector preying on poor peasants. Toward the end of the play there is a decapitation, which would nightly prove too much for the Ubuist to take. He would stand up and protest the brutality, and the actors would then forcibly eject him and his boom box from the theater. This was always a great moment, but there was an ulterior motive involved: it was the Ubuist’s job to get to the liquor store before 2:00 A.M. so we could have cold beers waiting to get drunk with after the show. We were young, arrogant, and ready to fuck shit up. The Actors’ Gang of 1982 was inspired by, fueled by, and beholden to punk rock. Punk was at the core of our energy and commitment on stage. Most of the actors in the show were no strangers to mosh pits. We were not meant to be doing tame theater. We were going to sweat hard and push beyond our physical limits. We were going to give as much to our audience as we had received from X or FEAR or The Dead Kennedys. We wanted to bring a punk rock aesthetic to theater. We wanted to communicate in this new language—independent in spirit and bold in defiance yet possessed of a conscience. We have carried this sensibility with us throughout the decades. That endurance in independence, defiance, and conscience has as its genesis and owes its life to all the West Coast punks who shared their hearts with us and changed our lives.
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One afternoon in 1984 I was sitting in the plush office of Lenny Waronker, the president of Warner Bros. Records, with Mr. Waronker and three of Warner’s Artist and Repertoire (A&R) staff. We were listening to tapes of the new songs that my band, The Blasters, had recorded for the upcoming album we were making for Warners. As a song I had written called “Kathleen” came to an end, a heavy, judgmental silence filled the room. Then the newest member of the A&R staff looked at me with a smirk on his face.


“Don’t get me wrong,” he said, “It’s a good song, I guess, so I’m not sure how to say this but, ahh… I mean, I’m sure it will go over great with your crowd and all, but… I just think, ah… that it sounds too much like The Blasters.”


I pulled a cigarette out of my shirt pocket, but I didn’t light it. I just twiddled it nervously between my fingers as my other hand gripped the arm of the chair I was sitting in. I could feel my temperature quickly rising and my face starting to burn with anger. I wanted to shout at the smug A&R man, “What the fuck did you just say, motherfucker? What the fuck do you fucking know about anything? You dumb-fucking fucking fuck?”


Instead of screaming at him with righteous indignation and hurling myself fists first into his face, though, I timidly looked at Mr. Waronker and the other two A&R guys for any sign of support, but none came. They just stared blankly back at me, waiting to see my reaction to the provocation. After a few awkward moments of inner turmoil and mental confusion I finally muttered the only diplomatic response I could think of: “Well, um, yeah, you’re absolutely right about that. Maybe that’s because we are The Blasters.”


No one laughed.


Yeah, we were The Blasters all right, but unfortunately I was the only member of the band present at this meeting. By this time in The Blasters’ relationship with Warner Bros., things had gotten so strained that I was the only Blaster ever allowed at any A&R meetings. During the year or so after we signed with the label most of the meetings between the band and the executives could be described as uncomfortable at best, with some descending into loud and ugly shouting matches.


The crazy thing, though, is that these primal-scream sessions were usually not between the Warner folk and us; most of the time it was The Blasters yelling at each other over something that had nothing at all to do with whatever the damn meeting was about in the first place. We’d all grown up together in Downey, California, and knew each other so damn well that arguing and fighting with ourselves was just how we communicated. We pushed, shouted, shoved, screamed, and punched each other whether we were seriously pissed off or simply showing sincere affection, so why should discussing artistic, career, or business decisions be any different? After one particularly incendiary showdown between my brother and me at a Warners meeting, over the pressing issue of whether or not the drummer on an old Little Willie John record kept time on the high hat, Mr. Waronker firmly decreed that I, as the band’s songwriter, would be the only band member they would ever meet with again to discuss creative issues. You can imagine how well that went over.


That afternoon I was especially angry with the novice A&R man and his snide putdown because, out of everything The Blasters had recorded before or since, “Kathleen” was—and remains—my absolute favorite performance we ever did. It was often difficult for us to replicate the raw energy of our live shows in the cold and clinical environment of a recording studio, but when we cut “Kathleen” we captured the sweaty abandon of a live gig perfectly. It’s a song I wrote about two blue-collar kids running away from home, and I wanted the music to sound like one of the great rhythm-and-blues tracks cut in New Orleans at Cosimo Matassa’s J&M Studio back in the 1950s. Naturally The Blasters did not let me down.


“Kathleen” featured the complete Blasters “big band” lineup of my brother Phil on vocals, Bill Bateman on drums, John Bazz on bass, Gene Taylor on piano, Lee Allen and Steve Berlin on saxophones while I bashed some Chuck Berry–ish guitar. While everyone played and sang their asses off, the real stars of the track were Lee and Gene. A 1950s New Orleans tenor sax legend who’d moved to Los Angeles in the sixties, Lee Allen had been every Blaster’s beloved friend, teacher, musical mentor, and lifestyle coach since we met him in the early seventies. Lee was an honored veteran of hundreds of those historic sessions at Cosimo’s studio, where he blew the melodic sax solos on classic hits by Little Richard and Fats Domino, among many others, and his solo on “Kathleen” was as vibrant and playful as any of his solos from three decades before. What really made the performance my favorite, though, was that our then producer, Jeff Eyrich, instead of stopping us after the song was technically over, let the tape keep rolling as the band, led by Gene’s powerhouse piano pumping, blasted happily away at full power into an impromptu boogie-woogie improvisation unlike anything we’d allowed ourselves to record in a studio before then.


