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INTRODUCTION



“KICK OUT THE JAMS, MOTHERFUCKERS!!!”


What people know about the MC5 is contained in those five little words. The first four have become a permanent part of the culture. That fifth word can still get you in as much trouble as it did the MC5 back in 1968, but trouble was also what this band was known for. Although, through a modern lens, much of it was what we would now call “good trouble.”


Managed by legendary ’60s radical and hippie spokesperson John Sinclair, the MC5 preached the gospel of police reform and cannabis legalization fifty years before those topics became part of the mainstream conversation. And for their efforts, the rabble-rousing musical arm of the White Panther Party, the scourge of J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI and other defenders of public decency, were often beaten with clubs, threatened at gunpoint, and tossed into jail.


Police raided MC5 shows, record stores were busted for selling their albums, and the group was unceremoniously dumped by its record company even as their record was storming up the charts—all of this transpiring while the Sex Pistols were still on training wheels.


What has been lost in this proto-punk notoriety is the MC5 itself—vocalist Robin Tyner, guitarists Wayne Kramer and Fred “Sonic” Smith, bassist Michael Davis, and drummer Dennis Thompson. Though they never quite got the hang of making records, turned loose on a stage the group could be among the most awesome and awe-inspiring noise machines rock ’n’ roll has ever produced. The Five are worth remembering not because they were bad boys but because they were so damn good.


Becoming the house band at Detroit’s Grande Ballroom—one of the first hippie music palaces outside San Francisco—gave them a personal laboratory in which to hone their skills. When the Ballroom began to bring in “name” acts from both coasts and England the following year, the MC5 were ready. This local band quickly acquired a reputation for blowing the headliners like Janis Joplin and Cream off the stage, such that some of these music hotshots specifically requested that the Five not open for them. Their mettle had been tempered on Motor City’s intense Battle of the Bands circuit, but competition was only part of it. It had as much to do with the performer’s basic responsibility to give their audience everything, to hold back nothing. Eventually they came up with a catchphrase that expressed this philosophy, and a song to go with it.


This made the MC5 hometown heroes. But only a few miles outside Detroit’s city limits, the ambassadors of weirdness could get a very different reaction.


“We weren’t just a rock-’n’-roll band that came in to play some songs,” said guitarist Wayne Kramer. “We brought a whole new way of life with us. We were there to convince people to run away and join us in this wonderful, free alternative lifestyle! We were the first longhairs they’d seen in some of these little farm towns, and the hostility could get intense.”


As the Five’s visibility increased, so did law enforcement scrutiny. “We began to get hassled constantly,” said Sinclair. “We’d show up at a job and the authorities would already be waiting, looking for any excuse to fuck with us. The promoters would be trying to tell us what we could and couldn’t do—one even had it written into the contract that the band were not to move onstage, fearing that our salacious undulations would corrupt the young girls in the audience! Club owners regularly pulled the plug on us, saying we were too loud. Or they’d beat us out of our money and call in the cops to beat us up if we complained. These were the frustrations being felt by forward-thinking young people all over—with the government, with the Vietnam War, with a lack of self-determination—but magnified because we were in the public eye, and it started to piss the band off. Me, I’d been pissed off since the ’50s!”


Sinclair’s stated cultural agenda of “rock and roll, dope, and fucking in the streets” also gained attention, and police harassment became so unrelenting that the band and Sinclair were effectively driven out of Detroit, taking refuge thirty miles west in the slightly more tolerant college town of Ann Arbor.


Though still just a lowly “local” band, a journey in August 1968 to appear at the demonstrations coinciding with the Democratic National Convention would change all of that. It was there that the MC5 made national headlines after an impromptu concert turned into a full-scale police riot, and the group suddenly became the darlings of the growing hippie underground as “the only band with [the] balls to play Chicago!”


After blowing them away in the Windy City, the Five signed with Elektra Records and recorded their debut album live over two nights at the Grande Ballroom. It was an audacious move for a new rock band to make their first album a concert recording, but perhaps not as audacious as what came next. Born out of a desire to “create the illusion of something bigger and badder; that if you fucked with us, you were fucking with a whole organization.” Sinclair, the band, and an alliance of leftist insurrectionists formed the White Panther Party, an anti-racist political collective created to support the Black Panthers, the revolutionary Black socialist movement.


And that was just the beginning of their adventure. What happened next is one of the wildest and most culturally relevant rock-’n’-roll stories ever told.


Intrigued? We certainly were.


The creation of MC5: An Oral Biography of Rock’s Most Revolutionary Band is almost as intriguing as the content itself. Beginning in 1990, Ben Edmonds, the respected CREEM editor and Rolling Stone contributor, spent more than a decade interviewing the MC5 and their inner circle, many of whom are no longer with us. Unfortunately, Edmonds also died in 2016, succumbing to pancreatic cancer. However, as his health was failing, he asked us to organize his extensive notes and turn them into a definitive book on the band.


Little did we know, Ben was never a fan of the computer and had written out his interviews in longhand on literally hundreds of sheets of lined paper, which had been organized haphazardly into massive file cabinets. Over the next year, we went about the seemingly impossible task of organizing the intimidating jumble into a semi-linear story line. And then the genuine work began. We spent another year writing narrative bridges and filling noticeable gaps with new interviews.


What slowly emerged was this genuinely exciting, funny, and thought-provoking portrait of rock’s most uncompromising band.


The MC5 dissolved in 1972, but the timing of this book could hardly feel more relevant. Their antiauthoritarian politics and raw punk rock are remarkably pertinent and speak to how far ahead of the sociological curve they were.


But this isn’t the first time the MC5’s urgent music has felt important or timely. Every decade since the band split, a new generation of musicians and music aficionados have discovered their albums and found reasons to call them their own.


Starting in the late 1970s, while their memory was still fresh, the first wave of punk rockers from New York were inspired by the band’s wild insurgency. The Ramones, the Dictators, Blondie, and Patti Smith (who eventually married MC5 guitarist Fred Smith) would all claim affinity with the Five.


“The MC5 really believed they could change the world,” poet/singer/composer Smith told Rolling Stone. “They didn’t just say it. They were intoxicated with the feeling that they could stop the war in Vietnam, that they could stop prejudice. And their music reflected that.”


Across the pond in London, they elicited an equally passionate response. “We wanted to be more like [the MC5], using our music as a loud voice of protest… punk rock, at the heart of it, should be protest music,” Joe Strummer of the Clash told journalist Antonio D’Ambrosio.


Brian James, of the pioneering British punk-rock group the Damned, was also an acolyte. “They wiped me out,” said James, who saw the band firsthand at one of their rare U.K. gigs. “Live, it seemed like Kramer and Smith were mowing down the audience with their guitars—these white guys beating the shit out of their guitars and ripping off Chuck Berry riffs at ten times the speed. I was impressed big-time.”


Throughout the ’80s, hard-rock icons Motörhead would also spread the word in the metal community. “I wanted our band to be sort of like the MC5, since that was the big hero band of most of the underground, and throw in elements of Little Richard and Hawkwind,” said singer/bassist Lemmy Kilmister.


The band’s influence continued to loom large over the next couple decades, serving as a template for some of the biggest groups of the grunge era. Rage Against the Machine, who saw themselves as the spiritual sons of the MC5, recorded a memorable cover of “Kick Out the Jams” in 2000, while Soundgarden’s Kim Thayil called them his favorite band, and demonstrated it by joining Wayne Kramer on a fiftieth anniversary MC5 tour in 2018.


“The MC5 has influenced a number of genres,” said Thayil. “There are obvious ones like acid rock and heavy metal and, later, punk rock, but I could draw a line from their song ‘Shakin’ Street’ directly to Bruce Springsteen’s work. There’s a lot there.”


Of course, Detroit’s own White Stripes, who spearheaded a serious garage-rock revival in the 2000s, wore the band’s influence on their sleeve by regularly performing covers of MC5 songs like “Looking at You,” and playing them with the same intensity. To complete the circle, White Stripes drummer Meg White would eventually marry Patti and Fred Smith’s son, Jackson.


Being ahead of your time, however, is not always the best thing for a rock-’n’-roll band, and the MC5’s cultural impact was considerably larger than the dent they made on the Billboard charts. This might explain why they were consistently overlooked by the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, considered the pinnacle of legitimacy in the industry.


