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FOREWORD



BY KIRK HAMMETT


GARY HOLT HAS SOME STORIES TO TELL, BUT THIS ONE’S MINE.


I met Gary when Exodus played the gym of Richmond High School. He was friends with Tim Agnello and Tom Hunting. Tom lived right across the baseball field from Gary. And right from that initial introduction, I could tell Gary and I were very like-minded when it came to music and that we shared a similar taste in the dark, heavy aesthetic.


Not long after that very show, I invited Gary to go with us to see Ted Nugent, with the Scorpions opening. I can recall to this day that I really wanted to impress Gary when he came over to the house, so I had a huge bucket of Michelob beer on ice sitting on my kitchen floor. I told him I was excited to show him some stuff and proceeded to play him all the Uli Roth Scorpions songs because he wasn’t familiar with the earlier, ballsier version of the band. I told him he’d love it because it was even heavier.


I was impressed he had good taste in music. He was into the Nuge, Sabbath, Deep Purple, Rainbow… all the great ’70s hard rock was the common ground for us, so there was a lot I could play for him. Over the next few weeks, I played him albums by UFO and Iron Maiden, and we both really got into the NWOBHM scene happening in the UK. Gary loved all of it.


He took it all in, and that was part of what brought us together. It was kind of amazing how much he learned and how fast he learned it. At one point, we were practically inseparable, just hanging around listening to music.


Gary had four older brothers, but Chuck, who was a total punk rocker, was closest to our age. He was obsessed with punk rock and British punk rock, and he was always throwing things at us to listen to. “Listen to this,” “Hey, check this out,” “You gotta hear this.…”


I remember Gary stealing Chuck’s pin for the band 999 and turning it upside down so he could wear it as 666. We always got a big laugh out of that.


But Chuck was a big influence on Gary and me in terms of looking to other places to find aggressive, hostile, cerebrally therapeutic music, which is what we needed in those days. It was all about music, and back then, I always had a guitar in my hand, which I guess I still do to this day. Whenever I’d put my guitar down, he’d pick it up and pretend he was playing. And I was like, “Hey, man, you know your way around the guitar a little bit.” And he was, “Nah, I’m just going for it.” But then I would show him little parts of songs and solos, and I could tell he had potential and a feel for the music we both loved so much. And what he was doing when he was just going for it made sense, so I showed him a few chords and asked if he wanted to be my guitar tech. And without any hesitation, he just said, “All right!”


So he became my guitar tech. At this point, Tim Agnello had left the band and Exodus were a power trio. And during that whole time, I was teaching him things. I was constantly showing him riffs and licks here and there, different chords, and when I played, he really watched me. He was progressing quickly, and I knew with some solid practice he’d be able to become a decent rhythm guitarist in a very short time.


I loved it, because for years I had played with John Marshall, but John and I differed stylistically. I felt I had finally found someone who was the perfect foil for me, and from that point on, we were a guitar team just like the bands that we worshipped at the time. And sure enough, after a couple of months, he became Exodus’s second guitar player.


Gary would just go for it—rhythm, solos, everything. I love that about him. He just full-on charged. I loved his energy, and he was a funny guy, and by that time, we were good friends. We were hanging out all the time and, of course, getting into trouble all the time. Chasing girls, doing petty crimes, playing guitar, listening to heavy metal. Just having the time of our lives. We were doing what one should do when you’re at that age. The average age of the band members at that time was seventeen!


And we were totally turned on by the raw aggression of music that seemed to be coming at us from all sides—through hard rock, through British punk rock, through the college radio stations that would play new Bay Area and SoCal hardcore punk bands, and from the NWOBHM. It was a proficient time for the music we liked, and we could both see the tide turning toward a new type of musical aesthetic that was hyperaggressive and energetic and had somewhat of a poignant message attached that Gary and I both recognized: this was the music of our generation, and Gary and I were heeding the call.


I remember exploring a whole range of different sounds with him, different techniques on our instruments to find a new heaviness that was different from Zep or Skynyrd or whatever was playing on FM stations at the time. It was so important to us because this music was still underground, and we felt it was our job to put it out there to anyone else who would listen to this amazing new music that was being created. We did not realize it at the time, but we were a part of a movement, and it’s weird how you never see how one can be involved; you only get an idea of it once years have passed and you have the luxury of looking back at the bigger, greater picture of how things came to be.


We were so invigorated by our new lives as musicians, and the music was just so good to us back then. It was a special time; you could almost call it the moment heavy music turned on itself just to influence us and set us on a path to develop a new genre that would eventually take over the world!


But we had other adventures as well.


Gary and Tom lived in a gnarly-ass neighborhood, and I lived in a neighborhood that was maybe slightly less gnarly. Jeff Andrews lived in a somewhat nicer area, but still, it was a great solace that the four of us could hang out at Gary’s garage and make music together. I mean, it wasn’t like a war zone, but still the streets of the East Bay were dangerous at that time, especially the San Pablo area, but somehow, we managed to fit in.


