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TO DAN SILVER AND FRANK TURNER, COMRADES IN PUNK















INTRODUCTION



SOMETHING’S ODD, I FEEL LIKE I’M GOD


“What is this free hippie love shit?” asks Billie Joe Armstrong, his voice a mixture of mischief and malice. A sky-blue, sticker-strewn Fernandes Stratocaster guitar hangs low at his waist. Everywhere he looks his life is changing with great speed. The twenty-two-year-old regards the audience heaving before him and offers a greeting.


“How you doing, you rich motherfuckers?”


It is August 14, 1994, a Sunday afternoon, a supposedly summer’s day in upstate New York. Half a million people have descended on Winston Farm in Saugerties to commemorate, and hopefully celebrate, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the now folkloric Woodstock Music and Art Fair. It was at this event that four hundred thousand people gathered to see bands such as The Who, Santana and the Jimi Hendrix Experience, and hear The warning to give a wide berth to “the brown acid.” A quarter of a century on, at Woodstock ’94 the appetite was more amphetamine than hallucinogen. In the dog days of summer, bands such as Metallica, Nine Inch Nails and Red Hot Chili Peppers were on-site to trample on any notions of peace and love.


In case you were wondering, the answer to Billie Joe Armstrong’s impolite enquiry was “Yeah, not so good.”


Considering the scene of rural misery stretched out before him, Armstrong’s words were not emollient. From the lip of the stage to the flat of the horizon, people stood soaked in rain and slurry. The sight resembled a refugee camp, only with four-dollar bottles of water instead of worldly possessions. With crashing predictability, as Woodstock ’94 began, so, too, did the rain. On the border that separates the torrential from the unmanageable, for three days a dishwater sky threw its very worst onto the campers below. In an interview from this sorry site to a radio station in Sydney, the Australian journalist Andrew Mueller described the scene in one word: “shithouse.”


“I hope it rains so much you all get stuck,” announced bassist Mike Dirnt as if fingering the trigger of a gun.


This was the summer that saw the second coming of punk rock. In the United States, certainly, this arrival was a spectacle witnessed by an audience far in excess of that which lent an ear in the direction of the Ramones in 1976. A generation on, the new breed’s two biggest bands, Green Day and The Offspring, were legitimate mainstream concerns. Each band’s third album, Dookie and Smash respectively, had attained platinum status, and would go on to sell many multiples more. And while the disdain of audiences old enough to have witnessed the events of 1976 firsthand—“That’s not punk!” was the phrase that most commonly greeted these arrivistes from the generation that followed—fell like drizzle, for millions of younger listeners the Class of ’94 were the real thing. In other words, they were the real thing.


Billie Joe Armstrong inhabited a world where he could be found “smoking my inspiration.” Eighteen years after the Sex Pistols’ Johnny Rotten had announced, “I don’t work, I just speed,” in 1994 only the drug of choice had changed.


While punk rock as heard in 1994 had its army of older detractors dismissive of what they regarded as a sanitized sound and safe parameters, at Winston Farm the scene was one of authentic chaos. For many an older head, chaos was the genre’s key currency. It was chaos that John Lydon, the onetime Johnny Rotten, summoned at the Ritz in New York in 1980, when his band Public Image Ltd. performed behind a curtain, as he goaded the audience to riot by repeating the words “silly fucking audience” over and over again (duly, they obliged). That same year, it was chaos that spilled out onto the thoroughfares of Times Square following a series of dangerously oversold shows by The Clash.


The scene at Winston Farm, though, was chaos on an epic and dangerous scale. With gleeful abandon, Green Day provided the avenue through which an already testy and volatile crowd could express its frustrations. Billie Joe Armstrong would later opine that “I don’t think we played that well” at Woodstock ’94, as if this was somehow the point. By the time the trio had begun to slog their way through the normally definitive groove of “When I Come Around,” the sky was filled with clumps of mud launched toward the stage. By the end of the song, the platform on which Green Day were by now attempting to perform resembled a painting by Jackson Pollock. Amid scenes that were by turns farcical and fearsome, stagehands attempted to cover the stage in sheets of plastic. In an equally futile gesture, Billie Joe Armstrong abandoned his guitar in order to return at least a few clumps of mud in the direction from whence they came, all the while singing the words and the melody to Twisted Sister’s pleasingly brainless anthem of bedroom rebellion, “We’re Not Gonna to Take It.”


“Look at me, I’m a fucking idiot,” he announced, describing either the people in the audience or himself, or possibly both.


After forty-five febrile minutes, Green Day left the stage. In attempting to do so, Mike Dirnt was tackled by a security guard. The collision sheared his front teeth. Prior to his band’s arrival that Sunday afternoon, Billie Joe Armstrong’s greatest concern was that the slurry at his feet would ruin his box-fresh pair of black Converse. Such thoughts now seemed many miles removed. Leaving behind a stage in a state of some destruction, Green Day were expedited from Woodstock ’94 by helicopter, a mode of transport of which the frontman was terrified.


“Woodstock [’94] was about the closest thing to anarchy I’ve ever seen in my whole life,” Armstrong told the author in 2004. “And I didn’t like it one bit.”


This, though, was also beside the point. Spearheading a new breed of punk rockers, in upstate New York Green Day had orchestrated a riot; a riot of their own.


The one thing on which the dozens of people interviewed for this book are all agreed is the fact that up until 1994, any musician who decided to form a punk rock band was making a poor career choice. Metal bands made money. Hip-hop collectives made money. Country singers made money. But for many of its practitioners, punk rock did not guarantee a living.


Today it seems strange to write such a paragraph. Following the release of Dookie and Smash, anyone forming a punk band did so with the knowledge that it was possible to become wealthy. It may have taken eighteen years, but suddenly, and forever, the game had changed. Despite this, few writers have attempted to grapple at any great length with the significance and achievements of what Bad Religion singer Greg Graffin describes as “the democratization of punk.” This book is an attempt to right this wrong.


Punk rock groups are easy to form and there are hundreds of them. Because of this, many books about underground music are little more than a compendium of band names floating on the page without much context. To the best of my ability, I have avoided batching acts together in lists for no reason other than to acknowledge their existence. Unless a group serves the story, they’re not getting past the door. In choosing this course of action, many fine bands have been overlooked, particularly T.S.O.L., the Adolescents and Fugazi. Similarly, any reader hoping to find within these pages an encyclopedic take on every American punk rock hotbed from the period in question would do well to look elsewhere. But be assured, the decision to favor depth over breadth is deliberate.


I have also opted not to step into the debate as to whether Nirvana were or were not a punk rock band. The fact that they never explicitly defined themselves as such is good enough for me. And, anyway, the story of what happened up in the Pacific Northwest has been told many times, often very well. In other words, it has been given the credit it deserves.


The groups that serve this story are the ones who at the time defined themselves as being punk rock, and in fact still do. If it’s possible for a tale featuring many millionaires who enjoy enduring careers to be a story about underdogs, this is that story. If this sounds unlikely, then consider this: prior to Green Day and The Offspring, the idea that in the United States a band could become famous by playing punk rock music was unthinkable.


With the exception of the dependably elusive Rancid, every person with whom I hoped to speak has made himself or herself available, often numerous times. All did so free of charge. The overwhelming majority of quotes that feature in this book come from interviews specific to the project. Other quotes are from interviews with the author for magazine features written in years past, and are identified as such. In a handful of cases, quotes from other sources have been used—usually from Rolling Stone, the New York Times and the Los Angeles Times—each of which is attributed to the source material. My gratitude for the many people who spoke with me for this project is sincere. The book would exist without them, but it would be unreadable, not to mention unpublished.


Any factual errors contained within are my own.


Ian Winwood


Camden Town, London


Spring 2018
















The only thing that punk rock should ever really mean is not sitting around and waiting for the lights to go green


—Try This at Home, Frank Turner

















PROLOGUE



WE’RE DESPERATE, GET USED TO IT


In terms of placing their boots on the ground, it is The Damned who can be credited as having had the most influence on American punk rock. Today this accolade tends to be shared by the Sex Pistols and The Clash, but it was The Damned who were the first English band of their kind to cross the Atlantic and bring their brand of loveable chaos to audiences in San Francisco, Los Angeles, Boston and New York. The impact of these appearances was felt with particular force in LA, whose punk community had been slow to start and reluctant to cohere.


“Anticipation ran high because since their first album had come out in February [Damned Damned Damned] The Damned had usurped The Clash as our favorite English band,” recalled the LA scene “face” Pleasant Gehman in John Doe’s book Under the Big Black Sun: A Personal History of L.A. Punk. “[The night] The Damned played the Starwood [was] a pure revelation and also sort of legitimized the LA punk scene.”


