

[image: image]










[image: image]
















Copyright © 2020 by Doug Brod


Cover design by Timothy O’Donnell


Cover photographs: Starz © Gems/Getty Images; Cheap Trick © Ebet Roberts/Getty Images; Aerosmith © Ron Pownall Photography/Getty Images; KISS © Peter Cade/Getty Images


Cover copyright © 2020 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright.


The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Hachette Books


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10104


HachetteBooks.com


Twitter.com/HachetteBooks


Instagram.com/HachetteBooks


First Edition: December 2020


Published by Hachette Books, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Hachette Books name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events.


To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Brod, Doug, author.


Title: They just seem a little weird: how Kiss, Cheap Trick, Aerosmith, and Starz remade rock and roll / Doug Brod.


Description: [First.] | New York: Hachette Books, 2020. | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2020023644 | ISBN 9780306845192 (hardcover) | ISBN

9780306845215 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Rock music—1971–1980—History and criticism. | Rock music—1981–1990—History and criticism. | Kiss (Musical group) | Cheap


Trick (Musical group) | Aerosmith (Musical group) | Starz (Musical group)


Classification: LCC ML3534 .B73 2020 | DDC 782.42166092/2 [B]—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020023644


ISBNs: 978-0-306-84519-2 (hardcover), 978-0-306-84521-5 (ebook)


E3-20201031-JV-NF-ORI














For my parents, Helen and Michael, 
who may have asked me to turn it down, 
but never told me to shut it off.


And for Rachel and Sasha. For everything.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Hachette Books logo]















INTRODUCTION



IN EARLY APRIL 1978, when Gene Simmons entered the Manor, a recording studio in the English countryside, his band KISS were, according to a Gallup poll, the most popular rock group in America. In the five years since forming in New York City, the outrageously greasepainted and costumed quartet had grown into a merchandising juggernaut, the likes of which the music business had never seen. Between 1977 and 1979, sales of KISS dolls, makeup kits, posters, lunch boxes, and other tchotchkes would eventually top an estimated $100 million internationally ($353 million in 2020 dollars). Their outlandish live act, combined with the novelty of their appearance, birthed one of the most successful gimmicks in the history of entertainment. For young people, especially boys coming of age and discovering music for themselves, they offered an image as powerful as Elvis’s swiveling hips, the Beatles’ long hair, and Mick Jagger’s turkey strut.


Eager to take his charges to even greater commercial heights, KISS’s manager, Bill Aucoin, sought to turn them into superheroes, and in 1977 did just that when Marvel published a comic book printed partially, and ickily, in the musicians’ own blood. At Aucoin’s urging, the band, who were taking a yearlong break from touring, agreed to make their first movie, the NBC telefilm KISS Meets the Phantom of the Park, originally pitched as a combination of A Hard Day’s Night (which starred the Beatles, whom Simmons and co-frontman Paul Stanley idolized) and Star Wars (a surprise blockbuster in 1977). The musicians would essentially play their fantastical alter egos in a science-fiction romp about a crazed inventor who wreaks vengeance on the amusement park that fired him, by creating evil android versions of the Demon (bassist-singer Simmons), the Starchild (guitarist-singer Stanley), the Catman (drummer Peter Criss), and the Spaceman (lead guitarist Ace Frehley).


Overseen by cartoon studio Hanna-Barbera and directed by Gordon Hessler, a veteran of pulpy thrillers, the production was by all accounts a miserable experience. “Nobody in the band had the slightest clue about acting. None of us read the script,” Stanley later wrote. “When we started filming, it didn’t take an expert… to know we were in deep shit and there was no getting out of it.”


Simmons recalled that Hessler would typically film a scene and then ask the band members how things went. “What did we know?” Simmons wrote. “They basically shot around us because we were the stars.”


Before he formed the alt-rock band Everclear, a sixteen-year-old Art Alexakis was tripping on acid when he and a friend entered the parking lot at the Magic Mountain theme park in Valencia, California, to be part of the audience for the movie’s concert sequences. There, he discovered the difference between a film shoot and a rock show, and all the tedium that entailed. “They would stop in the middle of songs,” he remembers. “Paul Stanley would shriek, ‘Oh yeahhh!’ and then, ‘Wait a minute—okay, kids, let’s try that again.’ And then he’d go right back into character.”


Making the movie, predictably, exacerbated tensions among the band members that had been brewing for months—with clean-living Simmons and Stanley on one side and, on the other, Frehley and Criss, whose nonstop off-set debauchery was taking its toll. “We had broads in our trailer, six, seven broads at a time,” Criss wrote. “We were just animals.”


Tour manager Fritz Postlethwaite was responsible for making sure the band members arrived on set in the early morning and shuttling them home after a night of partying. He’d sleep for an hour or two before starting all over again. “They were not getting along,” he says, “and trying to act as the peacemaker was draining.” While celebrating both the last day of shooting and Postlethwaite’s birthday, he and Criss took a ride in the drummer’s leased Porsche. Doing ninety on Sepulveda Boulevard, Postlethwaite hit two telephone poles, a mailbox, and two cars before plowing into a post, which set the car ablaze. Thrown through the windshield and onto the pavement, Criss injured his ribs and fingers and sustained a concussion, while Postlethwaite, who was pinned inside the vehicle, suffered serious burns.


If making the movie wasn’t embarrassment enough (in Frehley’s case, after a bitter argument with the filmmakers, the monosyllabic guitarist stormed off the set, leaving his very obvious—and black—stuntman to stand in for him during close-ups), an early preview screening compounded the misery. “People openly laughed,” Stanley wrote. “It was humiliating.” Animosity among the band members hardly abated when newspaper ads for the movie—which ultimately resembled a kooky, live-action version of Hanna-Barbera’s Scooby-Doo, Where Are You!—featured Simmons’s Demon character dwarfing the others. “The rest of the band was incensed,” Simmons wrote. The movie debuted on NBC on October 28, 1978, and would eventually play in theaters elsewhere around the globe. “To be honest, I thought it was a natural step in the devolution of KISS,” wrote Frehley, who at that point had one silver platform boot out the door. Simmons and Stanley, who bad-mouthed KISS Meets the Phantom of the Park for years until they released the European edit, titled KISS in Attack of the Phantoms, as part of an authorized DVD collection, teamed up with the actual Scooby-Doo in 2015 for a far less mortifying feature-length animated movie.
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AN OFTEN-REPEATED PIECE OF KISS mythology goes something like this: Around the time production on KISS Meets the Phantom of the Park commenced in May 1978, in an effort to keep the peace—and their chief earners intact—Aucoin and Neil Bogart, the head of Casablanca, their record label, had a brainstorm. Let’s get each member to record his own solo album, they decided. Even better: Let’s release all four on the same day in September 1978, not long before the movie airs. Aucoin and Bogart were always thinking big, bigger, BIGGEST, so why wouldn’t they try a stunt no group had ever attempted?


“The band was really fractured then,” Stanley says, “and people weren’t speaking to each other. It was pretty awful.” Frehley’s announcement that he wanted to leave and go solo instigated the project, Stanley says. “Bill said, ‘Stay in the band,’” he recalls. “‘You can have your cake and eat it too. Everybody should do solo albums.’” All four musicians would have an opportunity to remain in the public eye and share the spotlight equally, which would not have been the case if only one were to release an album.


The fact, contrary to the legend, is that in the August 4, 1977, issue of the rock magazine Circus, Stanley and Simmons themselves revealed that each member would be recording his own solo album for release the following spring. So the records had to have been under discussion a year before production on the movie began. “They were talking about doing solo albums way before they became a reality,” says former Aucoin production coordinator Stephanie Tudor. “It wasn’t that they had this strong desire at that time to do it, but they knew at one point they would. But whenever you do something like that, it always looks like the band is breaking up. So that was also a reason why it was put off.”


