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PREFACE


A Good Day in The Black Crowes Was Just a Day That Wasn’t Bad


My band The Black Crowes had a hell of a run. But, man, it was weird.


Our first album, released in 1990, was huge. Our second album was also a success, and it solidified our place among the world’s best and biggest rock bands. And then… things went sideways. Over the next twenty-plus years, we lost about 90 percent of our original audience. A lot of that was by choice. We purposely avoided doing things that would’ve helped to grow, or at least maintain, our fan base. We did what we did, and we didn’t do what we wouldn’t, for better or worse.


But here’s one good thing about The Black Crowes’ self-destructive streak: it weeded out our casual followers and tested the resolve of our staunchest fans. In the end, the people who stuck with us really, really, fucking loved us. And it’s those people to whom we owe our career. Because of their support, The Black Crowes were able to maintain a healthy touring business for decades. Years after “Hard to Handle,” “She Talks to Angels,” and “Remedy” came and went from MTV, we could sell out theaters from coast to coast in the 2000s and 2010s, even as we continued to test the patience of our fans with a series of frustrating decisions and inevitable flameouts.


When the band called it a day for the first time in 2002, the primary cause of our internal misery was the constant battling between Chris and Rich Robinson. From the day I met them, they fought. It’s not like they got famous and suddenly couldn’t get along. They were never on the same page. But they had the same last name, so they figured, Well, we have to do this together, I guess.


The sibling rivalry between the Robinsons was omnipresent, and it had simply run its course. We weren’t young, hungry kids anymore. When we were first starting out, we were all more tolerant of each other’s bullshit. At the very least, we could ignore each other’s bullshit, pretend it wasn’t as bad as it actually was, and then get on with our day.


By the time everyone was in their midthirties, it had gotten much harder to do that. The prevailing sentiment was, Guys, fucking enough already. Why are you always fighting over the same shit? The brothers would always say, “This is our business. Don’t worry about it.” But that was impossible. Their nonsensical sibling rivalry infiltrated every aspect of the band’s existence. Everybody else in the band and crew were pulled onto one side or the other, despite our best intentions to stay neutral and do whatever it took to keep the whole thing moving forward. It was exhausting.


The Black Crowes broke up in 2002, although at the time it was classified as a “hiatus,” which is a great word to use when you think it’s over but can’t quite be sure if that’s the case.


By 2005, there was a prevailing sense of, Well, shit… let’s do it right this time around. Everybody had (allegedly) grown up, and after experiencing reality outside The Black Crowes, we realized that it probably wasn’t as cool as life in The Black Crowes.


There was, initially, a very real and urgent desire to not repeat mistakes. Within eighteen months, though, it was apparent that we were back on the same hamster wheel: fight, tour, record, fight, tour, record. People don’t change unless they truly want to change. And The Black Crowes didn’t truly want to change. It felt very much like it always had. We’re a really good band, but it’s a total pain in the ass to be here.


There will forever be one overriding truth about The Black Crowes—we were, at our best, a great fucking band. Many people loved the music we made. But enjoying that love was simply never allowed in The Black Crowes. It’s frustrating that the band could never evolve to a place where there was genuine appreciation for all we had done, and for the fact that we’d found and maintained an audience. I can point a finger, and people can point fingers at me. Everyone has their own perspective. But the whole thing was tense, angry, and difficult.


To be clear—there were a million laughs along the way, and there was at times a true esprit de corps in The Black Crowes. But many of those laughs and much of the bonding was fueled by denial and a desperate, gnawing fear of facing the toxic reality of our interpersonal relationships and admitting the consequences of our self-destructive decisions and lifestyles.


Between 2005 and 2010, we made three albums and toured constantly. We found ourselves living through the same grind as before. And, just as before, it became impossible to agree upon, much less maintain, a discernible set of goals.


By December of 2010, the band had completely run its course. Chris had checked out entirely. He no longer wanted any part of a band in which he didn’t call every shot. He needed to be completely in control, despite a lengthy track record of calamitous decisions and misguided efforts with very painful consequences.


He put together a band called The Chris Robinson Brotherhood and then, for the second time in nine years, initiated a hiatus from The Black Crowes, intent on forging a new path that no longer required working with his brother.


I went to see that band in 2012 in Nashville. He was actually smiling. He rarely smiled that way, so genuinely, when he was onstage with The Black Crowes. I thought, Well, good for him. I hope he’s actually happy.


So I was surprised when, after the gig, he asked me about doing a Black Crowes tour in 2013.


“Why do you want to go back to something that makes you so miserable?” I said, laughing.


But shortly thereafter plans were in full swing to tour in 2013 as a “test run” for an anniversary tour in 2015, to mark twenty-five years since the release of our multiplatinum 1990 debut album, Shake Your Money Maker. The tour in 2015 would also most likely be a proper farewell to our loyal fans.


We still had a few hurdles to clear. The Robinson brothers hadn’t spoken in a year and a half. As our manager was putting the tour together, Chris and Rich were threatening each other in emails on a daily basis. “I’ll kill you if you do this… I’ll quit the tour if you do that,” and all that standard bullshit.


At our first rehearsal in Brooklyn, the rest of the band was wagering on how long it would be before they actually came to blows. The over/under was three hours. During our first break, the two of them paired off and had a quiet conversation in the corner. To everyone’s utter amazement, that one brief chat was all it took to bury the hatchet. We finished that rehearsal without incident. And then the next, and the next.


We played 120 shows that year, almost all of them sellouts. Promoters loved it. The reaction from the fans was consistently positive. The brothers got along very well, at least initially. We were set up perfectly for the tour in 2015. We talked, at length, about putting out new music in 2015. Maybe not an entire album, but certainly an EP of four or five new songs. If 2015 was going to be our last tour, it was important that we not kill ourselves. Shorter legs, longer breaks. Let’s do it right. Do it smart. Go out on a high.


We made it about two-thirds of the way through the tour in 2013 before everything turned sour. No one saw it coming, either, as shortly before things started to unravel, the brothers had grown closer than they’d ever been. Their father, Stan, died, and Chris and Rich shared their pain in a way that seemed to pave a newfound acceptance and appreciation for each other.


The bond didn’t last long. Three weeks later, we had a ten-day break in the tour. When we reconvened in Portland, Maine, it was immediately apparent that whatever closeness they had developed had just as quickly disappeared. That break was all it took for Chris to decide he no longer needed his brother, much less The Black Crowes.


We finished the tour as we had so many tours before, running on empty with all the screws coming loose. A year that had started with such promise, and so much positivity, finished on a note of relief, at best, as well as profound sorrow at another lost opportunity.


In early 2014, we played four corporate gigs: Las Vegas, New Orleans, New York, and Boston. Those were ultimately the last shows The Black Crowes ever played—private gigs for a select few instead of the grand anniversary tour we originally envisioned.


After our last show in Boston, I shared a car to the airport with the Robinson brothers: the three founding members of The Black Crowes taking what turned out to be our final ride together.


We were on different airlines. I got dropped off first. “All right, fellas, see you later,” I said.


“Okay, see you, man,” Rich said.


I looked at Chris, but he didn’t say anything. He was staring at me, a million miles away, staring through me actually, with an uncomfortable look on his face.


I stared back at him, blankly. Again I said, “Later, man.” And again, nothing.