We were mischievous and underprivileged, and we were passionate for our music and for that lifestyle, so we found ourselves in a lot of trouble a lot of times. I mean, we ran the whole gamut in terms of delinquency. We chased girls together… we chased a lot of girls. We went for it. We all did. We were young and male, so of course we would.


Gary and I became close right away because we had a similar sense of humor, similar tastes in music, literature, and horror. Also we even had the same height stature. I loved that. We knew we looked good together, playing guitar side by side. As a young adult, you look for stuff like that, and we were still kind of insecure about our appearances.


We were always looking for things that looked cool and would add to the experience of playing in a band or seeing a band. And I loved how Gary and Jeff and I looked together. We looked great. We just needed to find a singer, and we found one. Oh boy, did we find one in a certain Paul Baloff. But that’s another story, and one Gary can probably tell better.


But you know that over-the-top excitement that’s so needed in heavy metal, and the strength of the scene and being there to support other bands and members of the heavy metal conglomerate? I knew for a fact how important that was to Gary and how much he understood that from the very get-go, the need to support the local scene and even police it against the poser element that always seemed to threaten to dilute the message (i.e., Mötley Crüe–type “glam” people, who were not generally accepted by the scene at the time).


Gary was always right there, making the scene stronger, bringing people together, and adding and contributing to it. All the guys in Exodus contributed a lot to the development of the ’80s Bay Area thrash metal scene, making it something that really became historical and influential. And a lot of it started right there, in that high school gym, at least for Gary, Tom, and me.


LOOK, I KNOW GARY.


I know his heart.


He is an excellent musician.


Excellent songwriter.


Exceptional lyricist.


Amazing friend and loving partner.


Yes, I know how batshit crazy he is, and how passionate he is about life in general.


I am batshit crazy, too.


And this is one of the many reasons we are still friends today.


His observations on life have always been interesting, and his commentary on life has always been entertaining. Gary’s a very intelligent person, a very smart guy. And he has fucking good street smarts as well. He knows how to conduct himself in any situation, even if sometimes those situations call for less-than-excellent behavior. But I don’t care. I love him unconditionally.


I can honestly say he has never, never, ever been boring, so I know he has a lot of really great stories to tell.


PLATINUM ROSEBUD!!!!!!


Kirk Hammett


May 2024













INTRODUCTION



NINETEEN EIGHTY-TWO WAS NO SUMMER OF LOVE IN THE SAN FRANCISCO Bay Area. In fact, it was pretty much the polar opposite. Fifteen years earlier, the hippies espoused peace and love through their folk-influenced psychedelic music, but the sound gestating in the backyard parties in the Bay Area suburbs and at clubs like Ruthie’s Inn, the Stone, Old Waldorf, and Mabuhay Gardens—the music my friends and I were playing—was angry, violent, aggressive, and fast as hell. This was no Summer of Love, but our music was just as revolutionary.


Heavy metal, since its birth in the late ’60s and early ’70s, had—for the most part—been a fringe dweller in the commercial music world, with a few exceptions. Bands like the Scorpions, Judas Priest, Rush, Rainbow, and UFO could sell records and turn out big crowds when they toured in the ’70s, but they rarely found their music played on mainstream radio. Their audience was devoted, but metal was looked down upon as unsophisticated music for cavemen. The kids knew, though. It was a young generation of metal musicians/fans in the UK in the late ’70s, who grew up seeing the rebellious, DIY spirit of the first wave of punk, that showed that heavy metal was just as legitimate, creative, and diverse as any other form of rock, and there was potential to sell as many records (or more!) as any band on the planet. This movement was called the New Wave of British Heavy Metal (NWOBHM) and produced Iron Maiden and Def Leppard, as well as dozens of less commercially well-known but no less influential bands like Venom, Diamond Head, Saxon, and Angel Witch.


I’d grown up in the ’70s on a steady diet of the commercial hard rock that my older brothers fed me—AC/DC, Ted Nugent, Nazareth, Montrose, Molly Hatchet, Lynyrd Skynyrd, the Outlaws, and Blackfoot (still one of my favorite bands of all time)—but when my friends and I heard that first Iron Maiden album and those early Angel Witch and Venom seven-inch singles in 1980 and ’81, everything changed. This music was heavier, darker, rougher, (at times) faster, and eviler. Though some bands from the NWOBHM were signed to major labels, nothing about Iron Maiden’s seven-minute epic “Phantom of the Opera” on their debut or Angel Witch’s “Angel of Death” suggested they would ever be played on the radio—or sell millions of albums. Our love of this music not only inspired us to form bands and create our own similarly aggressive music, it connected us with other like-minded musicians who were discovering the same sounds simultaneously. This is where my musical story begins, giving birth to a genre, thrash metal, that had a huge impact on the music world.