“This was a way to make them happy,” recalls Chris Lendt, then the liaison between KISS and their business managers, the New York firm Glickman/


Marks, “and at the same time serve the greater good of KISS. It would give each person a chance to present themselves to their fans with their own music.” The project was an attempt, Criss wrote, “to reinforce the idea that we were four larger-than-life superstars.”


According to Carol Ross, who ran the Press Office, Aucoin’s publicity arm, “Bill was the type of person who would take chances when people would say, ‘You’re crazy. Don’t do it.’ But he felt the guys deserved that individual attention.”


They also had something to prove to their peers. “One of the things that KISS have always had is this attitude that they’re looked down upon, which they are, by other musicians,” says Eric Troyer, who contributed piano and vocals to Simmons’s album and later did sessions with Peter Criss and Aerosmith, among many others. “So they had a bit of an inferiority complex about their playing and songwriting. The solo albums were an opportunity for them to show they could broaden their chops and try to get people to say, ‘Wow, they can do this too!’”


Frehley, for one, loved the idea. “We could all pursue our musical interests… and give fans a virtual buffet table of choices from the guys in KISS,” the guitarist wrote. “These solo packages,” Stanley told Circus, “give us the opportunity to indulge.”


And indulge they did. As Stanley, Criss, and Frehley dutifully cranked out records that displayed their influences, played to their strengths, and highlighted their weaknesses, Simmons, with his well-established ambition and arrogance in overdrive, began assembling what he called “the greatest show on earth”—with the goal of creating a work of art that would challenge the public’s perception of him as a bed-hopping rock-and-roll animal. “When you see somebody who’s confident and sure of himself and doesn’t just talk the talk but walks the walk, ‘Who the fuck does he think he is?’ is usually the comment,” he says. “But that’s a very profound question: Who do you think you are? ‘He thinks he’s all that.’ That’s correct! Any champion of any walk of life must have an inflated sense of himself and have high expectations. Otherwise, you don’t perform.”


To test himself, Simmons would forego playing bass and instead pick up the guitar, an instrument with which he had far less aptitude. He tapped Sean Delaney, who had been at various times KISS’s tour manager, creative consultant, and choreographer, to coproduce, and then drew up a wish list of celebrities to help bring his immense vision to aural life—“people you respected and people you hated,” Simmons later admitted. “The notion of the record was to piss off KISS fans and push it in their faces to say that you’re one dimensional and I don’t wanna be.”


At first glance, his proposed roll call seemed unprecedented, if not downright unrealistic: Paul McCartney and John Lennon (reunited!), David Bowie, Jerry Lee Lewis, middle-of-the-road pop siblings Donny and Marie Osmond, among many others. While those luminaries failed to materialize due to scheduling conflicts (as Simmons has claimed) or flat-out refusals (as others close to the recording suggest), he did manage to amass an eclectic array of talent that would almost certainly confound the KISS faithful: brassy “I Am Woman” singer Helen Reddy, Steely Dan and Doobie Brothers guitarist Jeff “Skunk” Baxter, feminist folkie (and Simmons neighbor) Janis Ian, disco goddess (and labelmate) Donna Summer, and, when the Fab Two declined, a couple of ringers from Broadway’s Beatlemania: Joe Pecorino (Lennon) and Mitch Weissman (McCartney).


Also in the mix: pop superstar Cher, with whom the Israel-born, New York City–raised Simmons had recently started living in Malibu, California. “By that point, I was totally seduced by power, fame, and wealth, and women especially,” he has said, admitting that the album “was probably the reflection of a completely disjointed guy who was just doing everything.” Some of the songs had been written years earlier but were deemed not quite right for KISS; others were based on various discarded bits. One was a remake of a KISS song released just two years prior. But the more recent compositions left his paramour unmoved. “I excitedly played Cher the new songs I had been working on,” he wrote, “but usually a blank look came over her face. She never really understood our music.” Cher and Chastity, her nine-year-old daughter with Sonny Bono, would end up making an appearance on “Living in Sin,” whose title dripped with irony since Simmons has claimed that around that time he was also seeing background vocalist Katey Sagal, who would later gain fame for portraying va-va-voomish housewife Peg Bundy on the TV sitcom Married… with Children.


Simmons recorded the album’s basic tracks in around four weeks at the Manor, in the quaint village of Shipton-on-Cherwell, sixty-five miles northwest of London. The studio, then owned by Virgin Records magnate Richard Branson, was built in a sprawling sixteenth-century mansion, and its lush surroundings provided a comfortable living and work space for Simmons, Cher, her two kids, technicians, bodyguards, as well as the seasoned session pros—bassist Neil Jason, drummer Allan Schwartzberg, guitarist Elliott Randall, pianist Richard Gerstein (aka Richard T. Bear)—Simmons flew in from New York to form the core band. “We were all together in one place,” Jason says, “so it fostered a much more creative, fast-working environment.”


For the purposes of recording, Simmons and Delaney stationed the musicians in different parts of the house—the guitars and amps in one bedroom, Schwartzberg and his drums confined to the snooker room—with everyone communicating via mics and headphones. No rehearsals, no demos—and they worked out their parts on their own. “You’d get a lead sheet with the chords,” the drummer says, “and you’d scratch out your chart.”


While he enjoyed the overall experience, Schwartzberg did find himself on the receiving end of Simmons’s infamous imperiousness. “We’re all in the house,” he remembers. “We’ve been playing for days and days, and he’d say, ‘Drums, maybe the first bar you could come in with just bass drum.’ And, ‘Bass, just…’ At one point we stopped him and said, ‘Gene, everybody here has a name.’” Sufficiently chastened, Simmons acquiesced to calling them by their names, but Schwartzberg suspects he would have preferred to continue his less personal approach.


Gerstein remembers Simmons, whom he met through Delaney, as a micromanager who pushed people hard. “He was loud—he was an Israeli,” Gerstein says. “You had to come to the table and provide something or you weren’t around long.” Nearly two weeks into the session, with cabin fever setting in, he approached Simmons: “Man, you’ve got a girlfriend here. We’ve all been here for like ten days—I’m sick of Rosie Palm and her five sisters.” Gerstein’s remark made him laugh, and the next day, after Simmons and Cher took off for a while, the keyboardist was shocked when a limousine pulled up in front of the Manor and out strode a bevy of attractive young women. “I knew what the tone of the evening was going to be when this one girl got out and she had on a Stiff Records T-shirt,” he says. “You remember their motto: ‘If It Ain’t Stiff, It Ain’t Worth a Fuck.’”


Returning to the states for overdubs, Simmons recorded many of his special guests at Hollywood’s Cherokee Studios and Manhattan’s Blue Rock Studio. Standing out among this diverse roster were three accomplished lead guitarists, all of them friends of Simmons’s and members of bands with whom KISS shared stages and would be linked, by fans or by fate, for decades to come: Joe Perry of Aerosmith, Rick Nielsen of Cheap Trick, and Richie Ranno of Starz. And back in 1978, those three groups faced critical career junctures of their own.


Aerosmith were in free fall. Their smash albums, 1975’s Toys in the Attic and 1976’s Rocks, both produced by Jack Douglas, made them superstars, but their crippling drug habits (Perry and lead singer Steven Tyler had become known as “the Toxic Twins”), not to mention a punishing tour schedule, were taking their toll. The band’s latest record, Draw the Line, released in December 1977, was widely considered a creative misstep and commercial disappointment, and July 1978 saw the premiere of a rotten movie of their own, the star-spackled debacle Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.


Perry was in Los Angeles when Simmons invited him over one night to hear some tracks that he thought the guitarist might want to play on. “We were buddies,” Perry has said. “Us and KISS, we kind of came up side by side.” On arriving at Cher’s house at around 9 p.m., he was surprised to find the couple in bed in their pajamas: “I had changed out of my pajamas to come over.” (Around this time he also helped Simmons out on a demo called “Mongoloid Man,” which never got finished, although a few bits ended up in subsequent songs.)