After a few seconds, I laughed and said, “Well, all righty then!” I climbed out of the car and walked into the airport.


I texted Rich, who was still in the car with Chris. “He’s about to blow this whole fucking thing up, isn’t he?” I wrote.


“What do you mean?” Rich texted back.


“Look at him. He couldn’t even speak to me. He’s up to something.”


By that point, we all knew each other so fucking well. We couldn’t hide a thing from each other.


“Yeah, you’re probably right. He’s just staring out of his window,” Rich wrote back, still sitting right next to his brother, wondering whether or not something dramatic was cooking in that drug-addled brain.


A few days later, we got our answer. Chris’s wife sent an email to Pete Angelus, our manager of twenty-four years, stating his demands for his continued involvement in The Black Crowes. Moving forward, Chris wanted 75 percent of all the band’s income. That was quite an upgrade from the 33⅓ percent share he had been receiving.


It was apparent that our existing partnership agreement no longer meant anything to him.


The terms were nonnegotiable. There would be no discussion. Give him what he wanted, or he wasn’t coming back.


Pete and Rich then called me together, and Pete read the email over the phone. The email from Chris’s wife was long and rambling, whereas Pete’s response was simple and direct: “They both reject your new terms.” And that was the end of The Black Crowes.


Twenty-seven years. One email.


As far as I know, Chris and Rich haven’t spoken since. Chris and I haven’t spoken, either. I can’t imagine we ever will. I saw him once at the Nashville airport and he hightailed it away from me.


I’m not bitter about how things shook out. In fact, I’m genuinely amazed at how well we did, for as long as we did it, all things considered.


I think The Black Crowes overachieved for fucking ever. There’s no reason on earth that those people should’ve had that run. We simply weren’t made of the stuff of long-term success. We were too self-destructive, especially together.


There were tremendous strengths and there were crippling weaknesses within The Black Crowes. The band could never consistently ignore the weaknesses and focus on the strengths. The rare times we were focused, the results always spoke for themselves. The rest of the time it was a real battle.


In the grand scheme of things, I’m forever grateful for the experience.


As for me and Chris, we’d had huge ups and downs for years. He and I had conversations that lasted hours upon hours, leading me to feel connected to him as a brother. And the next day, or ten minutes later, we’d be telling each other to fuck off. For almost thirty years, we’d played very different roles at very different times in each other’s lives. We’d been roommates, bandmates, friends, and enemies.


But no more.


I don’t miss being in The Black Crowes. We had countless great moments, real highs, real dream-come-true kind of stuff, and within minutes the mood would always turn dark again. It was the inherent nature of the band when it was together. The highest of highs cut short by the lowest of lows.


A good day in The Black Crowes was just a day that wasn’t bad. That’s ultimately how it felt.


The idea of going back on the road again, or of simply being in a room together, is unimaginable. The Black Crowes are finished, and they should be finished.


I do have one eternal regret, though, and it’s that we didn’t pull off that last tour. The ultimate purpose of that tour was to say thank you: to our fans, the people most responsible for our existence, as well as each other.


I wish we had done that. I really wish we had. But we didn’t.


I feel like there’s some unfinished business. Neither Chris nor Rich have shown any interest in preserving The Black Crowes in any significant way. Chris seems to think singing Black Crowes songs on occasion with a pickup band is in some way meaningful, but it’s dubious to suggest those shows are about anything beyond financial desperation.


So I felt compelled to tell this story. If I don’t, who will?


At the very least, I can tell you what happened from my point of view.
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The Jump


On February 20, 1987, I moved via Greyhound bus from my hometown of Hopkinsville, Kentucky, to Atlanta, Georgia, to start a band.


I was twenty-one years old and had dropped out of college midway through my senior year at Western Kentucky University, in Bowling Green, two months earlier.


My buddy Clint Steele had called me out of the blue back in September—it turned out he was playing guitar and wanted to know what I was doing.


“I’m dropping out of college and I’m going to start a band,” he said. “You’re drumming all the time now, right?”


Nope. Not at all. Well, at least not in reality. But in my head? Yeah. Always. Nonstop.


The only thing I ever truly wanted was to be a drummer in a rock band. For as long as I could remember, I had listened to music and imagined myself playing the drums. When I played records, I would focus on how the drums would play off the other instruments. And I would air-drum for hours, years after most people stopped doing that kind of thing. When I went to see bands, I would focus on the drummer, judging his playing with a critical ear as if I really knew anything about it.


While in college, I actually played on borrowed drum kits a handful of times, and had just enough irrational confidence to convince myself that with a real commitment, I could be a pretty good drummer.


But playing all the time? No way. Not by a long shot.


“Yeah, man, every day,” I said, lying without hesitation.


“You any good?”


“Yeah, of course.”


“Do you want to start a band with me?”


“Absolutely!”


“Okay, cool! Let’s do it in January. We’ll go to Boston, it’ll be great.”


I had never been to Boston. Hell, he could have said Bangladesh. It didn’t matter. I was in. From the moment I hung up that phone, I was a changed man. I was in a band.


I never went to another class, but I did stay on campus for the rest of the semester enjoying what I viewed as a three-month college farewell tour which was, in every way imaginable, fantastic.


A month later, Clint called me and said, “Hey, man, I don’t want to go to Boston. I’m going to move back home to Atlanta. It’s cheaper there. It’s a cool scene.”


“Okay,” I said. I mean, I really didn’t care. It was all the same to me. It wasn’t Kentucky.


In November, Clint called to say he was on his way to Bowling Green for a night to hang out. He was bringing his friend Sven Pipien.


“Sven was the singer in my first band a couple years ago,” Clint explained, “but now he just started playing bass and he’s really good. He’s German, you’ll dig him.”


I’m already in a multinational band. This is gonna be great!


We had a summit meeting in my dorm. We immediately decided the three of us were going to make rock history. As Clint and Sven had already played a handful of club gigs in their former band, I took everything they said as gospel.


One thing our new band didn’t have was a singer. I introduced Clint and Sven to a freshman on my dorm floor named James Hall. He sang and played guitar in a cover band that did songs by The Smiths and The Cure, which for Bowling Green in 1986 was mind-boggling. I suggested James come down and jam once we were in Atlanta. You know, just to vibe it out.


James insisted he had to finish the entire school year, but said that maybe he would come down for a week at spring break and then, if we all clicked, he would move for good the following May.


Just like that, we had a band.


About a week before I was supposed to leave for Atlanta, Clint called and asked if I could meet him and Sven in Tuscaloosa instead. He said their roommate Chris was playing a gig there that Friday night with his band, Mr. Crowe’s Garden.


“We’re going to drive over with them. It’ll be a fun gig!” Clint promised. “They’re opening up for some local band at a club, and we’ll just party there, and then Saturday we’ll all get up and drive back to Atlanta.”


“Okay, cool,” I said. Tuscaloosa was yet another place I had never been. I was gonna get on a bus and go somewhere, by God.


Then, the day before I was supposed to head out to Tuscaloosa, Clint called again.


“Fuck it, just go to Atlanta. The gig was canceled.”


“Okay,” I said. “Who is this Chris guy, anyway?”


“He’s our roommate,” Clint replied. “You, me, Sven, and Chris are gonna live together. He’s totally insane but he’s really funny. His band is about to get signed by A&M Records. They’re doing demos for some guy from LA.” I didn’t really understand what that meant, but it sounded pretty damned impressive.


