
















praise for
Goodbye 20th Century



“As much a chronicle of the combustion of music and popular culture Sonic Youth helped ignite as it is an earnest portrait of the band and examination of their work. . . . Browne’s book will suck you in. . . . He fleshes out the personalities and occasional tensions behind the band’s deadpan image.”
 

—Los Angeles Times




“The most comprehensive book yet on slackerdom’s greatest musical legacy.”


—New York magazine




“The whole scene in you-are-there detail.” 


—New York Post




“A rollicking, epic biography . . . Browne cannily opts to tell, in a crisp, novelistic style, the compelling story of the cultural tornado of galleries, rock clubs and unique personalities (Lydia Lunch, Kurt Cobain and Chloë Sevigny, to name a few) Sonic Youth swirled around in, the band’s ongoing fight to maintain the purity of their vision, and above all, their shared passion for new ideas and sounds.” 


—Salon




“A much-deserved biography.” 


—Rolling Stone




“A purposeful, detailed pleasure, describing the day jobs and the tensions, and animating the real story: how a group of smart twentysomethings repurposed half-broken instruments and thrived by feeding back—just like their amps—into the world around them.”


—Times of London




“Browne’s game for the task of finding fresh ways to describe Really Noisy Guitars. . . . He goads the band (everyone’s on board here, even Jim O’Rourke) into uncharacteristic chattiness, and he milks intrigue from the mysterious cultural and sexual magnetism of the Kim Gordon/Thurston Moore union that drives the band.”


—Village Voice




“Deeply reported . . . entertaining and insightful . . . Browne smartly humanizes the most aloof of rock’s great bands.”


—The Stranger




“This copious amount of research . . . renders Browne an expert not only about the band but also about the scene. Goodbye 20th Century delivers the only thing you really want from a rock & roll biography: it enhances your listening experience.” 


—Pop Matters




“Comprehensively captures Sonic Youth’s unorthodox legend in full . . . Browne’s willingness to probe every facet of every member’s activities and proclivities adds an extra dimension.” 


—Detroit Metro Times




“Thoroughly researched and passionately written . . . Browne had full, unfettered access and tells a complete version of the band’s story. Recommended.”


—Library Journal




“Compulsively readable . . . Browne traces each phase of the band’s career with the easy, anecdotal grace of an accomplished journalist. . . . he succeeds at capturing the personalities and debates that shape the band’s character.”


—Publishers Weekly




“A wonderful evocation of the ’80s no wave, downtown standard-bearers and their uneasy alliance with the major label system. . . . An effective remembrance of times past.”


—Hits




“Whether you’ve heard of the band or not, whether you’re a fan or only dimly aware of their 25-year existence, you’ve probably felt the effects of Sonic Youth. Like Gertrude Stein to the lost generation, Sonic Youth either directly paved the way or actively encouraged the young careers of the grunge generation. . . . Browne warns in his introduction that ‘you also won’t find the usual litany of rock-star foibles here.’ Sound boring? It would be if it weren’t for Browne’s ability to portray the band’s very lack of cliché as such an exceptional feat.”


—Men’s Vogue




“Browne chronicles the band’s quarter-century career from avant-garde noisemakers to indie-rock pioneers. Members weigh in on the culture that influenced them, but it’s the culture that they influenced—ranging from Nirvana to Guitar Hero—that stands as their real legacy.”


—Cleveland Free Times




“[Browne] found a neat narrative to work with, charting the group’s determinedly paced journey from under-populated gigs in the arty early-’80s downtown scene to its brush with alt-rock fame in the mid ’90s to its current status as an inspiration to a nation of young experimentalists.”


—Time Out New York




“Browne does a fabulous job of detailing the setting, technical details and artistic temperament in the group’s creative process without hyperbole. The book can’t help but feel nostalgic for a cozy time before punk broke.”


—Time Out Chicago




“Browne acknowledges the band’s impact on popular and underground culture without descending into the obnoxious sentimentality that characterizes so much of rock journalism.”


—VenusZine




“Sonic Youth’s journey, meticulously documented in Goodbye 20th Century, unfolds much like a Sonic Youth song, slowly and deliberately . . . Browne digs deeply into the band’s democratic decision-making process, which gives each distinct personality ample voice.”




—The Huffington Post






“A vivid and fascinating picture of the rise of the independent music scene in ’80s America.” 


—RTE Guide




“Through amazingly thorough recollections, Browne takes the reader through nearly thirty years of recording and touring with Sonic Youth. . . . Browne doesn’t just go through the motions, but analyzes the connections between albums and songs, showcasing the band’s taste for irony and innovation . . . Sonic Youth’s music is both art and poetry and, similar to those vehicles, takes on new meaning when its inspirations are revealed throughout the book.”


—Feminist Review


 

“Compelling and thoroughly researched . . . A refreshing look at a hardworking band that stands out in the culture of unrealistic industry hype.”


—Charleston Post and Courier




“An essential history of an essential band.”


—Record Collector




“Terrific . . . Virtually no important detail is spared . . . You’ll get a sense of Sonic Youth’s roots, what was going on around them at the time, the inspirations behind much of their best-known (and least-known) work and personal insights into the marriage of Thurston Moore and Kim Gordon. Highly recommended.”


—The Big Takeover




“An extraordinary job capturing the whole history of a band . . . Goodbye  20th Century is truly like one of those great freeform jams they would later release, ebbing and flowing as it weaves a tale.”


—Bookgasm
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For Maggie, who will always be a kool thing












INTRODUCTION
GROWN-UP RIOT

 



OR, SEVEN WAYS TO START




AN INTRODUCTION TO A BOOK




 ABOUT SONIC YOUTH







1.


ALTHOUGH I HESITATE to say this after several iPods have ignominiously flamed out on me, every so often a certain computer company may know best. In the early stages of researching this book, I crammed a batch of Sonic Youth albums onto my iTunes. With each disc, the description that popped up under “genre” changed. Certain albums were designated “rock”; a few others were “alternative.” One particularly grimy-sounding bootleg was “noise.” (I didn’t even know that was an iTunes category.) My favorite moment, though, came when I downloaded a copy of their first album. As if iTunes’ operating system had been utterly mystified by what it heard, the music was given another designation I’d never seen before: “Unclassifiable.”


As random and silly as those tags sound, they also make a certain amount of sense. Over the course of almost three decades, Sonic Youth have been all of those things at one point or another. They’ve been called rock or alternative or indie or noise, yet in the end, they’ve never sounded like anyone but themselves. And they’ve operated in their own universe for so long that it was easy to take them, and their achievements, for granted.





2.


IN THE BEGINNING, Sonic Youth scared me. Only a few years out of college, I was immersed in what everyone at the time quaintly called “college rock.” R.E.M.’s Murmur and Reckoning, the Replacements’ Hootenanny and Let It Be, and Hüsker Dü’s “Diane” and Zen Arcade, among others, spoke to me. In their respective, ramshackle ways, they (and so many other bands that I’d need an entire page of this book to list them all) seemed to be fighting for a way to make rock & roll fresh, wonderful, and real again after years of the likes of Styx, Journey, and REO Speedwagon turning it into an oxymoron—innocuous bombast. But more importantly, these new bands, recording on small labels I’d never heard of, were my age and seemed to be grappling with something larger: life in the ’80s and in one’s twenties. They didn’t seem to know what lay ahead and what was and wasn’t meaningful, and neither did I.


Even given my awareness of their world, I didn’t know what to make of this other indie band, the one from New York. I was familiar with their milieu: I’d graduated from college the same year Sonic Youth released their first EP, and my school, New York University, was in the same part of town where they played many of their earliest shows. The first album of theirs I ever owned was Bad Moon Rising, which confused me even further. I recognized the title from an old Creedence Clearwater Revival song I’d grown up hearing, but I didn’t understand the way it was being used: Was the appropriation ironic? Or, given that Ronald Reagan had just been reelected, was it frighteningly serious? They certainly looked normal enough, especially the tall guitarist who resembled a good Catholic boy who’d strayed but was, deep down, still a good Catholic boy. But the cover, a scarecrow with a flaming pumpkin head, was spooky even to someone who’d grown up on a regimen of horror and sci-fi films.


The music inside was foreboding and inexplicable even by indie rock standards. Intentionally or not, the guitars sounded out of tune; the singing wasn’t straightforward, either. Every once in a while, a melody would lurch out, as if seeking to reassure me that everything would be okay. But then the rattling, suffocating intensity of it all would reassert itself. I listened to the album several times but never managed to get a handle on it or the band.


Yet something about it pulled me in; sometimes it’s the music you can’t figure out, on first or subsequent listens, that makes you keep listening. Two years later, an advance cassette of another Sonic Youth album, Sister, arrived. I popped it into the boom box of the office where I was toiling and got to work copyediting stereo-equipment reviews. I was concentrating so hard on the computer screen that I wasn’t always able to completely focus on the music in the background, but at one point, I stopped: Something astonishing was emanating from the coffee-can-size speakers. The music was a slow, tough-gnarl crawl, but the melody was beautiful, and it sounded as if the married couple in the band, whom I’d come to identify as Kim Gordon and Thurston Moore, were singing together in something approaching harmony. It might have been even a love song. I stopped what I should have been doing (that is, working) and listened to the song until it was over, then let the rest of the tape play out. When the album finished (warning: extremely old-school audio reference approaching), I madly rewound the tape to find that exact song, which turned out to be “Kotton Krown.” With that, my full-on fascination with Sonic Youth truly began.