It was at his recording session for the Simmons album where Perry, who can be heard on “Radioactive,” has claimed he finally met and befriended the Cheap Trick guitarist, whom he had long admired. “I was sitting making use of the glass top of the pinball machine”—presumably, euphemistically, snorting cocaine—“and Rick Nielsen walked in,” Perry said. “I see this goofy-looking guy and it’s hard to miss him. He’s got Cheap Trick written on his fucking eyelids.” (Nielsen, however, insists he and Perry became acquainted well before this session.) Mitch Weissman recalls playing ping-pong with Nielsen during downtime, using the guitarist’s plectrums in place of balls.


Nielsen’s group were on the ascendant. Simmons, an early champion, went so far as to take Cheap Trick on the road the previous summer. At the end of April 1978, Cheap Trick would be heading to Japan to play what would become for them a very consequential string of dates. In May they’d be releasing their third studio album, Heaven Tonight, featuring their first, if minor, radio hit, “Surrender,” with lyrics that famously name-check Simmons’s band (“Got my KISS records out”) and offer a description of parents that became the title of this book.


“I was just asked to come in and add my two cents. I was honored to get asked,” says Nielsen, who played a predictably frantic and fantastic solo on “See You in Your Dreams,” a remake of a track off of KISS’s fifth studio LP, Rock and Roll Over, and the Simmons album’s rowdiest rocker. Cleverly, the first seven notes of Nielsen’s solo evoke “When You Wish upon a Star,” foreshadowing the album’s closing track, an achingly sentimental cover of that same chestnut from Walt Disney’s Pinocchio. “He hired me because he wanted me to play like I play,” Nielsen says, explaining his MO. “I’m not a studio guy, and I’m not what they already have, so I play with what I bring.” Simmons was particularly pleased with the guitarist’s contribution, jokingly saying in a promotional interview, “The guy sounds like Page, the best Page you ever heard: page nine, page ten.”


To show his appreciation, Simmons sent Nielsen a set of the four solo albums, which the guitarist never opened and kept in storage. On a 2013 episode of the junk-shop TV series American Pickers, he sold them for $200 to collector Frank Fritz. “I said, ‘Gene probably won’t like this, but here you go,’” Nielsen says. “Frank was such a fan. I think I’d have to go out and buy a record player anyhow.”


Starz, the second band Aucoin signed to his management company, opened many times for Aerosmith, played a show with KISS in 1976, and scored a minor hit in May 1977 with the Jack Douglas–produced “Cherry Baby,” which peaked at No. 33 on the Billboard singles chart. But they too were in a downward spiral, owing to Capitol Records’ neglect (or so some members say) and a violent outburst at a promo film shoot.


Richie Ranno says his participation on Simmons’s album came to him in a premonition. It was 1975 and KISS were determined but struggling, not yet the arena-filling monsters that the Alive! double LP would create when it took off later that year. Starz were in Detroit, rehearsing with Sean Delaney, who early on had a big hand in their creative decisions as well. “I had this weird dream that Gene made a solo album,” Ranno told Delaney one morning, “and the only thing on the cover was his face. And I played on it.” Three years later, while writing songs for Starz’s Coliseum Rock, Ranno got word of the four albums and was bummed that he hadn’t been asked to play on Simmons’s. A few weeks before he was to head to Toronto to track what would turn out to be his band’s final album, he got a call from Delaney; apparently Simmons didn’t love either of the solos that Joe Perry and “Skunk” Baxter had added to “Tunnel of Love.” Simmons initially requested Nils Lofgren, who was then enjoying a successful solo career after a fruitful association with Neil Young, as a replacement, but Delaney recommended Ranno.


“I said, ‘Sean, you remember my dream, right?’” Ranno recalls. “And he said, ‘Yes, I do!’ So I went in. I’m the only guitar player on that song—not Perry and not Baxter—but they never changed the credits, which list all three of us.” Perry, for his part, didn’t dispute Ranno’s claim. “When I listened to the track,” he said, “I had trouble discerning whether I even played on it.”


In a promotional interview for the album, Simmons said Ranno’s solo came about when the guitarist “just happened by one day and said, ‘What does that sound like?’ I said, ‘I don’t know, give it a try.’” For their troubles, Nielsen and Ranno got their names misspelled “Neilson” and “Ritchie” on the back cover of the original pressing, where Simmons also thanks Steven Tyler and Doobie, presumably Ranno’s bandmate Joe X. Dubé, who played on demos for the KISS bassist. (Keeping things all in the Aucoin family, Ranno bandmate Brendan Harkin contributed guitar to Peter Criss’s solo album.)
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TO MAINTAIN CONTINUITY WITH the brand, the cover of each solo album featured the band logo on a portrait of the musician painted by Italian artist Eraldo Carugati, and the package included a poster that interlocked with inserts from the other three. “The game plan was, we’ve got to have some kind of hook, to make sure that anybody who buys Gene’s album because they like his character will want the other three,” says Gail Rodgers, Aucoin’s publicity and promotion coordinator at the time. “It all worked on paper, but it didn’t work in reality.”


Stanley initially wasn’t sure about this approach. “I was a bit shocked,” he says. “But it was a way to unify something that was fractured, to give it a cohesive look and identity, as opposed to just putting the members’ names on it.” The idea to release the albums with similar covers came from Aucoin. “I was not thinking in those terms when we did them,” Stanley says. “But he was right. It shored up the dam, and the dam held for a while.”


Michele Slater, Delaney’s production assistant, was in charge of locating, booking, and scheduling the guests for Simmons’s album. She remembers the excitement in the Aucoin office being palpable. “We were absolutely convinced that these albums were going to explode,” she says.


In a fit of commercial hubris or cocaine-fueled delusion—perhaps both—on September 18, 1978, Casablanca Records delivered more than 5.3 million KISS solo albums to stores, buttressed by a promotional budget of some $2.5 million. Label executives were shocked when nearly half came back unwanted and unsold. “KISS succumbed to their own hype,” Rodgers says. “Bill succumbed to his own hype, thinking that everything will always go up, and that nobody will stop buying records. Believing that the demand would be 10x, they released 20x, and then of course they had to eat 15x, because the word got out that there’s one cut on Ace’s, two cuts on Paul’s, nothing on Gene’s, and maybe a half a cut on Peter’s that can get radio play. You ended up with a gazillion returns. That never bodes well—for the record store, for the label, or for the artist, because someone’s got to tell him, ‘We just got two hundred thousand units returned.’ Who wants to say that to an artist? Especially to guys who had been steadily selling millions of albums.”


Chris Lendt, KISS’s former tour business manager, says, “You sort of set yourself up for disappointment, because it’s implausible to believe that every KISS fan is going to go out and buy four separate records.”


For Stanley, the albums “turned out to be a Band-Aid on a gushing wound. Ultimately, the Band-Aid flew off, but it calmed things for a while. There was no love lost between band members during that period.”