The gestation of punk took place in an echo chamber that spanned the Atlantic Ocean. At a pivotal Ramones concert at the Roundhouse in London’s Camden Town in 1976, guitarist Johnny Ramone advised the members of nascent English punk bands to practice their craft with fearlessness and with haste. It was The Damned who heeded this advice with the greatest gusto. The group played their first concert the very next night. In issuing “New Rose” as a seven-inch single later that year, they became the authors of English punk rock’s first release.


By way of repaying the favor done for them by Johnny Ramone, The Damned were soon inspiring rooms full of American punks. At the Starwood club, the London band asked their audience for spare change and were duly showered with dimes and quarters. This painful onslaught was at least an improvement on the torrents of spit that would rain on them wherever they played in Britain. After and between sets, singer Dave Vanian, guitarist Brian James, bassist Captain Sensible and drummer Rat Scabies posed for Polaroid pictures with their American fans, sometimes charging ten or twenty dollars for the privilege.


As well as their music, The Damned brought to Los Angeles notions of independence. Unlike the Pistols and The Clash, the band were not signed to a major label. Both “New Rose” and Damned Damned Damned emerged on the English imprint Stiff Records, a company the business model of which might generously be described as “affordable.” So dire were the label’s financial straits that two weeks after making The Damned’s first album, producer Nick Lowe recycled the master tape by recording Elvis Costello’s “My Aim Is True” on it. On another occasion, The Damned arrived at the label’s London office demanding money, only to be taken outside by owner Dave Robinson and challenged to a fight. The company also printed up T-shirts bearing the slogan “If it ain’t Stiff it ain’t worth a fuck.”


As if to underscore The Damned’s status as Los Angeles’s international punk band of choice, Dave Vanian was the cover star of the somewhat short-lived scene magazine Slash (Johnny Rotten would not make page one until issue number three). A year after Slash first hit record shops and newsstands, the publication expanded to include a record label of the same name. This imprint would go on to release albums by LA punk greats X, the Germs and Fear, among others.


Over in Long Beach, in 1979 Black Flag guitarist Greg Ginn released his band’s debut EP, Nervous Breakdown, on his own record label, SST (Solid State Transmitters). Realizing that few labels would touch his fearsome band, Ginn instead decided to look in the phone book for a pressing plant and from there decided to fly solo. Independence coursed through his and Black Flag’s veins to a masochistic degree. As with the Ramones, the band toured only in a van, at times listening to ZZ Top’s blockbusting Eliminator album over and over again. They traveled in a state of penury so acute that its members were reduced to subsisting on white bread and dog food molded into the shape of a baseball and eaten with the speed of a fastball. Until the band’s demise in 1986, Black Flag released a series of increasingly strange albums on SST. A thuggish Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) regularly broke up their concerts for no reason other than the sport of it.


“It’s funny, but when I talk to kids now I tell them that punk was actually dangerous in the 1980s,” says Dexter Holland, frontman with Orange County’s most popular band, The Offspring. “You think it’s fun now to have blue hair, but in 1984 having blue hair would have gotten you beaten up.”


The nihilism and violence of Los Angeles and neighboring Orange County was hard won. Punk gatherings were notoriously bothersome affairs. At an X concert an audience member was stabbed in the back in the literal sense for no apparent reason. Trouble also attached itself to Venice Beach’s Suicidal Tendencies. The band’s shape-shifting self-titled debut album suffered the indignity of being voted the worst of 1982 by LA’s most influential punk magazine, Flipside, who were left aghast at its brazen mixture of punk and metal. At the time, the only people who seemed able to stand “ST” were an army of fight-happy pseudo-gangbangers known as the Suicidals.


“The violence at the shows of that time hasn’t been exaggerated,” says Fat Mike, bandleader with one of the city’s most enduring bands, NOFX. “If anything, it’s been underrepresented. It’s kind of why we went. You think you’re indestructible, even though at a show with five hundred people there would be ten or twenty big fights. I remember me and my friend going to a show and he got a drink from the water fountain and some guys just shoved his head into it and knocked out some of his teeth. Another friend got a broken bottle in his mouth, which actually only resulted in three chipped teeth. And I was at a Dickies show at a little club and someone I knew stabbed my friend and we had to rush him to hospital. He almost died. So when it comes to the violence of that time, there really is no exaggeration.”


With fingers twitching on their standard-issue billy clubs, by far the greatest threat to the city’s punk fraternity came from the LAPD. The force was led by its unsmiling commissioner, Daryl Gates, yet to be forced out of his post following riots that engulfed the city in 1992. “Gates basically hated every kind of minority, even punks,” recalls Dexter Holland. Quick to fall in line, officers at street level took this antipathy and converted it into physical force. Concerts were regularly disrupted and audience members beaten. Riots took place at shows by Black Flag and the Ramones. Cops mounted on horses broke up a set by the always antagonistic Fear at the LA street festival, at which yet another riot ensued. A performance by the dependably provocative Dead Kennedys at the Longshoremen’s Hall in the industrial neighborhood of Wilmington culminated in police officers surrounding and entering the building and ordering everyone to leave.


“I remember hiding under a table while this was going on,” recalls the then seventeen-year-old Dexter Holland. “My friends and I were naïve enough to think, ‘Well, we haven’t done anything wrong so they won’t bother us.’ Then suddenly tear gas was going off. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen a tear gas canister, but when it hits the floor it kind of makes this hissing sound. I remember thinking, ‘Oh, I’ve never smelled tear gas, so I better go and check it out.’ So that wasn’t very nice. Then I made my way to one of the exits, which was of course packed with people trying to get out. Even though there was nowhere to go, I remember a cop screaming at me, ‘Get the fuck out of here!’ I got hit by a billy club so hard that I thought I’d broken my arm. It hurt like hell. Maybe that’s why after that, suddenly I didn’t like cops.”


Part of the DNA of the first wave of Southern Californian punk rock was made up of the kind of energy that lives in the shadows. “I’m gonna go out / get something for my head / if I keep on doing this / I’m gonna end up dead,” announced Black Flag’s first singer, Keith Morris, on “Gimmie Gimmie Gimmie” as the band clatter behind him like a dining set in a spin dryer. Morris left the band in its early stages as Greg Ginn began to flex his dictatorial muscle. Fueled by alcohol and cocaine, Morris then formed the influential Circle Jerks. On the band’s debut album, on the fifteen-minute and twenty-five-second Group Sex he gleefully announced that “I was so wasted… I was out of my head.” Elsewhere, Orange County’s dysfunctional Social Distortion sang of a misfit girl who “shoots methedrine” and “has sex at fifteen.” Fear were more provocative still. “Steal the money from your mom / buy a gun,” sang the soulfully voiced Lee Ving on “We Destroy the Family.” The band also boasted political tendencies that might diplomatically be described as hawkish. “Hatred is purity / weakness is disease / we will bury you,” was the promise made on “Foreign Policy.” These last four words echoed the threat made by Russian premier Nikita Khrushchev in an address to Western ambassadors at the Polish embassy in Moscow in 1956, in the early days of the nuclear age.


Of all the Southern California punk bands from this period, it is X that are the best. The group formed in 1977 after bassist and co-vocalist John Doe and guitarist Billy Zoom recruited Doe’s poet partner Exene Cervenka and drummer DJ Bonebrake. X had a gift for sniffing the turbulent and fetid air that enveloped them and transposing it into songs the claustrophobia of which bordered on the oppressive. They were by a distance the most artful and substantial of early-day Angelino punk bands.


“X was actually the first punk show I ever went to,” remembers Fat Mike. “It was at the Whisky [a Go Go] in Hollywood. I was fourteen years old. My friend actually tricked me into going by telling me that we were going to the movies. But for me, it changed everything. The energy of the music, the way that the people in the crowd were dressed and how they looked… I just thought, ‘I don’t know what this is but I know that I want to be a part of it.’”


In 1980, the group released Los Angeles, their debut album, a nine-song collection the tautness of which is exhausting. It is a record thick with dislocation. The title track was inspired by a friend of the band’s, Farrah Fawcett Minor, who left LA for England in order to pursue Captain Sensible of The Damned. In the song, the decision to head east is motivated by a deep disillusionment with the city. “She had to leave Los Angeles” sings Doe, “[because] she’d started to hate every nigger and Jew / every Mexican that gave her a lot of shit / every homosexual and the idle rich.” This, clearly, is language in its most reductive form. In lesser hands it would be construed as the view of its writers rather than those of the character about whom they sing. The morality of X’s early body of work draws its strength from the atonality with which it’s delivered. The listener is free to do with the information whatever he or she chooses. X aren’t interested in explaining the difference between right and wrong. Their songs are littered with drifting people searching for a foothold. But in Los Angeles, “the days change at night / change in an instant.”