I was also upset and embarrassed that I had possibly let down Lenny Waronker. He had taken more than his share of grief at Warners for signing a band that some folks at the label considered to be just a numbskull, pompadoured, three-chord novelty act. Mr. Waronker, though, saw potential in my brother’s passionate vocals and my developing songwriting. After The Blasters’ first album for the sweet-talking scalawags at Slash Records started to garner critical praise from places like Time magazine and then actually started selling more than a handful of copies, a few major labels began to inquire about signing us. The only label I wanted to sign with, though, was Warner Bros. because I knew about Mr. Waronker’s reputation as a producer and his commitment to allowing his artists great artistic freedom. He’d produced records for folks like James Taylor, Ry Cooder, Gordon Lightfoot, Arlo Guthrie, Rickie Lee Jones, and The Everly Brothers, among others, but what impressed me most was that he had produced one of my favorite albums, Randy Newman’s masterpiece, Good Old Boys. I wanted to learn how to be a decent songwriter and felt that Mr. Waronker could help guide me in little ways toward that goal. Fortunately that was one thing I was not wrong about.


There was, unfortunately, one thing I was quite wrong about. All of The Blasters wanted to move up to a major label for more serious distribution, promotion, and financial support, but I also didn’t want to completely desert the supposedly independent, supposedly idealistic rascals at Slash Records. After all, they were the ones who had originally given us a chance to record when no one else would. I mistakenly believed that having Slash would protect The Blasters from some of the artistic and financial nightmares I was seeing other bands go through when they signed to a major label. I certainly wanted to have a hit record, but I definitely wanted any hit record to actually sound like The Blasters, and I foolishly believed having Slash with us would help that happen. Despite warnings from my skeptical brother and from our very patient manager, Shelly Heber, as well as our savvy music publishers, Dan and Fred Bourgeois at Bug Music, a unique deal was proposed. The agreement was that we could sort of be on both labels at the same time. The Blasters would officially be Warner Bros. artists, but by generously giving Slash Records 15 percent of our earnings generated from recordings before recoupment, there would be a Slash Records logo displayed on our albums right next to the Warner Brother’s logo. After many heated discussions and more screaming, The Blasters signed with Warner Bros., who immediately took over pressing, promoting, and distributing our first Slash album.


In hindsight it was a pretty silly and stupid deal for The Blasters, but it was an extremely good and profitable one for Slash. This arrangement between The Blasters and the two aesthetically disparate labels created a positive working relationship between Warners and Slash that quickly led to a permanent distribution deal in which Slash became sort of an A&R farm team for Warners. With the infusion of the major label’s money, Slash went on to sign groundbreaking acts like Los Lobos, The Violent Femmes, Rank and File, The Bodeans, The Del Fuegos, Faith No More, L7, and many more. Sadly for The Blasters, though, Slash representatives weren’t quite the defenders of our artistic credibility I thought they would be; instead, they merely became yes-men to the Warner’s A&R staff. If Warners thought “Kathleen” sounded too much like The Blasters, then Slash thought “Kathleen” sounded too much like The Blasters.


On the positive side, while writing the songs for our second album and first full Warner Bros. release, 1983’s Non-Fiction, was when I actually started to feel like maybe I could, maybe, kind of, maybe sort of, perhaps, truly become a real, live songwriter. Even though some of the songs I’d written previously for the band, like “Marie Marie,” “American Music,” and “Border Radio,” have over the years become semi-standards in the roots music world, I seriously considered my writing of them to just be a lucky damn fluke. I really didn’t know how to write songs like a professional. Because of that fact, I was deeply stressed out at having to come up with a bunch of new songs for the album. I quit drinking beer and ceased all my mindless late-night carousing for a while in order to buckle down with a guitar, some pens, stacks of yellow legal pads of paper plus countless packs of cigarettes to force myself to become some kind of songwriter.


As I said earlier, the main thing I got right about us signing with Warners was that Mr. Waronker gently steered me to write about more topics than simply boy meets girl or boy loses girl. I greatly appreciated his confidence in me, but I still struggled with the pressure to not disappoint him or let down our fans or screw things up for my Blaster brothers, who were now depending on me to supply them with an album of new, original songs. Late one night, while I was wrestling with the words of some song I was working on, a very drunk Blaster barged into my bedroom. He stared at me for a moment and then loudly declared, “That better be a good fucking song ’cause my whole fucking life depends on you now so—don’t fuck it up!” He glared at me after he finished and then turned and left the room, slamming the door behind him. I was too shocked to say anything. All I wanted to do was give up, quit the band, and go back home to Downey. After a few minutes of imagining going back to my previous life as a wanna-be poet and a fry cook getting paid under the table, I lit another smoke, grabbed my guitar, and got back to work.


Eventually I started writing some decent songs, like “Long White Cadillac,” “Jubilee Train,” “Red Rose,” “Boomtown,” and “Bus Station.” These songs had bittersweet lyrics about hard times, missed opportunities, fading hopes, and even everyone’s favorite lighthearted topic, death. I knew that these weren’t the usual topics for Top Forty hits, especially at the height of the early-eighties’ neo-romantic, synthesizer, dance pop, but I didn’t really care. I knew my brother would understand what I was writing and would sing the hell out of these songs. All I was doing was adding to my songs the spirits of John Steinbeck, Nelson Algren, and Woody Guthrie as well as the attitude of the old picket-line songs we heard our union-organizer father sing around the house when we were growing up. Those kinds of lyrics fit right in with The Blasters’ hopped-up mix of various shades of blues, early R&B, rockabilly, country, Cajun, and other roots styles.


In contrast to the downbeat lyrics I was writing, the musical arrangements the guys and I came up with were as rocking as anything on our previous album. This was a trickster way of subtly conveying a socially conscious message while still getting folks out on the dance floor. After our first album a lot of people thought of The Blasters as a one-dimensional good time—rockabilly revival combo—and I wanted to put an end to such thinking. Whether I succeeded or not, I guess, depended on how closely you listened to the lyrics. Some folks did. Some folks didn’t. Mr. Waronker seemed to get it and encouraged me to follow the path I was traveling down.