That Friday morning, February 20, my brother Doug took me to the bus station to catch a six o’clock bus. Atlanta is a big city, I remember thinking, I’ve got to look tough. I was wearing a flannel shirt, faded blue jeans, and a full-length black-leather trench coat, plus purple Chuck Taylors. That was a twenty-one-year-old Kentuckian’s idea of looking tough. I had a lot to learn.


The ride took forever. I had a two-hour stopover in Nashville, and then we stopped in just about every damned town between Nashville and Atlanta. I had a giant WKU duffel bag stuffed with everything I needed for my new life: clothes, shoes, books, some CDs, and a dark-brown beer bottle with twelve $100 bills shoved inside.


It’s happening! My real life is beginning. I was so excited. We pulled into Atlanta at five thirty in the evening. It was already dark outside. I stepped off the bus into the black, cold murk of an uncertain future.


As I looked around for a familiar face, I heard a voice I didn’t recognize.


“Are you Steve?”


“Yeah.”


“Hey, man, I’m Chris.”


Short hair, big nose, really big eyes, skinny as a rail. Holy shit, this guy looks just like fucking Emo Philips. He wore a faded denim jacket, a white button-down, and jeans. It was the first time I saw my future bandmate, Chris Robinson.


“Where’s Clint?” I asked.


“They went out to have a smoke or whatever. We’ve been waiting for a while.”


Just then Clint and Sven walked out. We exchanged awkward guy-hugs. Clint asked, “You got all your stuff?”


“Yeah, I just have this one bag… and TWELVE HUNDRED-DOLLAR BILLS!” I yelled.


I just blurted it out. There was a beat, a pregnant pause, and then we all fell out laughing. There was something about the absurdity of loudly announcing to the world I was packing what might as well have been a million dollars. It struck us all as funny. We were off to a good start.


A couple of minutes later, we all piled into Chris’s VW Rabbit. This was the first, and last, time I ever got into a car Chris was driving. I was fucking terrified. He was frantically sharing the story he’d seen on CNN that day about Hosea Williams, the famed civil rights leader. Williams had been marching in Cumming, Georgia, when the Ku Klux Klan showed up to throw rocks at him and his fellow protestors. Chris was acting out all the parts; he did an admittedly fantastic Hosea Williams impression, as well as all the various Klan spokesmen, the CNN reporter, and the hippie counterprotestors. He acted out the whole thing while driving through downtown Atlanta, all while looking at me and Sven in the backseat. To say he was animated would be a tremendous understatement.


“Dude! Look at the road!” we all yelled.


Chris was hilarious and completely frenzied. It was true mania with him right away, like a live wire. But he made me laugh.


We drove to Peachtree Battle, and pulled up to a Mexican restaurant called Jalisco. The four of us got a booth and all ordered Miller Genuine Draft, which was new on the market and therefore somewhat exotic to our minds.


We told stories and we all laughed a ton. I had never been so happy to be anywhere in my life.


“Don’t worry, guys,” I said drunkenly, “if we get into any shit tonight, I’ve got twelve hundred-dollar bills on me!”


We screamed with laughter. When the dinner check arrived, I grabbed it. “First night in town, boys, let me pick this up. I’ve got TWELVE HUNDRED-DOLLAR BILLS!”


Over the next few weeks, this was a constant running joke. Of course, that was my money to buy a drum kit, and soon enough I had burned through almost half of it and still hadn’t gotten a job.


In the meantime, we moved into a two-bedroom house in Candler Park, at 292 Oakdale Road. The rent was $450 a month, which broke down to $112.50 per man. I remember thinking I could probably panhandle for rent, or do odd jobs in the neighborhood, if push came to shove.


Sven had originally signed the lease, and one time the landlord came by to check on the place. He was an old Georgia cracker. When he knocked, I opened the front door and he looked me up and down suspiciously before finally mumbling, “Sevens Pippi… where is he?”


Of course, we called Sven “Sevens Pippi” for years after that.


Anyway, Chris and I ended up as roommates. We didn’t have beds, just mattresses on the floor, courtesy of his parents. Clint and Sven, the two smokers, took the other room.


Both bands, Mr. Crowe’s Garden and our unnamed new band, would be able to rehearse at the house. As I had still only played drums a handful of times, I didn’t have any sort of realistic idea of what I really needed to get started. I borrowed a car from Clint’s mom and drove to a store called Rhythm City, where I proceeded to get royally ripped off.


“I need everything,” I told the sales guy. “I need a seat, I need sticks, I need cymbals, whatever else I’m gonna need for my gig next week.” I didn’t actually have a gig next week, but I thought saying I did would make me seem legit.


“What’s your budget?” the sales clerk asked.


“Seven hundred bucks.”


I might as well have stamped “sucker” on my forehead. I bought a Pearl Export starter-level drum kit and these Zildjian Scimitar cymbals that sounded like trash-can lids, some pedals, some stands, some sticks, and some drum keys. I walked out with a receipt that read “$699.99.” I literally had one penny to my name, but I didn’t care. I was a real drummer now.


Back at the house, I stared at my new drums with a mix of excitement and apprehension.


What the fuck have I gotten myself into?


I didn’t know much about the Atlanta music scene before I moved there. The Georgia Satellites had just blown up. Their big single “Keep Your Hands to Yourself” went to number two on the charts the very week that I moved there, but they were in their thirties. They might as well have been a hundred years old.


Athens was a different story. I was into a lot of bands from Athens, especially R.E.M. I had seen them on every tour since the Chronic Town EP came out in 1982, and they were far and away my favorite band. Like a million other college kids in the south at that time, Athens was my mecca. I figured, well, Atlanta is close to Athens, at least.


Upon arrival, the Atlanta band of the moment was Drivin N Cryin, who had just signed to Island Records. Clint and his friends were obsessed with them. It was pretty clear from the jump that they were the kingpins in the scene we were about to join.


Clint, Sven, and I named our band Mary My Hope. The first day we set up to rehearse, I was terrified. I couldn’t hide the fact that, in actuality, I didn’t know what I was doing. All those years of air-drumming, watching other drummers, imagining this very moment—it was all useless. I just played a straight beat for hours. No fills, not ever a cymbal crash. I hammered away on the same simple beat and either sped up or slowed down depending on what Clint wanted. He had written some songs, and he had already been in a band and rehearsed before, so he led the way. Little did I know that what most songwriters want is exactly what I was providing: a simple beat without any nonsense for them to work around.


It was late March, only a month after I came to town, and we already had a proper rock ’n’ roll flophouse for two bands to rehearse and operate out of. As planned, James came down for spring break from WKU to jam. We played him the songs we had been working on, and he quickly learned them. By the second day, he announced, “That’s it, I am finishing school in May and moving here full time.”


I felt like I had just won the lottery.


Mary My Hope booked our first gig at a bar near Emory University called The Dugout, where I had found a job as a doorman. It was the end of May, and we were opening for Mr. Crowe’s Garden.


I barely slept the night before. We loaded into The Dugout for sound check late in the afternoon. I set up the kit, and the house soundman came onstage to place mics around the drums. I sat down at the kit and a minute later he said, over the PA, “Okay, Steve, let’s get some sounds. Start with the kick drum.”