“X is the band that has defined the Los Angeles punk scene, and there isn’t a lot of room for compromise in what they sing about—or much room to breathe,” writes Greil Marcus in In the Fascist Bathroom. He adds that “X’s vision isn’t fragmented, it’s not secondhand, and its ambition is to discredit any vision that suggests there’s more to life than X says there is.”


The world of chaos and danger inhabited by LA punk was saved from becoming a half-remembered oral history by the filmmaker Penelope Spheeris. A onetime writer for the sitcom Roseanne, Spheeris’s first foray into documentary features resulted in a picture that in 2016 was selected for preservation in the US National Film Registry by the Library of Congress as being “culturally, historically or aesthetically significant.” The Decline of Western Civilization is a hundred-minute picture that profiles X, Fear, Black Flag, Circle Jerks, Germs, Alice Bag Band and Catholic Discipline. Concert footage is interspersed with segments of informal interviews. The words of fans and supporters of the movement also feature. The film is sufficiently bracing that shortly after its release in the summer of 1981, Daryl Gates penned an open letter demanding that it never again be shown in Los Angeles. Prior to its first public airing, a trailer clip warned potential viewers to “see it in a theater where you can’t get hurt.” This advice was only partial hyperbole.


“I’d never seen it with an audience, so we screened it and this woman stands up [at the end] and the very first question she asks was ‘How can you live with yourself when you are glorifying these heathens?’” recalled Penelope Spheeris some years later. “That was the first thing I heard!… But if you do something that’s really criticized, it might not be [seen] that way thirty or forty years later.”


The Decline of Western Civilization’s ability to shock is only partly attributable to the physical and musical violence it displays. More remarkable still is the film’s tone of unending nihilism. Virtually everything framed by the camera seems dislocated or dazed. The lives on display are distant and separate, not just from everyday society but from anything at all.


No one more fully embodies this than Darby Crash, the frontman with the Germs. Born Jan Paul Beahm, Crash was in fact a gentle and kind presence. As a child his mother bought him a typewriter on which he would compose poetry for days at a time, sequestered in a bedroom from which he would emerge only to eat meals. When the Germs first began playing in Los Angeles, other bands such as X declined to take them seriously. They did so with good reason—the Germs couldn’t play. Darby Crash would attempt to disguise this by deliberately injuring himself onstage.


“How is it you keep getting hurt?” asks Penelope Spheeris in The Decline of Western Civilization’s starkest scene.


“Well, first I did it on purpose to keep from getting bored,” is his answer.


“What’s the worst you ever got hurt?” she asks.


“The Whisky [a Go Go]. I cut my foot open.”


“What happened?”


“I came down the stairs kind of to do an encore and jumped on half a broken glass… [I] had to get, like, thirty stitches.”


As he speaks, it is obvious that Darby Crash is a wreck. By 1980, he was in hock to heroin to a terrible degree. No longer creative and no longer productive, his world was closing in around him. At half past ten on the night of December 7, he and his friend Casey Cola were refused entry to a party in Bel Air. The pair headed to the punk club Hong Kong Café to see a set by the band Sexsick. A call was made to a member of Circle One, the Germs’ tight group of mostly female fans, by an acquaintance who had encountered Crash that evening and had been told of his plan to kill himself. The caller was told not to worry as this kind of talk was not unusual. Further and stronger protestations were met with the words “Relax. Go home and get some rest. Everything’s gonna be fine.”


That same night, Darby Crash bought four hundred dollars’ worth of heroin. Returning to the garage of Casey Cola’s parents’ house in which the pair were living, the singer injected his girlfriend with a nonlethal dose. He then introduced into his own bloodstream a quantity strong enough to have killed four people. When Cola awoke on the floor at noon the next day, her partner lay dead beside her. She would later reveal that the pair’s intention was to commit joint suicide, but that at the last moment Crash had spared her life. Less than twenty-four hours later, outside the Dakota building in Manhattan, Mark Chapman drew a gun and assassinated John Lennon. With this, the story of the final hours of Darby Crash was blown from the sky.


It couldn’t last, and it didn’t. The sheer energy and combustibility of LA punk featured structural deficiencies that were too profound to overcome. This was also the case five hours north in San Francisco and the East Bay. Many acts died a prompt death, or else transformed themselves in unconvincing ways. Most had little choice. Any band that announces its presence with music comprised of fury, nihilism and force will quickly find itself in a cul-de-sac from which only the most imaginative will emerge. The number of American punk groups that managed to do so was vanishingly small.


“A lot of these bands changed their sound,” says Billie Joe Armstrong. “Basically, they compromised. And a lot of people talk about these bands now as if they’re gods. But the truth is—and I’m loath to use this term—but a lot of these bands sold out.”


Come the second half of the 1980s, punk bands were in such a hurry to sell out that it seems incredible that they’d ever bought in, in the first place. In 1985, Fear followed up The Record with More Beer, a sophomore set the banality of which is hinted at by its title. It featured unacceptable lyrics such as “strangle me a bitch, gonna leave her in a ditch” and a sound so tepid that one could replicate it by placing a seashell to one’s ear. In the same year, Circle Jerks released the woeful Wonderful. A fraudulent attempt to find a wider audience, the album’s chances of success were no better than finding a pot of gold at the end of a rainbow spray-painted on a toilet wall.


For punk rock, winter was coming. Up in San Francisco, the Dead Kennedys disbanded in sinister circumstances after letters of complaint were sent to the censorial pressure group PMRC (Parents Music Resource Center) and to prosecutors in Los Angeles from a mother whose teenage son had bought a copy of the band’s third album, Frankenchrist. The parent was upset about an insert of the artist H. R. Giger’s Work 219: Landscape XX, more commonly known as Penis Landscape. The group’s four members and others in the chain of distribution were charged with violating the California penal code. Lack of evidence was cited as the reason the charges against each defendant save for frontman Jello Biafra and Michael Bonanno, the former manager of the band’s label, Alternative Tentacles, were dropped. The ensuing criminal trial of the two men who remained in the frame resulted in a hung jury, while the Superior Court of Los Angeles struck down the request for a retrial. It is not unreasonable to believe that the state jeopardized the liberty of a band and its associates simply because it could. A lack of corporate muscle made them easy prey. The ordeal left Dead Kennedys exhausted. Within a year they were no more.


“Punk rock was pretty much dead from ’84 to ’88, ’89 even,” says Greg Hetson, the former guitarist with Circle Jerks and Bad Religion. “It was sent back underground. Everybody grew their hair long. So many people from the scene were suddenly playing glam rock or speed metal. With the exception of a few bands, everyone had broken up or were evolving into something else. A few bands made it, but there very few of them.”


The acute decline of American punk in general and of its Californian branch in particular can be attributed to factors other than the fact that too many of its practitioners lacked the wit with which to execute a second act. External forces were also at work. Elsewhere in California, a movement was emerging that was dismissively known as “thrash metal.” Thrash was untamed and feral. Unlike many in the punk rock scene, it was neither self-conscious nor in any way cool. Metallica hinted at the hard rain soon to fall with the release of their debut album, Kill ’Em All, in 1983. Three years later, under the tutelage of producer Rick Rubin, Slayer unveiled the gnashing and foaming Reign in Blood, an album of such swivel-eyed fury that in an instant it killed the genre it represented stone dead. In the face of this, punk could not compete.


Its lyrics, too, were losing their capacity to shock. By the latter part of the 1980s, rap had commanded the limelight in a way that punk had thus far failed to do. This achievement came not in spite of the movement’s refusal to compromise, but because of it. Rap stamped on the racial fault line on which America has always trembled. Whereas punks were beaten by police armed with billy clubs, young African Americans were shot to death. Theirs was the sound of a danger so authentic that at times it seemed life threatening. In Compton, N.W.A.—Niggaz Wit Attitudes, to give them their full name—were busy weaponizing music in a way that challenged every order that wasn’t brand new. “I’m a young nigga on the warpath / and when I’m finished it’s gonna be a bloodbath / of cops dying in LA,” announced Ice Cube on the unequivocal “Fuck the Police.” By comparison, punk rock was no longer shocking or awesome.


N.W.A.’s debut album, Straight Outta Compton, released in 1988, would sell three million copies in the United States alone. This feat was achieved despite the record being issued on an independent label, Ruthless. The group’s success did not go unnoticed by one pivotal player in the punk community. In 1988, Brett Gurewitz was the owner of the punk rock label Epitaph as well as the guitarist in Bad Religion. The band he had cofounded as a teenager had not released an album in five years. They had rarely played outside of California and were largely unknown elsewhere in America, let alone the rest of the world. They had sold fewer than twenty thousand records. Even by the standards of 1980s punk rock, the band were second tier.