To be fair to all the folks at Warners, we were not always the easiest group of guys to deal with or to promote, even when we weren’t arguing and fighting. Our ragged, jumbled gumbo of American roots music was very difficult for the Warners promotion department to market into a simple AM radio commercial product that could slip easily in between cuts by Culture Club or Soft Cell. Another problem for us was that we weren’t quite blues enough for some of the blues crowd or rockabilly enough for some of the rockabilly crowd, and just forget about us being arena rock enough for most of the arena rock crowd. Another harsh reality was that none of us possessed the dreamy teen idol good looks that could land us on the cover of gossip magazines. We also made their lives difficult by demanding to produce Non-Fiction ourselves, just as we had produced our previous album on Slash, because we’d yet to find a producer or recording engineer we trusted to capture our sound. We were a bit shocked Mr. Waronker agreed to this demand—he apparently had some faith in us that we knew what we were doing, and we kind of did in some ways, but in other ways we didn’t have a damn clue. We would have meetings with prospective producers or engineers who had grown up influenced and shaped by the complex sonic glories of Sgt. Peppers and Dark Side of the Moon, but we would show up with a bunch of scratchy old 78s by Big Joe Turner or Sonny Boy Williamson and then ask the stunned engineers if they could make us sound exactly like those.


At the same time that all the legal and business jazz was being worked out, The Blasters were transitioning from being a Los Angeles club band into being a national touring act. After the release of our first Slash album and its relative success, plus our ability to deliver a solid live show, we found ourselves on the road seven to eight months out of the year. Financially we were not making big rock-star bucks, but we were making more than any of our previous day jobs had paid us. We soon were making enough money to pay ourselves salaries, pay our bills, pay for our manager, pay a booking agent, pay for insurance, pay for a touring van, and, soon after, pay for a second van to haul our gear and sometimes keep one or two band members away from the other band members. We could afford a loyal road crew headed by our beloved road manager, Wally Hanley, and our sweet natured soundman, Robert Tomasevski. We crisscrossed the USA playing good gigs, bad gigs, great gigs, transcendental gigs. We became a headlining act selling out shit holes as well as rock palaces. We missed our families. We missed our friends and lovers. We gave interviews and said stupid things and smart things. We broke guitar strings, drum heads, and hearts. We drank too much. We smoked too much. We sweated too much. We stayed up days at a time too much. We all threatened to quit but never did. We toured Britain, Europe, and Canada, making a joyous racket. We released a live EP of blues and rockabilly cover songs. We had our PBS TV special and had Willie Dixon and Carl Perkins as our guests. We caused a few minor riots. We were banned from three cities in California. We wreaked havoc on our personal lives. We helped friends get gigs and record deals. We received praise from Sam Phillips, Bo Diddley, and Bob Dylan. We came home to sleep a couple days, then we hit the road again. We laughed with each other. We fought with each other. We took care of each other. We made some people aware of and proud of their musical heritage while making them dance and giving them a little hope for the future or, at least, inspiration to go start their own band and make their own sweet noise. It was truly an intense, amazing time, but then… things got weird.


Despite positive reviews and our constant touring, including a month-long US tour with Eric Clapton, Non-Fiction didn’t sell as many copies as our first album. Some people blamed our production and the album’s murky sound quality, while others blamed Warners for not promoting it enough or classic rock FM radio for ignoring the album entirely. Those reasons were all possible explanations, but in the end, I only blamed myself. I felt I had tried my best to be a goddamn songwriter but had ultimately failed. I failed our fans, failed Mr. Waronker, and, most importantly, failed my Blaster brothers.


Fortunately Mr. Waronker didn’t drop us from the label. He agreed to make another album with us, but he demanded we use a producer that he and the A&R staff approved of for the next album. The Blasters argued about this, of course, but eventually we agreed to play ball with Warners and use a producer. Then the big bone of contention between the label and us was just who this producer would be. We’d make a suggestion, but Warners would shoot it down for whatever reason. Then Warners would offer up a candidate who we would say no to. For example, my brother refused to work with one producer because Phil was convinced the guy was in a religious cult and would try to convert him, while I wouldn’t accept another producer because he had never heard of one of my favorite guitarists, Johnny “Guitar” Watson. As the two sides thrashed about with various producer options, I reluctantly went back into my sober songwriting mode with my guitar, pens, paper, and cigarettes to write the next album.


The most unfortunate, maddening, and infuriating incident involved the great Booker T. Jones, of the Memphis groove masters Booker T. & the M.G.’s. He saw us play in San Francisco, came backstage, and discussed producing our next album. In a rare moment of precious agreement, every single Blaster immediately said yes. It seemed to be the perfect solution. Well, at least it did until I told the Warner’s A&R staff. Despite the fact that Mr. Jones had just produced Willie Nelson’s multi-million-selling album, Stardust, they said he was too old and wanted someone “young and hip.” I argued, begged, and pleaded with them, to no avail. Naturally it wasn’t the A&R staff who had to call Mr. Jones to tell him he was too old—that terrible burden fell on me. Needless to say, I’ve never heard from him again, and it’s a frustrating, sad memory that still keeps me awake some nights, wondering what could have been.


Eventually the A&R crew and I came up with the plan of trying a young producer named Jeff Eyrich, who had recently produced The Plimsouls’ magnificent record of Peter Case’s song, “A Million Miles Away.” Jeff was an excellent musician who had toured with artists as wide ranging as Tim Buckley and Tanya Tucker but, most importantly, was a local guy who grew up on our side of town and went to the same high school as Phil and me. After some fast talking on my part, the guys agreed to give him a try, and we finally headed back to the studio to record what would become my last album with The Blasters, 1985’s Hardline.