Though Frehley was the only one to score a hit single, a chugging version of Russ Ballard’s Big Apple anthem “New York Groove”—a 1975 European smash for the British glam band Hello—Simmons’s album, which rose to a modest No. 22, charted the highest. As an idiosyncratic document of Simmons’s dual obsessions with women and the macabre, the album is a downright bizarre hodgepodge and hardly the best, or even most consistent, of the solo efforts—that would be Stanley’s—but it at least affirms the courage of the artist’s twisted convictions. He immediately sets the tone with a prelude that could easily soundtrack a Satanic mass in a grade-Z horror movie, and follows it with the catchy boogie pop of “Radioactive,” which despite its allusion to “the Devil’s daughter” and a guitar solo by one of the Toxic Twins, is otherwise safe as ultra-pasteurized milk. The heavier, surprisingly funky “Burning Up with Fever” features a strong gospel-style assist from Donna Summer, while other tracks reveal Simmons’s uncanny Beatles mimicry and penchant for predatory balladry cloaked in pretty melodies. “Tunnel of Love,” perhaps the most quintessentially Gene song of the collection, is an unabashed ode to an unidentified vulva, which includes a couplet (“You wanted my disease / You’ll have to do as I please”) that provocatively suggests an attempt to woo a potential lover with the promise of an STD. Simmons has said he needed to record the symphonically schmaltzy “When You Wish upon a Star” “to pay back Jiminy Cricket because my dreams at that point had come true,” which could be the sincerest thing he’s ever uttered. Near the end of the track, his voice cracks from crying.


The bassist Neil Jason, who admits he wasn’t much of a KISS fan when he took the gig, nevertheless admires Simmons for making the artistic leap. “Everybody can second-guess him and say, ‘You should have just done a KISS record as the God of Thunder and you would’ve been a fucking genius,’” he says. “But that was pretty much what he did every day of his life.” Beatlemania’s Mitch Weissman has a similar take. “What was cool was, everything about the album was Gene and not just the persona you saw in KISS,” he says. “But that may have thrown fans.”


The performer and producer Butch Walker, who as a kid in rural Georgia worshipped KISS, hears all over the album a twisted simulacrum of the Beatles. “It’s like some weird heavy metal Sgt. Pepper’s or The White Album,” he says. “You would think Gene’s the one in the band who was on drugs.”
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DESPITE ITS INITIAL COMMERCIAL failure and artistic miscalculation (“I’d give it one star,” Simmons himself has opined), the album became the first and only recording to feature members of four bands that would remake rock and roll.


Four distinctly American bands that drew from some of the same primary sources—Chuck Berry, the Beatles, British blues rock—but devised vastly different sounds.


Four bands that represented a paradigm shift: from the earnest, mustachioed, puka-shelled strains of the chart-topping Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young; Doobie Brothers; and Eagles to a flashy, hook-filled, often disreputable, teen-targeted hard rock.


Four bands that flamboyantly strutted into the dazed and confused early ’70s, reveling in revved-up, exhilarating anthems and—inspired by U.K. bands like Slade, the Move, the Who, T. Rex, and Mott the Hoople—boasting a theatricality rarely seen before on the U.S. concert stage.


Four bands that rose, fell, and (sometimes) soared again, both together and separately, often sharing stages, producers, engineers, managers, agents, roadies, and fans—and that were still collaborating decades later.


Four bands that, between them, occupied seven spots on a Circus magazine Top 20 readers’ poll in January 1979.


Four bands that went on to collectively sell an estimated quarter of a billion albums worldwide.


Four bands that were still touring more than forty years after their initial successes.


Four bands—three of them now enshrined in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame—that inspired multiple generations of musicians, in particular laying the foundation for two of rock’s most popular, yet diametrically opposed, genres: the hair metal of Bon Jovi, Poison, Skid Row, and Mötley Crüe in the ’80s and the grunge of Nirvana, Pearl Jam, Alice in Chains, Soundgarden, and the Melvins in the ’90s.


Four bands that showcased a new kind of rock star: preening, clowning, sometimes spitting blood (and fire!). Not content to just stand there and play, they brought the celebration to the crowd, encouraging fans to dream on, surrender, sing it shout it tell the world about it, and party EH-VUH-REE day.















CHAPTER 1



STRUTTER


“WHAT THE FUCK WAS THAT?”


Standing on the sidewalk in front of 10 East Twenty-Third Street in Manhattan in November 1972, Tom Werman felt his boss’s words sting in the crisp fall air. Don Ellis, Epic Records’ vice president of artists and repertoire, wasn’t angry. He simply didn’t understand. Werman, a young representative in the A&R department, had just walked out of a shabby loft with Ellis, where they’d taken in a performance by a rock-and-roll trio that included two guys Werman had previously scouted for the label.


With faces smeared white with makeup and framed by long, bushy manes, the band members were quite a sight: the hulking singer-bassist decked out in a sailor’s uniform with his hair tinted silver; the pretty-boy singer-guitarist in red-suspendered dungarees, with a scarf and beret; the drummer in a dark, spangly shirt, with a shiny tie around his bare neck. They resembled nothing so much as hippie mimes, not exactly an original concept since a New York group called the Hello People already sported similar gear. For this special occasion, the band converted their rehearsal space into a makeshift theater and ran through a few new compositions, including “Strutter,” “Deuce,” and “Firehouse.” Each incorporated a coarsely effective guitar riff anchored by lyrics concerning a woman who, by turns, will only make you cry, should throw some sex her hardworking man’s way, and is like bad weather but still sets your soul on fire. As the final song reached its climax, the guitarist grabbed a metal bucket and chucked the contents directly at the assembled guests, all of whom ducked, thinking they were about to get soaked with water. They ended up picking silver confetti out of their hair.


Werman, who thought the songs were anthemic and well played, was bowled over by the performance, while Ellis, whose taste ran more toward the more traditional bluesy rock of Steve Miller and Boz Skaggs, left completely nonplussed. As he was fairly new to Epic, Werman lacked the confidence to try to persuade his boss otherwise and was loath to risk getting labeled as difficult. “All A&R men are basically chickenshits,” he says. “They’re scared to put themselves on the line, for fear that they’ll lose their jobs.” (Ellis would also pass on Lynyrd Skynyrd and Rush, two other bands Werman brought to him.)


Werman had met bassist Gene Klein and guitarist Stan Eisen some months earlier in their previous incarnation as a quintet and was impressed with their ambition. Klein, born Chaim Witz in Haifa in 1949, had emigrated to New York at age eight with his Holocaust survivor mother and, after learning English by reading comic books and watching television, went on to a variety of jobs after college, including editorial assistant at Vogue magazine, deli counter clerk, typist, and public school teacher. Eisen, nearly three years his junior, was a native New Yorker self-conscious about his deformed right ear, and drove a cab.


An engineer named Ron Johnsen had given Werman an in-progress tape of the band, then called Wicked Lester, that he was recording in fits and starts, the result of Klein and Eisen working on “spec” time, whenever paying clients had left Electric Lady Studios in Greenwich Village, which Jimi Hendrix had opened just two years earlier. Intrigued, Werman decided to sit in on a bunch of sessions and liked what he heard: urban, vaguely funky, vaguely psychedelic rock, not dissimilar to that of Three Dog Night, Spirit, and Rare Earth, all of whom had been enjoying varying degrees of success. The music featured de rigueur flutes, horns, keyboards, and percussion, and he was particularly fond of the group’s harmonies and pop sensibility. But as an industry newbie, he was slightly unprepared for the extramusical activities to which he’d soon bear witness.


One night at the studio, Klein left to get a hot dog and didn’t return, prompting Werman to go look for him. Walking into another of the building’s studios, which was dark and seemingly empty, he heard noise coming from an enclosed glass drum booth. Peeking in, he found Klein and Eisen on the floor, having their way with a female admirer. “I turned around and left,” he says. “That was one of my first experiences seeing typical rock-star behavior.” In his memoir Kiss and Make-Up, the bassist managed to make the scene even more unseemly, recalling the woman, whom he had just picked up, “servicing the entire band at once!”