Historically, the Rock Hall has been slow to embrace music that was influential but not commercially successful. The Stooges, another Detroit band, endured eight ballots and fifteen years before finally being inducted in 2010. Similarly, cult favorites Velvet Underground faced five ballots before gaining entry. Despite being eligible since 1992, the MC5 had to endure six rounds of voting before finally receiving their invitation to the Rock Hall’s 39th induction ceremony in 2024.


Still, their long wait was somewhat puzzling given Jon Landau, one of the group’s staunchest supporters, chaired the Hall of Fame’s nominating committee for years. Landau—best known for his work with artists like Bruce Springsteen, Jackson Browne, and Shania Twain, and producing the MC5’s second album, Back in the USA—expressed frustration at the group’s prolonged wait for recognition.


“It all comes down to voting,” he explained. “The MC5’s importance was more apparent to some of us than to others; in some ways it’s as simple as that. However, there was never a doubt in my mind that they belonged.”


The 2024 induction announcement was bittersweet, as none of the band members lived to attend the actual ceremony. The news came shortly after guitarist Kramer’s passing, followed closely by manager Sinclair’s death. Drummer Thompson, recovering from a heart attack, learned of the honor, declaring “It’s about fucking time,” but passed away three weeks later. Tyner, Davis, and Smith had already died years prior.


But perhaps bittersweet is fitting. The MC5 were always at their best when they were underdogs—spitting in the face of authority and fighting to be heard in the face of tremendous odds. Battling the “establishment” was often the source of their energy and power, and perhaps a perfunctory pat on the back would only dull their legacy of righteous civil disobedience.


“We were never a ‘hit’ band, and we never made any money,” said guitarist Kramer in recent years. “But our work stood the test of time and people still appreciate what we’ve done.”


As the song goes: “Let me be who I am… and let me kick out the jams!” One thing is certain, the MC5 done kicked ’em out.


—Brad Tolinski & Jaan Uhelszki















PREFACE



When somebody comes to my house and wants to know about the MC5, it’s my responsibility to provide some answers. I’ve always been aware that one day I was going to sit down and tell the story, but I’m not delusional. I know we weren’t the Beatles. Our whole appeal was so far off-center, and our whole approach was so oblique, that the best we could ask for was to go down in history as colorful figures that defied traditional rock-’n’-roll conventions.


The people that influenced me most ended up in insane asylums. I loved Van Gogh and Artaud, but how’s Van Gogh doing lately? We wanted to act as an inspiration to a whole new generation of rebels and fight against repression, even though it’s a tough and disgusting road. You’re given this time and this life, and if people try and restrict you, you gotta fight; otherwise, how are you gonna go down in history? As somebody who just went along with the mob? That wasn’t going to happen to the MC5.


—Rob Tyner, MC5 vocalist
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CHAPTER I



COME TOGETHER


Wayne called me one day and asked if I had any ideas for a band name. I had two. One was the Men; I liked that because it was very macho. The other one was the MC5.


—Rob Tyner


As sure as the clear blue waters of Southern California shaped the sun-kissed harmonies of the Beach Boys, the belching smoke and gasoline smell of Detroit fueled the high-octane squall of the MC5.


Technically, the band members grew up just outside Detroit in the small town of Lincoln Park, but the boundaries between the two cities were practically meaningless. Like a small satellite filled with robotic drones tethered to a larger Death Star, Lincoln Park had the primary purpose of supplying Detroit’s network of steel mills and automobile plants with an inexhaustible supply of hardworking men. It was often referred to as a “bedroom community,” mostly because after a long day toiling on a Motor City assembly line, all you wanted to do was go home and sleep so you could wake up and grind through the next day.


“If you grew up in Lincoln Park, you had three options,” said MC5 singer Rob Tyner. “You could go into the army, go to college, or, like most people, work at one of the many auto factories. But there was one other option, which only a few dared to do—play in a rock-’n’-roll band.”


It was in Lincoln Park that Tyner met a handful of teens who dared to be different, viewing the draft, higher education, and factory work in much the same way—as a death sentence. And they were all looking for a reprieve.


The genesis of the MC5 can be traced to the early friendship between guitarists Wayne Kramer and Fred “Sonic” Smith, two musicians whose difference in temperament bordered on the comical.


Kramer (born Wayne Kambes on April 30, 1948) was a wiry motormouth, bursting with energy, ideas, and grand ambition. A natural entertainer, he devoured the spotlight, shaking and shimmying with his Fender Stratocaster while peeling off one hyperactive lick, riff, and lead after another.


Smith (born Fredrick Dewey Smith on September 14, 1948) was Kramer’s stoic opposite. Even though he was born in his family’s kitchen during an electrical storm, Smith’s personality was almost excruciatingly low-wattage. When engaged in conversation, he often made people uncomfortable by offering only grunts for answers or perhaps an occasional shrug. While some thought he was brain-damaged, in reality Smith was a keen observer and overachiever, especially when it came to playing baseball (he was once scouted by the Detroit Tigers) or playing rhythm guitar, which were the only two things that really mattered to him.


“As soon as I could play guitar, I wanted to start a band,” recalled Kramer. “I loved Booker T. & the MG’s and wanted to model it on that instrumentation—guitar, bass, Hammond organ, and drums. I started asking around if there was anyone that played music. Someone told me there’s this guy, Fred Smith, who played the bongos. We were both thirteen and lived in the same neighborhood, and we went to the same school, so I thought to myself, Sure, why not have a bongo player in the band? Luckily, Fred’s dad, who played and sang country music, had a guitar in his house.


“I don’t think Fred played very much at that point, because once we got to be friends, I remember going over to his house every afternoon and showing him guitar parts. I would show him how to play the chords while I played the melody. From then on, Fred and I played together in various bands. One of them had Fred’s sister as our lead singer. She wore a prom gown and sang stuff like the 1960 ballad ‘Angel Baby’ by Rosie and the Originals.


“During that period, Fred would join other bands, or I’d join another for a minute, but we stayed partners throughout. We just naturally played well together. It was symbiotic, and we never competed. We felt competitive, but it was always us against them. The only time there was tension was when Fred thought I was playing too much. ‘Be cool,’ he’d say. ‘Lighten up, man, quit showing off.”’


In 1963 the pair eventually settled into a semi-stable garage-rock unit called the Bounty Hunters, named after a famous dragster owned by the legendary Detroit driver Conrad “Connie” Kalitta. After enlisting two additional local musicians, Bob Gasper (drums) and Pat Burrows (bass), they started playing a teen club circuit that was just beginning to flourish, thanks to early promoters like local DJ and schoolteacher Russ Gibb and future Bob Seger manager Punch Andrews.


Their set list consisted of tough, rock-influenced R&B songs by artists like Bo Diddley, Chuck Berry, and the early Rolling Stones, which distinguished them from many of their peers who played whatever happened to be in the Top 40. They were as solid as a rock, but Kramer knew his band was still missing something—an “X factor” that would make them stand out from the dozens of other bands emerging from the garages of the Detroit metro area. And that something was sixteen-year-old Robin Tyner (born Robert Derminer on December 12, 1944), an aspiring illustrator with a startlingly original mind.


“After Fred Smith, I met Rob,” said Kramer. “He had a younger brother named Ricky that I used to hang out with. Ricky said to me, ‘My older brother’s a beatnik. He listens to jazz. Stays up all night.’ That sounded interesting to me, so I went over to his house and started telling Rob how cool being in a band was, and he shut me right down. ‘Nah, rock music is jive. Now, let me tell you about jazz…’ But the next time I saw him, man, he was drunk in a White Castle playing harmonica, and he was rock-’n’-rolled out. He was ready to be in a band.”


Tyner’s “weirdo” vibes greatly appealed to Kramer, and he started lobbying the older boy to join the Bounty Hunters. Tyner was intrigued but skeptical. He had never even remotely contemplated being in a band and suggested becoming the band’s manager instead. But after it was clear that he had neither the drive nor the organizational abilities to manage a musical group, Tyner attempted to play bass instead, until he finally shifted to the role of lead singer.


He was an odd choice for a front man, and it was a decision the rest of the group would often wrestle with in future years. As a singer Tyner had excellent pitch and a great bluesy shout, but with his glasses, frizzy hair, and doughy physique, he was no teen idol. And his almost perverse delight in going against the grain annoyed just about everyone who came into the band’s orbit.