But to the surprise of everyone, not least themselves, Bad Religion were about to emerge as the saviors of American punk rock.















CHAPTER ONE



MORE A QUESTION THAN A CURSE, HOW COULD HELL BE ANY WORSE?


It was in a recording studio above a chemist’s shop that Bad Religion were told they weren’t very good. After months of practicing, the band entered Studio 9 on the corner of Sunset Boulevard and Western Avenue in Hollywood to lay down the six songs that would comprise their self-titled debut EP. The facility’s in-house producer looked them over and asked if they were a power trio. The four members looked at each other and answered, “Sure, why not?” The studio technician listened with growing skepticism as the group ran through their small collection of short songs. With a frown of disapproval he delivered his verdict. The compositions weren’t finished, he said. Some of them needed choruses. And where were the guitar solos?


The fact that at this stage in their development Bad Religion were about as capable of executing a guitar solo as they were of playing Chopin’s “Sonata no. 2 in B Minor” was beside the point. Between them, Brett Gurewitz and vocalist Greg Graffin had each written three songs that when combined clocked out at a blush over nine minutes. Two of these songs, “Politics” and “World War III,” were as fast as anything produced in the name of Southern Californian punk rock. In their eyes, their hirelings’ bewilderment at these efforts marked him as being yesterday’s man.


Greg Graffin, Brett Gurewitz and bassist Jay Bentley formed Bad Religion in 1980. The trio were students at El Camino High School in Woodland Hills. Gurewitz was seventeen, while Graffin and Bentley were two years his junior. Drummer and fellow student Jay Ziskrout completed the fledgling group’s original lineup.


Although they didn’t yet know it, Bad Religion had at their disposal a talent that would set them apart from other bands of their kind. An émigré from Wisconsin, as a student at Lake Bluff Elementary school on the north side of Milwaukee, each morning before class Greg Graffin would sing in the school choir. Under the tutelage of teacher Mrs. Jane Perkins, he and his fellow prepubescent choristers would gather in their school’s music room and sing songs from the radio and, when in season, Christmas carols. The unforgiving hour at which these gatherings took place was mollified by the fact that the students were given ten minutes in which to play records by the Beatles and Led Zeppelin on the school’s superior stereo system. In due course, Mrs. Perkins noticed Graffin’s talents and a bursary to a summer music camp in Madison soon followed.


“We were singing songs from Stevie Wonder and James Taylor and we would perform the songs of these artists when the parents came to the concerts,” Graffin recalls. “I was often chosen as the soloist, so I’d be singing these songs from the radio with Mrs. Perkins accompanying me on the piano. I never thought of myself as a particularly gifted singer. In fact, I just assumed that everyone could sing the way that I did.”


They couldn’t. Over time, Graffin’s soaring and authoritative voice would become one of Bad Religion’s defining characteristics; the band would also learn how to deliver three-part harmonies. This, though, would take time. As heard on their debut EP, the group were just one of many from Los Angeles County whose chief currency was the energy of youth. Their sound was unvarnished and sometimes ungovernable. Musical arrangements didn’t exist and their technical chops were no more than rudimentary. What they did have, however, was an instinct for melody that has endured for almost forty years. Even at their most incendiary, Bad Religion’s sound is never wholly divorced from pop music.


For Brett Gurewitz, the release of his band’s svelte debut recording would change his life in two ways. The first would steer a course toward becoming one of LA punk’s most charismatic and interesting writers. (“Brett is probably the most talented songwriter in punk,” says Fat Mike, himself no mean composer.) The second would see him develop into an astute businessman, not to mention punk rock’s most influential tastemaker.


In 1980, Bad Religion decided to eschew the complications of finding a label on which to release their eponymous debut EP by founding their own. In doing so they avoided the ignominy of being ignored by the majors and the frustrations of signing with a small independent. The label that now housed them was given the name Epitaph, an operation established and owned by Brett Gurewitz. Its first release carried the catalogue number EPI001.


For the start-up capital required to get his record label off the ground, Gurewitz tapped up his dad. Duly, Richard Gurewitz—know to some as “Big Dick”—lent his son fifteen hundred dollars without much hope, one would imagine, of ever seeing a return on his investment. With this, Bad Religion and Epitaph were off to the pressing plant, while “Mr. Brett,” as he is sometimes known, was on his way to becoming an impresario.


Despite Bad Religion’s status as their label’s one and only artist lasting for little over a year—Gurewitz’s would release the Vandals’ Peace Thru Vandalism EP in 1982—the company and the band for which it was formed remain synonymous.


In the year following its release, EPI001 sold a modest but not discountable five thousand copies. This tally was aided by Greg Hetson, who as the guitarist with the Circle Jerks occupied a space higher up the punk rock food chain than did anyone in Bad Religion. To this day, this hockey-loving rhythm guitarist remains one of the most recognizable and enduring figures of the LA scene. One night, Greg Graffin and Jay Bentley met Hetson at Oki-Dog, a stay-open-late hot dog joint on Willoughby and Franklin in Hollywood. Graffin had with him a cassette of his band’s music that he gave to the guitarist. Along with his thanks, Greg Hetson promised that if he liked what he heard he would make sure it was played on LA’s Rock Radio Show, broadcast in the vampire hours on the country’s most influential radio station, KROQ, on which he was to be a guest that coming weekend. This promise was honored.


“Oki-Dog was this twenty-four-hour place that punks would hang out at after shows,” remembers Hetson. “I don’t know if Greg believed me when I said I’d get them to play it on the show, but I meant it. That’s just the kind of thing that we all did. Everyone had each other’s backs. So I gave it to ’ROQ and said, ‘This is a new band from the [San Fernando] Valley’ and they put it on the air. I think it was a demo tape that probably ended up being their first single. That’s how I met them and we just kind of became friends after that.”


In order to record the full-length album that would soon follow, like many bands of their standing Bad Religion were forced to become creatures of the night. Ten months after the unveiling of their debut seven-inch single in January of 1980, that autumn the still-teenage band took a freshly minted collection of songs to Track Record in North Hollywood. Over the course of the next four months they recorded the collection that would emerge, oddly, more than a year later under the title How Could Hell Be Any Worse? If this schedule sounds lavish, it wasn’t. The studio may have been bona fide to a degree beyond the group’s most elaborate dreams, but in recording their album while the rest of city was asleep, the teenagers secured Track Record’s services for nigh on nix. And while it’s true to say that How Could Hell Be Any Worse? was recorded over three months, the sessions comprised short blasts of manic activity rather than a diligent twelve-week slog. The bulk of the album was tracked over just two nights in November of 1980; half of which tracks were mixed during the intervening day.


Following this initial flash of activity, the band departed the studio for their rehearsal room—otherwise known as the “Hellhole,” a fetid space that doubled up as Graffin’s mother’s garage—in order to write yet more songs. This process was delayed by a fit of pique from their eighteen-year-old drummer. Irked by the belief that his bandmates were failing to pay due respect to his contribution to the cause, Jay Ziskout gave notice to quit with no notice at all. Such was the speed of his departure that he walked out without his drum set. His replacement was Pete Finestone, a friend who might loosely be described as the band’s roadie. Hectic practice sessions followed as the group attempted to complete the writing for their album while bringing the playing of their newest member up to code. Bad Religion returned to Track Record in January of 1981, and over the course of a weekend completed the twenty-nine minutes and fifty-four seconds of music that would comprise their first twelve-inch vinyl release.


To say that How Could Hell Be Any Worse? is an improvement on the EP that preceded it is an understatement. It is, for one thing, untypical of similar albums from this period. Generally, punk records from teenage bands who spent their days beneath the sunshine of Southern California tended either to revel in their own brattishness or else try hard, and sometimes very hard, to shock. Bad Religion did neither. If not quite sophisticated, the music is nonetheless both confident and advanced. The band’s bold and perhaps reckless decision to produce the record themselves may have harvested mixed results—listened to today, the sound is somewhat swampy—but this instinct for self-reliance would in time serve them well. The album’s two best tracks, “We’re Only Gonna Die” and “Fuck Armageddon… This Is Hell” (a song that is much better than its title suggests), written by Graffin and Gurewitz respectively, are sufficiently innovative as to dispense with the services of a chorus. By now attention was being paid to musical arrangement and song structure. More notable still was the emergence of their vocalist’s enduring lyrical style, a humane and sometimes good-humored pessimism far too dignified to ever descend to a hysterical pitch. In the lyrics to “We’re Only Gonna Die”—“early man walked away as modern man took control / their minds they weren’t the same, to conquer was his goal”—Graffin gives a clue as to the direction his intellectual pursuits were headed. Brett Gurewitz’s own lyrical style was also emerging. The obverse of his bandmate’s glass-half-empty point of view—in which the glass was often entirely empty, while in some instances there was no glass at all—it would be simplistic to say that the guitarist’s words act as a counterbalance to Graffin’s intellectualism. But it would not be wholly so. The days when Gurewitz could write a couplet of the quality of “I had a paperback crime running straight down my spine” had yet to arrive, but poetry in its embryonic form does flicker from the album’s lyrics. “There are two things you can do, one is turn and fight / the other is to run headlong into the night” are the options made available on “Into the Night.”