Despite a general lack of enthusiasm, Epic decided to buy the masters, for “probably thirty-five or fifty thousand dollars,” Werman recalls. The price was right, he guesses, because the acquisition came on the heels of a similar deal the label had cut with an Illinois band called REO Speedwagon. Werman was pleased with the finished album, which had taken nearly a year to record. Originals like “She” (written when Klein was in a band called Bullfrog Bheer during college) and “Love Her All I Can” were busy and overstuffed but did have commercial appeal, and covers of Barry Mann and Gerry Goffin’s “Sweet Ophelia” and the Hollies’ “I Wanna Shout” (retitled “We Want to Shout It Out Loud”) revealed real pop smarts. But by the time Epic was thinking of releasing it, Klein and Eisen—who soon changed their names to Gene Simmons and Paul Stanley—had dissolved the band, unhappy with the direction the music had taken. “I’m embarrassed by that album,” said Simmons, who aspired to create a group with a more specific sound and image, like that of the Who or the Rolling Stones. “It was as good as a Looking Glass LP but that’s about it.” Stanley called it “a Frankenstein monster that evolved in the studio.”


With no band to promote it, the album was shelved.


Forty-six years later, Werman revises his appraisal of the finished product. “It was a namby-pamby record, sugar sweet,” he says. “A couple of good songs, but generally not hard hitting.”


“Other than being present at a few of the sessions, Tom Werman had virtually nothing to do with Wicked Lester,” Stanley says. “Frankly, I would rather blame it on him, but that’s not the truth.”


Peter Criss (né Criscuola) had been playing with Stanley and Simmons for only a couple of months before the Epic showcase. The pair found the Brooklyn native after answering an ad the drummer had placed in the August 31, 1972, issue of Rolling Stone, looking for a group doing “soft & hard music.” Criss also had a connection to Johnsen, who’d engineered the sole album by his garage-psych band Chelsea the year before. After his first audition for the revamped Wicked Lester at Electric Lady flopped—he couldn’t get a feel for the borrowed drums—Criss offered his handclaps to a song Johnsen happened to be recording that day with singer Lyn Christopher, for whom Simmons and Stanley had contributed backing vocals. Her eponymous 1973 collection of smooth pop on Paramount Records would be the last album anyone would suspect to be the first album to feature three musicians who’d soon transform into one of the most beloved, despised, extravagant, important, ridiculous, popular, and influential bands of the ’70s.
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IN THE THREE MONTHS after their Epic rejection, Wicked Lester supplemented their sound with the addition of lead guitarist Paul “Ace” Frehley, a Bronx-born space cadet with a loose style that perfectly complemented Stanley’s spirited but choppy rhythm approach. Binky Philips, a musician friend of Stanley’s from high school who would later collaborate with the band, saw Frehley at one of the guitarist’s early tryouts and liked his technique. “He didn’t have a large palette of ideas with his left hand,” he says. “He seemed to know only about four or five licks, but he had the attack and the tone.


“As far as Peter and Ace go, I think Paul and Gene were getting desperate,” Philips continues. “They were both older than me. The fact that Peter wasn’t a fantastic drummer was something they would put up with, because here was a guy willing to paint his face blue if that’s what they called for, which is what they did call for. I have no memory of either Gene or Paul ever saying, ‘Our fucking drummer, man. This fucking guy is good.’ It was just, ‘This guy’ll do.’ Years on the road turned him into a drummer, but he wasn’t that good early on. He had a clunky feel and he didn’t swing, although he wound up swinging.”


Stanley did say Criss’s drum solos sounded like “someone banging pots and pans on New Year’s Eve,” but it all worked in the context of the band. “Would it have been better with another drummer? No.”


When the name Wicked Lester had lost its appeal, they came up with a new one. Fuck, suggested by Simmons, lost out to Stanley’s more demure KISS (inspired by an earlier Criss band called Lips), and thanks to Frehley and Stanley’s design capabilities, they had a striking logo notable for its two final letters resembling quasi–lightning bolts (or, as some would insist, the symbol for the Nazis’ SS paramilitary organization). Armed with a focus and determination that would put most other bands to shame, they were off.


But they didn’t count on the utter shamelessness of the New York Dolls—scrungy, teased-out reprobates in thrift-shop fishnets, stiletto stilts, and clumpy eyeliner—who basked in the sounds of ’60s girl groups and vintage rhythm and blues. Fronted by an impossibly skinny junior Jagger named David Johansen, who found his Richardsian foil in the heroin sheik Johnny Thunders, the Dolls set out to out-stone the Stones, kicking up chaos like a punky Pig-Pen gleefully engulfed in his own private haboob. The Dolls innately knew that pure rock and roll was 50 percent visual and if they could keep their guitars in tune, which they couldn’t, so much the better. But really, who cared when they looked like this?


“They were the crazy version of the greatest rock band in the world in 1972,” says Bob “Nitebob” Czaykowski, one of the Dolls’ early sound engineers. “If you wanted to be successful, you patterned yourself after the Stones.” Paul Stanley remembers thinking of them as “the Stones on acid. It was almost a bizarre extreme personification of the Stones.”


The Dolls essentially made the Mercer Arts Center, a performance space in Greenwich Village, their home base, playing a gleefully shambolic Tuesday-night residency beginning in June 1972. Binky Philips, after hearing they were “incredible” from one friend and “the worst” from another, had to check them out for himself the following Tuesday. “I think Gene and Paul saw them within four weeks,” he says.


“The Dolls,” says Philips, “had the same effect on Paul and Gene as they did on virtually every band in New York, which was, Oh my God, they suck! Oh my God, how can we be them?” In fact, in KISS’s first publicity still, from 1973, the four men pose not in what would evolve into their signature makeup, but in copycat rouged-up quasi-drag, a bunch of streetwalking cheaters with mugs full of Avon. “They looked completely ridiculous,” says Philips. “But to their credit, they realized that none of them were skinny little guys with big noses like Johnny Thunders or completely strange stick figures like David Johansen.”


Simmons has said of the first time he and Stanley laid eyes and ears on the Dolls, “When they started playing, we turned to each other and said: ‘We’ll kill ’em.’… Songs were all right—‘Personality Crisis’—but they could not play guitars. Horrific.” As if that were an obstacle. As Ira Robbins, who chronicled the New York scene, among others, in his magazine Trouser Press, observes, “The Dolls were extremely limited by their refusal to be acceptable.” Simmons and Stanley, on the other hand, were clearly willing to do whatever it took.


“I thought their music was very, very simple,” Dolls guitarist Sylvain Sylvain has said of KISS. “The reason why I think they made it and we didn’t is because it was an easier pill for America to fuckin’ swallow.”
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ON JANUARY 30, 1973, Stevie Wonder’s fierce and funky “Superstition” was the biggest single in America; the all-star aquatic disaster The Poseidon Adventure ruled the movie box office; two of President Richard Nixon’s henchmen, G. Gordon Liddy and James McCord, were found guilty of conspiracy, burglary, and other crimes as the Watergate scandal deepened; and KISS played their first gig—to a virtually empty room—at a dive called Coventry. Located just minutes from Manhattan in the working-class neighborhood of Sunnyside, Queens, Coventry was an outer-borough outpost for the Dolls and other bands—such as Harlots of 42nd Street, the Brats, and Queen Elizabeth—that rose in their glittery wake. KISS’s set list was a mix of Wicked Lester songs and newer ones like “Deuce” and “Watchin’ You.” It wasn’t until the next night that they wore their prototypical makeup. Sher Bach, a backup singer and dancer in Ruby and the Rednecks whose husband fronted the Harlots, remembers seeing KISS experimenting with cosmetics. “We were going, ‘What the fuck?’” she says. “And it’s still a bone of contention with my ex-husband that they got as big as they did. He’s very bitter about their success, because he thought his band was more professional and better musicians. And I said, ‘KISS put on a better show, babe. You may be a better singer than Paul Stanley, but…’”


Despite his appreciation of such dazzling showmen as Alice Cooper, T. Rex’s Marc Bolan, and David Bowie, Ira Robbins was skeptical of KISS. “I guess the dividing line for me was the arrogance,” he says. “The glam bands knew they were taking the piss. You were meant to understand it as a kind of theater. KISS rolled it all up as ‘We’re the monsters, we’re the toughest guys, we’re the biggest stars.’ There’s no acknowledgment that this is silly. There’s no self-awareness, other than just sheer boasting.”