One, two, three, four! On the fourth strike, the mic was turned on and the drum blasted through the PA. I had never heard myself on an amplified kit. It sounded like thunder. It sounded like The Guns of Navarone. It sounded like John fucking Bonham.


It was the greatest thing I’d ever heard in my entire life.


I floated through the rest of sound check. We only had a couple of hours before our set: forty-five minutes, nine songs. We were ready. It was gonna be epic.


Boom. Showtime. Nine P.M. Mary My Hope stepped onstage to play our first gig, and I remember realizing, quite clearly, that I had no saliva in my mouth. I literally could not make saliva. I’d never felt that nervous in my life. My heart was racing. I looked out from behind the kit and the place was packed. Mr. Crowe’s Garden already had a really big following, and this was an all-ages gig. The guitarist was Chris’s younger brother, Rich. He was still a senior in high school, and it looked like his entire school was packed into the club.


I counted in the first song, and the entire set went by in a blur. The songs were all a little faster than rehearsed, but we got through the gig without any major train wrecks. I had played an actual gig in a club! I don’t really remember a single moment from the show itself, but I remember walking off the stage and feeling euphoric. I watched Mr. Crowe’s Garden from the back of the bar and felt very much like a new man. After the baptism of my first gig, I was an entirely different person from the one who had moved to Atlanta three months earlier.


Afterward, we went back to the house on Oakdale for a party. We all had such a huge feeling of triumph. The two bands who lived in this house played a packed club together and now we’re having a party with a ton of people! It felt like the center of the known universe. Sounds ridiculous, but it did. Hell, a couple of guys from Drivin N Cryin even showed up, which lent even more prestige and relevance to the proceedings.


Music was blaring, dozens of people continually showed up with more and more alcohol, everybody was having a fucking blast—except for Chris, who without warning fell into a full-on manic episode.


He and I were in the front yard, and he started talking about how nothing adds up and it’s all fucking bullshit and fuck this and fuck that. He just couldn’t let himself enjoy the moment. He was drinking wine directly out of a bottle, chugging it down in huge gulps. He was referencing Baudelaire, James Joyce, John Coltrane, The Dream Syndicate, obscure poets, some friend of his who fried his brain on acid and now just made go-karts, his therapist, his failed attempt to get into Bennington College in Vermont—it was fucking all over the place. Ranting lunacy. Gibberish. Little did I know at the time that I would witness countless episodes like this over the course of the next few decades of my life.


I had never been around anyone so neurotic. It struck me as self-absorption to the highest degree. I was completely put off by him, but I also couldn’t walk away.


“What’s your fucking problem, man?” I yelled.


“Blah blah blah blah!”


“Fucking jump off a bridge and kill yourself if it’s all so awful.”


“Blah blah blah blah!”


“What kind of asshole freaks out when everything is so fucking great?”


“Blah blah blah blah!”


I thought for sure I could get through to him. But nothing I said made a dent. I don’t think he even recognized that I was speaking.


Chris and I had already grown pretty close. When I first got to Atlanta, he just glommed onto me. We liked a lot of the same bands and, just as important, we liked the same comedy, especially Monty Python and SCTV.


He turned me on to a ton of music I’d never heard before. While I was still very much a fan of R.E.M., Chris had already decided they weren’t cool anymore, though he acknowledged they gave him the kick in the ass to start his own band. Our friend David Macias gave us a Nick Drake box set, and we got into that together. That kind of thing matters. We had many lengthy conversations about art, religion, sports, comedy, whatever. The kind of conversations that stretch over days, cementing a newly forming friendship.


We would argue passionately about all kinds of things. My Christianity, his atheism, my liberal politics, his complete disregard for the entire political system, my belief that we should throw the trash away instead of leaving it in piles around the house, and his utter disinterest in cleanliness.


After a few weeks, it got to be a little much. Chris was just so intense. It never stopped with him. Nevertheless, I felt compelled to protect him. Over the next few years, I would get him out of a million jams, when he would get drunk and start shit. And then I would step in to end it, or at least get him out of there before he got beat up. After a while, I just accepted that this was my life now. I’ve got this guy who is always with me, and he drinks a shit ton, and I have to save him from himself.


I just wanted him to enjoy the moment. We had just played a sold-out show, and now some of the most popular musicians in Atlanta were hanging out at our house. But that night I saw for the first time that Chris is never able to appreciate the good things in his life. He’s always felt the compulsion to blow it up right when things should be at their best. He was like that from the very beginning.


“Dude, all this shit you’re talking about, you’re choosing to view it like this,” I told him. “You just played a show and there were eight hundred fucking people there. You have four hundred dollars in your pocket. What’s the problem?”


Chris and I moved our little chat over to the vacant lot next door, where the grass was knee high. After twenty minutes, I noticed we had carved a figure-eight into the grass with our footsteps. We were literally walking around in circles and feeling angsty when we should’ve been partying and having fun. A tidy metaphor for the career of The Black Crowes if ever there was one.


After a while, Chris went back to the party. He put down another bottle or two of red wine and eventually passed out on his mattress, still grumbling and dissatisfied. I, too, went back to the party. I put down a dozen beers and a few shots of cheap whiskey before passing out on the mattress next to his, floating on a cloud of contentment with my newfound perfectly fantastic fucking life. The most miserable drunk in Atlanta sleeping it off next to the happiest drunk in Atlanta.


The next morning, we didn’t talk about what had happened the night before. We just got up, made coffee, put on a record, and eventually walked to Little Five Points to get a slice of pizza and look at used records, like any other day.


The die had been cast.














2


Do Not Join This Band, They’re Fucking Crazy


The first time I saw Mr. Crowe’s Garden play a gig was my second night in Atlanta. I’d only known Chris for twenty-four hours, but there was one thing I was already sure of. There’s no fucking way this guy can be the singer in a band.


He walked onstage at the Metroplex in downtown Atlanta wearing black jeans, a white oxford shirt, a black blazer, and black Beatles boots. The Peter Buck look. Clint pointed at the guitar player and said, “That’s Chris’s brother.”


Rich was wearing blue jeans and a white oxford shirt, no jacket, and penny loafers. My first thought upon seeing Rich Robinson was that he looked like a prototypical character out of a John Hughes movie. Not a lovable, dorky misfit struggling to figure out who he was, but rather a preppy, handsome, cocky, big man on campus. The star quarterback douchebag dude. The contrast between the brothers was incredible. At first glance there was absolutely nothing about the Robinsons that would suggest they were related.


Chris said into the mic, “We’re Mr. Crowe’s Garden, but you already knew that!” And then he turned to Rich and flashed an impatient look that said, Start the fucking song already!


I was skeptical, to say the least. Then Rich started the first song, the rhythm section joined in after a few bars, and they were off and rolling. They were really tight. Totally locked in.


Finally, Chris opened his mouth… and he wailed. His intensity was immediate. He was in a zone. That sucker really meant it. I was shocked. He had a much higher voice back then, and he was quite neurotic onstage, constantly messing with his hair and working very hard to look comfortable holding the mic stand. But, holy hell, he was delivering that shit for real.


Throughout the set, he didn’t move much, just some random gesturing with his hands and some half-hearted head banging in time to the tunes. He spent most of the set somewhat stuck in place, quaking like a pot about to boil over.