“I felt that our responsibility was to stretch the boundaries of music, and that meant that our climb to success was gonna be weird,” said Tyner. “I would always encourage the band’s most outrageous ideas, and there were many times when they would push back, saying, ‘We gotta stop this crazy shit and get our act together.’ But that was not my main motivation. I loved crazy shit.


“There were many great examples of me going off the deep end. We’d get a well-paying gig at a fraternity party, and I’d wind up clearing the room by using the PA to create feedback. The band resented it, and they embarked on a seemingly lifelong effort to straighten my ass out.


“The band also had problems having me as their spokesman, because they really felt that I could lose control at any minute, which was precisely what I was very, very good at. My behavior wasn’t always received with open arms; in fact, rarely was it taken in the spirit that it was given. They wanted to get rid of me many times, but they saw the value of my creative side and hedged their bets.”


Ironically, as the psychedelic ’60s began to unfurl, it was precisely Tyner’s eccentricities and contrarian spirit that allowed the group to evolve from being the Bounty Hunters—a small-time cover band—into the MC5, a world-class unit that would compete artistically with the likes of Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, and the Doors.


If Tyner gave the group an air of dangerous unpredictability, it was Kramer and Smith’s unrelenting proto-punk guitar attack that provided the music with its brawny backbone.


British bands like the Rolling Stones, the Yardbirds, and the Who showed the duo how to construct compelling music out of a couple of amplified guitars and a rhythm section. But it was ultimately the influence of the driving funk and uncompromising performances of James Brown, combined with the exploratory spirit of avant-garde jazz musicians like John Coltrane and Sun Ra, that provided the inspiration that made the MC5 truly unique.


The synthesis of all these elements was no accident. Much of it had to do with the proximity of Detroit’s Black population to Lincoln Park and the extraordinary diversity and quality of Michigan radio in the early 1960s.


It would be tempting to call the Motor City “a melting pot,” but in the 1960s it would be more accurate to describe it as a hot mess of segregation and racist “redlining” laws—the discriminatory practice that systematically denied mortgages to residents based on their color or ethnicity.


The real reason the borders between Lincoln Park and Detroit were created was to keep Black people out of the largely white suburban town via dubious legal technicalities. But no matter how hard racist policies conspired to separate Blacks from whites, they couldn’t prevent the airwaves from reaching the ears of teens of all colors. With the flick of a radio dial, you could hear all the latest R&B sounds coming out of Motown, Stax, and Chess; the wild jazz improvisations from labels like Impulse! and Atlantic; or the hottest pop songs, which at that time were dominated by British guitar bands. Parents called all of it “jungle music,” but the kids called it heaven.


Gigantic Detroit Top 40 AM stations like CKLW out of Canada and WKNR played the music of the Beatles and Stevie Wonder with equal frequency, but just as important was WCHB, the nation’s first Black-owned and -operated radio station, which played an exciting combination of R&B hits, jazz and gospel music, and also talk shows where you could hear bracingly honest perspectives on racism by Black hosts and guests.


The musicians in the MC5 were exposed to all of this, and it shaped their music and attitudes in profound ways that would later be expressed onstage and in their inclusionary politics.


“I realized there was a difference between white music and what the Black musicians were playing,” said Kramer. “The Black music had more drive. That’s how we wanted to play.”


It would take a few years for the MC5 to achieve that goal, but it was after bassist Michael Davis and drummer Dennis “Machine Gun” Thompson joined the band, in 1964 and in 1965, respectively, that they came much closer.


“Once we found this great rhythm section, we started working on this concept of drive—the music had to have this forward power,” said Kramer. “I think it came from that kind of adrenaline you have when you’re sixteen or seventeen, when your hormones are pumping so fast that you’re almost insane. There was this sound that gave us what we needed. We weren’t getting it from what parents and teachers were telling us but from what we called ‘high-energy music.’ Our show was based on the general dynamics of a James Brown concert—we were going to start at ten and a half and go up from there. On a bad night we were going to be great, and on a good night we were going to be unbelievable.”


Below, members of the MC5 and their associates recall these formative years.


ROB TYNER [MC5 vocalist] When Black families started moving into Detroit, my family was part of the Great White Flight to the suburbs. We moved to Lincoln Park, a town just south of the city, in 1954, when I was ten years old. But before we moved, I picked up a lot of Black influences I still carry with me today.


When I was in Detroit, I learned to play harmonica and to “hambone,” which was a Black style of music that involves stomping as well as slapping and patting the arms, legs, chest, and cheeks to create a groove. It was sort of an early version of beatboxing. If you could do that, you were cool with the Black dudes who used to hang out on the corner. Every now and then, they’d stop and pick a white kid at random to hambone for a laugh. Little did they know I had spent hours practicing, practicing, and practicing, for just that moment to happen, and when it did, I blew their minds. Even at that early age I knew you had to rehearse.


The funny thing was, even though my family moved out of Detroit from a misguided fear of Black people, Lincoln Park was just as dangerous as Detroit. Maybe more so. There was a possibility of serious physical violence every day. Just by wearing your hair a little different, or just by looking at somebody the wrong way, you could receive a serious beatdown from white kids in the neighborhood.


Lincoln Park had the worst juvenile delinquency rate per capita in the entire United States, worse than the worst of New York, Newark, L.A., or Chicago, and there were kids working twenty-four hours a day to hang on to that title. They looked upon delinquency as being a badge of honor. My school was extremely turbulent and very violent, and we were at war with all the surrounding suburbs, like Allen Park and Wyandotte.


My dad installed windows, and my mother worked in small shops and factories. I guess we were typical, but I always felt very alienated. I’d do terrible in school because there was no challenge. I’d just sit and draw. I really liked girls a lot, but I was very clumsy around them. Then I got glasses, which was good in one way because I could finally see, but then that made you dorky because you wore glasses.


My aunt Joan was a rock-’n’-roller who looked like the Hollywood sex bomb Jayne Mansfield. She was talking to my dad one night, and I said something about liking [Big Band jazz musician] Woody Herman. She said, “Man, you are so square.” So she started dragging me around to early rock-’n’-roll shows featuring people like Little Richard and Bill Haley. For a young boy, she was very exciting to be around!


Despite my aunt’s best efforts, being cool was still an uphill battle for me. I had frizzy hair and glasses, and my dad had a pink-and-beige Rambler station wagon. You try and be cool with all that going against you—it’s just not possible! For a long while I devoted myself 100 percent to drawing hot rods, reading sci-fi, mooning over girls, and being frustrated about being stuck on a bland death planet.


WAYNE KRAMER [MC5 guitarist] Before our family moved to Lincoln Park, I lived on Elmer Street on the west side of Detroit. A kid up the street had a snare drum, and that was my first real introduction to music. I thought, Man, that’s great, you can beat that thing and everybody has to listen to you. I played drums for a while and joined the school band. At the same time, Elvis was hitting and he played guitar. I liked drums, but it became immediately apparent to me that guitar players got to stand in the front, wiggle around, and get all the attention.


Simultaneously, my mother was dating this guy from Clarksville, Tennessee, and he would come over with his guitar and play country songs and sing for my mother, who would visibly swoon. I could see that playing guitar worked!


Soon after, I got a six-string of my own and discovered Chuck Berry. He was a major influence for a while. Then the Ventures. In the beginning, that’s all that was happening with the electric guitar. It was still undeveloped territory.


My mom ended up marrying the guy from Clarksville and we moved to Lincoln Park when I was twelve or thirteen, and it was very white. There were no people of color, and most of the whites were from the South and racist. But the suburbs were surprisingly violent. People got into fights all the time.


ROB TYNER In 1964 I had just begun listening to the Rolling Stones, and I thought, They’re playing the harmonica. Jeez, I have one of those from when I was in Detroit. I had a kind of a flair for it. Even the Black kids in the old neighborhood would go, “Y’know, for a white kid you’re pretty good.” They were being a little condescending, but hey, any faint praise from those guys was solid gold as far as I was concerned. I was probably the only nine-year-old white kid in Detroit who knew who John Lee Hooker was.


Overnight, the harmonica had become tremendously hot because of the Rolling Stones, and that was a major breakthrough for me. I’d just gotten their first album and had been listening to it a lot, and the idea of being in a band started kicking around in my head.