How Could Hell Be Any Worse? looks the part, too. Its back and inner sleeve are adorned by Gustave Doré’s illustrations of Dante Alighieri’s Inferno. The front cover is a monochrome picture of LA’s surprisingly drab topography, shot by the noted punk photographer Edward Colver from a vantage point in the Hollywood Hills. The sleeve was issued in fire-truck red and, in the days when LPs were the size of pizza boxes, the overall effect was striking. The title written in capital letters on the album’s top right corner is of course youthfully glib. By no measure can Los Angeles be described as “hell.” But relatively speaking, the thousands of people hermetically sealed in cars, the paucity of the pedestrian life, the absence of greenery and the city’s often melancholic stillness can make Los Angeles seem hellish. The fact that it keeps catching fire doesn’t help, either. But in ways that don’t wholly matter, the title the band bestowed on their debut album tends to present them as hysterical brats unable to distinguish between a place that is sometimes soul sapping and somewhere that is life threatening. (Gurewitz himself would later amend the question posed in 1982 in the rhyming couplet “More a question than a curse / how could hell be any worse?”) But the question is not wildly unreasonable. Even in sun-kissed Southern California, a new generation had discovered punk and were using its power as a reaction against the eternal foes of conformity and the threat of a quiet life.


“I think there were a lot of bored middle-class kids who had time on their hands and who hated the image that the powers that be—parents, teachers, society—wanted to put on them,” says Noodles, known to his parents as Kevin Wasserman, the guitarist with The Offspring. “It was a reaction against clean-cut kids, good grades, nine-to-five jobs, two point three children, a wife and a white picket fence. That was just bullshit. People would go and work for Boeing, or some other defense contractor, which was a big industry in Orange County, which I think lends itself to a lot of the conservative attitudes here. And people just wanted to rebel against that. It’s just not how real people are. Punk rock in Southern California may not have come from the poverty that you hear The Clash talk about. It was different from that. And it didn’t come from playing shows on the Bowery [the site of the punk club CBGB]. But punk rock here did play in very poor parts of the city. You weren’t allowed to play the upscale clubs that had dress codes and girls in thongs serving drinks. Punk rock was relegated to the back-alley clubs. Or you would hire VFW halls in the middle of the desert. A lot of times the bands would be playing in burned-out warehouses in LA. So we did have that element of punk rock as well. But, yeah, a lot of the kids who were playing in bands grew up in really middle-class suburbs.”


If Bad Religion’s first twenty songs offered a glimpse of the towering influence its creators would in time exert, it was only a glimpse. But from these tiny acorns all manner of things would grow. In 1982, the band could at least content themselves with the knowledge that a copy of How Could Hell Be Any Worse? had taken up residence in the homes of ten thousand listeners. The group may not have been on their way to the top, but at least they were on their way to somewhere.


This forward momentum lasted for precisely twenty-two months and eleven days. On November 30, 1983, Bad Religion put their name to an album that is now regarded by those who know it, or at least know of it, as being one of the most peculiar releases ever unveiled by a punk rock group. Into the Unknown is a soupy, keyboard-heavy curiosity that would be entirely discountable were it not for its loveable precocity. A wordy oddness that its authors continue to embrace is also appealing. Not unpredictably, in 1983 the album’s waiting public either failed to understand what it was Bad Religion were trying to convey in such snappy songs as “Time and Disregard” (Part 1, Part II, Part III, Part IV), or else couldn’t stand it. The punk magazine Maximumrocknroll wrote of the record, “Into the Unknown and out of the window.” In a spirit of droll consolation, Greg Hetson half attempted to comfort Greg Graffin with the words “Fuck ’em if they can’t take a joke.”


“The punk scene at [that] time wasn’t very attractive to us,” says Graffin. “The drugs and violence had taken their toll, which were things that never interested me anyway. I was always in Bad Religion for the music. When we started playing punk it was a thriving social scene. It was a feeling that you were part of something… But from 1983 to 1987 the punk scene was completely dismantled. At best it was a loose conglomerate of various types of people who were interested in various types of music. And there was no central meeting point for the punk scene anymore. The police had closed down a lot of places because of the violence and the drugs. It was hard even to play in a punk band. Consequently, Bad Religion didn’t have a central focus at that time and I think that’s manifested in [Into the Unknown] itself. It wasn’t a focused album; it was all over the place. It’s easy to write it off as being just an attempt at a new style of music. But if you look at it in the context of two songwriters [Greg Graffin and Brett Gurewitz] who really loved music and felt free to experiment, it makes a lot more sense.”


Asked today, Mr. Brett will say that Epitaph printed ten thousand copies of Into the Unknown, of which they sold none. This seems statistically unlikely, but popular lore does have it that many, many thousands of copies ended up piled high in Jay Bentley’s garage. As if this weren’t odd enough, the fact that at the time Bentley was no longer a member of the band makes it only more so. The only time Bad Religion have played any songs from Into the Unknown live was at a concert attended by thirty people at the Mabuhay Gardens club in San Francisco. Realizing that punk rock shows at the time were drawing crowds of similar numbers even at venues such as the now venerated Cathay de Grande in Hollywood, Graffin began to lose faith. He was also fully cognizant of the fact that no one cared about Bad Religion’s curious new album. The decision was made to leave Los Angeles for his home state and a place at the University of Wisconsin. By doing so, for the next five years the band in which he performed fell into a slumberous state from which they would only occasionally emerge.


No one could have predicted that by effectively ceasing to exist, Bad Religion were opting for the wisest career choice available to them. Between the end of 1982 and the spring of 1987, the group played live fewer than twenty times. A creature of near total hibernation, this slumber was so profound that between November of 1982 and September of 1988 just five songs were recorded, one of which was an old song (a retooled version of the eponymous track from their eponymous debut EP). When in February of 1985, Bad Religion reconvened to record what would be for many the reassuringly titled Back to the Known EP, only two of its members, Greg Graffin and Pete Finestone, had survived from the group’s earlier incarnations. Standing in for Jay Bentley was Tim Gallegos of Wasted Youth, while Greg Hetson deputized for Brett Gurewitz on guitar. Not entirely absent from the band, however, along with Graffin, Mr. Brett produced the ten-minute EP.


Following its release on Epitaph in April of 1985, Bad Religion performed precisely one concert in support of Back to the Known. Among the four new tracks premiered that night was “Along the Way,” a highly contagious song that would remain part of their live set well into the twenty-first century. But stymied by its creator’s lack of profile and barely in possession of a pulse, the group’s third release sold just five thousand copies. All around them, in Los Angeles and anywhere near it, punk rock was packing up its tent. By now Greg Graffin was a full-time student at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). Jay Bentley repaired and restored motorcycles and also, improbably, found work as a film stuntman. Brett Gurewitz, meanwhile, was spending more time in a recording studio than he ever did as a member of Bad Religion. Deciding to dedicate himself fully to this pursuit, Gurewitz moved from the San Fernando Valley to Hollywood. After completing a course at recording school, he then opened his own studio, Westbeach Recorders. It was at this modest facility that he would make his bones as an engineer and producer in what might reasonably be described as guerrilla music-making.


“Everything was fast back then because that’s the only way we had to get things done,” he remembers. “A lot of the bands I was working with had no budget, so they’d come to me and say, ‘We’ve got three hundred dollars and we want to make a record.’ And I’d say, ‘Okay, well for three hundred bucks I can give you two ten-hour days in the studio.’ So they would come in and of course I’d end up giving them two sixteen-hour days because that’s how long it would take to get the record done. We’d be leaving the studio as the sun was coming up. I’d do whatever I had to do to finish it. I was trying to make a living, but it was really, really tough. It really was hand to mouth. I was selling time for fifteen dollars an hour, for which you got me and you got the recording studio. It was hard to live that way, even though I was working eighty- or ninety-hour weeks. Even then, I was still barely scraping by. So basically I learned how to make records that sounded really good, and I learned how to make them fast.”