When Mr. Crowe’s Garden played, there was an unmistakable buzz. A very real vibe. Between songs, however, was a different thing entirely. Moments after each song finished, Rich would tune his guitar. It could go on for up to a minute or even longer, which in rock-club time felt like an hour.


To fill the silence, Chris would talk. A lot. His stage banter was some truly incredible Richard Lewis–esque stream of consciousness shit. “This next song further advances the concept that within a looking glass filled with sand comes a moment of impeachable certainty that this ain’t no Stanley Kubrick rap about the man trying to box you in, but anyway…” and on and on. It made absolutely no sense. I loved it.


Chris was weird, inventive, and completely authentic. Very different from the Chris Robinson the world would come to know in a few short years.


Eventually, Rich would finish tuning and the band would then be stuck waiting for Chris to shut up. Rich showed his contempt for Chris’s nonstop verbiage by starting the next song, interrupting Chris midsentence, center stage, leaving him fuming. If they played twelve songs that night, this cycle happened at least six times.


But I couldn’t take my eyes off Chris. All of the manic energy that was already starting to wear on me offstage turned into undeniable charisma onstage. He had “that thing.” Chris Robinson was born to front a band.


Meanwhile, Rich’s energy couldn’t have been more different: he sulked, barely moved, and never once acknowledged the audience on any level. He just… sucked on stage. As a player he seemed to be proficient enough, but there were no guitar solos. He struck me as the kind of guy who could only play the songs he had written. For a while anyway, that was indeed the case.


I met Rich for the first time that night, about an hour after the set, in a Burger King parking lot. I have no idea why we went to a Burger King parking lot on a Saturday night, but whatever. Chris introduced us, telling Rich I was a drummer who had moved from Kentucky to play with Clint and Sven.


“Hey,” he mumbled, skeptically sizing me up. I would soon learn that Rich looked at everybody that way.


I don’t remember exactly what I said back, but I made fun of his obvious lack of communication skills.


Chris laughed and, actually, Rich smiled, too. He liked me taking the piss out of him.


When I looked away, he punched me in the arm, hard. I couldn’t believe it. I’m twenty-one years old, and some fucking high school senior just lays into me like that? What a fucking asshole!


“I wouldn’t do that again if I were you,” I said.


“Shit, man, he’s from Kentucky, he’s a redneck,” Chris warned Rich. “He’ll kill you.”


Rich turned away, carried on with some of his friends, and that was the full extent of our first meeting.


“Man, he likes you,” Chris told me later. “That’s his way of saying, We’re cool.”


I couldn’t believe it. One guy wouldn’t shut up and the other guy was monosyllabic at best.


Over the next few months, I learned all I would ever need to know about the dynamic between the Robinson brothers. They were constantly sniping at each other. It was always something. There was no grievance too small, no argument too trite.


We’d been living in the Oakdale house for a few weeks when Chris woke up one morning and said, “Hey, let’s go to my parents’ house this afternoon. They’ll buy us dinner, we can hang for a few days, and take real showers.” I leapt at the chance. The shower at Oakdale had become virtually unusable. Black mold had formed in the corners and was starting to grow up the walls, and there was an omnipresent smell one might associate with an EPA contamination site.


A few hours later, Chris and I drove up to Cobb County. We pulled into the driveway outside of a nice house in one of those entirely nondescript Atlanta suburbs. Chris’s mom, Nancy, was home and offered us something to eat. She was very welcoming, super friendly. Chris gave me the tour of the house. We walked into Rich’s bedroom. There was a stack of four or five quarters on his chest of drawers. Chris turned it upside down.


“Rich is so OCD, he’ll notice this as soon as he gets here,” Chris said. On cue, Rich walked into the house, and we heard him coming up the stairs. He walked into his room to find me and Chris standing there, and was not at all pleased.


“What the fuck are you doing in here?”


Chris laughed and said he was just showing me around.


Rich noticed the quarters. He immediately flipped them back over. “Leave my shit alone!”


When their dad, Stan, got home from work that evening, he took us all out for Chinese food in his Mercedes. I was impressed. I don’t think I’d ever been in a Mercedes before. Hell, I was still thinking about what life would have been like to grow up in my own bedroom. As the youngest of eight kids in a middle-class family, I didn’t get a bedroom to myself until I was in ninth grade.


We were seated at a round table, me and the four Robinsons. They’d clearly been to this place a million times; all the waiters warmly greeted them as they walked by. There was no getting-to-know-you segment of the conversation. I guess I had expected to be the focal point, initially, as the new guy at the table. Nope. They were all off to the races as soon as we sat down; the four of them fighting for the floor, wildly telling stories, questioning each other’s recall of events, bitching about teachers, coworkers, politics, arguing over who ordered what the last time they’d been at the restaurant. It was like a scene from a Woody Allen film but with southern accents.


Even Rich was loud. Compared to Chris, as he would invariably be for life, Rich seemed like a quiet and thoughtful guy. Hell, compared to Chris, anyone would come across as such. But at that table, he was as animated as anyone else.


At one point, Rich mocked my opinion on something—it could have been anything from R.E.M. versus The Replacements to Iran-Contra—and I said, “Well, things look a certain way when you’re still in high school living at home with your parents.”


That established, for the most part, how we would talk to each other for years. I treated him like a spoiled punk who knew nothing about the real world, and he saw me as some sort of interloper, a wedge between him and his brother.


When I would side with Chris during one of their arguments, he said many times, “You just want Chris to yourself.”


And I’d always respond, “I think you have that backwards, dude.”


“Fuck that shit! I don’t care.”


But Rich did care. A lot.


Throughout that spring and summer, when Mr. Crowe’s Garden rehearsed at the Oakdale house, Rich would sit in his car and wait until everybody else was inside. Then he’d walk in, plug in, play until the end of rehearsal, and leave. He would never hang out. There were a dozen dudes in other local bands who would come by and stay until we forced them to leave, but not Rich.


I never understood it. If I were still in high school out in the suburbs and had the chance to hang out in town with my older brother and his friends, I’d have been all in.


But in Rich’s mind, being in town meant he was on Chris’s turf, and he wasn’t having it.


Meanwhile, Chris and I were out every night, hanging with all kinds of different people. We were two barflies, good cop and bad cop wherever we went. In 1987, we were inseparable.


As Mary My Hope was quickly becoming a powerhouse band, a divide was developing in the Oakdale house. Clint, Sven, and I got along well enough, but usually I felt like the odd man out with the two of them. They were very tight, and I spent most of my free time hanging with Chris.


Also, Clint and Sven were doing acid regularly, and it was freaking me out. Clint said once, “I’m only excited about the band when I’m tripping. If I’m totally straight, I don’t get excited about much of anything.” I knew next to nothing about drugs at the time, but that didn’t sound good. We had played one gig, and my guitarist was already struggling to find inspiration? Not cool.


Just after that first gig at The Dugout, our friend Randy Blazak took off to Europe for the summer and asked me to house-sit. Thank God! I needed some space to myself, and Randy’s apartment was pretty deluxe: he had two bedrooms, a balcony, functional plumbing, and an awesome record collection.


Chris turned up at Randy’s apartment just about every day. He’d crash on the couch there as often as he’d make it back to Oakdale. I couldn’t get away from him. One night, sitting out on the balcony drinking beer, Chris casually suggested that I join Mr. Crowe’s Garden. Their drummer had just quit to join Drivin N Cryin. I wasn’t surprised that he asked, but I was adamant that I was staying in Mary My Hope. I had moved to Atlanta to play with Clint. Hell, I convinced James, a kid I barely knew, to move down with me to be our singer. No way was I gonna walk out on them.


