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CHAPTER 1

Not Just a Face in the Crowd


BON JOVI ARE ONE of the world’s biggest bands. With album sales in excess of 120 million, they are high-energy, adrenaline-driven performers who have played live to tens of millions of fans and show no signs of slowing down. In 2010 they launched their latest massively successful world tour in support of their eleventh studio album, The Circle.


From its inception, the linchpin and relentless driving force of this phenomenally popular rock outfit has been the charismatic frontman Jon Bon Jovi, whose magnetic stage presence and star quality have always been matched by boundless energy and fierce commitment.

With his abundant fair hair, remarkable blue eyes and strongly determined jawline, Jon’s flawless features have been a decided asset in his inexorable rise to the top. But those same handsome looks, coupled with a million-watt smile and potent sex appeal, have too often overshadowed his talent as an inspirational songwriter. For years, the music press wasted column inches on the length and style of the singer’s hair, rather than examining the essence of his song lyrics, which speak uncompromisingly to the common  man, urging him to get out from under in life and to never give in to adversity.

Rock and roll is said to be the great revenge, but New Jersey-born Jon Bon Jovi was never an angry young man carrying a giant chip on his shoulder, and he never pretended to be one. Yet there is a dynamic defiance stamped all the way through him which reveals itself in the rousing lyrics of songs like ‘Bounce’, ‘Everyday’, ‘It’s My Life’ and, of course, the early classic, ‘Livin’ On A Prayer’. It also shows in the sheer passion of his live delivery of such numbers.

Very much his own man, Jon Bon Jovi is strong-willed, tenacious and disconcertingly frank at times. As a second-generation Italian-American, the basic human values of loyalty, faith and the sanctity of friendship are deeply ingrained in him. Though married since 1989 to his high school sweetheart, and with an expanding young family, he has sampled his share of rock and roll excess and debauchery. Some of this has been displayed nakedly, other elements have been hidden behind a tantalising veil of secrecy and innuendo.

Such secrets he seems to have shared only with the members of the famously close-knit band he single-handedly pulled together in 1983. These were four hand-picked, dedicated musicians who would surround his talent as a singer/songwriter: drummer Tico Torres; keyboard player David Bryan; bassist Alec John Such; and lead guitarist Richie Sambora. Since the mid-1990s, with the departure of Alec John Such, Bon Jovi has officially been a four-piece band, although bass player Hugh McDonald performs on record and on stage with the rest of the original line-up. As the hirer and firer in Bon Jovi, it was Jon’s task to cut professional ties with Alec John Such. It was one of those occasions when being the standard-bearer for the band proved to be an unhappy responsibility, but it was the kind of tough business decision from which he will not shy away.

A confessed workaholic, his tireless individual vision for  the band has at times strained internal relationships to the nth degree. But the underlying brotherhood of Bon Jovi has ultimately held together, although the killing pace of touring throughout most of the 1980s left Jon so burned-out and dangerously claustrophobic that his wife once had to stop him jumping from a speeding car.

Creatively curious, in recent years Jon has released a successful solo album, Destination Anywhere. His score for the soundtrack to the Hollywood movie Young Guns II  earned him a Golden Globe award as well as an Oscar nomination. He has also turned actor, appearing in a series of roles with varying degrees of exposure and success. He calls acting ‘a serious passion’, and he is indeed a natural before the camera, but while acting holds interesting possibilities, it is unlikely to overtake his day job. For he spent too many of his formative years throughout the 1970s avidly soaking up the sounds of the home-grown talent flourishing in the hotbed of the famous New Jersey shore clubs, yearning to make it in music. And now he is established as one of the top four front men in rock music alongside Bono, the late Freddie Mercury and Mick Jagger.

Jon Bon Jovi is not the first working-class guy to become a celebrated rock god, but in today’s depressing climate of manufactured lightweight pop stars, whose individual shelf life will be lucky to stretch to 12 months, he may very well rank among the last of a dying breed. Entitled to feel himself the embodiment of the American Dream, he never fails to stoke self-belief in others, a legacy of the sturdy belief imbued in him from a young age by his supportive blue-collar parents that he need not be just another face in the crowd

Jon Bon Jovi’s real name is John Francis Bongiovi. Born on 2 March 1962 in Perth Amboy, New Jersey, he was the pride and joy of John and Carol Bongiovi, their first child. The Bongiovi family came originally from Sicily. A slim-built, attractive man of medium height, John Bongiovi senior, a former marine, then plumber, became a hairdresser by trade  in the 1960s. His easy-going nature was the perfect foil for the tireless vivacity of his wife, whom he had met when she too was serving in the marines. Carol’s natural poise and beauty had, in her late teens, secured her the title of Miss Erie, Pennsylvania, and she was also, for a brief spell, a Playboy bunny. As Jon grew up, his mother held down a variety of jobs; both his parents had a strong work ethic which they instilled firmly into their children.