Lyrically and thematically, the new songs weren’t much different from the songs on Non-Fiction, but musically I tried to push the boundaries of The Blasters’ style further than they had been stretched before. There were still some songs in the cranked-up, classic Blasters style, like, “Kathleen,” “Trouble Bound” (our ode to rockabilly existentialism). and the cynical rave-up “Rock and Roll Will Stand,” but the rest of the tunes were more of a mixed bag. I wrote two slow blues grinders that dealt with intolerance and slimy politicians, “Dark Night” and “Common Man.” I tried my hand at writing a straight country shuffle with “Help You Dream” and attempted a Curtis Mayfield and the Impressions–inspired soul strut called “Can’t Stop Time.” We also took a rock ‘n’ roll song I’d cowritten with my pal John Doe, titled “Little Honey,” and rearranged it into a quiet, moody, folk-bluegrass ballad. For our own damn kicks we recorded a jumping version of an Elmore James blues song, “Cry For Me,” but then one day Phil shocked all of us by going into the studio alone and not allowing any of us to be there. That day he cut a stomping solo interpretation of the ancient spiritual “Samson and Delilah,” accompanied only by his own guitar and two fabulous gospel singers, Bobby King and Herman Johnson, from Ry Cooder’s band. This track showcased my brother’s best guitar playing and, perhaps, his greatest vocal performance ever. I think it was also his way of saying “screw you” to the guys at Warners and, especially, maybe to his little brother who was pushing him a bit too much in uncomfortable musical directions.


Jeff convinced us to bring in other musicians to augment our sound for the album, so we invited good friends like David Hidalgo from Los Lobos to play some accordion and mandolin as well as Larry Taylor from Canned Heat and the Tom Waits combo to play some acoustic bass, while Jeff brought in bluegrass fiddle virtuoso Richard Greene. When Phil had a brilliant idea for gospel harmony vocals on “Trouble Bound,” Jeff simply said, “Cool. I’ll call the Jordanaires and see if they can do it.” Much to our delight and shock, they said yes! Phil, Jeff, and I flew to Nashville and recorded them on three songs in one afternoon. For The Blasters, who loved fifties rock ‘n’ roll and its cultural history, to have Little Richard’s and Fats Domino’s sax player and Elvis Presley’s damn backup singers together on one of our records was way beyond anything we’d ever expected in our lifetimes.


I felt an enormous sense of relief. The songs were written. The recording was finished. The tracks sounded big and professional. The album was done, and it was good, plus we hadn’t killed each other. Everything felt like we were on the right track. Sadly this euphoric state came to an end when I received an ominous phone call from Warners to come meet with Mr. Waronker and his A&R gang to discuss their “issues” with the album. This was the meeting where the smug A&R man made his crack about “Kathleen” sounding too much like The Blasters. To be honest, Mr. Waronker said many nice, positive things about the songs and the band’s artistic growth, but I was half-listening because of my anger at his junior A&R man. But I heard him loud and clear when he said the two sentences all recording artists dread hearing: “We don’t hear a single. Go back into the studio and come out with a hit record.” Okay. Sure. That’s easy. No problem.


Within a couple of weeks our producer was removed from the album and, sadly, “Can’t Stop Time,” “Cry for Me,” and, my favorite, “Kathleen” were all removed as well. I went back to sitting on the side of my bed in my apartment with my guitar, pens, papers, and cigarettes, trying to figure out how the fuck do you write a fucking hit song. Before I could get too suicidal, though, our manager called and shocked the living hell out of me. Shelly breathlessly informed me that John Mellencamp, then one of the biggest rock-pop stars in the country, had called her and proclaimed that he wanted to write and produce a song for us in order to “Get The Blasters a damn hit record!” Naturally Warners loved this idea, and naturally The Blasters argued, screamed, and fought about it before we agreed to give it a try with Mr. Mellencamp.


Mr. Mellencamp’s song for us, “Colored Lights,” was kind of a midtempo, early sixties R&B/pop number, which was cool with us, so we started arranging it to fit our Blasters style. He quickly stopped us and, as nicely yet firmly as he could, explained that our arrangement ideas were one of the reasons we didn’t have any hits. He then began arranging the song his way. I’d never seen a real hit-making team in action before, so I was fascinated watching him and his coproducer, the astute engineer Don Gehman, discussing what sort of tempo would be best for the song because of what sort of radio formats we were shooting for as well as what instruments and sounds were currently radio friendly and which weren’t, and so on. After deciding on the tempo, they began building the track layer by layer, starting with Stan Lynch, the drummer from Tom Petty’s Heartbreakers, and our drummer, Bill Bateman, recording a percussion loop to help the rest of the musicians keep perfect time. Then Bateman, Bazz, and I laid down our basic rhythm tracks, followed by Mr. Lynch adding more percussion and Mr. Mellencamp sweetening the whole thing with some acoustic guitar, vibes, and keyboard parts. After I finished recording my little guitar solo, the track sounded like a hit record even before Phil had sung a note. When it was time for my brother to sing, Mr. Mellencamp managed to get an uncharacteristically tender yet tough lead vocal out of him. Lastly he had Mr. Lynch sing some harmony with Phil, and that was that. We left the studio feeling like we finally had the single that Warner Bros. wanted.


We were absolutely right about that, but then, of course, the powers that be were so pleased with “Colored Lights” that they wanted us to go back into the studio and record another just like it. Unfortunately Mr. Mellencamp was no longer available, but, very fortunately, his coproducer, Mr. Gehman, was willing to do it. It was also fortunate that I had a pretty good song that I’d been writing with John Doe, a bluesy ballad called “Just Another Sunday.” We recorded it the same way as “Colored Lights”—one piece at a time, building up from a percussion track. The finished version of “Just Another Sunday” had the same glistening pop-radio sheen as “Colored Lights,” and Warners finally agreed to release our new album, Hardline.