RUSS GIBB [DJ and concert promoter] In the early ’60s I was a schoolteacher in Howell, Michigan, but on weekends I was a disc jockey doing a Top 40 show on a local radio station.


The school system didn’t allow kids to have dances at school because they thought dancing was immoral, so the kids were all bummed out. They had to go out of town just to boogie or have their own parties.


Around that time, record companies started sending groups on the road to promote their albums by talking to disc jockeys or playing a couple of their songs at local record shops. For example, I remember going around with Bob Maxwell, who was one of the biggest radio personalities in Howell, Michigan, and Stevie Wonder, who played “Fingertips” at a couple places, including a Ukrainian church in Detroit.


People were just thrilled because they could hear the record and actually see the star. Television was still in its infancy, so it was rare to see rock music on any of the channels.


One day I said to Bob, “What if we just rented a space, created our own event, and charged money?” So, we rented a VFW hall up there, put on a dance, and made good money. I made more money in those four hours than I did in two weeks of teaching.


In those days, teachers’ salaries were something like $4,200 a year, and you had to drive the school bus when the driver was ill. If you wanted a drink, it was in our contract that you had to go thirty-six miles out of town, and you had to show up in town for at least two church services a month. It was a very, very strict society. All of those restrictions made me nervous that I’d lose my job because I put on dances. But I wanted the money, so we started to do them in a bunch of different places out of the county.


ROB TYNER Teen clubs just started sprouting up all over the place. It gave kids a place to dance and listen to music. Kids were really dancing back then—it was a big social thing. There was this little franchise in suburbs like Allen Park and Warren called the Chatterbox, which booked bands and DJs and served sodas that looked like phony mixed drinks. Now that I look at it, it was probably a way of getting kids into the habit.


RUSS GIBB There was a very popular DJ, Gary Stevens, who knew what I was doing, and he approached me with an idea. “Instead of dragging everything all over hell, why don’t we see if we can rent a hall and keep it in one place?” So we found a big VFW hall out in the sticks and started a club called the Pink Pussycat Club. Stevens stole the name from a movie house in L.A., which I later found out was a porno joint! Who knew any better? We were from Detroit. Every week he would have the record guys bring in an act. You name ’em, they were all out there. We particularly took advantage of the Motown groups. You could always get a Motown group to come out.


Gary and I put on shows every week and, frankly, we were making good bread. However, it wasn’t all smooth sailing. Some parents had real issues with what we were doing. Kids were beginning to listen to this music that their moms and dads thought was African—animal music—and the fear was that their teenagers were going to go to hell, literally. Parents would take records away. It was like if they found pot or cocaine in the kid’s room these days. Back then, if they found an R&B record, they’d go crazy. Parents would go to the school counselors and say, “Oh my God, I found this record. What should I do?”


Fashion was changing too. Kids started wearing cleats on their shoes, so they would click, and wear Levi’s and leather jackets. Every girl had tight, pegged skirts that would hobble them when they walked.


ROB TYNER At the same time, hot-rod culture was going strong. The younger people who worked in the car factories would get hooked in their job, because they’d want money to buy auto parts so they could build serious hot rods. That’d be their whole life—racing around in their car. Committing to a car meant payments, which meant they’d stay in the factory.


GARY GRIMSHAW [poster artist] The first graphic images that left an imprint were probably paint jobs on custom cars by guys like Big Daddy Roth and, later, Stanley Mouse. Mouse was a Detroit guy who later became famous for designing posters for San Francisco bands like the Grateful Dead and Journey. I never saw him work except one time at the Detroit Dragway when I was kid. I watched him draw for a few hours, which I thought was more fun than watching the races.


Art ran in my family. My father was a draftsman and engineer, so his tools were always around at home: drawing boards, French curves, and rulers. My uncle was the printer who produced all the Grande Ballroom posters at Crown Press in Dearborn, and his wife was an illustrator. My grandfather was a window dresser for stores all through the Great Depression in the 1930s, and later he worked at General Motors as a stylist.


I’d hang around with Rob Tyner, and we’d build model cars and draw pictures in the basement of his house. We were both big fans of Millar, a cartoonist for Hot Rod magazine who contributed illustrations to the technical column. Rob was more diverse than I was. He was the cartoonist for our high school paper, the Rail Splitter, and I was just single-mindedly into drawing cars. I was intrigued by pin-striping techniques and multicolored paint jobs.


I did learn something about figure drawing—which is probably the most difficult kind of drawing there is—from Rob, because he was good at it. I think he wanted to be an artist when he was in high school, but about halfway through he started shifting to music.


ROB TYNER One night in 1965—after drawing my millionth hot rod—I decided I couldn’t stand being alone anymore. I threw my coat on, jumped in my old Chevy, and went down to the White Castle, where all the rockers used to hang out. There was nobody there, so I pulled out my harmonica and started playing the blues. As fate would have it, Wayne Kramer pulled up on this motorcycle and I just blew him away.


GARY GRIMSHAW In the early 1960s, Rob and I listened to a lot of jazz and blues. The British rock-’n’-roll explosion hadn’t happened yet, and all the artists that started rock ’n’ roll in the ’50s had died or stopped having hits. Other than the Brill Building, rock was hijacked by what I called the Philadelphia Mafia—it was all mainstream pop garbage like Frankie Avalon and Fabian.


The Atlantic Records sound was still strong during that period. We listened to a lot of Black radio like WCHB, an urban gospel station, or Frantic Ernie on WBBC. By our senior year, we both had cars and we’d pick each other up to drive to school in the morning and turn on WCHB and blast it all the way. We needed to get a dose of R&B before we had to go to school.


We were also listening to jazz. WCHB would go off the air at sundown, and for the last hour or so, a DJ named Larry Dixon would play music by John Coltrane, Yusef Lateef, and all that stuff, and that’s where we learned about it.


I have one great memory of our high school days that says a lot about who we were and where our heads were at. It was a Saturday afternoon in 1962, and Rob and I were walking past Hudson’s Department Store at the Lincoln Park Plaza on Fourth Street and there was an entrance that was all boarded up and closed. It was raining and I had my cream-colored Japanese transistor radio with me. We were big fans of the Ugly Duckling on WCHD, an R&B show that would also play jazz—wild jazz—really adventurous stuff. Suddenly, the station started playing “My Favorite Things” by John Coltrane. It’s now considered a milestone in jazz history, but it was the first time we’d ever heard it. We just ducked into that boarded-up entrance at Hudson’s, with half of the radio on my shoulder, and half on Rob’s shoulder so we could each get our ears right into the speaker.


It was like fourteen minutes long, and we just stood there in the rain, completely transfixed. We didn’t say a word through the whole thing, and when it was over, there was nothing we could say. We just walked around in the rain getting wet.


During this time, Rob and I also used to go to this club called the Minor Key, which was the biggest jazz venue in Detroit. But to get in we had to bring our parents. I remember the first time we went there and we saw [saxophonist] Cannonball Adderley. We were thrilled and made our moms get there early so we could get a table right up front. We listened to all of Adderley’s records over and over again, so we knew all the tunes.


I think our moms were afraid to be in a Black Detroit club, but by the end of the night they enjoyed it. In some ways, it probably wasn’t too weird for my mother. She had grown up in that neighborhood, but I don’t think she’d been down there since she graduated from high school. I don’t know what the club and clientele thought of us—these crazy white sixteen-year-olds with their parents, jumping up and down. They probably thought we were nuts.


One time we went to see Coltrane, and [drummer] Elvin Jones came out onstage eating a big turkey leg. He was the first one to come out, and he just sat behind his drums chewing away and scowling at everybody. When he finally finished—when he got all down to the bone—the rest of the band came out. That was great.


His drumming was overpowering. Real loud, real fast, and real full. But we sat right in front of Coltrane, so the bell of his horn was, like, right in our ears. But what was even more impressive was bassist Jimmy Garrison, because he was just ripping at the strings with his fingers. Halfway through the first song he was drenched in sweat. He had this stand-up bass, and it was soaking wet. That’s the way he played. He played with the same intensity that Elvin played drums. I’d never seen a bass player do that. I guess if he didn’t play that hard, he’d be totally drowned out. The feeling you got from the band was that all of them were pushing each other so hard that they were creating a wall of sound.