Chris backed off from the offer to join the band, and instead said simply, “Okay fine, but you gotta play on this next demo with us.”


“I’ve played two gigs in my life,” I said. “I can’t go make a demo for A&M Records.”


“Just fucking do it!” Chris insisted. “It’s a straight song. You’re as good as anybody else in town.”


I would have never admitted to anyone I thought I was already really good. I couldn’t play many fills, but I always knew instinctively what not to do. Young drummers tend to overplay, but that was never an issue with me. I played simple, straight, and strong.


“All right, what the fuck, I’ll do it.”


When I told the Mary My Hope guys that I had agreed to be the drummer for the next Mr. Crowe’s Garden session, they weren’t happy.


“Dude, don’t quit and join that band,” Clint said.


“No fucking way,” I insisted. I truly had no intention of joining Mr. Crowe’s Garden at that point.


A few days later, we drove to Chapel Hill, North Carolina, and loaded into a studio to record a new tune the brothers had written called “Gravedigger Blues.” After we got the sounds dialed in, Steve Gronback, the producer, came over to me and said, “You’ve got a good feel, man.”


I looked at him and blurted, “Man, I’ve only been playing for three months. I’m in way over my head here.”


“You’re fine, man,” Gronback assured me. “I just want you to find the pocket. You don’t have to play any fills.”


We played through the song for a few hours and finally had a drum take that was good enough. Like that, I had played an actual recording session.


We had some extra time to kill, so Gronback suggested we record a few more tunes straight to tape, no overdubs. The brothers had a few new songs in progress, so Ted, the bassist, and I tried to think of parts to play as Chris and Rich finished writing them.


By then, Chris and Rich had already figured out their writing process. Rich would play a few chords and Chris would say, “Do that again, just stay there, that’s a verse.” Then Chris would start singing, and tell Rich, “Go up somewhere so I can go down.” Then Rich would play one of the twelve chords he knew and wait for Chris to give him the yea or nay.


Rich would play parts and Chris would put them together. That was their process. Years later, Rich would describe himself as the architect of The Black Crowes sound and I’d think, No, dude, you’re the lumber and parts supplier. Chris is the architect.


Just before we hit the road back home, Chris started in with me again. “Dude, just join this band.”


“No, man, I have my own band,” I said. “I’m not going to join a band with two brothers. It’ll never be mine.”


“You’ll be an equal! We’ve never had a real third guy,” Chris promised.


“Rich fucking hates me,” I countered.


“So what? He doesn’t like anybody.”


“I don’t know, man.”


“Well, let’s figure it out. You need to be in Mr. Crowe’s Garden,” he insisted.


A few nights later, Mary My Hope played our third gig, at Margaritaville. The night before, Chris had come over to the apartment. We sat on the balcony, this time drinking wine. He had bought two bottles, figuring that if he couldn’t convince me to join his band, at least we’d catch a good buzz.


I had to admit it was making more sense. He just kept on saying, “Come on, man, we have fun together. Those other guys are acid heads, let’s just get drunk and rock. Rich actually likes you, he hates everyone else. It’ll be the three of us. Come on, just do it.”


“Well, Mr. Crowe’s Garden would be more fun…” I said.


“Come on, man,” Chris pressed. “A&M is going to sign us.”


Chris opened the second bottle of wine.


“We’re going to drink this bottle of wine and you’re going to join the band. Come on, let’s do it.”


I was going back and forth in my head. I didn’t want to let him down, but I also knew he was nuts. I was debating with myself for what felt like hours. I sincerely felt this decision would change the course of my life. Obviously, it did. But, just as obviously, it’s ridiculous that I was actually thinking it at the time.


I walked into the bathroom and stared into the mirror. I said out loud, “Just do what your gut tells you.”


My gut immediately told me, very clearly, “Do NOT join this band, they’re fucking crazy.”


That’s it. It’s settled. I’m staying in Mary My Hope. Phew.


I walked out of the bathroom, sat down in my chair on the balcony, threw down a big gulp of wine, looked Chris directly in the eye and said, “All right. I’m in.”


I was fully aware of the fact that I had completely disregarded my internal compass. I couldn’t make sense of it. It was just what it was.


Chris and I high-fived, knocked back the rest of the wine, and then I ran across the street to the market for some beer. We spent the next couple of hours drinking and plotting our next steps.
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“He Is Rotting from the Inside Out”


The next night, I played my third and final show with Mary My Hope. We killed it. Truly the best we had ever played. It did not make what was gonna happen next any easier on me.


In the parking lot after the show, once we had loaded out, I said, “Hey, guys, I gotta tell you something: I’m joining Mr. Crowe’s Garden.”


Clint, Sven, and James all stared at me for a few seconds. Then they got fucking mad.


“Are you serious?!?”


“What the fuck?”


“This is bullshit!”


I felt awful. “Mr. Crowe’s Garden are gonna have a record deal soon,” I said, sighing. “How can I turn that down?”


I saw the disgust on their faces. The worst part was that it wasn’t even true. I didn’t give a shit about the potential record deal. I just thought it might sound good as an excuse. The real reason was I didn’t think they had what it took to make it.


When I looked at Chris, I saw desperation. I shared that desperation. He wasn’t going to let anything stop him. I didn’t get that when I looked at Clint. It was just that simple.


Sven was clearly pissed off but got past it pretty quickly, at least to my face. Always a gentleman, he offered support in a way that made me feel even worse.


“Dude, you can’t go with Chris,” Clint warned. “He is rotting from the inside out. There’s nothing inside of him. He is just a black hole.”


“Maybe,” I replied, “but he’s my friend.”


Clint kept going on about Chris. “He fucking hates himself,” he said. “He’s self-destructive, and he’ll ruin whatever you do. And you know it, too.”


Not long after, I told Chris what Clint had said that night, and we laughed about it. Chris would always joke about how he was “rotting from the inside out,” though by a certain point Clint’s words had more than just a ring of truth. But I honestly don’t think the guy I met when I got off the bus in 1987 was “just a black hole,” like Clint said.


I really liked that guy. He was, like all of us at that age, just trying to figure out who he was. Chris had tried college, but it hadn’t worked for him. He’d been in therapy, but that didn’t work for him either, and right before I moved to town his therapist had killed himself, for fuck’s sake.


He went cold turkey on his prescribed antidepressants and consequently was drinking a ton. It’s funny in retrospect that he hated pot back then. He mocked Clint and Sven for being stoners. He was all about drinking. I drank a lot at that time, and more and more as the years went on, but never like Chris. I’d buy a case of beer and he’d have sixteen to my eight over the course of a few hours.


Chris was obsessed with books and music and movies and conversation. He was exhausting and hilarious. He took everything to the nth degree. We’d watch a French film and he would have to drink red wine afterward. He went so far and hard into everything, but it was real. That authenticity eventually gave way to something else entirely, but in 1987 it was worth believing in.


So did I really know, at that particular moment, that things truly would play out pretty much exactly as Clint predicted? Maybe. But I thought I could rescue Chris from his self-destructive impulses, just like I had already bailed him out of a bunch of bar fights. At times it felt like I had become the older brother Chris never had. His default reaction to just about any situation had become “get Steve here.” He needed me around. And, obviously, there was something in me that needed to be that guy for him.