Warners spent more money on promotion and publicity on this album than all our others combined and, because Hardline sold much better than its predecessor, were definitely committed to making a follow-up album in the same vein. Sadly, that next album was never made, and sadly, Hardline was the last studio album I made with The Blasters. After its release we went back on the road and spent a year touring the US, Canada, Great Britain, and Europe, but the mood of the band had changed for many reasons for everyone. We were still a killer live act, but offstage the fighting, the pressure to succeed, the hurt feelings, and the paranoia and suspicion had taken a toll on me. I quit the band in October of 1985 after an ugly, humiliating performance in Montreal, where we were actually fighting on stage like horrible little children. It was the last straw. Through all the years together, despite the silly arguments and crazy behaviors, I was always proud to be a Blaster. I’m still proud of that. I loved playing with my brother and my Blaster brothers. They all protected me, encouraged me to grow as a writer and as a guitar basher, and each of my Downey brothers made me who I am today. Being a Blaster was always fun for me. I could handle the good, the bad, the joys, the hassles, and the insanities as long as it was ultimately fun. To put it simply, I left The Blasters because it just wasn’t fun anymore.


Three decades later I still love Phil, Bill, Gene, John, and Steve and treasure the rare times we can make some stress-free racket together. Three decades later I still miss the late Lee Allen every time I walk on stage. Three decades later I’m still pissed off that “Kathleen” wasn’t on Hardline. Three decades later, though, I can finally admit that the smirking A&R guy was absolutely correct: “Kathleen” truly did sound too much like The Blasters, but what the fool didn’t understand is that sounding too much like The Blasters is a really great fucking thing.
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SO MANY YEARS SEPARATE US NOW


STILL I JUST CAN’T LET GO SOMEHOW


I WORKED SO HARD FOR SO LONG


TO MAKE YOU DISAPPEAR


STILL YOU’RE ALWAYS HERE


ALWAYS HERE


YOU’RE A SLIVER OF GLASS UNDER MY SKIN


A SLIVER OF GLASS BURROWING IN


YOU CUT RIGHT INTO THE HEART OF ME


TILL YOU’VE BECOME A PART OF ME


SILENT AND INVISIBLE


ABSOLUTELY CLEAR


YOU ARE ALWAYS NEAR


ALWAYS NEAR


YOU’RE A SLIVER OF GLASS UNDER MY SKIN


A SLIVER OF GLASS BURROWING IN


A CONSTANT LITTLE HURT


THAT NEVER EVER ENDS


AGAIN AND AGAIN


WE CAN FORGIVE


BUT WE WON’T FORGET


GO ON AND LIVE


CUZ IT’S NOT OVER YET


YOU’RE A SLIVER OF GLASS UNDER MY SKIN


A SLIVER OF GLASS BURROWING IN


A CONSTANT LITTLE HURT


THAT NEVER EVER ENDS


A CONSTANT LITTLE HURT


THAT NEVER EVER ENDS


AGAIN AND AGAIN


—“Sliver of Glass” by Wiedlin, Caffey, and Hoffs





What the fuck just happened?


It’s 1982. The Go-Go’s first album, Beauty and the Beat, is number one on the Billboard charts. We’re nominated for a goddamn GRAMMY. We’ve just spent TWO YEARS on the road. I’m so tired I think I’m going to die, but I’m still just twenty-three years old, and my body hasn’t started to break down yet.


That will come. Pretty soon things will start to fall apart, and I’m not just talking about body parts. First to go will be my mind. Then of course, the band.


We’ve gone, in four short years, from teenage punk rockers scaring vanilla people with our crazy color hair and thrift-shop get-ups to being on the cover of Rolling Stone and hanging out with the ACTUAL Rolling Stones.


Things couldn’t be better… could they?


We’ve gotten our long-awaited revenge on the music industry, who could never see past their own misogyny to get that The Go-Go’s were a force to be reckoned with. That even though there’d never BEEN a successful female band who could make them money, there was most certainly about to be one.


The only company that saw the potential—or the gimmick factor, as President Miles Copeland often recalls—was IRS Records, at the time a TINY company with little money and no big artists.


We were disgruntled at not getting a huge deal with a goliath corporate label, but our manager, Ginger Canzoneri, finally convinced us that IRS was our last best hope. Virtually EVERYONE else had rejected us. So we signed a deal with them that later, due to our massive and surprise success, would nearly bankrupt the company. (The record contract was structured with huge increases in our royalty rate IF we sold a shit ton of records. IRS expected to sell fifty thousand, and were just as shocked as anyone when we went on to sell millions.)


And now we were living the rock-star life. Swimmin’ pools. Movie stars. Only there was no time for actually savoring success because we’d become cogs in a machine much, much bigger than us and not of our making. Gone was the cozy community of Hollywood punk. No more compatriots sharing our discontent with the world, our freedom, our nurturing small world where anyone could start their own band and be cheered on by a group of kids who had become like family. Now we were… FAMOUS. And boy, what a bittersweet cookie that was turning out to be.




… YOU’RE A SLIVER OF GLASS


UNDER MY SKIN…





The demands on us were relentless. There was never a week, a day, or even an hour just to sit back and marvel at what we’d managed to accomplish. Nope, it was all photo sessions and interviews and video shoots and business decisions. Decisions that we were woefully unqualified to make. Suddenly the main thing we didn’t know how to do went from playing our instruments to saying “no.” It didn’t occur to anyone in the band that we could just say, “No, we want to have time to recuperate from this last tour before the next one starts.” Or, “No, we want to get away from each other for a bit.” We spent 24/7 together, and the looking glass was beginning to crack. What once had been exciting and fun started becoming difficult and stressful. There was so much fighting. What should the next single be? Should there even be a next single? Should songs be chosen by merit or by who wrote them? Was our manager good enough? Was this guitar part great or lame?


There was no community anymore. There was just the five of us now, in an insular and dysfunctional marriage.




… A SLIVER OF GLASS


BURROWING IN…





I WANTED to be happy—I really did. But it seemed like any energy I had left needed to be saved for smiling for the cameras and the fans. We called ourselves The Robo-Go-Go’s because you could just wind us up, and we would perform, looking like we didn’t have a care in the world. Meanwhile five minutes earlier we would have all been screaming at each other backstage.