In 1982, we obviously had no idea that this music would make it beyond the backyard parties or the Bay Area clubs. In fact, it seemed really unlikely. As far as we were concerned, we were making music for a small minority—the tape traders, the hardcore devotees, the true headbangers—with no concern for what was going in the mainstream. This was music that shared DNA with the hardcore punk that was developing on both coasts and creeping out of the UK, and it was similarly staunchly independent. We knew major labels didn’t want any part of this, wouldn’t even know what to do with it, so we made zero concessions in our music, lyrics, and artwork. We just wanted to be heavy as fuck, and I’m pretty sure that no major record label saw that as a marketable attribute.


Nonetheless, with that goal as our guiding principal, we made music that took all our heavy metal and hard rock influences, added in some punk aggression and attitude, and pushed everything into the red. It was faster, more brutal, and more geared to incite a violent pit than the previous generation of metal. So how did thrash metal, and some of the foundational bands of the genre—like my own group, Exodus—find not only worldwide fame but become some of the biggest and most influential metal bands on the planet?


Well, that’s my story, because I was there when Exodus and a handful of other bands—Metallica, Megadeth, Death Angel—built the ground floor in the San Francisco Bay Area scene in the early ’80s, and I was also right in the mix when one of the biggest bands of the genre, Slayer, ascended to the top echelon with sold-out headlining shows at places like Madison Square Garden and the LA Forum on its final tour in 2019. In between, there were decades of rampant drug- and alcohol-fueled insanity in my life. That I survived and ultimately thrived and am today considered an elder statesman of thrash metal is no small miracle.


But the reason why is simple: I love this music I helped create. I do what I do because I genuinely love it. It’s my life. It always will be. That’s why I’m able to play it with such conviction and a level of fury, because I’m not faking it. At sixty, I still feel like I’ve got shit to prove. I still feel like I’ve gotta prove myself. I’ve gotta prove that I can keep up and do this, because I love to do this. Thrash metal, it’s not a joke to me. It’s who I am.













PART I




DESTRUCTION 1964–1992













CHAPTER 1



WELCOME TO SAN PABLO



THOUGH I WAS BORN IN RICHMOND, CALIFORNIA, IN 1964, I CAN thank my father, William “Billie” Charles Holt, for the hint of a Southern accent I somehow acquired from him and never lost. He came to California from Oklahoma, where his family had lived for generations, and he didn’t leave his accent behind. He was born in a tiny rural Oklahoma town called Asher, where prospects for work after high school were meager, so he joined the army, which eventually brought him to California. After arriving in the Golden State in the early ’50s, he was shipped overseas to serve in Okinawa, Japan.


The army offered him three squares a day and the opportunity to see the world. While he never talked much about it, family lore had it that he just missed serving in the Korean War while serving in Okinawa. He was apparently en route when the conflict ended. Apart from that near miss, my dad loved his time in Japan. He never really drank much around the home, but later in life, around the holidays, I’d bring him a sampler pack of Japanese lagers, as he’d developed a taste for them when he served in Okinawa.


When my father’s time in Okinawa ended, he returned to the Bay Area and was stationed at the Presidio army base (now a national park). In 1961, he met my mother, June Bernice Earnest, who herself had moved to California from Wisconsin in search of work. My mother’s initial experience in California, though, had been markedly different from my dad’s. She’d gotten married young, had four children—three boys and a girl—in rapid succession, and her first husband had abandoned her. So when she met my father, she was a single mom of four living in San Anselmo in Marin County, an area she most definitely couldn’t afford to live today on her own with a house full of children!


It must have been true love, because my young father, fresh out of the army, stepped up and married my mother and, like the man of great character that he was, raised her children—Kathi, John, Donald (whom we called Butch), and Steven—as his own. Finished with his military obligation, he got a union job as a forklift operator with Nabisco, bought a lot on Nineteenth Street in San Pablo—an enclave city in Contra Costa County—and built our family home from the ground up with help from my uncle and some other family members. The house still stands to this day, and my mother still lives there, so I guess he did a good job.


In the ’50s, San Pablo was the kind of place in the Bay Area where a young family could afford to buy a lot and build a home. Located in the East Bay, a fifteen-minute drive north of Berkeley, it was a small, lower-middle-class city that a couple of decades later, when I was a teenager, could best be described as a barrio. It was definitely the armpit of Richmond, which encircled it. But when my parents and older siblings settled there, it was filled with other young families—a mix of races and ethnicities—trying their best to get by. By the late ’70s, though, it had the unfortunate distinction of having one of the highest crime rates per capita in the US.