That was all because KISS took what they did deadly seriously. Stanley considered the other New York bands to be the soundtrack to a fashion show, more concerned with being seen and making the scene at Max’s Kansas City, the artsy hipster boîte that embraced the Dolls but shunned KISS. “We were rehearsing literally seven days a week,” he said, “so we had no kinship. We had nothing in common with them. We weren’t cool.”


In March, thanks to Ron Johnsen’s contacts, KISS recorded a demo with engineer Eddie Kramer, who helped build Electric Lady Studios and had worked with Led Zeppelin, Humble Pie, and Jimi Hendrix. That all five of the songs—“Deuce,” “Cold Gin,” “Strutter,” “Watchin’ You,” and “Black Diamond”—would still be live staples nearly a half century later is testament to KISS’s knack for matching indelible riffs with such universal themes as booze, cockteasing, and prostitution.


After schlepping their gear from their rehearsal space on East Twenty-Third Street to Coventry in Queens and a Long Island club called the Daisy, in May the band finally secured a gig in Manhattan, at a loft party organized by the Brats. A month later, some of the KISS members went to Madison Square Garden to see Alice Cooper’s Billion Dollar Babies show and left gobsmacked by the shock rocker’s elaborate staging, which incorporated such Grand Guignol sights as a guillotine, a boa constrictor, and the top-hatted frontman mutilating baby dolls. It was loud, heavy rock with a touch of cabaret and tunes for miles. When they returned to their loft, Peter Criss recalled the epiphany that shook them: “We played and said, ‘Wait a minute, what if there was four Alice Coopers?’”


On Friday, July 13, the Brats and KISS put on their own show at a ballroom in the Hotel Diplomat, a dump in the skeevy heart of Times Square. The Dolls, who by then included Criss’s childhood friend Jerry Nolan on drums, had begun playing there the previous year, when bands that were getting no love from club owners discovered all they needed to set up a gig was a few hundred dollars and a permit from the city to hold a public dance. If you charged $3 at the door, you didn’t need a whole lot of attendees to start making money.


Stanley had invited Binky Philips’s band, the Planets, to open. KISS, who went on second, finally began dressing the part of monstrous rock stars: Simmons in a black T-shirt emblazoned with the KISS logo, shiny black pants, a white grease mask corrupted by an exaggerated widow’s peak and black-blotched eyes that formed an infernal Rorschach, his topknot resembling a steel-wool mushroom cloud; Stanley, with a big black star covering his right eye, in studded jeans with a black motorcycle jacket over a tight black tee; Criss in a dark tank top, his face a tamer version of Simmons’s, softened further by the addition of whiskers; and Frehley in a satiny black blouse decorated with a metallic eagle-like creature (which his mom helped make), glittering stars enshrouding his eyes, as though he were some kind of interstellar panda.


“It was one of those ballrooms where the stage was on the long wall, as opposed to the narrow wall,” says Philips. “The makeup wasn’t very well done—nothing like the way they wound up looking, nowhere near as crisp, defined, and simplified, so that it would read two hundred feet out.” Philips wanted to hate them, on one hand strictly from a competitive point of view, and on the other because he thought, How could you want to get yourself trapped into something like that? But, he recalls thinking, I’ve got to admit, these fucking songs are good. “When they did ‘Strutter’ and ‘Deuce’ and ‘Firehouse,’” he says, “I remembered them very vividly from the rehearsals. Most of the audience left after KISS, and I don’t know if that was because most of the audience was there for KISS or because after KISS you didn’t need to see anything else.”


It was at the next Diplomat gig, on August 10, where KISS’s career would be made. Simmons, a fan of the TV show Flipside, a terrific half hour that served up studio sessions by the likes of Edgar Winter, the Raspberries, and John Lennon and Yoko Ono, had been sending its producer-director, Bill Aucoin, press kits, including fake reviews, urging him to come see the show. Aucoin attended the gig, was awed by the band’s ingenuity, and set up a meeting, where he told them that if he could get them a record deal in thirty days, they should hire him as manager. Aucoin, a dapper, fastidious Massachusetts native with solid industry connections, made good on his promise. In September he hooked the band up with Casablanca, a brand-new label bankrolled by Warner Bros. and run by Neil Bogart, a former executive at Buddah Records who had built much of his reputation on hits by faceless bubblegum-pop acts manufactured in the studio. KISS was both a continuation and the antithesis of this concept, as they came to him well developed and full of face, but they were still, fundamentally, a big sticky wad of Bazooka. (They even inspired the top bubblegum producers Jerry Kasenetz and Jeff Katz, who had worked with Bogart at Buddah, to create FURR, a knockoff whose sole bait-and-switch album, from 1977, features a cover painting that crudely approximates the look of KISS and music that sounds like the ungodly union of Grand Funk Railroad and the Partridge Family.)


By mid-October, KISS had a contract with Aucoin for representation. By mid-November, they were in Manhattan’s Bell Sound Studios, recording their first album with producers Kenny Kerner and Richie Wise, who had scored some hits with Gladys Knight and the Pips and Stories and some misses with the heavy New York rock band Dust, of which Wise was also a member along with future Ramones drummer Marc Bell. Bogart was so welcoming of KISS, he even released a Kerner/Wise–produced single by Tomorrow Morning, essentially the renamed remnants of an earlier Frehley band called Molimo, who offered a filthy-footed East Coast take on the Mamas & the Papas with a twist—that being, they were five years too late.


By December, KISS’s self-titled debut was finished and the band headlined Coventry for the last time, replete with full makeup and costumes, finally playing in front of a large, enthusiastic crowd.















CHAPTER 2



DREAM ON


“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, thank you very much. Right now, we wanna do a little instrumental thing for you, Joe Perry and Brad Whitford on guitars extraordinaire. We call it ‘We Don’t Wanna Fuck You, We Just Wanna Eat Your Sandwiches.’”


So shouteth Steven Tyler in his rat-a-tat scat patois from the cramped stage at Max’s Kansas City, the dark scenester hangout near Manhattan’s Union Square. In a crowd that routinely attracted the likes of Iggy Pop, Lou Reed, and sundry Warhol Superstars, the uptown Columbia Records president Clive Davis and Atlantic Records’ Jerry Greenberg and Ahmet Ertegun merged with the downtown obliterati to witness five hungry Boston gypsy longhairs blaring blues-besotted rave-ups with reckless wit and a sloppy, grubby grace.


In Davis’s telling, the veteran music executive stumbled upon Tyler’s group purely by accident. He happened to be at Max’s on the evening of August 5, 1972, to see, and possibly sign, a different band. But when Aerosmith hit the stage and blazed through their set, he beheld a star in the making. “I had no idea who they were when they came on,” he says. “Steven Tyler was mesmerizing and charismatic right from the get-go.” There was no doubt in Davis’s mind that he needed to have this band on his label, but Tyler’s uncanny resemblance to one of the world’s most famous rock stars triggered him. Wow, he thought, this guy looks like an American Mick Jagger. “Of course, he was to become no version of anybody else,” Davis says.


Steve Leber has a different recollection of the evening: Davis, along with Greenberg and Ertegun—an Atlantic vice president and the label’s cofounder/president, respectively—came to Max’s as invited guests, there to witness a showcase performance of a new band with whom Leber and his partner, David Krebs, were working. Ertegun didn’t bite—he already had one Mick Jagger attached to his label, namely Mick Jagger—but he told Leber he’d do him a favor. “This band sucks,” he said, “but if you stand here and talk to me long enough, Clive will sign the group for a lot of money.”