3.


LET’S PRETEND you’re not overly familiar with the name Sonic Youth. There’s a good chance you aren’t. They’ve never had a hit single or Top 10 album, never been on Saturday Night Live, never had any of their songs over-emoted on American Idol. Yes, “Kool Thing” was included on Guitar Hero III, leading to video game–playing teenagers across the country semi-learning to play that song, and the indie film sensation Juno included the band in both its dialogue and soundtrack. (In some ways, to paraphrase one of their vintage projects, 2008 was the year Sonic Youth broke.) But if Sonic Youth still doesn’t register, then some or all of these names should: Nirvana. Beck. Sofia Coppola. Courtney Love. Spike Jonze. Todd Haynes. Chloë Sevigny. Jason Lee. Raymond Pettibon. These are just a few of the people the Group You’ve Never Heard Of befriended early in their career and helped shuttle into the mainstream, and that tells as much of the Sonic Youth story as their music itself.


Even if the general populace has never heard “Kool Thing” or “The Diamond Sea” or any of the few other Sonic Youth songs that briefly snuck onto radio, Sonic Youth has shaped the pop culture zeitgeist of the last two decades. Theirs is not just the tale of a band but of an era, community, and sensibility that has infiltrated and altered the culture. Over nearly three decades, they’ve tapped into a separate and parallel arts universe of illustrators, graphic designers, directors, painters, poets, actors and actresses, zines, and underground comic artists—even extreme sport video makers. And that world all flows through the saga of Sonic Youth. As with the Beatles, Bob Dylan, and only a few others, Sonic Youth’s is the place—but for a different generation— where music, art, and culture intersect; nothing afterward was quite the same.





4.


AS I WAS CONTINUALLY REMINDED while researching this book, everyone has his or her take on Sonic Youth. Leaving their World Trade Center–area studio one day in the months after September 11, I found myself talking with a New York City cop patrolling the neighborhood. When he saw I was carrying a vinyl LP, he asked what it was; as it turned out, he’d heard of Sonic Youth and had seen them perform in the ’80s in nearby Hoboken. “My buddy took me to see them—they had a girl in the band, right?” he said, as the memories came back. “Right. I remember them. But they were nev-uh mainstream.”


Later, when I mentioned this project to my chiropractor, he smiled and said, “Lollapalooza!” To him, Sonic Youth embodied something else entirely: the crazy, carefree, “alternative” ’90s.





5.


I CAN STILL RECALL the first time I interviewed the members of Sonic Youth. In the fall of 1988, I ventured out to the office of their record company in New York’s Little Italy. They’d just returned from a European tour, and with their careworn guitars and equipment cases piled up behind them, the four of them sat down in front of me. I was aware of their cooler-than-thou reputation, and they didn’t disappoint. Kim Gordon mostly stared at me as if this were the last place on the planet she wanted to be. Lee Ranaldo and Steve Shelley were more affable, but Thurston Moore spent most of the time trying to figure out how to break a Crime and the City Solution LP in half; from time to time, he’d interject wry or acerbic comments. Although I’d interviewed dozens of musicians by then, I was even more intimidated than the time I faced a clearly hung-over John Cale.


Sonic Youth’s vibe was, of course, part of their appeal; although I’d never interviewed Bob Dylan in his prime, I now knew how that must have felt. Although I’d never felt “cool” in my life, I’d never felt so unhip. Somehow an article emerged from it all, but I’ll never know how.


That conversation was the first of several I had with the band (or individual members of it) over the next fifteen or so years, for publications that included Entertainment Weekly, the New York Times, and the now defunct Musician magazine. When their twenty-fifth anniversary was suddenly in sight, it seemed like the time had come to tell their story and get them to finally answer a few basic questions that lingered from that first chat: How had they changed, or not, over the years? Exactly what impact did they have? How had they managed to stay together for so long? Why did their guitars sound  like that? Thus began this book.





6.


“YOU’RE GOING TO GO THROUGH all those records?” one of Sonic Youth’s past colleagues asked me after we’d finished an interview for this book. When I told him yes, he added, “Wow—that’s quite a job.” He was right, of course. A collection of Sonic Youth group recordings, side projects, solo albums, and compilations featuring one or more of their songs came to take up almost two long rows of shelves in my home. Yet in this vast, sometimes overwhelming pile of records lies the saga of one of rock’s most unique and influential units.





7.


A WORD OF WARNING for every reader of this book: Do not expect any sex, drugs, and rock & roll.


Well, let’s rephrase that. Two of the band members are married to each other, and one of the others has a wife, too; between them they have four children. So, yes, there has been sex. There have been a few drugs, but a laughably small amount relative to most rock & roll sagas. And yes, there is rock & roll, but not of the traditional sort: The voices, guitar sounds, and song structures have rarely been standard. You also won’t find the usual litany of rock-star foibles here: no car crashes, drug overdoses, hotel room trashings, or other tales of excess that sustained Behind the Music for years. When one of their former associates checked with the band to see if it was okay to speak with me, Kim Gordon told him it was fine; maybe, she said, he could add some spice to what she considered an uneventful story.


It’s true that a Sonic Youth episode of Behind the Music, in the unlikely chance it ever came to pass, would be one of the least sensationalistic installments in the history of that show. Yet the ordinariness of their story, its lack of cliché, is what drew me to it. The Sonic Youth saga is the tale of a young couple who meet, start a band, find equally driven and compatible musicians to further their vision, and then proceed on a winding creative journey now entering its third decade. Along the way they attempt to push rock forward, meet plenty of like-minded creative types in various media, and receive any number of promotions (that is, bigger record deals and such) for their work. It’s a story of stability and relative well-adjustedness, of creating chaos onstage but not off it. In its contrariness, it’s almost, well, punk.


Sonic Youth have had their share of ups and downs, their tiffs and turmoil. During the research for this book, they were fairly candid with me about it all. But ultimately, theirs is a story that has less to do with rock overindulgence and more to do with the reality of life. It’s about the ways in which life generally isn’t filled with big Behind  the Music blowouts but is instead a steady stream of ups and downs, highs and lows. It’s about balancing work, career, and family, about doing what you love in spite of what everyone tells you, about trying to find that balance between integrity and the demands of living and growing older. Much in the way iTunes called their first album “Unclassifiable” when I downloaded it, Sonic Youth’s story is pretty unique, too.
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Chapter 1


ON THE NIGHT THEY MET, the summer evening when it all began, the first thing he noticed about her was her height. Since she was a good foot shorter than he was, he had to bend down to say hello. Even when he did, it was hard to see her petite, lean face. She was wearing a cap and sunglasses, the latter with the shades flipped up, and only her long, slender nose poked through. A friend would later describe the look as “this sort of blocking,” as if she were hiding from or behind something. Many years later, he would still remember the striped shirt and pants she wore that night; they reminded him of prison garb and seemed as exotic as shades worn long after the sun had descended.


The evening itself, in 1980, felt like the end of something, not the beginning of anything. It was simply another gig, taking place at one of those Manhattan clubs that would welcome you when no one else would. Most of the venues everyone desperately wanted to play could be found further south; this one, called Plugg, was tucked away in a two-story, redbrick brownstone squashed between two larger buildings on West 24th Street. It was a particularly desolate stretch of Chelsea with nothing approaching any other form of nightlife on the block. Even in a city that often felt ravaged and forlorn, the locale was remote and isolated—the last stand for anyone who wanted to make a stand.


When he walked in, he took note of the club’s trademark decor— its lengthy, bowling-alley configuration and array of couches and chairs. Plugg felt like someone’s living room; if thirty or forty people showed up, it felt like an especially crowded living area. In fact, someone did live there. The space belonged to Giorgio Gomelsky, a music business mover and shaker who’d made a name for himself nearly two decades before when he was involved as either a promoter, producer, or manager for the Rolling Stones, the Yardbirds, and other new, mangy rock bands who emerged from London in the middle of the ’60s. After relocating to Manhattan, Gomelsky decided that one way to keep his hand in the business would be to offer up his loft for another generation of musicians looking to make their mark—and perhaps a few dollars—in rock & roll.


That evening, the featured band, the tall kid’s band, was called the Coachmen. They’d been knocking around the fringes of downtown Manhattan for several years—four kids from neighboring states who’d arrived in the city two or three years before, shared a loft space in the bowels of Wall Street, and joined together to see if they could become a New York punk-style band. They had all the right influences—one could hear punk-rock antecedents like the Modern Lovers and the Velvet Underground in their songs, as well as current local luminaries like Television—and they had the appropriately unpretentious street clothes look. Yet all their effort was getting them nowhere; no one seemed to be championing them beyond family, friends, and girlfriends, and the pay, if one wanted to call it that, was laughable. On a good night, they might score twenty dollars, but when it came time to clear out, John King, the band’s leader, singer, and guitarist, would usually have to pay someone at whatever dive they’d played about twenty-five dollars to help them pack up their gear. And the cycle never seemed to end.