One time we were playing a gig in Washington state before we headed into Canada for a series of shows. Some fans who seemed cool invited us to a house party. When we got there we found out everyone was in the backyard doing opium… up their butts. Being The Go-Go’s, we naturally joined in, squatting around a campfire with about fifteen kids, all of us with opium shoved up our asses! I kept waiting and waiting for something to happen, but I couldn’t feel a thing. So I asked for more. And more. Eventually we came back home—to the hotel—and went to bed. Early the next morning I woke up HIGH AS A FUCKING KITE. My eyes were pinned like… well, like pinheads. We all crawled onto the tour bus and drove to the border. Of course, because we were in a rock band, the Canadian immigration cops dragged us out of our bunks. We had to stand in their freezing-cold office for hours while they tore apart the tour bus. I was sick to my stomach and paranoid as hell, surrounded by suspicious dudes in uniforms. Finally we were allowed into Canada, and we drove to the gig. I was still so nauseous that my roadie had to put a big trash can next to me side stage to throw up in during the concert. It was not pretty. And by “it” I mean “I.” But damn, that was an epic example of Robo-Go-Going!




… A CONSTANT LITTLE HURT


THAT NEVER EVER ENDS


AGAIN AND AGAIN…





We had become “America’s Sweethearts.” People LITERALLY called us that. We weren’t punk anymore. Now we were new wave, whatever that was. We didn’t flip the bird at the Establishment—we WERE the Establishment.


The blowback from the kids still in Hollywood was swift, ugly, and final. The Go-Go’s had SOLD OUT. Never mind that anyone who was in a band, punk or not, would’ve killed to be popular. To actually make a living making music. But we had abandoned ship. Like rats, but cuter. And it hurt to hear what our “friends” back home now thought of us.




… SO MANY YEARS SEPARATE US NOW…





I don’t know that I could’ve stayed in the Hollywood scene for much longer anyway. When the boys from Orange County invaded Hollywood, our little punk rock hamlet completely changed, almost beyond recognition. To me it felt like an occupation. Things went from inclusive, intelligent, and nurturing to violent and stupid. L.A. punk hadn’t been about punk-on-punk violence. Sure, we hated grownups and the police and the Establishment in general, but we didn’t hate each other. And that’s what changed. Testosterone tore apart the place we’d known and loved. That original scene was the sole reason The Go-Go’s even came to be, but we’d turned into successful and famous outcasts.




… A SLIVER OF GLASS BURROWING IN…





The us-against-the-world mentality we’d always had was a lot less heartwarming when the “us” was just four other people instead of a gang of hundreds of like-minded kids. Sure, The Go-Go’s had lots of fun times, but they were constantly counterbalanced by the painful times. We hurt each other again and again. We became experts at backstabbing. Squabbles about publishing money and who was getting more attention than whom were starting to eat us alive from the inside out. We always described our band as a five-headed monster. The energy we could create was palpable, but that very energy could be just as destructive as it was creative.




… A CONSTANT LITTLE HURT


THAT NEVER EVER ENDS


AGAIN AND AGAIN…





There’s an old expression that’s one of my favorites: “When the only tool you have is a hammer, every problem looks like a nail.”


We were living in a pressure cooker, and none of us had a clue how to deal with it. So drugs and booze became our daily—and nightly—go-tos. If you felt happy, you wanted to celebrate… with drugs and booze. If you were upset, you wanted to medicate… with drugs and booze. If you were tired… drugs and booze. If you were anxious… drugs and booze. If you needed to sleep… drugs and booze. If you needed to wake up… drugs and booze. And when you just wanted to escape when there was nowhere to run to, there were certainly drugs and booze. Nail, meet Hammer.


So postshow you’d have a few drinks, snort a few lines, and all of the sudden it’s 6:00 A.M. again, and bus call is in thirty minutes. And you were fucked. My claim to fame with the rest of the band is the night in Atlanta, always the number-one city in America for Go-Go misdeeds. After the gig I invited a bunch of sketchy strangers to my hotel suite in the fanciest, most expensive hotel—I think it was the Peachtree—in the city, where I proceeded to smoke a shit ton of crack (first and last time) all night. I was still up when I slithered onto the bus the next day carrying a six-pack of beer. I felt like death but could not sleep, even with the breakfast beers on the bus. I don’t even remember where we played that night, but I DO know it was a great example of Robo-Go-Going. I got out there on the stage and smiled and danced like Shirley Fucking Temple. CRACK! No one has EVER let me live that one down! And rightly so.




… SILENT AND INVISIBLE


ABSOLUTELY CLEAR…





Of course, with the workload we had, it was insane to be getting wasted constantly. It surely was a vicious cycle, and the only things that seemed to—temporarily—help were, you guessed it, drugs and booze. I suppose it is a testament to our inner strength and fortitude that we all survived our band experience. Plenty of our peers sure didn’t.




… YOU ARE ALWAYS NEAR


ALWAYS NEAR…





I totally get that the yarn I’m spinning is in no way original. I’d venture to say that pretty much every big rock band ends up in the position we found ourselves in. The twist was: we were chicks. And I really believe it was harder on us emotionally and physically. It certainly became HUGE news when stories began to leak. “Go-Go’s Can Party Like the Boys!” “Go-Go’s Make Led Zeppelin Look Like Amateurs.” THAT, my friends, just isn’t true. First of all, at our worst, our consumption was probably HALF what male bands were snorting, guzzling, smoking, or shooting. Second of all, the one time we destroyed a dressing room, we turned the deli tray into a piece of “erotic art” (ha ha) and threw some stuff around the room, then CLEANED IT ALL UP before we vacated the premises! AND, contrary to folklore, we didn’t have sex with groupies. Like I said, we were a five-headed monster, and any young man who managed to get backstage would likely go running, tail between legs, after witnessing the five of us together in a small room! There was a bit we’d do in dressing rooms to crack each other up, where one or two of us would crawl around on the floor on our hands and knees with straws in our mouths, pretending to suck up filth. We called this the Corner Cleaners. This was one of Kathy’s brilliant ideas. Kathy is wickedly funny and has made me pee my pants more than once from laughing so hard. Can you imagine sneaking backstage to meet the band and stumbling on a scene like this?!