In due course, two more sons would arrive - Anthony, almost five years later, and Matthew, much later, in 1975. In 1962, however, Jon was the adored single focus of attention at home. As an adult, Jon remarked that his mother had found the US Marines’ boot camp a piece of cake, compared to life growing up in Erie. Perhaps that sheds light on Carol’s high hopes for, and unstinting devotion towards, her children. She once explained that during her first pregnancy she used to regularly tell her unborn child that she could not wait for his arrival, vowing him 200 per cent of her support for all of his life. At first, the trio lived with Jon’s grandparents. Then in 1966 the family moved from Perth Amboy to settle in nearby Sayreville. This small working-class town, embedded in the industrial east coast area of New Jersey, lies some 30 miles south of New York City. The smoke belching from the tall chimney stacks of the local factories hung over the wooden houses with front porches, some built cheek-by-jowl. The ethnic mix was predominantly Italian and Irish, and there was a strong sense of community binding the townsfolk together. This had its good and bad points. Jon later reflected, ‘We all came from the kind of same family background.’ His youngest brother Matt ruefully recalled that in such a close-knit environment tales of the Bongiovi boys’ pranks would soon get back to their parents’ ears. ‘You couldn’t get away with much in that town.’

As a child, Jon was vibrant and alert, and he quickly became very much his own person, developing a fundamentally determined streak that would grow stronger  throughout his life. His was a stable home environment. His parents worked ceaselessly to provide for their family, and although they had no money to spare for anything but essentials, no one ever went hungry. There was no sense of individual disadvantage - everyone was in the same boat. And family was paramount, though the age gaps between the three brothers meant that it was only when they were older that they had the chance to become really close.

One of the other traditional influences in Jon’s development might have been the church, considering that he was born into the Catholic faith. But religion was not, overall, destined to have a particularly prominent place in his life. Indeed, with characteristic bluntness, he has openly questioned the general premise of organised religion. In terms of Catholicism specifically, he has queried the kind of Christianity which sets out that if a baby dies prior to being baptised, then that infant will not go to heaven since he or she is deemed to have original sin. Not halting there, he highlighted the hypocrisy of those priests who are exposed for being busy pontificating in church while behind the scenes they are on the take or, worse still, interfering with young altar boys. Queried Jon, ‘You go to mass, sing a song, put money in the plate and that’s supposed to absolve you of your sins?’ He, frankly, has a hard time blindly accepting the validity of a whole raft of elements in religion. But, by and large, Jon invites no discussion about his religious beliefs. He considers that they have no bearing on what he does in music and that on a personal level it is no one’s business but his own.

Scholastically, Jon was never going to shine. It was not a lack of intelligence; he simply had no interest in applying himself to academic studies. And, while fervent participation in sports is part of the very fabric of US school life, that too left the growing boy completely cold. Like any other youngster, though, he would play ball games in the street, and Jon is an ardent fan of the American football team, the New York Giants.

Growing up in an era energised both socially and politically, he would become totally absorbed in music. Through the 1960s, however, the future rock star was too young to appreciate the seismic shifts taking place in the music scene, particularly in the second half of the decade. In that period the biggest threat to the British domination of the popular music world was the incredible west coast sound that began to swamp all in its wake in America. The acceptable, clean-cut surf sound had been overtaken by the infectiously mellow sound of electric folk-rock. Rising exponents of this skilfully produced style included Bob Dylan, the Byrds and New Jersey-born Paul Simon. Simon’s song ‘The Sound of Silence’ leapt to number one in the US singles chart, launched Simon & Garfunkel on to the music map and became an instant folk-rock classic.

By 1967 LSD-powered psychedelia had arrived with the so-called Summer of Love, stylising music and sending multitudes of long-haired hippies to mass flower power sit-ins for peace and tolerance. But within two short years, dark days had arrived when LSD consumption was overtaken by speed and heroin, and the powerful youth movement had become progressively politicised, meshing itself with the thorny issue of the Vietnam war.

Although the most important decade in popular music had ended, what it stood for had sown the seeds for generations of music makers to come. And Jon’s home state of New Jersey would continue its heritage of producing notable stars. Before Paul Simon, there had been the legendary 1950s crooner Frank Sinatra, whom Jon came later to hold up as a kind of professional yardstick. In the early 1970s, rocker Bruce Springsteen emerged, and, much later, Whitney Houston, the Newark-born cousin of Dionne Warwick.