Davis did end up securing Aerosmith for $125,000—technically a production deal with Leber-Krebs—“clearly an indication that there was competitive interest in them,” Davis says, “because that was a substantial amount of money.” He was also taking something of a risk since Columbia, whose established rock acts—Santana; Chicago; Blood, Sweat & Tears—leaned toward the jazzier side, had little experience with heavy, noisy guitars. In fact, almost exactly a year before he closed the deal, Davis signed Looking Glass, pop softies who would later transform into the frequent Aerosmith opening act Starz.


It was around the time of the Max’s showcase when Aerosmith bassist Tom Hamilton and tour manager Bob “Kelly” Kelleher first encountered a member of KISS, before KISS even existed. Aerosmith were staying at the Ramada Inn on Eighth Avenue in Manhattan, feeling on top of the world. “We had a big party and a girl we knew brought a friend,” Hamilton has said, “this guy with a high crackly voice and an easy laugh. When he said something funny, his voice would go up in a high register.” That guy was Ace Frehley and, like everyone else at the party, he got bombed. “Ace, in his snakeskin boots and his bad complexion, had passed out on the bed in Tom’s room,” Kelleher says. “I had to go in and wake him up. ‘C’mon, Ace, gotta go. Party’s over.’”


If their resemblance to the Stones seemed obvious, Aerosmith had ties to the New York Dolls that were even more direct. Not only did Leber and Krebs manage both bands, but as a teen, Tyler, who grew up Steven Tallarico in Yonkers, a suburb north of New York City, attended Quintano’s School for Young Professionals in Manhattan, where three of the Dolls—Johnny Thunders (né Genzale), Sylvain Sylvain (né Mizrahi), and original drummer Billy Murcia (dead at twenty-one on November 6, 1972), who were all a few years younger—met. As a student at the small private alternative high school for the dramatically and musically inclined—where much of the student body spent their days getting fucked up and fucking off—Tyler had his first experience in a recording studio, contributing backing vocals to a few songs for the Left Banke, the baroque pop group of “Walk Away Renée” fame, which featured one of his classmates, Steve Martin Caro.


Tyler also sang and played drums in the Strangeurs, who opened gigs for the Byrds, the Lovin’ Spoonful, and the Beach Boys, the last of which led to interest from Date Records, a subsidiary of CBS. The label issued a sunny, Zombies-esque single by the band, renamed Chain Reaction, in 1966. Chain Reaction released another 45, an even brighter bit of British Invasion–indebted pop, on Verve before breaking up.


Tyler formed Aerosmith in 1970 after meeting guitarist Joe Perry and bassist Tom Hamilton in Sunapee, New Hampshire, where Tyler’s family had a vacation lodge. He gave up drumming to devote his energies to being the center of attention, entrusting the stool to old Yonkers friend Joey Kramer and another guitar to Ray Tabano, a leather-goods store owner and childhood buddy of Tyler’s. The following year Brad Whitford took over for Tabano, who, it turned out, was better suited to be their merch guy and later designed the band’s original logo, a circled A with wings. Now living together—and living it up—in an apartment at 1325 Commonwealth Avenue in Boston, Aerosmith signed a management deal with a well-connected promoter named Frank Connelly, who after taking them as far as he thought he could, essentially sold the band to Leber-Krebs. “He knew he needed somebody in New York,” says Leber, “but Frank is the one who really believed in the band and kept them together at the very beginning of their career.”


“We used to call them Leper and Crabs,” says major East Coast concert promoter Ron Delsener, who adopted a devious voice to add, “‘And you will make a lot of money. Come with us and cash in.’ Aerosmith fell for that line. And they locked them up forever.”


Not long after signing with Leber-Krebs, Joe Perry, like KISS, saw the Dolls at the Mercer Arts Center. “I thought they were the best band in the world,” he has said, “although it took me a couple of minutes to get my ears adjusted to the fact that they were out of tune most of the time.” The rest of Aerosmith, he said, hated them. (Steven Tyler eventually married, then divorced, Cyrinda Foxe, who left her husband, David Johansen, for him.)


Columbia released Aerosmith’s self-titled debut with no fanfare on January 5, 1973, the same day the label put out an album by another new signing, Bruce Springsteen’s Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. Aerosmith’s landed with barely a thud.


With the exception of Tyler, the band members had little experience in a recording studio and their tentativeness seeped through the grooves. Nor were the songs particularly well served by Adrian Barber, whose wan, arid production extracted much of the juice from such potentially raucous material as “Mama Kin” and “Somebody.” Joey Kramer, in particular, sounds as if he’s slapping wooden spoons against ten-pound bags of rice. Only “Dream On,” written by Tyler as a teenager a few years before the band started, manages to shine through the murk.


“Because it doesn’t sell,” Leber says, “Clive doesn’t pick up the option [to release future albums], so David and I panicked. I go to Clive, ‘Do me a favor, put out a single.’ In those days, album rock is what sold and they had sold 30,000 copies.” The label relented and released “Dream On,” which went to No. 59. “That’s what put Aerosmith on the map. They then sold 300,000 albums, and Clive recognized how important they were, and he picked up the option.”


For Krebs, the key was to build Aerosmith’s fan base on the backs of groups in modest decline—Mott the Hoople, Argent, Slade, Suzi Quatro—“bands whose audience we could cop,” the manager said in 1976. “Even if we didn’t blow them off the stage every time, we could at least count on some to buy an Aerosmith album.”


“They were out for blood, especially as an opening act,” says “Nitebob” Czaykowski, who mixed their live sound after having worked with the Dolls. “When you see a lot of bands, especially in a combat situation, you begin to think, Aerosmith are working a lot harder than the Dolls, because they want it more and they know how to get it. They were listening to more people around them.”


As Aerosmith became more successful and Leber-Krebs began to beef up its roster, the managers took a different tack when it came to booking opening bands. “We had a simple theory that worked,” Krebs says. “If you went to see Aerosmith, that’s not the only group that you’d like that was similar. That’s why we thought we could break Ted Nugent off of Aerosmith, and we could break AC/DC off of Aerosmith and Nugent, and we could break the Scorpions. And the list goes on.”
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JACK DOUGLAS, A FLINTY, street-smart Bronx native, had been, in an earlier life, a bassist for blond-pompadoured white-soul sensation Wayne Cochran. He later played with Privilege—fuzzy, organ-drenched psych-rockers formed from the ashes of Soul Survivors (one-hit wonders responsible for 1967’s “Expressway to Your Heart”) and signed to T-Neck, a label founded by the Isley Brothers. After the Isleys tarted up the band’s 1969 debut album with horns and soulful-sister harmonies, to Douglas’s dissatisfaction, he offered to remix it and enjoyed the process so much that he decided to focus his career behind a board, not in front of an amp. An audio engineering course led to a job, as a janitor, at a new Manhattan studio called the Record Plant, where he worked on John Lennon’s Imagine and, later, engineered the New York Dolls’ debut for producer Todd Rundgren. “Todd hated the band,” Douglas has said. “They were hot, and they were doing something no one else was doing—proving that you could be a band that didn’t know how to play their instruments but still have a sound.”


“It was very chaotic in the studio,” recalls Bebe Buell, Rundgren’s then girlfriend. “Johnny Thunders was already an incredibly unusual and gifted guitarist. Both he and Sylvain had worked out how to complement each other perfectly.”


Douglas has claimed his role on that record effectively amounted to that of an uncredited coproducer. “Todd didn’t come in a whole lot,” he has said, “but we managed to get the record done.”