Since the scene appeared to be passing them by, they decided to play whatever shows they’d already committed to, and then it would be over. The Coachmen would be history, at least for anyone who cared to remember them. The refrain to one of their original songs— “I could be a household word/Can I call you on the phone?”—rang sourly in their ears.


King wasn’t the only guitarist in the band; the other was a towering, gangly twenty-two-year-old from Connecticut. In many ways, he didn’t fit the image of a New York punk of the period; his sandy brown hair was cut in an updated Beatle mop and combed neatly to the side, and his attempt at a nasty snarl always seemed more comical than vituperative. He had an easy, dry laugh, and each of his features—his ears, hands, even lips—seemed a bit oversized. His name—Thurston Moore—was more appropriate for a Baptist minister or a passenger on the Mayflower than it was for a disaffected rock star; his mother would later say that his wholesome looks accounted for the nickname “Opie” when he was younger. Because of his height, the sleeves on the button-down shirts he favored were always too short, and his elbows often poked through the sleeves of the used clothes he’d pull out of cardboard bins at downtown’s no-budget emporium, Canal Jeans. He, King, and the bass player, Bob Pullin, were each over six feet, which led to plenty of jokes about how they should’ve been named the Basketball Players instead of the Coachmen. Few understood the ironic use of a generic ’60s band name like the Coachmen anyway, especially in a landscape dotted with bands dubbed Teenage Jesus and the Jerks, Suicide, and the Dead Boys.


She was already there when he arrived at the club, shortly before the band was scheduled to start playing. He’d heard something about her from Stanton Miranda, who was also at Plugg that night. Moore had met Miranda through a coworker at one of his day jobs. With her short dark hair, South American background, and olivetoned skin, Miranda—who preferred to be known as “Miranda Stanton” in the States since it sounded more normal—was an international woman of mystery even to those who knew her. With her rudimentary keyboard skills, she would invite friends and acquaintances over to her loft to play music and see what new sounds they could devise; the only requirement, of Miranda and the times, was that they not sound like anyone else. During one of those get-togethers, Miranda had told him that her best friend was a girl named Kim, Kim Gordon in full, and that she could play a bit of guitar and perhaps they should get together at Miranda’s loft and try to make some type of music together.


He hadn’t thought much of it at the time. It struck him that Miranda may have been playing matchmaker, which interested him even less. He’d had a high school girlfriend back home in Connecticut, but since moving to New York City, he hadn’t had much success in the romance department. He’d obsessed fairly heavily over one girl he’d met, but when it turned out she was actually dating one of his neighbors in his apartment building—one of his friends in the building at that—he was devastated. Then there was the time he actually had been set up and wound up at a woman’s apartment, eating cheese, sipping wine, and talking about everything except what he wanted to discuss: punk rock.


At Plugg, the two newly introduced acquaintances started talking casually about rhythm and when it should and shouldn’t be used. She had a subdued, scrutinizing way about her that could give way to a wide, welcoming smile, and it intrigued him that she worked in an art gallery; his late father had always been interested in that area. But again, his personal life was not his focus right then, especially since the Coachmen were about to collapse. He liked John King just fine; after all, King had invited Moore to New York in the first place and had been supportive of his very rough-hewn guitar skills and even tried, with no success, to force the kid to sing once in a while. Moore already had something else in mind—although, in his reserved, slightly jokey way, it was nothing he could articulate to anyone at the time.


Once the set ended, Miranda invited him to grab a bite with her and her friend Kim. After helping to pack up the Coachmen’s gear, he took them up on the offer and jumped on a subway to a bar downtown. Again, he didn’t think much of it. If anything, he was thinking more about his next band, his next sound, and some way to make a name for himself in a town that was forcing him to pay his dues for what felt like an eternity.


THURSTON. Thurston. For a time, especially when he was young, he had regrets about the name. There were, of course, the Gilligan’s Island  jokes; the sitcom about the stranded sightseeing boaters had pre- miered just as he’d entered first grade, and he had to endure references to one of its characters, Thurston Howell III, throughout his adolescence. “You don’t want to have something that stands out,” he says, “that calls attention to any weirdness about you. And the name certainly was weird.” It was bad enough that he was tall—so much so that, in the house where he spent his teen years, he would frequently bump his head on the frames of the doors. When he was little, he would ask his mother if he was going to be a giant; she reassured him no, of course not.


He knew the somewhat roundabout history of the name and who it was meant to honor. His grandfather, Harold Moore, was the family’s black sheep, an alcoholic who vanished early on, leaving behind a wife, Dorothy, and a son, George. After the family relocated from New Jersey to the Coral Gables area of Florida, Dorothy would eventually get remarried, and to quite a character: Thurston Adams, known around the household as Doc. A crew-cutted, gregarious social dandy, Doc hailed from Pine Apple, Alabama, which would eventually name a pond and dam after him for his school football success; later, he would move to Florida to be a basketball coach at a small college. Dorothy, called Dotty by the family, was a concert pianist who gave recitals at the Coral Gables Music Club, where she was president. They met after Doc had taken a job as director of student activities at the University of Miami campus in Coral Gables; the kids on campus called him Doc, too.


Dorothy’s love of music was passed on to her son George Edward, who, in 1950, could be found in the practice rooms at the University of Miami, where he majored in music. In one of those rooms, he encountered a nineteen-year-old fellow student with long, brown hair and an ample smile. The vivacious Eleanor Nann always dreamt of meeting a man who was big and blond—the opposite of her—and George fit that bill; he also had a high forehead and a relaxed, easygoing manner. He stood her up on their first date, her first indication that he could be what she called an “absentminded professor type—always up in the clouds.” Eleanor, by comparison, was the grounded one. But he made up for the screwup by taking her, on early dates, to the record stores in Miami Beach. There, he would select classical records—his real passion, since he played flute, piano, and piccolo— and escort her into listening rooms in the back, introducing her to music she’d never heard before. These were far from typical dates, but with his love of Matisse and Picasso, George Moore didn’t seem like a typical student, either.


Little would be predictable, not for a while anyway. After graduation, George briefly left Eleanor behind and moved to New York City to work toward a master’s degree at Columbia; in due time, Eleanor would follow him, landing a job as a secretary. Soon they were engaged and, his degree in hand, they returned to Florida, where he began teaching. They married shortly thereafter, but with the start of the Korean War, their honeymoon didn’t last long; George was drafted, and the young couple moved to Fort Jackson in South Carolina, where George played in the Navy band. Then it was back to Florida again, where George worked as a band director at a local Catholic high school. That job, like others that followed, lasted only a short time. “If my husband didn’t like anything,” Eleanor would say, “off he went.” He didn’t like confrontation and avoided it as much as possible.


Starting in 1953, they had three children: Frederick Eugene (whom everyone called Gene), Susan, and finally, on July 25, 1958, Thurston Joseph. The youngest was named in honor of the charismatic family patriarch, who’d never had children of his own. A large baby, more than ten pounds at birth, Thurston was soon caught up in the family’s ongoing uprooting. He was only two when they relocated to Tennessee, where George took his first position as a professor; after that, they were back in Florida, where George taught in a community college for a lengthy—for him—four years. Through it all, George was composing instrumental classical music of his own; an article in a local newspaper described his style as in “the modern idiom.” He began sending his sheet music to song publishers in New York, eager to have someone publish his work, but there were no takers; the music may have been too modern for most.


By 1967, George was restless yet again, and for reasons even his wife never fully understood, he announced he wanted to move to New England, especially when a position—associate professor in the Humanistic Studies and Philosophy department—opened up at Western Connecticut State College in Danbury. The family piled into a station wagon and drove north, arriving in the town of Bethel that summer.


Bethel was the home of Duracell batteries and the birthplace of P. T. Barnum; it was also a sprawling, woodsy town in the southwestern part of the state with a population that hadn’t yet reached ten thousand. At first, the family rented homes, but eventually they bought a charming, and very old and drafty, two-floor house on Cod Fish Hill Road for $40,000. The curvy street was easy to miss; so were some of the statelier homes hidden behind stone walls.




Much like his father, the Moores’ youngest son could drift off with the best of them. During first grade, at a Catholic school in Florida, one of the nuns told his mother that Thurston was staring out the schoolroom windows and daydreaming too much. He sensed he was different from an early age; few of his friends’ homes had collections of books and records like those in his, and he would sometimes venture out to the family garage in Bethel and see his father laying out newspapers on the floor and fashioning them into collage art. When he wasn’t working on those projects, George could be found in the den on the first floor, writing philosophy papers by hand that Eleanor would type out. Soon Thurston too began to write: stories, poems (“There’s nothing as beautiful as a flower/Its beauty grows while under a rain shower”), then bemused letters to his parents when he would visit his grandfather in Alabama, where he would refer to his new home as “Ice Land CT” and ride horses. At home he would hang out at the local Friendly’s ice cream parlor. “I wouldn’t say nerdy, but he came from a conventional family,” says Eleanor. “What was that show back in the fifties? Father Knows Best?”