There were a few aggressive girls who wanted to be groupies, but we had little interest in sex with strangers, male OR female. The Age of Aquarius was long dead and gone; now it was the Age of AIDS, and no one knew exactly what it took to get infected. So we didn’t have wild sex encounters like all the boy bands had/have. We hooked up with a boyfriend or girlfriend, sometimes just for a tour, sometimes longer. And we weren’t above cherry-picking a musician from the opening act or cute crew guy when the opportunity arose. It was convenient.


I fell in love with a great guy named Tim. He was talented, kind, and beautiful—so beautiful that he modeled for Robert Maplethorpe (no, not one of the gay pictures). I was crazy about him. We got matching tattoos. (I know, right? So eighties.) We got engaged, and then I proceeded to destroy the relationship by having an on-tour sex affair with one of our roadies. Granted, this roadie was a big hunky piece of man flesh and I was a sex fiend at the time, but still… SO uncool. Such a dick move. I was still a selfish “teenager” (close enough), but no excuses—it was hurtful and wrong.


So, back to drugs. What kind of drugs did The Go-Go’s “enjoy,” you ask? Well, cocaine was king in those days. Relatively cheap and definitely easy to find. People would give it to us. FOR FREE. That created a bad habit of us hanging out with people we didn’t like or even KNOW just because we wanted to get high. This is probably one of my only other regrets, besides cheating on my fiancé. Life is too fucking short to hang out with stupid or annoying people.


Besides blow, other popular drugs with band members were ecstasy, mushrooms, LSD, Valium, and even heroin (for some). Heroin was actually the Forbidden Drug. In our collective minds, coke, weed, psychedelics, and prescription pills were fun “party” drugs. Heroin was crossing a line. So, unlike the other drugs, which we all did openly, heroin was always hidden. The two times I tried heroin, both on the road, were a bust. The first time I took so little (I was scared shitless) that nothing happened. The second time it was after a gig. We went into the dressing room toilet and smoked some H. I believe that’s called “chasing the dragon.” I’m not that good with junk slang because, like I said, I only did it twice. So I didn’t really feel anything whatsoever, and I pretty much had decided that I was just some mythical unicorn creature immune to the effects—until we were driving back to our digs for the night. Suddenly I started to feel really, REALLY awful. When we finally got to the hotel I bolted toward my room. I distinctly remember the feeling that those corridors were ten miles long and no matter how fast I sprinted, I’d never make it in time. I barely made it through the door and into my bathroom before I violently barfed. Like, really violently. I laid down on the bed. The room was spinning. I started to itch. Itch like CRAZY. Itch like I was completely covered in spider bites. This went on and on. I vowed never to take heroin again. Why would I? I feel lucky that I didn’t like it.


So a normal night for The Go-Go’s in Anywhere, USA, was usually up all night, chopping out lines, babbling about bullshit, noses dripping, chain smoking, and drinking all the booze we’d stolen from our dressing room. Was it fun? I actually can’t remember. What I do remember as being a blast were the thousands of hours we spent on the tour bus. We were pretty good about not getting high during the day, and on overnight drives we normally didn’t indulge in drugs, except maybe some weed and wine. I’m not sure why. Instead, we spent countless hours creating absurdities to amuse each other with.


There was Belinda’s Wise Old Curtain Woman. Babe (our nickname for Belinda) may be chic and jet set, but she is also a total crack-up. She would lay in a bunk with her head peeking through the curtains, holding a flashlight illuminating her face spookily, dispensing sage wisdom. We’d ask her a question like, “Wise Old Curtain Woman, what will tomorrow bring?” and she’d spit out the funniest advice, always in rhyme. It was so dumb, but always sent us into peals of laughter.




Trouble trouble on the bus


I smell trouble for all of us


Trouble trouble in the air


Trouble trouble everywhere.





There was the Love Canal. We would all lay in our respective bunks with the curtains closed and all the lights out. We would demand of an innocent bystander—usually our tour manager, Bruce—to make their way through the pitch-black hallway of the bus. We would proceed to grope them indiscriminately with outstretched arms and hands. Ha ha! We’d get sued for that kind of thing today, but it wasn’t predatory; it was pranksterism. The ONLY reason we’d do shit like this was to make each other laugh.


We’d take colored gels from the lighting guy and cover all the interior bus lights. Someone would be stationed at the light switch, turning it off and on. We’d blare disco music (Bee Gees or Donna Summer, anyone?) and dance the night away while we hurtled down nameless highways. It was so much fun! The Go-Go’s were ALWAYS a great mixture of innocent and debauched.


When The Go-Go’s got nominated for a Best New Artist GRAMMY, we showed up at the ceremony wearing our fanciest thrift-store dresses. Charlotte had a brown paper bag of booze in her arms. We were all ducking down in our seats to swill out of the bottles she had so kindly provided and were running back and forth to the bathroom to do blow. When Sheena Easton was awarded Best New Artist instead of us, we all collectively thought, Well, that’s that!, got up from our seats, and marched out of the venue to search for our limo. There was a veritable sea of long, black cars, and we were hammered. I think we ended up stealing Grace Slick’s limo, if I remember correctly! We wanted to get to the after-parties as quickly as possible, where we hoped to meet big stars. We seriously thought that because our part of the show was done, there was no point in staying. Our ten empty seats (boyfriend dates) in a prime location in the auditorium stuck out like sore thumbs on camera. The GRAMMY organization was FURIOUS, and there were articles about our terrible behavior in industry rags the following day! Naughty Go-Go’s!