Once settled in San Pablo, my parents decided to add to their already large family. My brother Charles came along in 1962, and I followed two years later. The three-bedroom, one-bathroom house my father built was soon stretched to its limits. And my poor mom had a household full of boys—all nightmares—save one daughter. We were, as the saying goes, though, one big happy family. My father raised and treated us all the same. We were siblings, not step- or half siblings—just brothers and sisters. It never even occurred to me until many years later that my four older brothers and sister still had their father’s last name, Earnest, rather than Holt. Had times been like they are today, I’m certain my father would have legally adopted them and given them his last name. Back then, it wasn’t something that anybody ever thought to do. So four of us are Earnests, and myself and my brother Charles are Holts. My father was our hero and role model. For anybody who wants to know what it means to be a real father, it was my dad.


My mom was the glue that held the family together. She had so much love for all of us kids and for so many other people. In her own way, she tried to pay forward the fact that she was helped out of a very difficult situation as a single mother with four young kids. Years later, she ran a day care center out of our house, helping other single mothers. So, being as I was the youngest, in addition to my five siblings, I was raised along with six or seven or eight other kids at any given time. She treated those kids (and their mothers) like part of our large family. Some of my best friends were the day care kids my mom was looking after, who were my age. That was the life I knew—kids everywhere and a mother who loved them all.


I had a good childhood, and we were a close family. But as older siblings tend to do to the youngest, I was picked on a lot, mostly by my brothers. I had a horrible lisp when I was little, and when I said an s, it sounded like a grunt. My brothers teased the shit out of me and would mock and imitate me. I was like, Fuck you guys. You’re gonna pay for this shit someday. (I’d remind those assholes, with a laugh, of these transgressions many years later when they were looking to get guest list spots for Slayer or Exodus shows. “Sorry,” I’d say, “I don’t think I can get you a spot on the San Francisco list,” emphasizing every s.)


Surprisingly, we weren’t a musical family at all. At some point, my parents bought a piano because one of my brothers wanted to learn to play, but it ended up as little more than a mantel with photos on it. We used to just beat on that thing until my mom would yell at us to stop. My parents bought other instruments, like trumpets and saxophones and shit, because we had to take some sort of music in school. But no one ever stuck to it, and the instruments inevitably ended up in a closet. My parents didn’t think I would keep playing either, so I wasn’t exactly encouraged to take up an instrument.


Which was fine, because my passion as a kid wasn’t music, it was dinosaurs. Well, it was more like my obsession. All I wanted to do was be a paleontologist when I grew up. Until my early teens, that was the only thing I ever considered for a career. I wanted to dig up dinosaur bones. And as much digging as I did as a kid, I never found any dinosaurs in San Pablo.


My aunt Neva, Dad’s sister, who lived with her husband, Lawrence Nolan, one street over from our house in San Pablo, eventually moved to a farm in tiny, rural Winton, California, where I could do a lot of digging. To be honest, though, when I was staying there for weeks at a time in the summer, my cousins Dean and Brian and I were digging foxholes to play army, not looking for dinosaur bones. We would get shovels and dig a four-foot-deep foxhole and put an old camper shell from a truck over it. We even made “guns” that shot rubber bands. It was fucking awesome. I looked forward to it every year. What I wouldn’t give for another couple of weeks on that farm. My uncle sold it many years ago, after my aunt Neva passed, but it’s still there, in spite of the housing developments that have grown around it.


Another benefit of my aunt and uncle’s farm was a little side hustle I had. Uncle Lawrence grew sweet potatoes and red onions, and every so often, he would drive his old fucked-up red truck two hours north to San Pablo to do a couple of things. First, he’d haul all the scrap metal that he’d collected to the scrapyard for cash, and then he’d bring me a delivery of sweet potatoes and red onions to sell. I was probably about ten years old, and I would load them up on this red wagon I had and bring along a bathroom scale. I knew everybody on the block, like you did back then, and I’d cruise the neighborhood with my wagon, selling onions and sweet potatoes, a little OG hustler, making some money. I’d later put these hustling skills to selling weed and meth, but it all started innocently enough with produce.


That was San Pablo. It was blue-collar, but it was a cool place to grow up. We were a working-class family; my dad was a member of the Teamsters, who only ever drove a forklift his entire working life. San Pablo suited us. Its makeup now is largely Latino, but it used to be a good blend. I grew up with a pretty well-rounded group of friends of all different nationalities and races. We were super well integrated growing up. Even Exodus in the early days had people of color in the band. Some of my best friends as kids ended up in lowrider gangs as young adults, but we were always friends. I’m proud of the city. It’s a shithole, but it’s my shithole. The most notable attraction now is the casino, which they had to knock down the bowling alley and a bunch of trailer parks to build.


I sometimes hear other dudes in metal bands talking about where they came from and how tough it was, and I’m like, Motherfucker, I could take you to San Pablo right now, drop you off two blocks from the house I grew up in, and you’d hide and call someone to come get you. They’d be terrified.