According to Joe Perry, Columbia insisted that Bob Ezrin, flush from his success with Alice Cooper, produce Aerosmith’s second album. Ezrin didn’t feel the band were quite there yet, but thought it’d be a great project for Douglas, with whom he worked on the 1973 Cooper albums Billion Dollar Babies and Muscle of Love and who had been made a member of Nimbus 9, Ezrin and Jack Richardson’s production group. Douglas had had a busy 1973, also teaming up with engineer Jay Messina for the debut album by the New England band BUX, which featured singer Ralph Morman, who six years later would become the first frontman for the Joe Perry Project. BUX were signed to Frank Connelly, Aerosmith’s original manager, and broke up soon after completing the LP, which Capitol released in 1976 to piggyback off bassist Mickie Jones and guitarist Punky Meadows’s latest endeavor, Angel. A sort of divine anti-KISS, Angel were discovered by Gene Simmons and signed to Casablanca and blessed with an ingenious logo that read the same upside down. One of Douglas’s former bandmates in Privilege, guitarist-singer Eddie Leonetti, would go on to a producing career of his own, working with Angel, as well as the Leber-Krebs bands Artful Dodger and Rex.


Perry recalled Ezrin showing up “three or four times, but only to make suggestions.” Douglas, who shared producer credit with Ray Colcord—the Columbia A&R executive instrumental in their signing, who was there to watch the clock—connected with the band through their mutual love of the Yardbirds. In Douglas, they saw a peer, not a suit, and someone who could keep up with them. “He wasn’t like one of those record-label jerks,” Perry said. “Instead, he was someone you could laugh with.”


“He knew how to get the best out of the band,” says Steve Leber, “and he put up with a lot of their shit. If they were doing coke, he was doing coke—whatever he had to do to get the music made.”


On Get Your Wings, the fruit of this first collaboration, Aerosmith proved themselves to be contenders. In particular, Tyler, who admitted to altering his vocals on the debut so he’d sound like a bluesman, finally found his true voice—that of a wired and wiry slangy satyr. On the opener “Same Old Song and Dance,” amid the martial beat, braying sax solo, and tangled guitar interplay, that new language introduced to the world the words “moidah” and “hoidy goidy.” On the snakily seductive pimps-and-hookers tableau “Lord of the Thighs,” whose intro beat would later mutate into “Walk This Way,” the band demonstrated their mastery of slinky, draggy-bellbottomed hard rock. The subsequent tour found Aerosmith playing with two bands with whom they would forever be associated—as Tyler put it, “KISS at the beginning of their career, and the Dolls at the end of theirs.”


Brad Elvis, a drummer who would go on to play with the Elvis Brothers (who shared management with Cheap Trick) and later the Romantics, was in a Peoria, Illinois–based cover band called the Jetz in 1974 when he bought Get Your Wings and urged his bandmates to learn “Train Kept A Rollin’” and “Pandora’s Box” to complement the “Bowie and all the other crap we were doing,” he says. When Aerosmith came to play Illinois State University in nearby Normal on July 25, 1974, the Jetz positioned themselves right in front of the stage, close to Tyler’s scarves-draped mic stand and Perry’s pedal board. The guitarist strutted around in mirrored aviator shades and beat-up Beatle boots, Elvis recalls, “like he had had them for years and slept in them and puked on them.”


After the show, the Jetz were hanging outside the venue, where they spotted Tyler. “Hey, what a good show,” Elvis recalls saying. “Tyler’s voice was kind of blown out. It’s raspy anyway, but he probably sang better than he could talk. He said, ‘What’s your band name? The Jetz? That’s cool.’ We said, ‘Yeah, we do some of your songs.’ ‘What—you play some of our songs? What songs do you do? Wow! Hey, you guys, come here. These guys play some of our songs.’ He was super-excited. And the rest of the band came over. ‘What—you play our songs?’


“We were probably the first band anywhere to play Aerosmith songs,” Elvis continues. “They were wide-eyed. They were just like youngsters.”















CHAPTER 3



HOTTER THAN HELL


IF KISS WERE A KIND of ghoulish Eliza Doolittle, the uncouth commoner with loads of potential, then Sean Delaney could be considered their Henry Higgins. Delaney was an intense singer-songwriter from Arizona, by way of Utah and New Jersey, who had played with the 101st Airborne Division Band and knocked around New York City in various groups of little consequence and even less renown. He was also Bill Aucoin’s live-in lover and the person charged with developing KISS’s decidedly primitive act. He would put the lugs through their paces in a dank, rat-infested cellar at 257 Church Street in lower Manhattan, a space that doubled as the aptly named Basement, an Off-Off-Broadway theater managed by Zecca Esquibel, a young Brazil-born, Washington, D.C.–raised musician then known as Joe.


As a gay man taking advantage of the robust New York scene of the early ’70s, Esquibel frequented Ty’s, a West Village saloon presided over by bartender and playwright Doric Wilson. One day, Wilson announced there was someone Esquibel just had to meet. “You’re so much like this other guy,” Wilson told him. “Either you’ll hate each other instantly or you’ll become inseparable.”


The bartender’s second instinct was correct. Esquibel and Sean Delaney became infamous conjoined twins, drinking and drugging with abandon, two aggressively prankish spirits up for seemingly anything. “We would walk into the bar,” Esquibel recalls, “and people would go, ‘Batten down the hatches.’” It wasn’t unusual for the buddies to stroll down Christopher Street to the pier across the West Side Highway to get side-by-side blow jobs while tripping on acid. If there was anything new and wild going down, these two just had to experience it, but the opening of the Anvil, a gay BDSM sex club in Chelsea, tested their mettle. “There was a floor show with a lot of blood,” Esquibel recalls. “One of us looked at the other and said, ‘Well, I guess we did it.’ And the other one said, ‘Yeah, I think we did.’” They turned around and split, having finally recognized their limit.


In 1973, Wilson shared with the pair his idea to create the first openly gay theater company in the U.S. The Other Side of Silence (TOSOS) would be a haven for new writers to freely explore the homosexual experience while controlling the presentation of their work. Delaney wasn’t unfamiliar with the theater scene; he’d been acting in experimental plays since the late ’60s and claimed he worked briefly as an assistant to playwrights Tennessee Williams and James Leo Herlihy.


He found a subterranean loft in the Tribeca neighborhood in September for the purposes of band rehearsals, plays, and parties—and as a living space for Esquibel. They built a stage and installed a hot water heater. On nights when KISS didn’t practice, TOSOS held planning meetings and put together Lovers, a groundbreaking musical revue Esquibel describes as “a refutation of Boys in the Band. It was the first to show gay men as having normal healthy lives and not being self-loathing.” He played one half of a leather couple, a role he landed when Delaney, who was initially cast in the part, got too busy with KISS. (David Fernandez, who played Esquibel’s partner, would later shorten his surname to Andez and figure prominently in another of Delaney’s musical endeavors.)


Bill Aucoin’s background in television meant that KISS always had access to video equipment, which the band used to their advantage, shooting, then reviewing rehearsals to determine what was and wasn’t working. “Initially we resisted,” Simmons wrote. “But it was eye-opening. We actually saw ourselves and thought, Wow. We look cool.”


According to Binky Philips, who hung around the band a lot in the early days, Delaney had a very heavy hand in their development. “A lot of shit that’s just pure, traditional KISS started with Sean,” he says. “I remember Paul being derisive about the choreography. A lot of the stuff Sean rammed down their throats, they’re very glad he did now. I don’t think anyone in that band wanted to go as far as Sean did: They wanted to put on the makeup and be a rock band.” Delaney took them to S&M shops to buy studded collars and chains, helped refine their stage moves, and made each member amplify his character. If Paul’s scalp started to itch while he played, then goddammit he was going to run his fingers through his mane and shake it out like a rock god. If Simmons was going to call himself the Demon, then he’d better lift his knees and stomp around the stage like one. “You can hit a guitar string so your hand only goes a foot and a half in the air, and no one sees it,” Delaney said, “or you can throw your entire arm straight up into the air, making a grand gesture. I taught them how to make grand gestures.” He also taught the three guitarists to line up and sway in unison, a move since replicated by countless bands.
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