Music was everywhere; little else, including sports, made much of an impression. George would play piano and his classical LPs, and Gene, the oldest son, brought rock & roll into the Moore household. Gene was the one who came home with the Beatles and Jefferson Airplane records, the one who played “Louie, Louie” for his kid brother and convinced him (for a short while, at least) that that was him singing and playing, and Gene was the one who first began strumming a guitar upstairs, where the kids’ rooms were found. Everyone thought it would be Gene who would form a band and become a professional musician. Eventually, he taught his younger brother a few basic chords. Wary of Thurston messing up his instrument, Gene would lock his electric guitar in its case, yet Thurston would still somehow snap the lock, fool around with the guitar, and break a string, after which he would replace the instrument in its case and tell his brother “some weird temperature thing” must have caused the string to snap. Thurston signed up for group guitar instruction in his teens but found it intimidating and bailed out after one lesson. He would eventually learn to a play a riff from a Deep Purple record, but he didn’t seem particularly interested in learning to play actual songs.


Soon the kid brother began buying his own records, starting with the Youngbloods’ peace-and-love anthem “Get Together,” his first 45 rpm single, and his first album, Iron Butterfly’s In-a-Gadda-da-Vida;  he was fascinated by the way the title song of the latter stretched out across the entire side of an LP. Yet something about the established rock of the era didn’t appeal to him, perhaps because it belonged to his brother and his friends; he wanted music and records—and an identity—all his own.


He found them in the cutout bins of the local department stores, which were filled with the detritus of the music business—LPs with vivid artwork, and even more colorful band names, that had been marked down to a dollar. Sometimes he’d buy them merely for the covers and be disappointed; other times, he’d stumble upon a band and a sound he’d never heard, like the grinding punky garage snarls of the Stooges or the Transylvanian prog rock of Amon Düül, and be instantly attracted to its strangeness. “Nobody had those records, since they weren’t considered cool records to have,” he says. “But they were certainly affordable, and they were your records.” He played them even when his older brother and his friends gave him strange looks for showing up with those LPs or better-known ones by shock-rock ringmaster Alice Cooper.


Gene and his friends weren’t the only ones puzzled by the kid’s tastes. Although Thurston’s emerging class-clown image made it easy for him to make friends, few understood what he saw in music so freakish—not even the music nerds at school who approached him one day at the cafeteria, having heard he was a rock fan. Sitting down next to him, they asked him to run through his favorite bands. “Theater rock,” he replied, meaning the glam and glitter of the time, from Cooper to David Bowie. He was greeted with dead silence: “I knew I was going down the hole on this, really fast. They looked at me, like, ‘This dude is a total loser.’” Almost instantly, the kids got up and walked away.


Finally, during his senior year, he found his first musical soul mate. After school one day in March 1976, a kid approached him and asked if he wanted to accompany some friends to nearby Westport; Patti Smith was playing a club that night. Moore had seen Harold Paris around school; Paris was the flamboyant kid a year younger who always seemed to be wearing scarves. Immersed in gonzo rock magazines like Creem and albums like Smith’s Horses, which he’d bought the previous fall, Moore eagerly took Paris up on the offer. So began a mad, after-school driving dash to the club, where the high schoolers saw Smith in all her leather-jacketed, androgynous-priestess glory.


Visiting the Moore home later, Paris found himself flipping through his new friend’s LP collection; to his pleasant surprise, here finally was someone else in Bethel who owned records by Smith, John Cale, and other underground pop subversives ignored by radio and the mainstream press. Living in the Connecticut woods, surrounded by fellow teenagers who gravitated toward the mainstream rock of the time—bands like Kansas and Styx—Paris and Moore bonded immediately. They began making regular trips to any local record store they could find before ending up at one of their respective homes to play their new purchases. “How boring is that?” Paris says. “But it was good enough for us.”


The emerging duality in Moore was seen in his high-school prom photo, taken that June: The white tuxedo contrasted with his newly long, brown shag and the hint of disaffection on his face. He applied to the same college where his father taught, telling everyone he would be a journalism major. More important, though, it seemed far more legitimate than what he wanted to say: guitar player in rock band in New York City, a goal that seemed both within geographic reach yet insanely unattainable, even for a dreamer.


THE FIRST SIGN that something was seriously wrong came when Susan, the Moores’ daughter, heard from her fellow students at WestConn that her father was going blank during his lectures. George was always a little preoccupied to some degree; three months could go by before he’d remember to pick up his paycheck from the college office. Then he began complaining about pain in his eyes—which his wife had long noticed were bloodshot—and then, even more distressingly, he began stumbling during walks. Eleanor described the enigmatic symptoms to her sister-in-law; her husband, a doctor, said the family should immediately take George to a hospital in New Haven. There, doctors confirmed the relative’s suspicions: George had a brain tumor.


At first, everyone, including George, was almost relieved; finally, here was an answer to his sudden mood swings and argumentativeness. Up to that point, Thurston had never seen his father and mother argue. The operation seemed to go well, and Eleanor and her children returned home to Bethel, only to be awakened early the next morning by a call informing them that George’s brain had hemorrhaged overnight. The tumor was malignant, not benign. At the Moore home, relatives began arriving, huddling worriedly in the living room.


During one of the family’s trips to the hospital, Thurston found a local record store, Cutler’s, where his mother bought him a copy of the first album by the overlords of the downtown New York punk scene, the Ramones, released that spring. Putting it on the family stereo in the living room, the youngest son watched, amazed, as his mother, aunts, and uncles danced around the room to the rivetgun pop of “Blitzkrieg Bop” and “Beat on the Brat.” It wasn’t the reaction he expected at all: Didn’t they know they were listening to radical punk rock from the city? Maybe they did, but maybe, he realized, they simply wanted to shed their troubles for a night and laugh and dance.


The sons visited the father in the hospital soon thereafter. “It was kind of heavy,” Thurston says. “He looked like he’d been run over by a car.” He talked a bit to his father, told him about college and his interest in being a journalism major; George seemed happy to hear it, even if his son wasn’t sure that was the route for him. George too was thinking of moving on; before his illness, he told his wife that office politics at WestConn were wearing him down, and he was thinking of relocating the family back to Florida. But a few days later, on the morning of October 1, 1976, a far more devastating call came into the Moore home: George had died overnight, of cardiac arrest as a result of the tumor. He was fifty years old.


Even though the family had been warned that his chances of survival after the initial surgery were slim at best, everyone was stunned. “His father was charming and wonderful,” says Paris. “It shouldn’t have been happening.” Eleanor went into shock, but it was Thurston who seemed to take it hardest; when the unthinkable news arrived, Eleanor saw her youngest son rip apart a wool sweater with his hands. To her distress, his acting out didn’t end with that gesture. He dropped out of college after only a quarter semester and took a nightshift job at a local doughnut shop; his new best friend was a local hood named Mark, who would pick up Thurston after work to get stoned. “I was at kind of loose ends,” Moore says. “It was a fucked-up time.” One snowy afternoon, he found himself standing outside his next door neighbor’s house; Mark, who claimed to have burglary experience, proved it by smashing a pane on the back door and entering the unoccupied home. The two snuck in and stole some electronics gear; Moore also swiped a copy of Joni Mitchell’s Court and Spark, an album he’d always been curious to hear.


The next morning, Susan told her mother that a couple of policemen were sniffing around in the family’s backyard. The cops informed Eleanor of the break-in and that footprints in the snow led from the scene of the crime right to the Moore house. At first, Eleanor couldn’t believe her son would do any such thing, but the truth was confirmed when Thurston and his friend picked up and left town—just jumped into the Moores’ white Volkswagen and headed for Mark’s family’s home in Michigan. The trip was a debacle; they had no food or money, Mark’s parents weren’t happy to see their son, and the car broke down, after which Thurston hitchhiked back to Bethel (following a brief layover in New Jersey with someone who picked him up and turned out to be gay, much to Moore’s confusion). A policeman spotted him sitting in a park in Bethel and drove him back to Cod Fish Hill Road. “He’s home!” Eleanor exclaimed to Harold Paris over the phone.


Arriving at the Moore house, Paris saw his friend acting as if nothing had happened; he seemed happy to be back on familiar ground. Eventually, he was put on probation and made to pay a fine. The matter would be put behind him, rarely discussed in the family, although the repercussions of his father’s swift passing would be felt in many ways, and for years to come.


HE ALREADY HAD ONE escape valve in place. In November 1976, a month after his father’s death, Moore and Paris finally took the plunge into the world of live music in New York City. They’d been reading about it for so long—all the clubs hosting all the new music they were hearing on record—and the time came to finally experience it firsthand. Borrowing the Moore family car, they headed for Max’s Kansas City, then the city’s leading entry point into fringe rock & roll.


Located on Park Avenue between 17th and 18th Streets, Max’s was in a tonier, slightly more upscale area than where most of the city’s other punk clubs could be found. Yet the cruddiness of the city—the trash-strewn streets and overall feel of urban depression that engulfed it after a paralyzing recession the previous year—was hard to avoid. They could taste it as soon as they parked the car and headed toward the large, black, and slightly cheeky “steak, lobster, chick peas” sign that hung over Max’s entrance. The drive had taken an hour and a half, and they were so naïve they arrived two hours early and had to wait in the bar downstairs until the doors opened. They had no idea who was performing—some new band called the Cramps, another one called Suicide. The latter, the headliners, were particularly eye-opening. The two Connecticut teenagers sat, jaws scraping the floor, as the band’s singer, Alan Vega, emitted whoops, pushed over customers’ tables, and jabbed a lit cigarette into his arm. Behind him, Martin Rev coaxed grim electronic bleats out of his keyboards. The performance—a demented urban yawp—was like nothing they’d seen or heard. Stunned and disoriented by the performance, they fled halfway through it, barely talking during the drive back home.