ROB TYNER After I ran into Wayne Kramer at the White Castle, I gave some serious thought about playing in his band but decided I didn’t really have any experience. But I had read about Andrew Loog Oldham, the manager of the Rolling Stones, and I found him to be an interesting character. I thought, I don’t have a lot of musical talent, so maybe being a manager would be a cool thing to do. It seemed like something you could just bullshit your way through.


WAYNE KRAMER Instead of playing in our band, Rob decided he was going to manage us, but then Fred and Rob had a couple dustups. We were sitting in a restaurant, and he was telling us what he was going to do for us, and Fred was being defiant. Rob just kept calling Fred’s bluff, but every time Fred would raise the ante, and Rob would say, “So what. Fuck you.”


Finally, they decided they were going to fight about it. So when we finished eating, we all went out in the parking lot. Fred and Rob squared off and threw a few blows at each other. I scored it even. You might have put your money on Fred, but Rob was a big guy and he wasn’t afraid of Fred. That was the main thing; he wasn’t going to let Fred intimidate him. Both of them landed a couple of good, clean shots, but it was in the winter, they slipped on the ice, and Fred luckily ended up on top. He had Rob down and said, “I could smash your face in right now.”


Rob said, “Why don’t you?” That fucked Fred up, and he got off of Rob and said, “Oh, I don’t know what I’m doing.” Then we talked for the next six hours about what just happened. “How did we get to this? What caused this?”


I was really impressed. I was thinking, Oh, man, Fred’s going to really lambaste this motherfucker. But Rob’s defiant attitude just knocked the wind out of Fred’s sails. He respected it. After that, we decided Rob was going to be the bass player because we didn’t have one.


ROB TYNER Out of curiosity I went to a couple of band rehearsals. Wayne was on guitar, Fred Smith on bass, and they had a drummer named Leo [LeDuc]. I listened to ’em and they sounded really good. But Fred wanted to play guitar, so I stopped thinking about being their manager and tried to play bass. They gave me about three weeks and then fired me.


WAYNE KRAMER After Rob didn’t work out on bass, he recommended his friend Pat Burrows, who was great. But Fred wanted to get Rob back in the band because he liked his nuttiness. Fred said, “We gotta have a guy in the band who’s nutty! A guy with a lot of crazy ideas and shit.” I agreed, and that’s how Rob became our lead singer.


ROB TYNER Wayne called me one day and asked me if I had any ideas for a band name. I had two ideas. One was the Men. I liked that because it was very macho. The other one was the MC5. Wayne didn’t like the Men at all, so MC5 it was. He asked, “What’s it stand for?” and I said, “The Motor City 5, I guess.” But it was also my variation on Einstein’s E = mc2. I wasn’t a physics major, and it’s not like I understood what it meant, but it sounded modern and there was something about that equation that just looked great.


I also gave myself a new name. My family name is Derminer, and for some reason no one could pronounce it or spell it right. It didn’t seem tough to me, but they’d say Deeder-meyer or Doodie-meaner, and that always bothered me because I was very into identity.


I had a real passion for John Coltrane’s pianist, McCoy Tyner, so I became Rob Tyner. Everybody else in the band that had a weird name changed it as well. Wayne Kramer took his name from the country pianist Floyd Cramer. And later, when Dennis Tomich joined, he became Dennis Thompson.


Once I started calling myself Rob Tyner, I started expressing myself better on all levels. I was very into self-invention; I always believed it was my inalienable right. I think that is the process of rock ’n’ roll; with every album you’re reinventing yourself. I felt like a weight was off me, and that’s the connection to the freedom I heard in McCoy Tyner’s playing with Coltrane.


Even though I was introverted, I didn’t have any problems making the transition to front man. If you think about it, the stage is a very isolated place. You’re completely alone out there, and it made me feel strangely at home. I had the feeling that nobody could tell me what I should do, and I liked that.


WAYNE KRAMER The MC5 was really launched with our original rhythm section of Pat Burrows on bass and Bob Gasper on drums. Man, that band rocked! Unlike Michael Davis and Dennis Thompson, they were so solid and so in the pocket. But we were so vain in our pursuit of fame, we forced them both out of the band because they didn’t look cool enough. Pretty vicious shit.


GARY GRIMSHAW I was working like a dog at the end of high school. I decided I really wanted to go to college but my grades were terrible, so I started studying. Since I was occupied, Rob started hanging out with a bunch of musicians. I would go to the shows and sometimes I would work as a roadie.


ROB TYNER Wayne was always the practical one. His mom was very supportive of him, and she was very motivated to help get the band going for him. He would talk to his mother and she would offer advice. In turn, he’d give us pep talks and the band would hear all this wonderful stuff that we were supposed to do. They’d cook up these ideas, like playing a benefit for this school for the blind or playing a Halloween party for the mentally ill. In some ways, that’s where our social and political involvement all started. We were trying to create this “we are the world” vibe long before [future manager] John Sinclair stepped into the picture. We always had the idea that we wanted to use our music for more than profit and self-gain. That’s probably what made us so ripe for conquest by Sinclair.


That said, Fred Smith didn’t care about any of that. He had this stoic thing: never show emotion and never show pain. He never liked school or working, but he did have a deep affinity for the guitar, and that was enough. That’s enough for a person.


Fred understood the automatic transmission of playing rhythm. One of the highest callings in music is to play rhythm, because as a rhythm player you control the dynamics. Unfortunately, there was this real hierarchy among guitar players at that time. The dumb guy was supposed to be the rhythm player. I always felt it takes a special mentality to be able to play that position. By starting out as a rhythm player, Fred developed an incredible sense of how to build our songs. The combination of Fred and Dennis Thompson was dynamite. They could get things rolling. When Fred started playing lead later on, things got more complicated.


In our early days, Fred toyed with the idea of committing petty crimes. Breaking and entering were glorified in Lincoln Park. Fred and I got into a couple of little things. Let’s face it; we were hoodlums, running the streets with nobody telling us what to do.


GARY GRIMSHAW The MC5 attempted to steal some equipment from a local music store. One night, at three in the morning, they backed a truck up but set off an alarm before they could get anything. Fred probably masterminded the heist. They were regular customers, so they were paranoid about getting caught. But they needed the stuff so bad.


ROB TYNER The other guys in the band were rock ’n’ rollers, but they were fundamentally conservative. They had a suburban mentality. Wayne was really obsessed with “How do you do this stuff? How do you get a sound?” He was the one with all the practical questions. I was more into asking, “How weird could we get?” I wasn’t interested in procedural stuff.


There’s a certain security in doing things the right way, but at that time I thought it was way too early to start worrying about the right fucking way. Doing things “right” meant eliminating all the interesting ideas. But that’s why it was also good that Wayne tried to keep things organized. We were a good balance. If it would have depended on me, I doubt we would have been successful.


The band wanted to get rid of me many times, and I don’t blame ’em. Looking back on it, maybe it would’ve been better for everyone if we had just become like [pop singer] Bobby Goldsboro or something more mainstream. They knew that they needed me, but they would’ve liked it if I was more measured, which was exactly what I was fighting against. Their attitude mobilized my defenses, and it got to the point where things were very complicated. Very complicated.


There were many times they sat my ass down—in front of people—and tried to straighten me out. They’d come over to my house and bitch me out in a most cruel manner. They were on me every second, and when I made an infraction the boot came down. It didn’t work. I’d already been fighting all my life to be Rob Tyner. The only thing they could do to hurt me was to shut me up, and later in the band’s development, that’s exactly what happened.


I wasn’t easy to deal with. I knew that, and acknowledged it. But if they’d let me go, I’d have gotten in another band, and then I would’ve been the competition. There were other people in town that would’ve gladly done any freaky-ass thing that I would’ve wanted. I wanted to be like my British idols. I liked more obscure bands like the Troggs, but the guys in the band didn’t care for ’em because they weren’t mainstream enough. I liked ’em precisely because of that!


I really liked the Pretty Things’ first album. You had to dig through the rocks to enjoy it, and I liked that. The Yardbirds also meant something to me. I could point to them and say, “Look at these guys. They play weird music and have hit records. Let’s be more like that!”


WAYNE KRAMER We all loved the songs on the Rolling Stones’ first album. They were among the first things we learned to play together as the MC5. In fact, about all we played were Rolling Stones songs up until the point where we thought we were going to get to open for them. We were sophisticated enough to understand we couldn’t go on in front of the Stones and play their material.