It’s worth noting that none of these albums or EPs by artists as diverse as Keith Levine from Public Image Ltd. and Tom Morello’s pre–Rage Against the Machine band, Lock Up, were issued on Gurewitz’s label. Like the band it had been formed to serve, Epitaph Records was packed in mothballs as tightly as were Bad Religion. Between the release of Thelonius Monster’s Baby You’re Bumming My Life in a Supreme Fashion on New Year’s Day of 1986 and Head First by Little Kings exactly three years later, Epitaph unveiled just one record. Fortunately for them, it would be an album that caused an earthquake.


The genesis of Bad Religion’s third album, Suffer, sprung from a conversation between Greg Graffin and Greg Hetson. With Graffin buried deep in his studies, Hetson believed that the now only very occasional singer had lost sight of the fact that a small but patient audience had kept faith with his hibernating band. “You should play some shows,” he was told, “it might be fun.” Implicit in this suggestion was the notion that the guitarist was also offering his own services to the cause. In doing this he turned this “you” into a “we” that endured for more than twenty-five years. Before you could say “That’s a wrap,” Jay Bentley returned from whichever burning building he was about to leap out of and once more strapped on the bass guitar. Finally, Graffin picked up the phone and called the other half of Bad Religion’s songwriting team, who, as it happened, hadn’t written a song for more than four years.


The news was in: Bad Religion had been invited to play at the newly opened 924 Gilman Street club up in the Bay Area city of Berkeley. The band were traveling north in a van; would Brett care to join them and play guitar? This was all it took to cement the band’s first classic lineup, a personnel that would record the albums Suffer, No Control and Against the Grain, a triumvirate sometimes known as the “Holy Trinity.” To Gurewitz’s acute surprise, the trip north up Interstate 5 was a success, and one from which the band returned to Los Angeles fortified and enthused. Talk turned to the possibility of writing new songs and of recording a new record.


“I wasn’t expecting much [from the visit to San Francisco],” he says. “I was expecting it to be a very small show. So I drove up with the guys and it was bonkers. It was a completely packed room. Kids were hanging off the rafters, going nuts, singing every word to the songs. And I remember thinking to myself, ‘Wow, I really was not expecting that in the slightest.’ So some of the guys in the band were saying that it seemed like we were more popular than we ever were. I think this was the result of us going away for a little while, which is kind of weird. That’s not how things are supposed to work. Maybe Greg [Graffin] realized what was happening, but I really wasn’t aware that there was so much interest in the band.”


By 1987, Bad Religion had gained a reputation, burnished a reputation, besmirched a reputation and then gone to sleep. The average age of its members was just twenty-four. At this point in the career of most groups, the fuel that keeps the show on the road is esprit de corps. Young acts are united in the aim of capturing the attention of the entire world. But where other bands were hungry, Bad Religion were merely peckish. The decision to record Suffer was not motivated by the fact that the group had nothing better to do, or because its members clung to their union as if it were a security blanket without which their lives would lack definition. Along with the fact that in 1987 Bad Religion’s personnel had things in their lives other than their band—in fact, at this point the band was probably the least important thing in each of their lives—the music they regrouped to play all but guaranteed that they wouldn’t get anywhere. As Greg Hetson says, “At this time there was really nobody putting out punk music because there was really no market for it. The only exception, really, was Brett and Epitaph. My hat goes off to him for that, for sure.”


“Basically the guys decided to make another record and they said, ‘Okay, well, we’ll start writing songs and we’ll record them and then when it’s finished we’ll release it on Epitaph,’” remembers Gurewitz. “To be honest with you, I was really keen on that. Over the previous four years I’d spent probably ten thousand hours in the studio. My life was nothing but recording. I was doing rock music, I was doing country music, I was doing Sunset Strip metal bands, I was doing downtown art bands; I was doing all kinds of bands. So I spent several years really developing my recording skills and I’d become really good at it. So the idea of bringing my prodigious recording experience to Bad Religion and making an album that sounded really good was really exciting to me. I’d never been able to do that before. So we decided to do it on Epitaph. I thought, ‘Well, I’ll reboot the label and just like the first [EP] my own band can be my first release.’ So that was the genesis of really trying to have a label and making a go of it. Also, part of it was the fact that I thought I could write some pretty good Bad Religion songs.”


Surely much to Mrs. Graffin’s relief, her son and his friends had left the Hellhole in favor of Uncle’s, a rehearsal space in the San Fernando Valley. Here the group would meet once a week. At each session, Graffin and Gurewitz would arrive with one new song each that they would then teach the rest of the band how to play. Seven days later, two more songs would be added to their repertoire. With metronomic regularity—two, four, six, eight—fresh material was amassed. The fact that this bounty amounted to barely half an hour’s worth of music was irrelevant. Its strength and quality were what mattered.


As sluggish and sedated as they may once have been, by 1988 Bad Religion were a band with a purpose. At Uncle’s, the fifteen songs that would comprise Suffer were practiced to the point of precision. With the exception of the nascent vocal harmonies for which the group would soon be known—the “oozin’ aahs,” as they are sometimes called—and the odd guitar solo, such as they were, Suffer was transported from rehearsal space to recording studio without a trace of a footprint. The album was transposed to tape and mixed at Westbeach Recorders in seven days. By the standards to which Brett Gurewitz had grown accustomed, this timetable was expansive to the point of indulgence. While the production details on the record sleeve credit the entire band, it was their recently returned guitarist’s years of experience recording acts who had neither a pot in which to piss nor a window out of which to throw it that gave the album its bite. Suddenly, a harvest was about to be reaped from what had appeared for the longest time to be a fruitless pursuit. The dray-horse shifts of Brett Gurewitz’s severe apprenticeship now arced toward one point: Suffer.


“There was a good vibe around us when we made that record,” he recalls. “The band hadn’t been hanging out regularly. Greg [Graffin] had been in college, so that relationships felt fresh again. The spirit of it was a lot of fun. There’s something about that in the recording itself. It’s very spontaneous. But at the same time the album has good fidelity. It has good balance; it has a good sound. Especially compared to the punk albums from the LA hardcore scene that had come out previously, it sounds loud.”


It is worth remembering that when Suffer was released almost no one was listening. It was the work of a band the copybook of which was blotted. It represented a genre of music that appeared dead. It was released on a label whose most successful release had emerged six years earlier and had sold ten thousand copies, and even that was by the same band. In terms of a bet for success, the album’s odds were so long that any bookmaker in town would have let a gambler name their own odds. Yet despite no one really knowing it, American punk rock was in the market for a record to fill the vacuum that threatened its existence. If it didn’t seem obvious at the time, it does now: Suffer was the only game in town.


It remains a fantastic record. The qualities attributed to it by Brett Gurewitz are correct, but more than this it bears the kind of magic ignited at the intersection of timing and execution. A priest had been summoned to the bedside of a genre that was not expected to rise from its hospital bed. Bad Religion arrived with a defibrillator and 50 cc’s of adrenaline. What’s more, they came alone.


Suffer is best viewed as a seamless piece of music of a dependably high quality out of which particular high points emerge. Those impartial to its charms might wonder why almost every song begins with a single beat from a snare drum, or why in terms of musical arrangements the album is deficient to the point of being remedial. But this is to miss the point. What matters is the grace with which Bad Religion harness an energy that is both exhilarating and tightly controlled. What counts is an ear for melody and songwriting so fundamental that one can imagine many of the songs being played in numerous musical styles. In one of the true tests of all guitar-and-song-based music—is this material sufficiently strong as to stand tall when played and sung acoustically?—Suffer aces the paper.


It is the performance by Greg Graffin that is most impressive. On earlier Bad Religion recordings the singer was at a loss as how best to deliver the tunes he knew how to carry. By 1988, raw potential had developed into tasteful execution. Suffer is the first time that Graffin unveiled a genuine talent for phrasing, the most undervalued weapon in a vocalist’s armory. This he uses to deliver words that stand so far apart from what the majority of punk bands had until this point delivered as to be remarkable. Many groups of Bad Religion’s stripe had written strong lyrics, but this strength was usually derived from their alignment to the violence of the music on which they are carried. If this music is removed, the lyric fails. The Sex Pistols are an exception to this rule, as are X. Elsewhere, the pickings are slim. This trap is one into which even the most revered groups can fall. The Clash may have sighed with joy at a couplet such as “every cheap hood strikes a bargain with the world / [but] ends up making payments on a sofa or a girl” from “Death or Glory.” But this fleetness of foot does not make it to the end of the song. “He who fucks nuns will later join the church” is a perceptive enough point, but it is tin-eared.