As jarring as the evening was, it nevertheless pushed them to return for more. In what became a routine, they would find the latest issue of the Village Voice in Bethel, jump in the VW, zip down Interstate 84 to the curvy Saw Mill River Parkway, park wherever they could, and try to get into whatever club seemed to have a punk band they’d heard of. Their timing couldn’t have been better. Punk had made itself known in the city a few years before, at clubs like CBGB, a former country and bluegrass bar on the Bowery where a new group of scruffy anti-stars were offering an alternative to the sort of arena concerts—Rick Wakeman, Kiss, Blue Öyster Cult—that Moore had grown up seeing.


For anyone living outside New York City, the scene, like the city itself, was scary, magical, dangerous, and alluring all at once. Only a few years old, it already seemed mythical, dominated by larger-than-life characters like Smith, the Ramones, and Tom Verlaine and Richard Lloyd of Television. Moore owned an album called Live at  CBGB’s, and the first time he and Paris wandered into the club, entering its narrow, darkened tunnel of an entrance, he says, “it felt like we were walking through the front cover, like we were entering the Alice in the Looking Glass thing and actually walking into the cover of the record and into another dimension.” The reverie ended when a bottle smashed over his and Paris’s heads soon after they wandered in.


The ritual of driving and concertgoing would continue for months. Moore always insisted they arrive early so that they could be at the front of the stage; sometimes they would be so jammed in that they would have to forget about peeing until late in the evening. They would see Blondie or John Cale, Philip Glass performing a new composition, North Star, at a loft in SoHo, Patti Smith reading poetry. Record shopping at the iconic Bleecker Bob’s one night, Paris poked Moore in the side; looking up, Moore saw Smith wander in, eating a piece of pizza. “We looked at all these people as stars,” Paris said. “It was a dream come true to see them.”


It wasn’t merely celebrity that attracted them. Given George Moore’s interest in art, foreign films, and literature, the avant garde was no stranger in the Moore home. Whether it was George’s influence or simply another consequence of the anger that still hovered in light of his sudden death, the words of punk songs appealed to Thurston as much as the music. The Beat-generation connection was clear enough; he would read interviews in which Smith would gush over the work of William S. Burroughs and Allen Ginsberg, and then track down those writers’ books. Yet punk songs were also bursting with visceral, primal rage, the sort that didn’t come naturally to him in conversation. “I thought Led Zeppelin were great, but all their lyrics were either veiled references to groupies and sex or this mystical podunk stuff,” he says. “But the Stooges’ lyrics, like ‘Search and Destroy,’ were amazing to me. ‘Your Pretty Face Is Going to Hell’ struck a chord with me, lyrically.” The demented humor of the Dictators’ Go  Girl Crazy spoke to a kid who’d played the part of a serial killer in one of his school plays.


Another record store, this one closer to home, proved to be equally pivotal. One day in December 1976, Moore returned to Cutler’s, the New Haven shop where he’d purchased the Ramones album two months earlier. There, flipping through the Velvet Underground bin, was another towering record buyer, seven years his senior, named John King. At the time, King worked at a local art supply store but fantasized about a life as either a musician (he’d been playing guitar for a decade and had a band in Providence) or an underground cartoonist. They began talking about how sparse the Velvets bin was; on the way out, Moore recommended King buy the Ramones album. King thought his new acquaintance was curious: a punk rock kid who loved the Dead Boys but had a haircut straight out of A Hard Day’s Night. “He was calling David Byrne and Tom Verlaine the great poets of their generation,” King recalls, “but he was also into stuff like Al Stewart.” They exchanged addresses and phone numbers.


Months after the traumatic incident he would later refer to as his “crime spree,” Moore received a letter from King, informing him that King had just moved to New York—in September 1977—and was thinking of putting together a band. They needed a bass player—was the punk rock kid interested? Although he’d never played in a band before, much less performed on any sort of stage, Moore had few other alternatives. He and Paris drove into the city one day, meeting King at a midtown welfare hotel where he was staying while his downtown digs passed a fire-inspection code. Moore brought one of his brother’s guitars, and he and King sat down and strummed out a few ideas. Up-front, King said he didn’t know if he could play that fast. But to Paris, the matchup seemed to instill in his friend an urgency he hadn’t seen before. “It just seemed that after his father’s death, he got serious about what he wanted his future to be,” Paris says. “It was a catalyst for him saying, ‘I know what I want to do with my life. I want to play music. I want to have a band.’”


FROM HIS LOFT at 85 South Street, King could smell the fish; their odor wafted through the windows of the space he and his musician (and art-school) friends John Miller, Randy Ludacer, and Danny Wal worth had rented for $500 a month. The Fulton Fish Market, with its docks, ships, and freshly shipped-in seafood, was down the block. So was Wall Street, but when the workdays ended, the area became instantly deserted.


Yet it seemed like the only place to go. SoHo, the artists’ colony below Houston Street in the Village, had not only been revived but was already seeing signs of gentrification. As a result, finding living space soon became difficult, especially for broke musicians barely making ends meet with day jobs. Heading south, King and his friends moved into the loft in the fall of 1977, building little bedroom areas for themselves in the space. The roommates had to walk what seemed like a mile to find a supermarket; the only nearby bar catered mostly to the grimy fish market workers. But the space allowed the fledgling band, with Ludacer and King on guitars, Walworth on drums, and Miller on bass, to set up their equipment and practice in a windowless room with exposed brick. Friends and fellow musicians could easily crash if there was nowhere else for them to go.


The kid from Connecticut took King up on his offer not only to play with the band but to sleep on their floors; with little happening in Bethel, he was happy to take the long drives (or train rides) into the city to bang out chords with them. Stationed at an army base in New Jersey after he’d enlisted in the air force, Gene Moore began hearing from friends back in Bethel who’d see his younger brother Thurston on the train with his guitar, either heading into or returning from the city. “What the hell is your brother doing?” they’d ask him, as if the kid was engaging in something utterly incomprehensible and dangerous; Gene didn’t know how to answer.


From the start, the band wasn’t quite fully formed. King had ambitions to play what he calls “progressive garage rock,” borrowing freely from sources like the Modern Lovers to more recent bands like Talking Heads. With his horn-rim glasses and AV-club haircut, King even looked the nerd-rocker part. As far as the newest addition to the band, King immediately noticed Moore didn’t always show up for practice on time, never seemed to have a spare set of strings, and never seemed to have any money (yet somehow always came with the latest punk singles). But King was thrilled to have what he called a genuine teenager in the band and noticed how natural a guitar player he was; the kid’s wrist seemed so loose.


The group was originally called Room Tone, a transparent attempt to make themselves sound appropriately arty; one night, the roommates and bandmates took one of many alcohol-fueled strolls around deserted downtown, spray-painting the band name on random walls. After Ludacer decided to form his own group, a lineup eventually coalesced with King and Moore on guitars, Walworth still on drums, and John Miller on bass, although Miller soon left, replaced by Bob Pullin. In the kitchen of the loft one day, King joked they should change their name to the Coachmen as a tongue-in-cheek homage to all the garage bands around the country who once used that name, and the idea stuck. At their first gig, at a loft co-owned by an emerging conceptual artist named Jenny Holzer, they played the Modern Lovers’ “She Cracked” and a few originals, the new kid cutting his finger during some frenetic double-strumming with King.


“We’ve got a radical lifestyle,” King intoned in one of the band’s originals. Like most of their repertoire, “Radical Lifestyle” (and another song, “Girls Are Short”) felt like one long nervous tic; the buzzy guitar drone, spare drum rhythms, and deadpan singing were so taut they sounded neurotic. King sang all the songs, with Moore strumming along or coming up with guitar ideas, like what King calls a Beatles-influenced part for “Girls Are Short.” On “Household Word,” King and Moore dual-picked so fast they approached a New York version of bluegrass. It wasn’t the new kid’s preferred style of music—it barely approached the wild giddiness of punk—but it was a band and an opportunity.


Thanks to King’s determination, the Coachmen managed to score one show at Max’s and another couple at CBGB. The gigs weren’t particularly well attended and usually took place on off nights with bands with whom the Coachmen had little in common. But to Moore’s high-school friend Paris, who attended them, the impact on his friend was evident: “He walked offstage at CB’s,” Paris says, “and he didn’t want to look back.”