ROB TYNER Our early gigs were always kind of strange. We played record hops, teen clubs, but we never did play the upscale places like the Chatterbox much, because we were never popular enough. We played what we liked instead of the hits—lots of deep cuts by the Rolling Stones, Chuck Berry, Animals, and the Kinks. We’d play more obscure things like the Who’s “Bald Headed Woman.”


WAYNE KRAMER When the Stones first came to Detroit, nobody came to see them. The next time they came, in 1965, they were much more popular and we were supposed to open for them but got knocked out of the box at the last minute. That was a real heartbreaker.


ROB TYNER Playing gigs wasn’t about money. It was mostly about picking up chicks. I’m not sure what our aspirations were, but we certainly understood our limitations. I was a white guy singing in the same city as Marvin Gaye and Smokey Robinson. Forget it. It was like, “You’re the wrong color, man, hang it up.” As a white vocalist in a town dominated by Motown, it was ludicrous. You had to be really gifted as a singer to survive, and we probably wouldn’t have been able to make it in Detroit if we were a commercial band. We made it in the suburbs, out in the boonies, where it was just kids.


The whole Black music thing was very popular with white and Black audiences. There was an incredible amount of music being released in the mid-’60s. Ten classic songs would come out in the space of a week, and it would be difficult to keep up. We’d be playing a gig and somebody would invariably come up and ask us to play some impossible Motown tune.


There was this tussle between the indigenous music of Detroit and the British Invasion music of the Beatles and the Stones, which was all lily-white. It was a musically turbulent situation.


Additionally, we had some tremendous competition. A local band called the Satellites were the absolute greatest. I’m not kidding. Had they been anywhere else, or gotten any kind of a break, even just a small one, they would’ve been unstoppable. They were energetic onstage, could sing four/five-part harmony, and play their instruments with real precision. They had long hair and could sing things like Smokey Robinson’s “You’ve Really Got a Hold on Me” and actually make people weep. And they were our competition!


We couldn’t beat them, so we began to use that Beatles-versus-Stones territorial thing. The Satellites were like the Beatles, and we were the scruffy guys. We wore all black, had big Vox amplifiers, and were real macho. Also, nobody else was putting the energy into the tunes like we were. We had found these little pockets of places we could play. There was one place in Flat Rock, which was about fifteen miles south of Lincoln Park, that loved us. We didn’t get paid, but every weekend, or every other weekend, we could go down there and slam for those guys. There was an actual stage, so we could begin working our act. As we played around the city, we began to formulate this idea of putting a lot of intensity into the music. We grew up playing Chuck Berry songs, and with Fred Smith around there was a lot of drive on that rhythm guitar.


WAYNE KRAMER It was a real competitive scene in Detroit. The standards were really high. The best bands made a lot of money, which was a wild concept. Billy Lee & the Rivieras was one of the bands to beat. They eventually became famous as Mitch Ryder & the Detroit Wheels, and they were monsters. They could play all sorts of wild shit that nobody knew yet. I mean, here’s this white kid, Billy Levise [Mitch Ryder’s real name], up there singing James Brown shit. Damn, how could he do that?


ROB TYNER A crucial person in our story was a guy named Bruce Burnish. He worked at Ford, had some money, and he cosigned a loan for us to get some top-of-the-line equipment. The Beatles, the Stones, and all the top British Invasion bands used Vox amplifiers, and with his help we bought two Super Beatle Vox amps, a Westminster bass amp, and a PA. If it had not been for Bruce, the MC5 would never have existed, because after that, we weren’t just another band.


When we walked in with that gear, the crowds would stop whatever they were doing and gawk. At that time, a Super Beatle was the biggest amp anybody had ever seen. So when we came in all dressed in black with all this gear, people knew something was cookin’. Something was going down. And then when we hit those first couple of chords and it was so fucking loud, it really grabbed people’s attention.


WAYNE KRAMER We kind of considered ourselves junior confidence men—junior hustlers and manipulators. We talked this guy Bruce Burnish into buying all this Vox equipment—thousands of dollars’ worth of stuff, which none of us or our parents could afford. We made him the manager.


ROB TYNER We were booked to open for [British Invasion superstars] the Dave Clark Five at Cobo Arena in Detroit in December of 1965, and it was the moment that the band had been living for. I think we sleazed in there through one of our record-hop connections. We knew that if we got to the right place and played in front of a big audience, we’d do well. The Dave Clark Five were as hot as a pistol, and they jammed the place. It was such a shock to me that we were gonna do it.


I was backstage and the place was filled with screaming girls. It was like heaven. At one point I peeked through the curtains at center stage and the whole crowd erupted, and I said, “Goddamn! This is great!” It was the first time I saw how you could play with hysteria, which was heady stuff. I said, “Man, I’m home.”


During our set, my pants got stuck in the top of my boots, and I was stumbling all over the place, scared and nervous but also exhilarated. The whole thing was so expansive. I literally was never the same after that. You moved this way and the crowd would break the same way. We had these green corduroy coats and black pants and vests, and white shirts, and Beatle boots. That was our outfit. I liked that because it gave us a certain unity, even though there was very little unity in the band, personality-wise. It was depressing afterwards to go back to the same old stuff, but that gig did increase our standing in the community. Somewhere there’s a picture of them and us—the DC5 meets the MC5.


WAYNE KRAMER Opening for the Dave Clark Five was our consolation prize for not getting the Stones slot. That was our first taste of the “big time,” and we rehearsed hard for it. I think there were a couple of other acts before us, but I can’t remember who they were. Four acts total. Everybody got twenty minutes, then the Dave Clark Five. I was so high on just being there, it was like taking acid or something.


GARY GRIMSHAW In 1964, after I graduated from high school, I started going to Wayne State University in Detroit, and immediately moved downtown into a building filled with beatniks. Rob would hang out with me, and that’s when he met his future wife, Becky. Becky was also living downtown and going to Wayne State.


This guy Ron lived a couple doors down, and he showed me the first Beatles album. He saw my record collection of jazz, blues, and rock ’n’ roll, and said, “You’ll like this too.”


But I really didn’t. The Beatles were the kind of band your parents would like. They were cute. My mother used to go out and buy Beatles albums. The Stones, however, were a whole different story. But the interesting thing was that before they had even heard the Stones, the MC5 were doing basically the same thing—covering blues tunes. They glommed onto the Stones right away. Once we knew about the Stones, we just forgot about the Beatles. The hell with them. We’d buy those records for our parents. That said, we did like Beatle boots. They were like greaser shoes but with higher heels.


ROB TYNER I was always looking for a party, and I was English at the time. It’s an embarrassing story to tell, but true. I pretended I was from England to get into all the cool parties. I’m good with accents and I had the jacket and the little black dickey with the white shirt, right? The little Peter Gunn hairdo and the English accent, and I would flash my way into any party.


On weekends there would be these mad, wild, existential, insane, debauched parties on the Wayne State University campus in Detroit. All the houses would just be rocking! The Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee threw some parties over on Fourth Street that would blow you away! There would be drinking, carousing, and a little bit of pot here and there. You’d meet these people who were like… militant anthropologists! Stuff like that. I loved these people. I didn’t go to college, but I always was hungry for the intellectual stimulation they offered. A lot of guys in the band thought that was all horseshit, and maybe on some levels it was, but I loved it for the sense of intellectual possibilities. No thought was taboo.


I met Becky at one of those parties. I was out prowling in the city—“lurking,” as we called it. Boy, I was trying my damnedest to get into this one party. There were rumors that there would be pot, so I had to get in, but even the English accent was failing me. I was walking down the street, feeling dejected, and I saw this girl walking up the other side of the street. And I said, “’Allo, love, where’s the party?” with my English accent. And she said, “It’s right in there.” And I said, “I know, I can’t get in!” “Well, I’m invited, let’s go to the beer store first.” She could buy! I couldn’t believe it! She was my age, but she could buy.


BECKY TYNER I was on my way home and I met this guy with an English accent in front of my building who asked me about a party. I didn’t think twice about it. I just told him it was at my friends’, Neil and Sandy. I wasn’t going myself. I was going out with my boyfriend who had a red Corvette. When I came home later that night, my roommate Donna, who had been at the party, told me that the guy I had met wasn’t really English, but he seemed nice enough, so she invited him to our party the following weekend. After that, Rob started hanging out at our apartment, even though he had a girlfriend and I had a boyfriend.