Welcome to San Pablo.














CHAPTER 2



GRAVY KIDS



I THINK I BECAME ACCUSTOMED TO MAYHEM AND CHAOS AT AN EARLY age, a skill that would serve me well in navigating the music industry. Growing up with five siblings in a three-bedroom, one-bathroom house was fucking challenging. Think of that: one bathroom for eight people. There were many times I’d have to piss in the garage sink because there was someone taking a shower and I had to fucking piss. And if there was somebody already pissing in the garage sink, I’d go behind the garage and piss. You did what you had to do.


Amid the insanity, however, was an underlying stability. My parents never divorced, we didn’t move around a bunch, and the Earnest and Holt kids all went to the same schools from kindergarten through high school. I knew people who went to like ten different schools, their parents constantly moving for work or whatever. I had solid roots. I’m still friends with people from kindergarten and people from junior high and high school, like James Maxwell and James “Moose” Mangrum, who are some of my best friends to this day. My first school, Dover Elementary, located a block from my childhood home, is still there. I walked to and from school every day because it was so close. I actually got hit by a car coming home from Dover as I was crossing the street one day. A drunk driver in a Volkswagen ran right into me, and I ended up flying over the car and landing on the pavement behind it. I was lucky. The impact could have killed me, but shockingly, I only ended up with stitches in my lip and pretty gnarly road rash. Otherwise, I was okay.


My dad was a lifelong, passionate Oakland A’s fan, so another way he was involved in our lives growing up was as a Little League coach for all my older brothers. As much as we were a baseball-centric family, though, I was more interested in BMX (bicycle motocross) and skateboarding. That was all I wanted to do in the mid-’70s when both sports took off in California. We didn’t really have any BMX tracks nearby, so I was more of a street rider early on. Eventually, a track was built in Vallejo, north of San Pablo across the Alfred Zampa Memorial Bridge, so my father would take Ronnie Schwartz (RIP) and James Maxwell—two of my best friends from kindergarten—and me up there. We’d throw the bikes in the back of the pickup and go to the track on non-race days. The whole goal of BMX racing is to stay on the ground for the fastest possible laps, but we wanted to get air. We thought those dudes rolling over the jumps were lame. We would just go nuts, aiming for big air over speed.


When it came to skateboarding in San Pablo, it was pretty ghetto. We were just street skaters. I got every issue of Skateboarder and read it like it was the Bible. The whole Tony Alva Dogtown thing down in Southern California, that meant everything to us. But we were Northern California kids, in an area where nobody had pools. Skating in a pool? Fuck, I wish I knew someone who had a pool. There were no swimming pools in Richmond and San Pablo to skate. My dad would sometimes take us to the Newark skate park, but mostly we just skated banks, schools, parks, and the occasional drainage ditch. A local water ski store, Mello’s Water Ski Shop, had a skateboard shop in the back, and that’s where we bought all our gear. They built a half-pipe in the back, and we used to skate that. It was the only ramp in existence in our world. It had a really, really tight transition because of space limitations, so it was hard to skate, very steep. You just dropped and plummeted. But my buddy Tim Head used to skate it with ease. He was really good.


As the youngest of the five boys, I was picked on a lot by them, though I also discovered that there were plenty of advantages to having older brothers, especially such cool (and crazy) ones who offered me a measure of protection navigating through Walter T. Helms Junior High School and Richmond High School. My brothers ruled the schools, so I had an easy adjustment into each subsequent one. When I was a freshman at Richmond High, the seniors who knew my brothers would forgo putting my head in the toilet or whatever freshman torture they were into, because it was like, It’s fucking John Earnest’s brother—leave him alone, or His brother’s good friends with my older brother; they’re fucking best friends, so I’m not gonna fuck with him. And my brother Charles was a certified lunatic in school. He was the guy people would fuck with, and then he’d fucking hurt ’em, like bad. You didn’t fuck with Charles. All my brothers were super popular, so I was able to have an easier time than most because of who they were. As far as I was concerned—and I still feel this way—my brothers were cool as fuck, and I looked up to all of them.


Two of my brothers even owned lowriders. Steve had a lifted front-to-back ’64 Impala, and Butch had a lifted front-to-back ’75 Monte Carlo. Lowrider culture was huge in San Pablo, and they were fully immersed in it. Twenty-Third Street was the main street in town, and the lowriders would cruise along there every Friday night. It was the place to be, so my friends and I would ride our BMX bikes there and watch the lifted cars jumping up and down the street. It was fucking cool. They would be stopped all over the place, the owners hanging out. It was just part of growing up in San Pablo. I still to this day want a lowrider of my own.