With the help of a real-estate broker, Moore soon found his own place, a one-bedroom hellhole on East 13th Street near Avenue B, a part of the East Village overrun with drugs and squatter buildings. The bathtub was in the kitchen, the old toilet had a pull chain, and he couldn’t afford a telephone; the pay phone down the block would have to suffice. He painted the walls strange colors to make it look, he says, “like an insane asylum.” The Puerto Rican family downstairs had a large Jesus statue in their living room that was visible from the street; on certain nights, they would get drunk and start fighting. One night he returned home to find the front door ajar, his cassette deck and guitar— the Stratocaster given to him by his brother Gene—gone. To make enough money to pay the rent, he began working a series of day jobs, including ones at a recording studio and a furniture store called Design Research. For twisted kicks, he would watch the TV sitcom Three’s Company, about two women and a man who live together by pretending the man is gay. His mother, still coping with the death of her husband, never saw the apartment; reports from her daughter of its decrepitude made her glad she never did.


By late 1979, the Coachmen had a new, more commanding drummer, a recently relocated Pittsburgh kid named Dave Keay who replaced the barely proficient Walworth. But the scene, and any opportunities therein, was still far from welcoming. In the little over two years since King and his friends had first arrived in the city and set up shop, the community had changed. The bands King worshipped had either scored hit records and moved on to larger venues (Blondie and Talking Heads) or had disbanded (Television). What arose from the ashes of the original punk was no wave, a rattling, amelodic clatter that prided itself on the absence of traditional melody or instrumental chops. A short-lived movement led by bands like Teenage Jesus and the Jerks, DNA, and Mars, no wave was centered in the squalid, drug-heavy streets of the East Village. Its rival scene, the punk jazz bands, was based several blocks south, in SoHo. The no-wavers saw the SoHo crowd, epitomized by the nattily dressed Lounge Lizards, as soft and wimpy; the SoHo crowd saw the no-wavers as antimusical.


In that context, the Coachmen were an almost overnight anomaly: too melodic for the punk and no-wave crowd, too quirky for anyone else. Their button-down shirts didn’t project any particular image. They experimented with a funk beat on “Stay in My Room” and tried to sound grimmer and grimier like DNA and Mars, but neither move felt quite right.


“We were naïve,” says Keay. “We just figured, ‘We’ll play the gigs and sooner or later someone will respond to it.’” But hardly anyone seemed to. “We’d go to the SoHo Weekly News with our flier and ask them to announce a show,” says Moore, “but nobody would.” King began growing tired of calling CBGB every week and hoping the line wasn’t busy, and, if it wasn’t, that the gruff guy on the other end of the line wouldn’t give them another bad day or time slot. They began rehearsing less and thinking about other options, and eventually King decided enough was enough. They would play a few more gigs, then pack it in. Their show at the Plugg Club would most likely be their swan song; it wasn’t meant to be.


IN A SCENE FILLED with people who were anything but inconspicuous, she still managed to stand out. It wasn’t merely those flip-up sunglasses, which were both impossibly bookish and practical (she wasn’t yet able to afford contact lenses). Her hair fell in a straight, brown shag, and instead of the black jeans and tights preferred by her friends, she tended to wear layers of clothes or men’s shirts. She also had an Australian sheepdog that made her seem outdoorsy and athletic in a way no one had quite seen before, at least not anywhere south of 14th Street in Manhattan in the early months of 1980.


In fact, she wasn’t from there, nowhere close. Her father, Calvin Wayne Gordon—everyone called him Wayne—was born in Kansas, where he taught elementary and high school. A tall, gangly farm boy, he met Althea Coplen, a blond, blue-eyed girl with a knack for sewing her own clothes, at Emporia College in Kansas; each was studying for a degree in library sciences. Wayne eventually wound up teaching and working as a guidance counselor at a high school in Ferguson, Missouri, and he and Althea married in 1942. A son, Keller, came first, followed by a daughter, Kim Althea, on April 28, 1953.


Wayne was no typical farmhand; his training in education and his masters and PhD in sociology paved the way for a book, The Social  System of High School: A Study in the Sociology of Adolescence, which the Free Press of Glencoe, Illinois, published in 1957. With its charts and graphs, its dissection of social groups like “clydes” and “big wheels,” the book constituted the first major study of adolescent school cliques and factions; it was also plainly the work of an analytical, curious mind.


A year after the publication of his book, the family relocated to Rochester, New York, where Wayne began teaching in the sociology department of Rochester University. In later years, the daughter would have no memories of that town; when she was barely kindergarten age, they picked up and left for California, where Wayne took a job in the sociology department of UCLA. As a result of sabbaticals related to Wayne’s job, the family spent one year in Hawaii, during their daughter’s sixth grade, and another in Hong Kong. In Hong Kong, she found her first boyfriend, who drummed in a local band; in Hawaii, as a blond white girl, she learned how it felt to be a minority.


But most of their time was spent in West Los Angeles, in a small house on Prosser Avenue with a compact front yard and a vegetable garden in the back. For Althea—who was born in Los Angeles, after which her family relocated to Wichita, Kansas—it was a homecoming of sorts. Decades before, her grandfather had sold his farmland in Beverly Hills to developers. One of its streets, Swall Drive, was named in his family’s honor. While Wayne taught, Althea made clothes at home for the family, sometimes selling them for extra cash. She’d learned the trade as a teenager; during the Depression, her family had been so poor they had no choice but to create their own apparel. One of her earliest creations—an orange-and-brown polka-dot dress with an orange cape—made people in Wichita sit up and notice. As her younger sister Marian would say, “She was determined to be somebody.”


Both parents were modest and quiet. “Wayne wasn’t the joking type,” Marian recalls. “But then again, Althea wasn’t either.” One of Wayne’s UCLA colleagues would later describe him as “courteous but aloof . . . always calm, under control.” Many described Althea the same way, and they would also say the same of their daughter, who was blond and comely in a surfer-girl way and was, by her own admission, rebellious and angst-ridden during high school. “My mom didn’t say much and was very quiet,” Gordon says. “And at one point, I decided to take after her.” A self-described tomboy, she took dance lessons (her mother enrolled her, but then warned her that a dancer’s life was a bad one and that she shouldn’t pursue it as a profession) and made clay sculptures in school, some of which would share space in the house with her father’s extensive collection of jazz records. Some- times she would arrange her father’s album covers in a particular order, make up a story to accompany them, and then act out the story as a dance.


As in the similarly academic- and art-minded Moore household, jazz (courtesy of her father) and the classic rock of the ’60s (by way of her older brother Keller) were in the air. One of her closest friends, William Winant, discovered that for himself when, during their sophomore year at University High School in West Los Angeles, she introduced him to the music of Pharoah Sanders and painted the speakers in his garage stereo to resemble the cover of Miles Davis’ Miles in the  Sky; another day, she brought over a copy of Joni Mitchell’s new album, Blue. She and Winant wound up in the same dance class; together, they performed a modern-dance routine to Crosby, Stills & Nash’s “Wooden Ships,” a song of her choosing and one very much of the Southern Californian culture of the time.


She and Winant, who had a crush on her, were part of the school’s creative crowd, the teenagers interested in music, film, dance, and art. The crowd soon came to include Danny Elfman, a newly arrived transfer student from nearby Baldwin Hills. Elfman met Gordon in dance class—his way of avoiding being in gym, which he loathed—and before long, they began dating. Visiting Gordon in her family home, Elfman loved nothing better than to hang out in her room, take in her Billie Holiday records, and listen to his girlfriend’s voice, which always felt soothing and comforting. For a teenager, Gordon struck Elfman as centered and calm, almost adult—“a grown-up bohemian,” he recalls. Like many kids in school, he’d also been impressed when he heard she’d been busted, so to speak, at Disneyland while smoking on one of the attractions.


Far from strict disciplinarians, Wayne and Althea sent both children to progressive schools early on and rarely badgered them to get straight As and do their homework. Between her parents’ less restrictive tendencies and her brother Keller’s increasing rambunctiousness, she was often left to her devices, some wilder than others—hitchhiking to Malibu or sometimes up to San Francisco to see bands like Jefferson Airplane and Cream at the Fillmore.


During the times he was invited over for Thanksgiving dinner, Winant was always struck by the normalcy of the Gordon home, especially compared to his own family’s hectic life; his father’s career as an actor led to many absences. But something was a little off, too. Keller had always been a handful, always getting into trouble. He was taking a lot of acid at the time, and in his twenties, when his sister was in her teens, he was diagnosed with schizophrenia. For Wayne and Althea, the situation was devastating; Althea especially had looked to Keller to be the star of the family, the one who wouldn’t have to work so hard to prove himself as she and her husband had. When Keller’s diagnosis came through, “it broke her heart,” says her sister Marian. The Gordons didn’t believe in therapy; they felt families should deal with problems on their own. For a while Keller lived a reclusive life in Malibu; when his sister next saw him, he was wearing a robe and quoting the Bible. But he was also verbal and an intellectual, adept at spouting Shakespeare. When he finally returned to the Gordon home, he parked his mobile home in the driveway and lived there by himself; his sister would pop in and smoke hash with him.