ROB TYNER Towards the end of 1965, things were changing rapidly in the band. We were not commercial enough for the Top 40 bars, and we were getting too old for the teen clubs. We started realizing that soon there would be no place for us. I started pushing for the band to go in a more artsy, experimental, psychedelic direction. Our bassist, Pat, however, could not deal with it. He was a great player, but he was not interested in getting freaky at all.


WAYNE KRAMER Pat wanted to play Motown-style funk, but we started taking acid and wanted to get weird.


ROB TYNER I had moved out of my parents’ house and into an apartment on the campus of Wayne State University, and Mike Davis was a guitarist and singer who lived across the hall from me. He was this real handsome guy and had a real pop-star look. The band decided that even if he hadn’t played bass before, he would be better for us than Burrows. So he was in and Pat was out.


Around that time, Becky’s best friend married this architect who owned this huge house in Southfield, Michigan, with glass walls—it was really far-out. They had this big artsy-fartsy party and invited the MC5 to play. All the local artists and heavies were there. It was very heady for me. Even though it was Mike’s first gig with us, we just really went for it.


At some point in the evening, I discovered that if you took the microphone and stuck it into the speakers, it would feed back like crazy. I also started making all these weird metallic, xylophone-type sounds by running the mic up and down the speaker columns. Suddenly, what we would eventually call “avant-rock” was born, and the hip people at the party loved it.


We found out quickly that not everyone was receptive to that kind of weirdness. We tried it at fraternity parties and forget it, they just wanted to hear “Gloria” and that was it. But I didn’t care, because it pointed the way for what became one of our biggest anthems, “Black to Comm,” and the band’s later sound. I saw it as pure research and pure experimentation.


WAYNE KRAMER Michael was recruited as much for the lifestyle as he was for his looks. Lifestyle-wise he fit into our program: he was a beatnik, he liked downtown, he was an artist, a hipster, he smoked reefer. Pat, our current bassist, was the other end of the spectrum: a white suburban working-class kid who wanted to get a nice day job and do the right thing. Michael had a lifestyle we were aspiring to.


Since he played some guitar, in my youthful enthusiasm I thought I could just teach him how to play bass, like I taught Fred. I told him, “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of the music. We’ll show you how to do that. You’re in the band.” He would play the exact notes I would show him to play, but we lost that feeling we had been getting with Burrows, because Burrows was in the pocket. We didn’t really appreciate what we had because we were coasting on the enthusiasm.


But when Michael joined the band, everything really started roaring. We’d get these jobs around Wayne State playing for the beatniks, so we were just—AGGGHHH!!!!—blasting through this new counterculture thing.


CHRIS HOVNANIAN [Wayne Kramer’s girlfriend] Before Wayne and I became a couple, I was friends with Michael. He was an incredibly talented painter, and in a way it’s too bad that Wayne talked him into becoming a bass player. And after they did, they were critical of his musicianship and made him feel like garbage.


Michael used to flip me out because he looked exactly like Paul McCartney. He’d sit there and play Beatles songs and you had to keep telling yourself that this was not Paul McCartney sitting there on the couch.


Everybody thought he’d be great up there with the band because he looked great. Wayne looked goofy, Rob was overweight, and Fred was sort of ugly like a Rolling Stone. Michael was handsome. Incredibly handsome and nice. It was too bad that’s the only reason they hired him.


MICHAEL DAVIS [MC5 bassist] Yes, I was the ladies’ man. That was my area. Fred was the quiet tough guy. He was the Charles Bronson of the band. Wayne was the show-off—the guy that was always in your face. Wayne had to always have the spotlight on him. He was the one that was dancing the boogaloo out there. Rob was our beacon of enlightenment, and Dennis was like a little caveman. He was Bamm-Bamm.


CHRIS HOVNANIAN Wayne pushed everybody around except Fred. They were all afraid of Fred. Fred, though, didn’t push anybody around. He just didn’t say anything, which made everybody afraid of him. He’d just grunt and did whatever he wanted. They didn’t even really try to force him to do anything. Plus, they had a lot of respect for his guitar playing.


WAYNE KRAMER Michael had limited technical experience and facility, but he thought like an artist and he played like an artist, which meant that he ignored half the rules of how you’re supposed to play and would go off on these weird musical tangents. If you just listened to him, he sounded fine, but I would’ve preferred someone who had a more traditional approach.


MICHAEL DAVIS I was interested in classical music; rock ’n’ roll was like the farthest thing from me. Then the Beatles and the Stones came along, and it was like, Whoa. What is that? When I joined the MC5, my vision wasn’t that I was joining a rock-’n’-roll band. I saw it as kind of a living, breathing sculpture. To me, it was the whole thing: five individuals contributing to a whole kind of art piece. It wasn’t just the music—it was the look, it was the attitude, it was the words, it was the clothes, it was the performance, it was kind of everything. So, I looked at the thing like a huge painting, like working on a living sculpture. The MC5 was never just a rock-’n’-roll band.


When I joined them, they were pretty much a Lincoln Park cover band, and the most that was going on was an occasional bar gig and playing at the teenager clubs and sock hops. And it was all about covers. When I joined, my vision was to create something that no one had ever done before. When Dennis Thompson started playing, that completed the wheel.


ROB TYNER During the whole period of the band’s formation, there was always this question of whether they were going to get rid of me because I was not consistent as a person. My standards of cleanliness were not like everybody else’s and I was always late. I also had a penchant for oblique literature and art, and that just didn’t do it for them. There was this real pressure to be just one of the guys, and I would never be that. Never will be that. I’m not cut out for it, and I’m not motivated towards it. I’m my own person; I like the things I like. In those days, I was very nihilistic about everything because I didn’t think I would live for very long. I felt that most things didn’t really matter, so why not stretch out while I can?


I took a lot of criticism. There was constant criticism about my weight and even about my age. When I turned twenty, the band was like, “You’re over the hill, you’re too old.” I was old at twenty! They kept that up constantly. They even worried about whether I was going to lose my hair! My dad lost his hair at an early age and I was expected to do the same.


I also took a lot of flak for my relationship with Becky, who would become my wife. She was one of those intellectual girls—not your regular band chick. We got married at a very early age, and that was very taboo and uncool. The idea that you would get married was so nuts, but as weird as I was, I also wanted some stability in my life. My parents had a difficult marriage and stayed together for the kids, which was miserable for everyone when I was growing up. I really wanted to feel a sense of home and I found that with Becky.


MICHAEL DAVIS The first thing that comes to my mind when I think about Rob Tyner is that he was a loving person, and he always had his head above water. He wasn’t somebody that could be duped into believing in fantasies or was frivolous. He was pretty serious, although he had this humorous side to him too. In fact, when we first started hanging out, Rob and his brother Rick were like a comedy team. We’d go up to the burger joint and just sit and eat fries and watch Rob and Rick tell jokes and clown around. I mean, we’d just be in stitches.


The second thing I think about with Rob was he was so not cut out to be a rock star. He wasn’t skinny. He wasn’t pretty. He just had all this shit going against him. But what he did have was drive. And he was determined to be a lead singer. He was determined to be in a rock band, and that was how he was going to make his mark.


The third thing I think of is that he was frustrated. He wasn’t a trained singer. I mean, he had to kind of, like, pull it out of his ass, as the saying goes. He was like a student of performing artists, so he was always trying to reach that level. Which is a great thing because he wasn’t satisfied with just mimicking a song. He needed to master a song. He aimed high. I mean he named himself after McCoy Tyner. That tells you something.


ROB TYNER After Mike Davis joined the band, we played at a wedding reception for a friend of ours who knew all the “right” people in Detroit. We were crackling, droning, and making all this feedback noise, and they were dancing to it! I couldn’t believe it. It was a breakthrough for us. That paved the way on some levels for our involvement with John Sinclair.


We were playing a lot of Yardbirds and starting to connect with the college crowd and the freaks. We got to “avant-out” for the people, and they dug it. And then the band started to dig it a little. It was a period of expansion, and we were making the transition from being a sock-hop band to something more interesting.


WAYNE KRAMER After we discovered feedback, we ended a lot of record hops by clearing the room. We knew if we could make people react that strong, we were on to something. We knew we were on the right track. Maybe it wasn’t the exact right application, but it was something, because, man, we could drive people out of clubs in droves.