The most important influence all my brothers had on me growing up was shaping my musical tastes and earliest musical influences. I looked to them and their record collections and tastes to guide me in discovering the music that ultimately made me want to play guitar. They were all rockers, so I had the benefit of listening to the music they did at a really young age. They had the cool record collection, and all this fucking amazing early ’70s hard rock—Deep Purple, Mahogany Rush, Robin Trower, Peter Frampton, Les Dudek, Nils Lofgren, and a million others—was right at my fingertips. I kind of just emulated listening to what they liked because that’s what I was surrounded with; that was my environment. In the sixth grade, once a week we’d have record day, where you got to bring a record in to play for the class. I borrowed one of my brother’s—maybe Montrose or something like that—and I got shot down. I got vetoed on playing what I wanted to hear. The other kids—because it was kind of a democracy, I guess you’d call it—got to decide what was going to be played, and they didn’t like what I brought in. We ended up listening to the Bay City Rollers or some shit like that.


My brother John brought home the first Rainbow album, Ritchie Blackmore’s Rainbow, in 1975 when I was eleven, and I was immediately mesmerized by it. I consider the band’s 1976 second album, Rising, to be the greatest rock album of all time. Guitarist Ritchie Blackmore (ex–Deep Purple) would take you on these adventures in melody, like the sounds of Egypt were coming out of his guitar. It just moved me. It was epic. I’ve always said if you wanted to abandon me on a deserted island, all I need is Rainbow Rising. I don’t even need a second album; just give me that one. Or give me “Stargazer”—just the one song will do. Or give me UFO’s No Heavy Petting or Lights Out or Obsession, or any one of those albums with Michael Schenker playing guitar, and I would probably go years and not get sick of it because they’re still my favorite albums. There’s a lot of great music being made today, but no one will ever make records that good, myself included. They’re just masterworks. They stand the test of time against anything.


By the time I got to Richmond High, I was fully part of the rockers’ clique. We were the so-called gravy kids, the white trash rocker fucking losers. We hadn’t climbed on the potato yet, as we used to say. I don’t exactly know where the term gravy came from, but we were totally gravy. (If you were really gravy, we would yell at you to stop fucking around and climb on the potato!) For us, it was all about hard rock. AC/DC and Ted Nugent—they ruled our high school. And then, of course, we liked Nazareth and Montrose. We loved Southern rock, too; Molly Hatchet was huge at our high school, Skynyrd, the Outlaws, Blackfoot. We liked Aerosmith and Van Halen. These were all my early heroes. I’ve always said that I’m just a hard rock guitar player on meth. And for a lot of my life, I literally was.


This is probably when the idea of actually playing guitar started for me. None of my older brothers (or sister) had played or taken lessons, so there wasn’t a guitar gathering dust in the closet. Being in a family of six kids, none of whom stuck with any instrument, I think my parents thought I would also eventually lose interest and they’d have a guitar in the closet, too. I had to grab the next-best thing: a tennis racket. I played air guitar for years, just raging in my bedroom with that racket. It would be the middle of the afternoon, and I’d have Ted Nugent’s Double Live Gonzo! on and I’d be drenched in fucking sweat, just rocking out. Then my mom would walk in, and it was like I’d been caught masturbating. It was that embarrassing: Uh, I’m just looking at this tennis racket, Mom.


No surprise, this is also when I discovered marijuana. Until high school, I’d never done a drug in my life, under threat of an ass whupping by my older brothers, who were all total stoners themselves. I’d been an honor student through junior high and was the one in my family who was supposed to go to college. So they were like, You’re not gonna fuck up, or we’re gonna beat your ass—that is, until I started smoking weed, and they were like, All right, whatever, let me show you how to roll a joint.


I went from being obsessed with dinosaurs and having a lifelong dream of becoming a paleontologist to smoking marijuana, listening to hard rock, and going to concerts. It was a fucking amazing time to grow up in the Bay Area if you were into rock and roll. The local FM radio stations played nothing but pure hard rock, and the Day on the Green concert series brought some of the biggest and best artists in the world to the Oakland-Alameda County Coliseum every summer. You could go see a bunch of legendary bands—Aerosmith, Van Halen, UFO, AC/DC, Ted Nugent, Thin Lizzy—for like fifteen bucks. We’d head out to the Coliseum at 7:00 in the morning with a quarter pound of weed and a mini pony keg of beer and have a fucking good old time. One of the highlights for me from this era was definitely seeing Styx with my brother Steve at the Cow Palace. They were one of my favorite bands and still are to this day (The Grand Illusion is an all-time classic). Synth solos, two guitar players, dual leads, rocking songs, ballads—they had it all! That show fucking blew my mind. I was like, This is the music for me. I don’t give a shit about anything else. That other shit’s all garbage.


I kind of felt like maybe this gravy kid had found his calling.