After graduating from University High in 1971, she’d hoped to attend the California Institute of the Arts, highly regarded for its art and creative programs. But the family couldn’t afford the tuition, so instead she enrolled at Santa Monica College. During her brief time there, she reunited with Elfman. They’d broken up during their senior year in high school, but now the two began sharing a home in Venice, where Elfman bought her a gray sheepdog they named Egan (inspired by a joke related to a sci-fi movie they’d once watched). Then, with her other high-school friend Winant, she transferred to York University in Toronto in 1975, where she immersed herself deeper in dance and the arts, directing (but not starring in) a student film about ’70s rich-girl-hostage-turned-renegade Patty Hearst. She also had her first taste of onstage performance when, for a class project, she, Winant, and two other fellow students formed an ad-hoc band. Their debut, at the Ann Arbor Film Festival, was auspicious, Gordon dancing and screaming along to what Winant calls “noisy no-wave songs. But that’s where she got the bug to perform.”


York didn’t prove to be satisfying, either, so soon she returned to Los Angeles to enroll in the Otis Art Institute of Los Angeles County, which would prove to be the most important stint in her nomadic post-high-school life. It was there she attended a lecture by Dan Graham, a cantankerous New Yorker (although born in Illinois and raised in New Jersey) who was busting open the world of conceptual art in any way he could by way of photography, video installations, and writing. At Otis she met Michael Gira, a “vituperative, raging, and deluded young male,” in his words, also interested in art and music. Gira remembers Gordon as “a mousy post-hippie girl” and “sort of opaque” yet one who was intelligent and “a real challenge intellectually.” Gira’s class work was dark and fueled by anger; with their emphasis on nudity, body piercing, and S&M imagery, his projects were intended to make everyone squirm. Gordon’s, by comparison, were more whimsical in their humor and sensibility; they seemed to be straight out of the postmodern art world of the Fluxus movement. To Gira, one of Gordon’s most memorable projects was a blank postcard that read, “This Is Space.”


At Otis, appropriation began playing a larger role in her creations. She began using advertisements cut out of magazines as the basis for class assignments, although not always to the amusement of her teachers: One failed her for a project in which she painted in the windows of cars in automobile advertisements. “Proposal for a Story,” written in 1977, took its cue from the movie rating system, but with a twist: “Stylized Italian animation/Some strong language,” it began, before devolving, with subtle dry wit, into parodies of the same language: “Subtitled romantic tragedy . . . Some bathroom humor . . . Amoral, crude disrespect for law, some sex . . . Considerable bloodshed.” It was both a playful poke at Hollywood and a jab at the increasing nihilism of its products.


“West Coast pop art was very different from British or East Coast,” recalls John Knight, an artist and Otis teacher who was one of Gordon’s instructors. “It was about montage, text, suburban America and, of course, film and pop culture. Kim was interested in all of that.” In January, 1977, she was handed her diploma. Yet she still had no particular direction, especially when it came to a life or a career in Los Angeles.


SHE’D VISITED NEW YORK CITY once before, in early 1979, around the time Sid Vicious was stabbing his girlfriend Nancy Spungen to death. A bad relationship had sent her out of Los Angeles, and she was instantly attracted to the city’s art scene and its music, particularly the no-wave bands she saw during her initial stay. She stayed in a place on Fulton Street, mere blocks from where John King and some of the Coachmen had a loft. Returning to Los Angeles, she decided New York would be her next home, but first she had to save up some money by waitressing at an Indian restaurant. Later in the year, she drove across the country with her friend Mike Kelley, a fellow art student; by the oddest of coincidences, Kelley had seen Gordon, Winant, and their class rock project at the Ann Arbor Film Festival, where Kelley was a student. Kelley later transferred to the California Institute of the Arts.


Upon arriving in the city, Gordon immediately called Dan Graham, who, as it turned out, was friends with Knight—not just Gordon’s teacher at Otis but a later boyfriend as well. Gregarious, flirtatious, and intellectually rigorous, Graham had become the city’s conceptual-art godfather, and his fascination with rock & roll—he had had a side career as a music critic—led him to discover not only punk and no wave but the connections between music and art. “The art world was going toward more business in the late sixties,” he says, “so we had a kind of communalism that took place in rock clubs.” Gordon needed a place to crash, and Graham directed her to a large loft owned (and rented out) by a boyfriend of artist Jenny Holzer. A recent arrival herself, from Ohio, Holzer was just beginning a career as a conceptual artist, creating pieces in which words and phrases would be transposed onto billboards, walls, and other public spaces; the effects were both playful and monolithic.


The intermingling of artists and musicians wasn’t brand new: In Michigan, Kelley had been in a band called Destroy All Monsters and later formed another crude, punk-rooted band, Poetics, in Los Angeles with another rising artist, Tony Oursler. In downtown New York in 1980, the intersection of art and music felt even more natural. Up-and-coming artists like Robert Longo and Richard Prince could be found playing guitar in noisy no-wave bands. “At that time, being in a band was the hot thing to do,” recalls Christine Hahn, a visual artist who’d moved to the city from Cincinnati several years before. “The artists weren’t getting enough feedback from being artists, so they did music too, which is where they got the most feedback.” Hahn, who was painting and designing album covers, experienced the thrill firsthand: During the city’s 1977 blackout, she sat down at an empty drum kit—no electricity required—and began playing the instrument for the first time in her life. Taking to it immediately, she decided she was a drummer despite having nothing close to training. So it would be in the new scene, where one could be whatever one wanted to be; ideas and raw drive were as important as raw talent.


Hahn’s transformation was standard for the time. Artists and musicians alike flocked to the empty warehouses below Houston Street for cheap, ideal, and sometimes illegal work spaces and homes. They also shared a postmodern sensibility, a deconstruction of everything that had come before. Art, music, illustration—all were in the process of being torn down, reassembled, and combined with other media. Conceptual art not only toyed with the notions of what art should be but how audiences should respond to it. Rap, emerging from the streets, party rooms, and gutted buildings of the Bronx, placed its emphasis on sampling and recycled beats. The music was finding a home downtown as well, personified by the way Blondie integrated rapping and graffiti art in the single and video of their hit “Rapture.” Graffiti art had become the scourge of the city, thanks to renegade spray-painters who’d splatter subways; it was still illegal, but galleries began showing the graffiti taggers’ work, further throwing the idea of what constituted art on its head.


“There was nothing sacred, and anything that was perceived as sacred had to be reduced,” recalls Richard Edson, a musician who arrived in the city during this time. “It was the beginning of a whole new age, in which the whole modern era, the modernist era, came to an end. What took its place was irony: Nothing is serious now. It was a really exciting time, like when Communism fell.”


With her interest in appropriation, art, music, pop culture, and painting—as well as her growing distaste for the traditional, moneyed art world—Gordon fell into a scene seemingly conceived to accommodate her interests. Graham was more than happy to help guide her. To him, Gordon was “totally lost. She had no real direction. Maybe she was shy because she was out of her element.” He took her to clubs and gallery openings, introducing her to his network of artists and musicians. Graham felt she could be a writer (“that’s the way you learn about things—to write about other artists”), and with his help and connections, she published some of her first work. “Trash Drugs and Male Bonding,” printed in the underground Real Life magazine in March 1980, was a nearly beat-by-beat description of a performance by avant-guitarist and composer Rhys Chatham and his band; the article’s title referred to the discussion of the way (in Gordon’s words) “drugs are for the musicians so they can indulge in their playing”—a philosophy a child of the California ’60s lifestyle most likely identified with. When an apartment became available in Graham’s building on Eldridge Street, in an old Jewish neighborhood on the Lower East Side, Graham even found her a home, right below his.


Each day or week seemed to bring a new connection. She took a secretarial job at the Annina Nosei Gallery, and, at Graham’s suggestion, started a semi-serious company, Design Office—“furniture arranged for the home or office,” read one of their fliers—with a friend, Vikky Alexander. One of she and Alexander’s first projects, very much in keeping with Gordon’s interest in conceptual art, involved repainting and rearranging Graham’s kitchen as an art space; the centerpiece was an 8-x-11 piece of white paper containing a Gordon sketch of Blondie’s Debbie Harry.


Soon enough, Graham also introduced her to an intense, cockily confident guitarist and composer named Glenn Branca. An expatriate from Boston, Branca had grown up a rock fan—he loved the early Aerosmith albums—but gravitated toward a career in the theater in- stead. With a friend, he formed a company called the Bastard Theater, writing his own admittedly vicious and violent songs to accompany the productions. But New York beckoned. In 1976, with only $900 in his pocket, he moved to the city with the idea of furthering his theatrical interests. “People were so afraid of New York,” he says. “When I told people I was moving, they said, ‘Are you out of your fucking mind?’ But we needed to be here. It was the last place left. For punk rock and new music and experimental performance art, it was the only place to come. There was nowhere else.” Branca, who had the hardened mug of a city detective, soon found himself surrounded by kindred spirits in all art forms, and theater began taking a back seat to rock. With a keyboardist and songwriter named Jeffrey Lohn, Branca formed Theoretical Girls, who made tense, nervy rock before breaking up after a year. Afterward, with his girlfriend Barbara Ess and drummer Christine Hahn, he put together another band, the Static.