On Suffer, Bad Religion had higher minds to fry. Where other bands ranted hysterically about living at the end of days—about which they were always wrong, clearly—Graffin used historical and scientific precedents to point out the failings of his species. “The masses of humanity, still clinging to their dignity / the masses of humanity have always, always had to suffer,” he sings on the album’s title track. Elsewhere, the unsustainability of an economic system that in a world of finite resources values growth over all else is explored on the song “How Much Is Enough?” written by Brett Gurewitz. “When will mankind finally come to realize / that his surfeit has become his demise?” he asks. Best of all is “Forbidden Beat”—a rare example of the band’s two songwriters sharing a credit—a rhythm that “thunders away at first light of each day as the simpleton lifestyle evolves / but soon enters dusk as the last surrey rusts and a new day upon us results.”


“We were on tour in Europe when I first heard Suffer,” remembers NOFX’s Fat Mike. “It was [the group] the Yeastie Girls who played it for me. It was just amazing. The songs, the sound, everything about it. Really, there’s nothing like it. The lyrics are smart, the harmonies are great, the melodies are great. It was—what?—twenty-odd minutes of pure joy. The tour we were on was terrible, and then on the last day I heard Suffer; and suddenly I realized, ‘Oh right, of course, punk rock is great…’ Before Suffer it felt like my band was kind of out there on our own. We weren’t, but that’s how it felt; and I’m sure that that’s what it felt like for other bands, too. But then Suffer came out and everyone who heard it knew that it was special and that it could keep the scene alive.”


Opinions regarding the immediate impact made by the album remain a matter of dispute, not least among the people who made it. Greg Graffin once told the author that on the US tour in support of Suffer, which also happened to be the band’s first tour worthy of the name, a good night constituted a crowd of a hundred and fifty people. On a bad night this number could be as low as twenty. Greg Hetson remembers Suffer being entangled by distribution problems that delayed the album’s release by a week or more. In the meantime, the band played to a hundred people in a venue in Cincinnati built for almost ten times this number. “The album didn’t really take off straight away,” he recalls. “It really didn’t. For maybe ten days after its release, we didn’t even have an album to sell. You couldn’t find it in the stores. It wasn’t an overnight sensation by any means.”


“To the extent that it was possible for something to be an instant sensation in 1988, Suffer was truly an instant sensation” is how Brett Gurewitz remembers things. “Nobody could say enough good things about the record. Not only that, but the distributors were ordering copies from me, and then ordering more straight away. The reviews were very positive. The band became very in demand for playing live. The record was not just selling in LA, but it was also selling extremely well in northern Europe—with the exception of England, which has always been a bit insular. People over there thought that the kind of music we were playing was over, and I kind of got that because in the US people thought the same thing, and I was one of them. But Suffer has a very particular relationship with punk and with what punk means. People were buying it and asking us to come and play. It became a true sensation.”


Suffer sold ten thousand copies in its first six months, a figure unlikely to have widened the eyes of New Kids on the Block. During its initial run, sales duly doubled, then trebled. Germany in particular took a tumble for the band, as, in fewer numbers, did audiences in southern European countries such as Spain and Italy. Suffer was also garlanded with praise in many of the right places. Los Angeles’s Flipside and Maximumrocknroll in San Francisco both judged the album as the best of the year. This was at a time “when music journalism still mattered,” as Greg Graffin kindly puts it. The latter magazine also placed the band on its cover.


“It was very gratifying to have the two most important tastemakers of the day deem Suffer to be an important album,” says Graffin. “That was very satisfying to me. But of course I didn’t think that this would mean that the album would become as eternally cited as it is today. I did view it as being a feather in my cap, but I didn’t think of it as being particularly important. But I think I can speak for me and Brett when I say that we were both trying to write music that had an original and distinct quality. I’d say that we were still finding that originality and that on Suffer we hadn’t found it yet. But I do think it’s funny that while we were in the process of becoming something [worthwhile] we created something of lasting importance. You never know what’s going to work until you try it. And I do think there’s a real freedom of expression that comes through on Suffer.”


In the spring of 1980, Bad Religion made their live debut at a party at a warehouse. The father of a local punk owned a food import business, the key to which she managed to finagle. Its doors were then opened to two hundred teenagers, numerous kegs of beer and two noisy bands. The headliner that evening was Social Distortion.


Led by songwriter and frontman Mike Ness, “Social D,” as they are often known, were formed in 1978 in the town of Fullerton in Orange County. Equipped with half a voice and an insatiable appetite for self-destruction, Ness’s musical and personal deficiencies were offset by a natural talent and an understanding of music beyond the boundaries of punk’s well-guarded walls. With time he would take from the genre the parts to which he felt suited and easily leave the rest behind. In later years, the band would go on to find significant success, a prospect that at the time would have seemed utterly inconceivable to anyone who remembers the frontman in the first half of the 1980s. But Mike Ness isn’t one of these people. Today there are weeks and months from this period for which he cannot account.


The frontman pulled himself together in the autumn of 1985, the point from which no drugs or alcohol have entered his system. Today he puts one in mind of a punk rock Mickey Rourke. Like so many others in the scene, Ness formed his band as an outlet through which to rage against all that was good and decent, including much that was good and decent within himself. In his years spent navigating the fast lane, he placed the air-cushioned sole of a Dr. Martens boot on the pedal and floored it.


“Technically, I should be dead or in prison because that’s the way I was going,” he says. “My epitaph should have amounted to a paragraph in an underground fanzine. ‘Mike Ness, singer with Social Distortion, overdoses in a hotel room.’ ‘Mike Ness was shot and killed after running his mouth off in a bar on the wrong side of town.’ But from the start my circumstances were tough. I grew up in an alcoholic home. My father was somewhat of a tyrant and it was his way or the highway. After my parents finally divorced, when I was living with my mom things just got worse. Her alcoholism brought a lot of shame and insecurity. It really wasn’t a very good childhood.”


Moving out of the family home, Ness rented a one-room apartment in Fullerton. Like a gravitational force field, this address sucked the energies of the local punk community toward it. Unlikely to land a spot at the Ideal Home Exhibition, these living quarters were immortalized by another esteemed Orange County group, the Adolescents, on “Kids of the Black Hole.” “Kids in a fast lane living for today / no rules to abide by and no one to obey / sex drugs and fun is their only thought and care / another swig of brew, another overnight affair,” sings frontman Tony Reflex. If this sounds like fun, which of course it does, consider also that behind this door lay a “house of the filthy, [a] house not a home / [a] house of destruction where the lurkers roamed.”


With just two singles and three songs in the public domain, in 1982 Social Distortion left Orange County for a nationwide tour with LA’s Youth Brigade. The two bands traveled on a bus. Today a tour bus is a mobile home containing three television sets, berths for up to eighteen people, three lounges, a kitchen and a toilet. This was not the kind of bus on which Mike Ness and his friends traveled the country on the Another State of Mind tour. Instead they rode aboard a school bus. It wasn’t just any school bus, either; it was a school bus that kept breaking down. The passengers slept at the rear on mattresses of uncertain provenance. In circumstances that might generously be described as trying, after more than a thousand miles on a journey that featured fistfights, euphoria and disillusionment, the tour imploded in Washington, DC, a three-day drive from Southern California. Social Distortion were sufficiently displeased with their lot that they immediately broke up, albeit temporarily.


The fact that this youthful misadventure was filmed and released as a full-length feature means that none of the stories from the tour are folkloric. Another State of Mind may not have attained the status or reputation of The Decline of Western Civilization, but it does provide a bracing insight into the bonhomie and brutality of what would come to be known in punk rock circles as the “DIY ethic.” The film is also notable for its footage of Mike Ness sitting on a porch writing the song that gave the documentary its name. “Another State of Mind” remains one of the best-remembered tracks from Social Distortion’s debut album, Mommy’s Little Monster, released the following year.


“That tour was both a success and a failure,” says Ness. “What can I say? I was young and I had fun, so for me it was a success. I was doing what I wanted to do, and seeing parts of the country that I’d never seen before; plus we got to play pretty much every night. What you have to remember is that I was practically homeless at the time, so the longer I stayed out there the longer I didn’t have to go back and deal with shit going on back here. Things were pretty bad with me in those days, what with my alcoholism. But things got a lot worse when I got home.”