CHAPTER 3


HIGH IN HIGH SCHOOL


SAN PABLO IN THE LATE ’70S WAS KNOWN FOR ITS HIGH PER CAPITA crime rate, and it’s safe to say that my friends and I contributed to that. We were ghetto kids and behaved accordingly. I used to ride around on my BMX bike and steal car stereos and shit with my little group of hoodlums who lived on Brookside Drive, across Davis Park from my house. Occasionally, when we rode past one house on Brookside, we’d hear someone in there playing drums. I’d never heard a guy actually playing drums before, like in real life, so it definitely caught my attention. Even though the house was just across the park from my own house, I had no idea who lived there.


It could have been someone at my high school for all I knew, because I wasn’t really attending classes much anymore. The lure of hanging out all over the East Bay with my buddies, getting baked, was greater than my interest in schoolwork. We used to get on the BART train and go to San Francisco and roam around the Palace of Fine Arts or the Exploratorium all high as fuck. Then we’d return home in time to pretend we’d been at school all day.


Once, I showed up in my high school English class for the first time in a month and a half, and my teacher gave me shit, like, Who are you? He was busting my balls. It was the same day we had a school-wide reading comprehension test, and I ended up placing in the top four or five students in the whole school. All the class nerds were up in arms because they thought it was a lie and the fix was in, like I’d cheated. But it was easy for me. I could show up in math class one day a week and do the whole week’s work. I wasn’t like the book-smart nerds. I was a fuckup who was naturally kind of smart and really good at doing the work. But there’s that thing called attendance that you need to have.


There were periods of time where all my friends would make their semiannual attempt to start attending class, and I would be alone, with no one to cut class with. I would just go spend the entire day at the public library. I’d sit there all day reading books, and then I’d head home about the time school was supposed to get out. I’d do that five days a week. I had my parents convinced I was attending class. I gotta be honest: By the time I got to high school, my parents weren’t paying real close attention. They had six kids, so when it came to me, the youngest, I had them pretty fooled that I was keeping up on my schoolwork.


There was one rare instance where I was glad I hadn’t skipped school. It was actually life-changing. I was friends with a guy named Tim Agnello who played guitar in a band with a few dudes from De Anza High School over in El Sobrante. On this day, Tim’s band, called Exodus, were invited to jam in Richmond High’s band room. Tim mentioned it to me, so I was eager to see him play and hear what they sounded like.


Exodus was formed in 1979 by guitarist Kirk Hammett and drummer Tom Hunting, along with Tim and a bassist named Carlton Melson. They originally came together jamming in their high school music room. Some of these early music room sessions even included bassist Les Claypool, who went on to Blind Illusion and later Primus (and many other projects). Exodus briefly had a lead vocalist, Keith Stewart, but eventually, Tom took on most of the lead vocal responsibilities, with Kirk and Carlton chipping in as well. Even though Kirk and his bandmates were in high school, they made a name for themselves locally performing mostly covers—AC/DC, Scorpions, Judas Priest, among others—on the active backyard party scene, where Claypool’s Blind Illusion were a big draw, too.


This band room performance at Richmond High was the first time I ever laid eyes on Kirk Hammett, and it was the first time in my life hearing electric guitar right in front of me. It was magical; I couldn’t believe how awesome it was. I’d obviously seen many concerts by then, but here I was listening to and watching someone my age playing through a little 2×12 combo amplifier, right in my own element. It made me think, This is something I could do, too. Before that, my heroes were rock gods, and I couldn’t fathom doing what they did—like, Wow, they’re not even human. They’re a whole other race of being.


But these were just kids playing a bunch of cover songs. Kirk singing “Another Piece of Meat” by the Scorpions was pretty fucking hilarious. His singing was awful, just terrible. The riff, though, was so killer, and seeing them play was spellbinding. At the time, I thought it was the best guitar tone—hearing it loud, right in front of me—but they were all probably just playing on cheap gear. Tim was a big focal point of the band at that time. He had more stage presence than any of the other guys, and he played this badass black Les Paul Custom guitar. My fascination and love for Les Pauls, especially the Custom, is all directly linked to his guitar. Seeing it two feet away, it was like, That’s a beautiful instrument. It’s like a Stradivarius.


Apart from the mind-blowing musical experience, this was when I befriended the other three guys in Exodus who went to De Anza. Tom, as it turned out, lived right near my house, just across Davis Park. He was the person I’d heard drumming over on Brookside when I rode by on my BMX bike. Tom was a year younger than I was and had gotten kicked out of a couple of schools, so he ended up at De Anza, which was a good five miles away—might as well have been the next state, from my point of view—where he met Kirk. Unfortunately, I proved to be a negative influence on young Tom, as he was arrested for shoplifting at the Alpha Beta grocery store the first time we hung together. We were stealing beef jerky and caps, the kind you use in a cap pistol. We’d smash a whole roll of caps with a brick, and it sounded like a cherry bomb. I waited outside for him, not knowing he’d been nabbed, but when he didn’t come out, I bailed. I only found out later that he got caught and they called his mom to come get him. Tom’s mom still loves me to this day, despite the fact that the first time her son ever spent time with me she got a call from the cops. She says she prays for me, and she’s the only one who does that and I’m not offended by it.