We were flying first class by then, and when we’d travel, we’d take over the whole first-class area and treat it like a girls-only treehouse. First Class was really amazing in the eighties. Don’t get me started on the service, the real champagne, and the caviar. Thems was the days. First-class menus in those days were pretty elaborate. Each one would have its own unique reproduction of a painting as the cover. One trip we ripped these out and attached them to the walls and windows of the plane. Then we started wandering around the cabin, talking as loudly as humanly possible, acting like art critics about our favorite painter, Glare Smithpocket, who of course didn’t actually exist. The stewardesses (that’s what they were called then) got so fed up with us, they just abandoned the cabin! We were, as usual, out of control. You could take the girls outta punk rock, but you couldn’t take the punk rock outta the girls!




… I WORKED SO HARD FOR SO LONG…





So that was just some of the fun, but balancing out the pranks and the mayhem was the pressure. Musicians will always say you’ve got your whole life to create your first record, but only a few months to make the next one. Sophomore Slump is a real thing, and we weren’t immune to it. Beauty and the Beat (the title was Babe’s brilliant idea), our first album, ended up selling three million copies. Charlotte’s iconic “We Got the Beat,” propelled by Gina’s powerful drumbeat, was everywhere and shot up the charts to land at number two for ages. Char is truly one of the greatest songwriters I’ve ever known, and “WGTB” went on to have a very long career on its own and still continues to get used for all kinds of things today.




… STILL I JUST CAN’T LET GO SOMEHOW…





When I returned to L.A., after doing hundreds of gigs, starting with tiny dive bars and escalating to stadiums, I was a zombie. I will never forget unlocking the door to my little apartment in West Hollywood and thinking someone had slipped me a mickey. The floor was writhing and moving like a scene out of Requiem for a Dream. I recoiled back and sent my boyfriend in to investigate. Turns out all the flea eggs that had been, unbeknownst to me, hibernating in the carpeting had come to life. It was spring, and the weather was warming up. There were thousands and thousands of them, literally crawling over each other looking for someone to suck on. Perhaps a metaphor for my new life? I ran as fast as I could to the nearest hotel, which is where I felt most comfortable anyway, and stayed there ’till my place was thoroughly cleaned and fumigated.


I didn’t have a lot of friends anymore and had no idea what was going on in the Hollywood punk scene that had formally been my whole life. I had the band and the onslaught of work that comes along with being successful. Now what happens?


Clearly, with Beauty and the Beat, we had achieved kind of a high bar to leap over again. We had not nearly recovered from the constant touring and self-abuse surrounding the first album when we were told it was time to record a new one. Oh crap. We were in a panic, digging through old abandoned tunes and cobbling together ideas to come up with content. We wrote new songs too, but now we thought that getting coked up and writing was a brilliant way to combine two “fun” things. Like anyone else, we’d heard the stories about how all great writers were drunks (Hemingway, Bukowski), so we thought we were on to something. The coke songs were pretty crap, btw.


We were lucky that Kathy had a song from her previous band, The Textones, that we all really liked. It didn’t actually have a chorus, but Charlotte stepped in, and the two of them wrote a chorus just as catchy and compelling as the verse. At least now we knew we had a single. “Vacation.” Theming the album around that song was a smart move. Our kitschy cover—a faked photo of us on water skis—and even kitschier video helped make the album a success. Not nearly the success of BATB, but still.


We had progressed from making $6,000 videos (“Our Lips Are Sealed”) to $250,000 videos (“Vacation”). We hated making videos. We thought of them as pointless, boring exercises that we were forced to participate in. The shoot for “Vacation” went on and on and on. We were so over it that we started drinking at around hour seven. Over the next five hours we got progressively drunker until, in the finished product, you can see us boozily wobbling in front of a green screen, pretending to be water skiing, and waving crookedly at the camera. Totally cross-eyed. It was actually a repeat performance of this kind of bad behavior in the face of important events. Earlier, when we were asked to appear on Saturday Night Live (probably thanks to our friendship with the late great John Belushi), we were so bored that we got totally tanked while sitting around the NBC studio. We were absolutely AWFUL when we finally did our live performance. Quite recently, I saw a review of that SNL, recapping the “ancient” episode, that said about us: “An underwhelming performance with nothing in the way of intensity or expressiveness to offset the flimsy, amateurish musicianship and singing. It came off as a bad talent show spot.” OUCH. The truth hurts. Regardless, we sold a ton of records in the following weeks.


Between 1981 and 1984 we made three albums, toured America a bunch of times and the world more than once, sold out Madison Square Garden and the Hollywood Bowl, and opened for The Stones AND David Bowie, my lifelong hero. Our signature thrift-store style became the rage across the country. Every night we’d be blinded by the sea of polka dots and stripes that our young female fans dressed up in. Our look became a mall staple. But we left our fans behind (stylistically) as we started to make money. Suddenly we could afford new clothes made by actual midrange designers.


As lead singer, Belinda’s fame skyrocketed past anyone else’s in the band. Soon we were getting shoved aside by fans eager to meet the charismatic and gorgeous star of The Go-Go’s. Before this we’d always been a team, a democracy, a girl gang. Now we couldn’t even get through a lunch without people in the restaurant wanting pictures and autographs with Babe while the rest of us might as well have been invisible. It was NOT her fault, but that didn’t stop it from hurting. (These days I understand how hard it was on Belinda too.) Because I spoke out about this new reality, I became known as “the jealous one.” In no way was I jealous; it’s just that I still had the old mindset that we were all equals. I LOVED singing harmonies, and I thought a girl playing guitar was the ultimate in cool. I spent my childhood learning the backing vocals to every Beatles record and, in fact, every song on every record I ever owned. I thought being a songwriter was about as awesome a thing as anyone could ever be. But once we got famous, it went from The Supremes to Diana Ross and The Supremes. Our Girl Power, originally so natural and so real, started to erode—quickly. Now we had to fake our solidarity.
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