Barely out of his teens, in 1982 Mike Ness had terrible taste in role models. Maneuvering himself out of the deep shadows cast by his dysfunctional family home, the twenty-year-old instead looked for guidance from such stable and reliable figures as Sid Vicious, who died in 1979 from a heroin overdose; Johnny Thunders, who would subsequently die from a heroin overdose; and Keith Richards, for whom it is a miracle that he didn’t die from a heroin overdose. Predictably, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, “dope” left its bloody fingerprints all over the LA punk scene, most notably in the death of Darby Crash. Brett Gurewitz would also fall under the spell cast by a needle and a spoon, not to mention a number of other hard drugs. But of all the artists who lived to tell their tales of addiction and chaos, few were as reckless as Mike Ness.


“It was horrible,” remembers Jim Guerinot, who in 1983 made the surely unwise decision to become the manager of Social Distortion. “It was really me and Dennis [Danell, Social D’s rhythm guitarist] at the time because Dennis was my running buddy. He and I weren’t saints by any measure, but we weren’t junkies either. But Mike would call and you’d just let it go to the answering machine because you did not want to pick up the phone. Every time he called it would be because he needed to get money for dope. He would hawk the band’s gear when they weren’t around. He would hawk other bands’ gear when they weren’t around. He was always stealing stuff. He was just a pain in the ass who was best avoided. I remember being at a party with him and having to knock down a door because he OD’d in the other room. He was facedown in a cat box. The paramedics had to come and hit him with adrenaline like the way Eric Stoltz did with Uma Thurman in Pulp Fiction. I remember my girlfriend’s brother was a lawyer and he would represent him for free because, you know, he was in jail a lot of the time. Back then he could make things very hard.”


Mike Ness’s most infamous hour came when 1985 was barely an hour old. Today Cathay de Grande is known as the Argyle, a “cocktail den” and nightclub for the pretty young things of Hollywood. But in the 1980s it was a punk club with a fearsome reputation for violence and shady behavior. On the night in question, the Cathay was the venue at which Social Distortion would play in the new year. When a club employee offered to pay the group with two grams of china-white heroin, Mike Ness agreed without first seeking his bandmates’ permission. For Ness this was an opportunity to cut out the middleman—“It saved me the job of stopping off at my dealer’s place on my way home,” he says—while for the other three members of the group it was just cause to give notice to quit with immediate effect.


But whereas once Mike Ness would think nothing of tapping his left arm with his right hand so as to raise a vein into which he could inject heroin, today he conducts the interview for this book en route to the gym. (Others in the band’s orbit have been less fortunate. In a disquieting incident, the group’s former drummer, Casey Royer, was arrested in Orange County after an alleged overdose in front of his twelve-year-old son.) In the days and weeks after cleaning up his life, Ness moved in with Jim Guerinot. In doing so he proved that though now a roughly sketched picture of health, the habits of sloth were proving hard to shake. “Even with him clean, things didn’t get much better,” says the manager. “I had this big water jug that I’d throw all my change into, which was something I’d done since I was a little kid. But out of this Mike would siphon off anything that wasn’t a penny. I’d go to the jar ’cos I had no money and there’d be nothing but [copper] coins in there.”


Guerinot told his unwanted guest that his landlord had caught wind of his presence and from this point on he would be expected to contribute his share of the now doubled rent. The story may have been a fiction, but it worked. “Boom! He was gone. I got rid of him!” By now Social Distortion had reformed, at least after a fashion. The band functioned to a point but remained a part-time concern that didn’t make money. By 1987, Ness had learned a trade. He was now a house painter, a job he hated and at which he was no good. At the end of each working day, he would spend five or six hours at the Casbah Recording Studio in Fullerton laying down the tracks for what would become Social Distortion’s second album, the once prophetically titled Prison Bound.


“It’s amazing how much energy you have when you stop chasing drugs and committing petty crimes,” he says. “I used to spend my whole day doing these things. It was amazing to me how much energy I suddenly had. I was fortunate that I was able to put that energy into my music. Finally, and somehow, I developed a work ethic.”


One often overlooked aspect of being a junkie is that junkies are boring. As the fearsome addiction takes hold, life is distilled down to just one aspect: finding the money with which to buy drugs. “Mike went from being the guy you wouldn’t want around, because like any junkie what he would do is rip my shit off and be a pain in the ass,” says Guerinot, “but once he got clean he was really fun to have around. He suddenly became a great and really sweet guy.”


Released in January of 1988, Prison Bound introduced itself to the world with no fanfare at all. Yet despite the ten-song set’s failure to trouble the Billboard Hot 200 album chart, or, indeed, any chart anywhere in the world, it did draw up the blueprints of what is now recognized as being Social Distortion’s signature sound: a mixture of punk and classic rock, country, blues and even rockabilly. With an inherent energy and Mike Ness’s sneering voice oscillating on the note, the band need not have worried that they were shedding their punk rock carapace. In doing so their music was gaining a universal quality. In a parallel universe, it was even possible to imagine the songs on Prison Bound becoming hits.


Then as now, KROQ was California’s most influential radio station. This in turn made it the most influential music broadcaster in the United States. If KROQ sneezed, America caught a cold. But by 1988 the station’s DJs were more likely to say “fuck” on the air than they were to play a song by a punk band. It came, then, as an enormous surprise to Mike Ness when one morning while driving to work he heard his own voice singing back at him. With X floundering, with Bad Religion not yet emerged from hibernation, KROQ picked a song from a band that it seemed no one cared about, written by a house painter who just three years earlier seemed determined to kill himself, and played it on the air. This the station did many times.


It would of course be wrong to say that up until this point Mike Ness couldn’t get himself arrested because he had, many times. But, really, Social Distortion’s curriculum vitae was that of a middling local punk group. Their debut album was good, but not great. Their leader’s burgeoning drug habit meant that live appearances were restricted mostly to Southern California. Although Ness could spit and sneer as well as anyone—as he had with his warning “run and hide when I’m on the street / your fears and your tears, I’ll taunt you in your sleep” on 1983’s “The Creeps (I Just Want to Give You)”—there was little that was remarkable from Social D’s earlier days. But as the 1990s neared, an authorial voice emerged from the band’s standard-issue exoskeleton. Mike Ness’s songs featured a roll call of characters markedly down on their luck. There were drifters, loners and losers driving around in beaten-up cars looking for an easy dollar and a woman with smiling eyes who would break their heart. By now, Mike Ness sounded older and wiser than his years. He was no longer a punk with a point to prove; he was a man who knew how to take, as well as how to give, a beating. Like the Pogues, Social Distortion took the template of punk and from it found new ways of expression. Ness seemed at one with his vignettes about people in neighborhoods that were some way from being described as “emerging.” The band even covered Johnny Cash’s “Ring of Fire” long before the man in black became the hipster’s country star of choice.


Social Distortion themselves could hardly have been any less fashionable had they appeared wearing double-denim. As if their presence on KROQ wasn’t unlikely enough, the band then signed their names on a major label recording contract. With the exception of X’s unsuccessful alliance with Elektra more than five years earlier, they were the first of the Southern Californian punk rock groups to do so.


“Think about it,” says Jim Guerinot. “‘Prison Bound,’ a song released on an independent label, goes to number one on KROQ and this leads to Social Distortion signing a deal with Epic Records, who the band are familiar with because that’s the label that put out albums by The Clash. It’s really a very unlikely story. And when they sign to Epic, there’s no backlash; and the reason that there’s no backlash is because there’s no anything. Nobody’s listening. Nobody cares. But Social Distortion at this point had begun to step away from the rest of their peers, whether it be Bad Religion or T.S.O.L. Even X, who I revered to a high degree, were not getting their videos played on MTV.”


“At that time punk was a four-letter word,” says Mike Ness. “It had a stigma behind it. I remember being on a major label being great because I got to quit my day job and I got an advance. I was able to buy a house and to go on the road full time. But it was frustrating because, frankly, the record label had signed Pearl Jam and Michael Jackson and that was where all their money was going. They were, like, ‘Well, we’re not going to put a whole lot into Social Distortion’ because they didn’t know what to do with us. Theoretically they thought we could be played on the radio right after Tom Petty, and we could have. But no one knew how to do that because nobody knew anything about the band. I remember having art meetings about the record covers with these middle-aged people, and I was, like, ‘Do you even know what this movement was about?’ So it was frustrating. But I don’t regret the three or four records that we made with the major label because I think it did bring a different kind of credibility to the band. It was the credibility of ‘Hey, these guys are worth signing. These guys are a real band.’ And that was very validating for us. It made us want to work harder.”


Social Distortion’s first two albums for Epic—1990’s Social Distortion and 1992’s Somewhere Between Heaven and Hell—would each be awarded gold discs for sales in the United States in excess of half a million copies. With this, the band became the first American punk rock act to successfully hitch their wagon to the major label gravy train. They wouldn’t be the last.
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