Gordon soon became friendly with Branca and Ess, even giving them an art gift—what Branca recalls as “a photograph she had cut out of some Architectural Digest, crumpled up and put inside of a sandwich bag and ziplocked it. It was fucking brilliant.” In California, Gordon had already begun wearing flip-up sunglass shades, but it was Branca who suggested she wear them indoors as a fashion statement. Branca also left his musical mark on her: Gordon saw the Static perform and found it inspiring. She’d never been especially fond of the moshing gyrations of Los Angeles hardcore, yet the way the new downtown music required its bands to have no musical requirements intrigued her: “I never thought I was a good singer. I was a terrible  singer. But in punk rock that didn’t matter.”


Before long, Hahn began noticing the new girl in town at Static shows, where Gordon would ask Hahn questions about what it was like to be in a band. Gordon asked so many questions that at first Hahn thought she was being interviewed. To Hahn, Gordon seemed “intense and laid-back at the same time. If she wanted something, she was going to get it. It wasn’t obnoxious; it was just very tenacious.”


The Static disbanded soon thereafter, but Hahn and Gordon, who’d become friendly by then, were soon drafted into a band—or, more to the point, an art project. Playing off his article “New Wave Femi-nism”—about, in his words, “how exciting female bonding is to men in the audience”—Graham had arranged for a performance piece at the Massachusetts College of Art in early 1980: an intentionally crude all-woman band. All he needed were participants, and as a way to encourage Gordon to dabble in music, he asked her, Hahn, and Stanton Miranda to become that group.


Miranda became especially supportive and encouraging of the shy, somewhat aloof girl from California, telling her to pretty herself up by wearing makeup and encouraging her to take off her glasses. (“Kim wore the worst, ugliest dresses,” Graham says. “But all the women back then were afraid of rape. These were sexually oriented women trying to look unsexual.”) Congregating at Miranda’s loft with a guitar, bass, and drum kit, the three began figuring out who would play which instrument and writing primitive songs. In an early indication of the way she would take her interest in collage and extrapolation and adapt it to a musical setting, Gordon brought along an advertisement from Cosmopolitan magazine and turned its ad copy into lyrics. During another song, Gordon began singing. Her voice was soft and hesitant, yet Hahn was struck by its surprisingly smoky quality. “It was very pure sounding,” she recalls. “She couldn’t sing on key very well, but she had a very nice vocal quality.”


The band was dubbed CKM, after their first names, and its one and only performance, at the festival, was something of a debacle. Hahn recalls Miranda freezing up onstage, unable to sing a word, followed by a dispirited train ride back to New York. Gordon felt it went better: “I remember the next day feeling, ‘That was rock and roll. That was so exciting. I want to do that again.’ Music had this emotive, visceral quality I felt I couldn’t find in my art. I enjoyed art but intellectually I wasn’t sure where it fit in—how it hit me, what it meant to me. But I liked the physicality of music.”


By that time, Miranda had had another visitor to her loft, the kid from Connecticut named Thurston. He and Miranda’s boyfriend, Michael Shamberg, worked together at one of Moore’s many day jobs of the time, Design Research. Shamberg suggested Moore and Mi- randa meet: “We lived in a place where they could make a lot of noise, and they made a lot of noise.” One day, the sandy-haired kid showed up with a guitar and an interest in playing something other than the recycled chords of the Coachmen or punk rock, which, to his mind, was more steeped in Chuck Berry and therefore conventional. Miranda began playing electro pulses and patterns on a keyboard; in turn, the kid started thrashing about wildly on the guitar.


“Do you always play like that?” she asked when he finished.


“Now I do,” he replied, in a deep, deadpan tone that would become his manner.


“It was about being challenged,” he would say later. “‘What if we really just played anything on the guitar?’ It totally destroyed any preconceived idea of rock and roll as a rhythm-and-blues-based music. It was totally liberating.”


Not long after, Miranda told her friend Kim about Thurston, calling him “sweet and a special guitar player.” Gordon had also heard he had a number of female friends, which intrigued her further; it made her think he was, in one way or another, a good person. They finally met that night at Plugg, and when the band began its show, Gordon immediately noted how collectively tall the Coachmen were—everybody did, the first time they saw the band—and admired the herky jerky, Talking Heads influences in their songs. She’d always dated men either her age or older, never younger, but there was something about him: the harmonics he was playing on guitar or what she would later call the “little glow” around him.


It wasn’t long before they encountered each other again. One night he went to the Ear Inn, a watering hole with the Hudson River in sight, and as he was leaving, he saw her walking Egan. He remembered her immediately, and she said, “I knew you’d be here.” No one had ever said that to him before. They walked around the block, talking music and upcoming club shows that sounded worth catching. At one of them—8 Eyed Spy at Tier 3 on August 1—there she was, once more. Other casual meetings at clubs ensued, and one day he received a postcard from her when she was in California vacationing with her parents at their favorite fishing camp. He was struck by the unexpected gesture.


Finally, one night, they found themselves near his apartment. He had a feeling that if he were to ask her up, she would take him up on his offer. But he was too much of a coward to ask, and he wasn’t sure he knew how to handle the situation anyway. Instead, he offered up a meek “See you later,” and she headed back home. Later, he wondered if he’d blown it for good and if something else within his grasp had slipped away.






















Chapter 2


AS IT TURNED OUT, the courtship period was brief, as short as one of the wham-bang punk songs he couldn’t get enough of. A few days after the night at Plugg, Christine Hahn ran into Gordon at an audition for a performance piece, where Gordon, Egan straining at his leash, began talking excitedly about the cute punk rock boy she’d just met. “I knew that was the guy for her,” Hahn recalls. “That was who she wanted to be with, and she knew it the first time she met him. It was love at first sight, and she was going to get him and that was that. She was very determined.”


After the first aborted night out, she eventually invited him back to her place at 84 Eldridge Street. The first time he visited, he saw a strangely familiar sight—a black guitar that had been floating around the scene, from guitarist to guitarist. A friend of the Coachmen’s had once owned it, and as it turned out, Gordon knew the girlfriend of the previous owner. In what amounted to either a sign or the strangest of coincidences, the guitar was now in her home. He was a little surprised to see it there, but it also relieved any possible tension. Taking it in his large hands, he sat down and started playing it as they began to talk.


From the start, they were different in ways other than physical stature. She was college educated; he wasn’t. (“He had a way of pretending he knew about things,” she says. “He was confident.”) He had a prankish side that people would sometimes find jarring, like the way he would suddenly burst into a scream just to throw someone off.

 Even when he would make a serious point, he’d almost always end the remark with an offhand joke and a quick chuckle. As her art projects revealed, her humor was drier and terser. And yet the matchup somehow felt right. They shared a disdain for the big-dollar art world springing up around them, one she’d been witnessing firsthand by working at galleries and seeing the way the owners would fight over artists. He was her entry into the rock world; she was his into the art scene. They made each other feel legitimate—cool—in their respective worlds.


Her strongest memory of his apartment on East 13th Street was the mountain of dirty clothes rising up in the middle of it. Within a few months, he’d moved into her place at 84 Eldridge; he’d begun staying over anyway, so it made sense. Her home, a standard tenement railroad apartment, was bigger than his, although not by much. The kitchen in the front housed a grimy, crackled tub that doubled as a serving table when a metal plate was laid over it. The sink was mounted in an odd, sideways manner. Since the stairways were in the middle of the building, the apartment’s second room was slanted and sagging; years later, their friend Mike Watt would visit and feel he had to get his sea legs as soon as he walked in. The small space in the back was generally given over to the bedroom, which amounted to a mattress on the floor. Often they would hear their upstairs neighbor, Dan Graham, running around or dropping pieces of art onto the floor with a huge thud. The building had no intercom, so visitors would have to call from a pay phone down the block and wait for the third-floor window to crack open and a sock with keys to fall onto the street.


Graham was quickly struck by one trait of his protégée’s new boyfriend: the way the kid would get headaches and worry it was a sign he had a brain tumor, like the one that had afflicted his father. To Graham, Moore seemed unduly frightened about that. Although Graham was fascinated with Gordon—some, Moore included, sensed he was unusually smitten with her—the older artist also sensed Moore was the right person at the right time for her. “That was a time when people’s relationships were very fast,” says Graham. “There was no stability. Kim thought Thurston could be a stabilizing force for her. He was someone she could trust, and he projected a certain stability.”


Moore’s move also made sense in terms of personal safety. Gordon found his block too scary for her taste, not that hers was any less dodgy. Ira Gershwin had been born down the street, at 60 Eldridge, one of many traces of the neighborhood’s Jewish roots. But the drug trade sweeping through the East Village—one so seemingly out of control that dealers would take over abandoned buildings and build underground tunnels to facilitate swift escapes from police raids—was within sight. Up the street, on Eldridge between Stanton and Rivington, junkies scavenged for used needles in lots. One block west lay Roosevelt Park, a slice of land carved out in the middle of the block; hookers gathered there nightly, slipping on leg warmers and lighting up garbage cans when the temperatures plunged in winter.


But the apartment was rent-controlled, a mere $125 a month. Their Belgian landlord was convinced he and his building were the last holdouts against the rising numbers of Chinese immigrants moving into the neighborhood, so he was determined to hold onto the property as long as he could. For Moore and Gordon, it was not just a home but a place to escape from messy, troubled recent pasts and family sorrows and reinvent themselves. Many others, an army of musicians and artists dating back decades, had fled to the city for the same reasons; now it was their turn, or so they hoped.
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