Our drummer at that time, Bob Gaspar, didn’t like when we got too experimental either. He wanted us to be a lounge act, and we wanted to be a rock-’n’-roll band. He used to yell at us about playing too loud all the time. One evening he stopped playing, got up on the mic, and yelled to the audience: “How many people in here think this band is too goddamn loud?” Nobody said anything. “You think it sounds okay?” And the crowed went, “RAAAGGGHA!!” He went back to his drums with his tail between his legs. That’s probably when he knew his days in the MC5 were numbered.


ROB TYNER Bob hated “Black to Comm.” That was the song where we would really get weird. I mean, he hated it because it was loud and real demanding to play. There was only one way you could do it—flat-out. Bam! Bam! Bam! He’d be tired at the end of the gig and want to go home. One night he protested by just sitting there and refusing to play along.


ROB TYNER That pissed Fred off, so he turned his amp up all the way; in his hands, a Gretsch Tennessean guitar and a Super Beatle amp were lethal weapons. Bob wasn’t playing and we kept going. Finally, Gaspar did this big single slow roll and came on it, the whole band hit all at the same time, and the whole place just took off. Ironically, it became the signature of the song.


WAYNE KRAMER Wow! It took people’s heads off. Thermonuclear war. I don’t think it was quite so cathartic for Gaspar, though. He was still pissed off.


ROB TYNER Not long after that, we got a residency at this itty-bitty place called the Crystal Bar in Detroit. It was a place where friends and some of the freakos would come over and bounce off the walls as we’d play. Mostly, it gave us a chance to develop our sound.


WAYNE KRAMER We weren’t a good bar band because we didn’t want to play the jukebox songs, which is what most people wanted. We did covers that we wanted to do. Bar owners would pressure the band: “You gotta play the Top 10.” But at the Crystal Bar things were different.


It was around then we knew we had to write our own songs. At one point we just said, “Rob, go make up some other words.” He could go in the other room and come back in a couple of minutes and say, “Here, I wrote a song.” “Great, let’s do it!” He got enthused with that and he started writing more. Later, Fred and I started writing too. Like they say, “When the going gets weird, the weird get going.”


ROB TYNER We wrote “Looking at You” at the Crystal Bar. Some nights could be pretty dismal, and one evening the place was completely empty. Out of sheer boredom I said, “Hey, check this out, try this.” I just started singing, “Do, doo, do, doo,” and the band just took off on it and created a groove, and I started improvising. That song was exactly what I was always hoping to do. I love the idea of spontaneous composition, and the structure of “Looking at You” flowed in a way that allowed me to create and sing lyrics on the spot like a jazz player.


BECKY TYNER Rob wrote all the lyrics in the beginning. To him it was poetry. He was very well-read and creative. I can remember when he wrote “Kick Out the Jams” in my bedroom, then brought it out to the guys.


WAYNE KRAMER When we settled into the Crystal Bar, Gaspar wanted out. He wanted a girlfriend and to buy a new hot-rod car, and that meant expenses and getting a day job. He wanted that American success thing. It was no surprise that Gaspar didn’t like the Crystal. We weren’t contributing to his bottom line. One night he said, “You guys are fucked up,” and left.


When Gaspar couldn’t make a gig in the past, we used this kid who used to play in the Bounty Hunters named Dennis Thompson, so we asked him to come down.


DENNIS THOMPSON [MC5 drummer] When I was in the ninth grade, I was in a band with Wayne called the Bounty Hunters. We played instrumentals like “Tequila,” “Walk Don’t Run” and “Wipe Out.” After the Bounty Hunters broke up, I just started playing weddings. One night, Wayne popped over to my house on his motorcycle. I hadn’t seen him in over a year, and he asked, “Hey, Dennis, what’re you doing? Our drummer has girl problems. You want to sit in on this gig?”


I said, “Sure.” I was only in tenth grade, but I went into the vortex. I was a little square at school. Tyner, Smith, and Kramer had become bohemians, and I was still straitlaced and conservative and was planning on attending college. I was playing little bars with my brother and weddings and whatnot. I agreed to fill in for their drummer. They were playing all the hippest tunes that I was hearing on the radio, and it sort of caught me off guard.


Initially, I didn’t like the guys because they were rough around the edges. They were all really rebellious. If I had rebellious feelings they hadn’t surfaced yet, but I guess they were there. My interest in math was an indication of a very orderly mind, which was everything they were not. Fred Smith’s hair was so long you couldn’t see his eyes, and he used to stink. He wouldn’t take a bath for weeks at a time. He had already been kicked out of school. Fred said he dropped out, but he was kicked out. But their music drew me in. I didn’t like them, but I liked the music they were playing.


WAYNE KRAMER Even though Dennis was straight, we convinced him to join. We hornswoggled him in with a typical Machiavellian move: We just promised him everything. If you join, you can have everything you’ve ever wanted. He held out for a very long time. Dennis was afraid to smoke reefer in the beginning, and he was the last one to become a stone-cold junkie. But he eventually started smoking that reefer, and the boy lost his mind!


DENNIS THOMPSON The first time I took acid, I got it from someone I considered to be my mentor. He got me through doing it without a bad trip. Then I did it every day for like two weeks. Just stayed in an LSD frame of mind, until it became who I was. And I was just a very smart, very perceptive, and happy guy. LSD was a happy drug. At that time it wasn’t laced with belladonna or speed.


The guys smoked pot and had dodged the draft before me. I was always one step behind them, until I finally caught up. When I quit school, I just fell right in step with them.


ROB TYNER Wayne and Fred had known Dennis long before I did. I liked him because I thought we would be able to make a show drummer out of him—a drummer that was capable of real wildness. Pat Burrows and Bob Gaspar had been a rock-solid rhythm section, but we were looking for something more adventurous.


The strange thing is, as soon as Dennis joined the band, I started antagonizing him. It’s stupid, but that’s the way kids start showing their affection on some levels. I kept tormenting him just to see if he’d get pissed off, or what he would do behind the drums. I was taking a real chance by doing that because Dennis was a very volatile person. But in a way I felt it was good, because I liked it when the band was a little unpredictable.


On one early gig we were playing a party, and at one point we turned it loose. And Dennis stayed right in there. I remember looking behind me and saw that his seat had fallen over. He just stood up and kept going, sweating and raging with the rest of us, and I thought, Well, he’s a blood brother, a comrade in arms.


I really liked Dennis, but he was weird. On the other hand, he was probably the straightest out of all of us. He had a college mentality. He was very mathematical, and I was interested in that side of him because I believed that mathematical concepts had potential in our “avant-rock.”


I was thinking that it would be cool if you could write out drum parts on a blackboard and do calculus theorems on drums. Drums fascinate me. I like drummers; they’re the most primal of people. They’re hard-headed and impossible to deal with, and this makes me love them dearly. Put a crazy drummer along with an aggressive guitar player and you can do something with that.


Dennis was a very cerebral person but a very physical player, and I wanted to have access to somebody that had real brute strength. In rock ’n’ roll it’s such an asset to have a drummer that’s physically imposing. I figured that whatever personality differences we had, they were secondary to what the band really needed.


I think he also saw our potential and commitment—that we weren’t gonna stop. We had a plan for world domination; I don’t think he completely understood it, but neither did we! We just knew there was something there. We’d already proved ourselves in combat against an incredible list of entertainers. I think he could relate to our aggressive attitude.


After several nights at the Crystal, we asked him to join. We had a little ceremony onstage. We presented him with a plunger from the toilet in the dressing room, and there we were, the MC5!


DENNIS THOMPSON By playing with the MC5, I felt like I was part of a movement. They were legitimate—legitimately rebellious. Fred Smith was living the part, playing the part; he quit school and became the part. It was scary at first to be a part of something that big. I was a little frightened of it. It took a big commitment to pull it off. It meant you had to change your life, change your lifestyle. You’re going down this nice, narrow straight path, smooth road, and suddenly, you’ve got to go through the rough rocks and the bramble woods and the briars. The rest of the band were already living that life. They had the image, the look, and the feel. They were living the part. They’d committed to it. Me? I was just a little shaky about what that meant. “Do I really want to do this?” But then I would hear the music, and the music made me want to do it.


We were all big, combustible personalities that emitted a palpable sense of danger. I don’t think any of us could’ve created the kind of attention and attraction that the whole group did together. We were like five spokes in a wheel who appreciated that we all had this kind of equal membership.
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