Chris needed me in a way that Clint and Sven didn’t. So I chose Mr. Crowe’s Garden. That’s really what it was all about to me.


Within twelve months of my departure, Mary My Hope had a record deal and were booking flights to England to make an album with a dude who had just produced a Jesus and Mary Chain album.


Meanwhile, it felt like Mr. Crowe’s Garden couldn’t get arrested.


My first gig with my new band was in August at a club called the Einstein a Go-Go in Jacksonville Beach, Florida, opening up for Gordon Gano of The Violent Femmes. It was also the first and only gig for a new bassist named Gary who stepped in at the very last minute.


It was about a six-hour drive from Atlanta, and we weren’t making more than a hundred bucks at best. But a gig was a gig. David Macias, who booked the gig, had a blue 1975 Gremlin that was somewhat reliable. David, Chris, and I, along with my drum kit, piled into the Gremlin. (Google “AMC Gremlin” sometime. Feel free to imagine cramming three adults and a full drum kit into that sucker.) Rich and Gary rode in Rich’s Honda Accord, which was similarly crammed with guitars, basses, and amps.


David was the band’s manager at the time. Now, by “manager” I mean he called clubs and booked gigs and was generally on hand to help out wherever he could. Macias also happened to work in the mailroom of the A&M Records Atlanta branch. In late 1986, Mr. Crowe’s Garden recorded a four-song demo at a local studio. David mailed a cassette of those tunes to A&M Records in Los Angeles, from the A&M office in Atlanta, explaining that he was working with a young band and hoped someone would take the time to listen. As the package came from an envelope with actual A&M letterhead, it somehow found its way to a guy in the A&R department named Aaron Jacoves. He listened to the songs, liked what he heard, and called David to set up the band’s recording session. From setting up demos with a record label to providing transportation to out-of-town gigs, David’s early impact was quite significant.


We drove down the day of the gig, loaded in, were given a proper sound check, and then had a few hours to kill. The owners of the club were fantastic, and they put out a great spread for us. There were a couple of really sweet, dreadlocked, patchouli-soaked college hippie girls in the club, too. Chris and I were hanging with them after sound check. One of them was dating a guy in a local band called Beggar Weeds; he turned up later and was a great dude. They offered to take us to a used-record store, showed us around the neighborhood, and told us which bars not to go to because they’d be full of drunk Marines.


I had only played three club gigs before, and they had all been in Atlanta. This was a new experience and it was amazing to me—exactly the life I was hoping to live.


A few hours later, we played our set. Within twenty seconds, you could tell all of us felt… weird. It was going to take a while to feel like a real unit. But there weren’t any train wrecks, so by my standards it was a success.


We finished the gig, cleared our gear from the stage, and within ten minutes Rich said, “Help me pack up the Honda, I’m taking off.” He was going to drive the six hours back home, right then.


“Dude, stay over!” we begged. “We’ll drive back in the morning!” The club had two rooms for us to crash. Chris and I were gearing up for a big night in a foreign land full of strangers and free booze. We couldn’t believe Rich wouldn’t hang with us.


“No, I’m driving home, I don’t wanna sleep on a shitty couch,” Rich said. He and Gary split, and Chris, David, and I had such a blast that we decided to stay an extra day to see The Long Ryders, who were playing at the Einstein the next night.


The Long Ryders were one of Chris’s favorite bands, and in fact he had met them a year earlier when they played in Atlanta. The next afternoon, we approached them as they loaded in. They all remembered meeting Chris and, as he had assured me and David, they were really nice guys.


I thought it was so cool that The Long Ryders had an English tour manager. That really struck me as a sure sign they were the real deal. His name was Mark Botting, and three years later to the month he became the tour manager for The Black Crowes.


After the gig, we had to drive home so David could get to work the next morning. He hopped into the driver’s seat as Chris and I stumbled across the parking lot with a case of beer courtesy of The Long Ryders. Chris and I started working over the beer while David drove steadily along, precisely at the speed limit.


David’s car was full of trash. Empty cans, burger wrappers, receipts, unopened mail—he never threw anything away. It reminded me of an anti-littering TV commercial I’d seen a million times as a kid. The “Tennessee Trash” ad showed an unshaven slob driving down the interstate throwing garbage out of a convertible. I started singing the jingle, Chris jumped in with me, and soon the two of us were singing the words to “Tennessee Trash” at the top of our lungs. Then we started slinging trash, as much as we could, right out the windows. David was horrified. He hated litter.


“Stop that! What are you doing?”


David was screaming at us. Chris and I were laughing hysterically, still singing the jingle, and mercilessly enjoying David’s obvious displeasure. In other words, we were a couple of real assholes.


David pulled over on the side of I-75. “You have to stop littering! You can’t do that! You got it? It’s not funny! I’ll stop managing you! I’ll quit, I swear!”


We were dying. The louder he yelled, the harder we laughed.


Eventually, we settled down, apologized, and David turned back onto the road. As Chris and I steadily pounded through the beer, the three of us talked about all things Mr. Crowe’s Garden: upcoming gigs, A&M Records, our quest to find a permanent bass player.


Without warning, the muffler on the Gremlin came undone. In an instant, the volume of the car’s engine increased a hundredfold. It was truly ear splitting. Painful. And, to me and Chris, hilarious.


“I’ve got to fix it,” David yelled. “We can’t drive like this!”


He pulled over to the shoulder. The muffler was under the car, disconnected yet somehow dangling in place. Chris and I got out while David dug through the car, looking for something he might use for an ad-hoc repair. He was as focused as a NASA engineer on launch day.


David finally emerged with a flashlight, a three-foot length of twine, and a Michael Jordan beach towel.


“I think this is gonna work.”


The sight of David holding the beach towel and twine was too much to take. Chris and I, yet again, were laughing hysterically.


David ignored us and crawled under the car. “I just need something else, like a T-shirt,” he said. Then he popped up, dropped his pants, and slid off his briefs.


“Okay, this will do it.”


A Michael Jordan beach towel, a three-foot piece of twine, and some Fruit of the Looms—that was David’s managerial solution to our car problem. By this point, Chris and I were literally rolling in the grass. I’ve never laughed so hard.


“Come on, guys, this is gonna work,” David promised.


I crawled to the side of the car and held the flashlight for him. I checked out David’s handiwork. Sure enough, everything looked like it was back in place.


We all hopped back in, Chris and I toasted David’s ingenuity, and we regaled ourselves by immediately retelling the story we had just lived through. Even David was laughing now.


Ten minutes passed. We were settling down again.


David calmly asked, “Do you guys smell something burning?”


Why, yes, we DO smell something burning.


“Maybe someone started a fire in the woods?” David asked.


We looked in all directions, but it was pitch black out there. We were in the middle of nowhere.


Chris finally yelled, “It’s us! It’s the car!”


David whipped over to the shoulder, killed the engine, and hopped out of the car. He frantically jumped down onto his back, threw his feet under the car, and began kicking at the muffler, which was indeed very much on fire.


He kicked the muffler free of the car, completely demolishing it in the process. The towel and his underwear were almost entirely burnt up. It all lay in a smoldering pile on the shoulder of the highway.