As a teenager, Tom was a big, burly guy, about six three or something like that. He was always just happy-go-lucky, with a big fucking smile and goofy charm. And his legs never stopped moving. It’d drive you insane when you were sitting on a couch with him because he was constantly drumming, and the whole couch would be like a fucking giant vibrator. And he’d always be singing. No matter what song’s on, you’d have to listen to Tom sing it—whether it’s fucking Rush or Daryl Hall, it didn’t matter, Tom was gonna sing along. He’s just always been an upbeat guy.


I also got to know Kirk better when he and I went to see the Scorpions and Ted Nugent on May 23, 1980, at the Cow Palace. It was the first time we’d spent a day or evening together, and we just hit it off as best friends right away. Before the concert, he invited me over to his house for some preshow partying and played one of the Scorpions’ earlier Uli Roth–era albums, Virgin Killer, which eventually had a huge influence on me as a guitarist. I had never heard early Scorpions until that day, and it changed my life! While in line to enter the Cow Palace, security took away the beer Kirk was holding, and he took a half-assed swipe at them. Surprisingly, they just sent him in anyway. Different times! Back then, Kirk used to wear these big thick-framed glasses, even onstage playing his Gibson Flying V, which definitely gave him a unique look.


After getting to know Tom and Kirk, I started working at their shows as a roadie. I use the term loosely, because I was just hanging out because they were my friends. Being a roadie meant that I carried gear, smoked hella weed, and got wasted. They’d print their own tickets, rent out a hall (or set up in someone’s backyard) and provide obscene amounts of alcohol to anybody, regardless of their age. We had names for the different gigs. One was called “the Ripper,” because we had ten kegs. Then we had another called “Jug Night,” which is still legendary among the Richmond / San Pablo people who were old enough to have been there. We provided fifteen or twenty kegs of beer and we had like ten or fifteen half-gallon jugs of whiskey—all you can drink until it ran out. There were probably countless DUIs that night, dudes spinning tires, wasted in their hot rods out front. It was just crazy times. I don’t think any of us were old enough to buy the alcohol; we either knew a liquor store that would sell to us illegally, or we had someone else who was old enough to buy it.


Exodus were kings of the local backyard parties. It sounds crazy to say it, but there was a great music scene in San Pablo. There were a lot of bands. Rock was prevalent, and all different styles were being played. Some played more like Southern rock, but Exodus were the closest thing anyone had seen to a metal band.


Attending classes at Richmond High became less and less important to me when all my extracurricular activities—keggers, smoking weed, concerts—started increasing. A lot of my issue with high school was just boredom, because it was the same work I’d been doing in junior high. I still have my final report card, which was all Fs, because I wasn’t going to class. It’s burned around the edges because I started to set fire to it, but thought otherwise. If you look at the number of days missed, it was all of them. My friends and I had moved beyond pot and beer and were now doing hallucinogens and amphetamines, like Black Beauties. We’d bust the capsules open, crush up the little balls inside, and snort them. It was gnarly shit, way gnarlier than snorting meth, which we discovered later.


So for a while, I figured out a scam to prevent my parents from discovering I was no longer attending classes. The rule at my high school was that if you had overdue library books, they withheld your report card. Like that was some kind of punishment! It was a benefit to me! I didn’t want that thing coming home. They eventually sent it anyway. My mom was like, Gary Wayne! I knew if my middle name was being used, I was in trouble.


“Gary Wayne, what is this?” she asked, probably knowing full well exactly what it was.


“Well, Mom, I haven’t been going to school,” I admitted. No use in lying when she was holding the receipts.


“You’re either going to get your GED, or you go back to class,” she insisted in no uncertain terms.


“I’ll take my GED.”


Once the jig was up and I no longer had to pretend I was going to class, I watched a lot of fucking soap operas, because all my friends were still going to school. I watched Days of Our Lives and The Young and the Restless all the time. I’d walk over to the park, smoke a joint, and then it was soap time. There was nothing else on then, no cable TV with a million channels; I had five channels to watch. I got addicted to that shit and, to this day, am still a fan of trashy, escapist TV. I got my GED, but I knew that that wasn’t going to do much more than satisfy my parents. Going to college wasn’t on the horizon. My brother Charles and I were the only two children of the six who didn’t finish high school. Some days, I look back and wish I’d graduated from high school. I feel like I missed out on something. But everything happens for a reason. Had I done any of that and kept my shit together in high school and kept my grades up, I wouldn’t be writing this book. I’d be out in the fucking Badlands, digging up a fucking T. rex skeleton for no money at all. I’d be happy, living my own Jurassic Park dreams.
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