David was furious. He couldn’t even speak. For the first time, Chris and I didn’t laugh. We really wanted to, but David was sincerely upset.


We piled back into the car without a word. He turned the engine over. It roared again like a jet engine. He pulled back onto I-75, leaving behind a much larger mound of trash than Chris and I could have ever, in our wildest dreams, conjured.


After driving for a few minutes, Chris and I couldn’t hold out. We started laughing. Roaring, in fact. But this time David joined in. He couldn’t deny it. That shit was funny.


There we were, driving through the pitch-black nothing of rural Georgia, an hour before sunrise, in a car louder than a freight train—all three of us crying, screaming, convulsing with laughter.


As the sun came up, we rode along quietly staring out the windows, having grown accustomed to the obscene volume of the engine.


It was only six in the morning, and it was already the greatest day of my life.


In the spring of 1988, we somehow got an offer to open for the Wild Seeds, a band from Austin, at a club in New York City, for $500. It was a sixteen-hour drive from Atlanta. We would have done it for free.


New York City was awesome. Even with the long drive on either side of the gig, we had two full days to hang out at St. Mark’s and the West Village and all the other places we had read about or seen in movies. The actual gig almost felt like an imposition. Shit, we gotta focus on something now?


We played a club called Drums, near the Fifty-Ninth Street Bridge. I don’t remember a single thing about sound check or the gig. The significance of that night began after we cleared the stage. We were sitting in our dressing room, having a drink and making plans to find a bar for the night, when the door swung open and our lives changed forever.


A giant, manic, whirling dervish loudly walked in. He was about six feet tall, 250 pounds, had long dark hair, was oddly unshaven, and crazily gregarious. We’d never seen anyone like him.


“Hey, Mr. Crowes’s Garden, what’s up?” he said. “I’m George Drakoulias. I’m with A&M Records.”


We could tell immediately that George was different from every other A&R rep we’d met. He was the first label guy we clicked with, because right away we saw him as an actual creative person. George had been Rick Rubin’s roommate and partner back when Rick was running his first label, Def Jam, out of his dorm room at New York University in the early 1980s. When Rick moved to LA to start Def American Recordings, George stayed behind in New York, having been hired to do A&R for A&M Records. He had heard the tapes we did for the label the year before, and when he saw our name listed on the bill for the gig, he decided to come by and check us out for himself. In every way, George struck us all as the exact opposite of every other record exec we’d come across. He was only a year older than me, he was funny, and he immediately made us feel good. Above all, he was brutally honest, and we actually appreciated that.


“What did you think?” Rich asked.


“Well,” George said, “the truth is, you guys aren’t very good. I mean, I kinda get what you’re going for, but your songs are terrible and you can’t really play yet. But those two covers you chose were pretty cool.”


We had played “Down in the Street” by the Stooges and “No More No More” by Aerosmith. George was clearly struck by that juxtaposition: gritty punk and arena-rock swagger.


“I mean, who the hell covers the Stooges and Aerosmith?” he wondered.


Chris laughed. “We do, man!”


“Yeah, well, that worked at least,” George concluded. “You guys kinda suck now, but you definitely got something.”


Chris, Rich, and I all looked at each other with the same thought. This guy is fucking awesome.














4


“No, No, No… Try Open G, Like Keith”


The next day, all we could talk about was making a record with George. We were all buzzing.


Well, everyone but our on again/off again bassist, Ted.


“I don’t get why you’re so excited about this guy,” Ted said. It was hardly a surprise. Ted was out of step with the rest of us about a lot of things.


A week or two later, we played a frat party at Auburn University in Alabama. It was a $1,200 gig, but we had to play three sets. We played inside a gazebo in the backyard, about thirty yards away from the actual party, on the back deck of the house. No one came anywhere near the band while we played. It was essentially a glorified rehearsal.


Chris could never stand to play for an inattentive audience, much less a nonexistent audience. This caused problems for us later on when The Black Crowes became a big-time band. But it was already an issue in the Mr. Crowe’s Garden days.


After the second set, Chris got in the van and said, “Fuck it, I’m done.”


Rich and I argued back, “No, man, we gotta play one more set or we don’t get paid!”


“Fuck them! I’m not going back!” Chris insisted as he took his boots off.


We went back and forth for a minute or two and then I snapped. That was three hundred bucks of mine that he was jeopardizing. I needed that damned money. I grabbed Chris in a semi-headlock to drag him back out of the van. Rich pulled me off, screaming at me, but Chris swung at Rich and they ended up clenched together. Then it was my turn to break them up.


Chris finally said, “Well, I can’t sing now, you fucking choked me!”


“Fuck it, I’ll sing,” Rich countered. It was so unexpected, and so out of character, that I burst out laughing.


“Cool, let’s do it!”


We stumbled through a couple of our originals that we’d already played and then butchered a few covers. Rich sort of knew Led Zeppelin’s “Misty Mountain Hop,” and at one point he simply repeated the verse riff over and over while Ted and I drunkenly played along. We could have done literally anything, as long as we made noise until midnight.


At one point, I looked over to see Chris standing next to the van and watching, with a big asshole smile on his face. He thought it was hilarious.


We finished, packed up the van, got paid, and hit the road back to Atlanta. We were still angry at Chris.


Ted broke the silence. “I gotta say, I am embarrassed to be in this band right now.”


For a few minutes there, Chris had been the man on the outside, and Rich, Ted, and I were rightfully furious at him. The second Ted opened his mouth, the dynamic shifted entirely.


All three of us turned. “Oh yeah? You’re embarrassed? To be in this band? Well fuck you, then! Quit, you asshole!”


It was some real Lord of the Flies shit. And it showed the three of us what we hadn’t wanted to admit: we needed a new bassist.


That spring, Stan Robinson bought a two-bedroom condo in Buckhead and, shockingly, the brothers both moved in. I couldn’t believe it. They’re going to live together?


They had nothing but time to work on new tunes. Like Chris and me, Rich had become obsessed with Nick Drake’s music. Unlike Chris and me, Rich put that obsession to good use. He began experimenting with open tunings like Drake played, and almost immediately he wrote the parts that would become “She Talks to Angels.”


He played it for me when I stopped by the condo one day. I was blown away. He hadn’t written anything like that before. Granted, I pretty much always thought our songs were great. But this was different. That intro alone was all it took, really.


At our next rehearsal, we started to put the song together. Chris had written some lyrics, and the two of them had hammered out an arrangement.


I was all in. Only Ted didn’t like it. “This is terrible! Those lyrics are so cliché! We can’t play this live!”


We had a gig downtown at the Royal Peacock that weekend. After sound check, Ted took a stand. “I’m not playing that song tonight. We can’t play a ballad like that.”


We didn’t play “She Talks to Angels,” arguably the most popular song The Black Crowes ever recorded, that night. But afterward, back at the condo, we decided definitively to move on from Ted after our next gig.


That gig was a few days later in Birmingham, at The Nick. About an hour before we were supposed to leave, Chris complained to me and Rich. “I can’t do this, man. I can’t go play the gig with Ted.” Rich and I actually agreed. It would suck to drive all the way over there and back pretending everything was cool.


We needed to let Ted know. We all liked Ted, but there was no denying he wasn’t the right guy. It wasn’t gonna be easy—hell, he and I lived in the same damned house at that point—but we needed to man up and just tell him the truth.
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