In 1969, Jon’s mum brought home an acoustic guitar from a trade fair, and encouraged the seven-year-old to take an interest in it. Music already featured in the Bongiovi household, for Carol would line up with her elder son before  a full-length mirror and together they had fun watching themselves performing songs. Guitar lessons were organised for Jon with a man who ran the local music shop. It turned out to be a short-lived arrangement. Jon started off essentially unmoved by the guitar at this early age, and he was well and truly put off by these sessions, which were conducted in a poky little back room with a man who smoked a smelly pipe and was prone to nodding off while his reluctant pupil struggled with basic scales. Quickly bored out of his skull, Jon returned home one day, tossed the guitar down the basement stairs and left it there.

Over the next few years he was more interested in being a typically boisterous kid. His favourite pastime was dirt biking. He and a group of friends would head across town to the clay pits, where they rode their bikes at breakneck speed for endless hours. The cross-town journeys to and from the clay pits frequently pitched the boys into trouble for, as Jon has confessed, he and his mates rode their bikes on stretches of the railway lines and other prohibited places. The local cops would regularly curb this youthful enthusiasm by temporarily confiscating their wheels.

Despite enjoying the rough-and-tumble of growing up, Jon needed something more. And music began to impinge on his consciousness after all, with his first serious focus settling on Elton John. It’s not surprising that the flamboyant English singer/songwriter, who in the early 1970s was as famed for his absurd stage outfits as for his songs, should have attracted Jon’s attention. Elton John was in everyone’s face right then in America. His double album, Goodbye Yellow Brick Road, released in late 1973, was a dual number one on both sides of the Atlantic. So was its follow-up, Caribou, which Jon rushed out to buy. At that point, Elton John had signed the most lucrative music contract in the world and was front cover material in the US. Jon became a huge fan.

Treading the time-honoured path of so many youngsters, he began spending hours flopped out on his bed, wearing the  headphones to his sound system and, with the volume up full blast, losing himself in a world he began to realise held a strong lure for him.

In fairly short order, the nucleus of Jon’s burgeoning fascination with music shifted away from the Elton John pop song towards heavier, grittier material. One of the first groups he related to was the J. Geils Band, in those days a rhythm and blues outfit.

Newly a teenager, in 1975 Jon seriously set about trying to teach himself the guitar. It was never his ambition to become the next Eric Clapton. Playing the guitar would be more of a tool; he already envisaged himself as a singer/songwriter. Right then, though, he was just thrilled when he managed to master the E chord. His proud party piece quickly became the easy, repetitive but satisfyingly raucous 1955 hit ‘Bo Diddley’, by blues giant Bo Diddley, who, more than a decade earlier, had inspired the likes of Rolling Stones’ founder Brian Jones to go into rock music. Recognising the limited achievement in playing that song, Jon fondly reminisced, ‘The only thing was, you couldn’t move, because E was the only chord you knew. But you’ve got it down, man!’ That said, it was obvious that he could not do this alone. So, for a second time Jon took up guitar lessons. This time, it was a very different setup.

Living across the street from the Bongiovis was Al Parinello, a musician who played in a local band and was a trendy child of the sixties. One night Jon grabbed his previously discarded guitar, went over and brassed his case. Would he help him? Al Parinello did not profess to be a guitar teacher, but he agreed to put his keen young neighbour through his paces - as long as he was genuine in his desire to learn. He would brook no time wasters, as Jon soon discovered. When Al set Jon the task of mastering the chords to the Animals’ 1964 hit, ‘House of the Rising Sun’, and Jon hadn’t worked at it, he warned his pupil that if he didn’t come up to scratch by the next lesson he would ‘kick his ass’. These unorthodox tactics worked for Jon. Indeed he became so  absorbed with the instrument that there were nights at home when he fell asleep with it in his arms. At times the steel strings bled his fingertips raw, but after six months Jon had overcome the pain barrier and secured the breakthrough he yearned for. By this time he knew in his bones that he was irresistibly drawn towards becoming a rock star. His self-belief that he would achieve his goal was astoundingly complete; this ruling passion would propel Jon through the rest of his adolesence.

Looking around, though, he found little to inspire him in terms of what was happening in the singles chart. Summer 1975 was peppered with sugar-coated romantic numbers by Frankie Valli, Tammy Wynette and wholesome brother/sister duos the Carpenters and Donny and Marie Osmond. The crowded tour circuit, however, was a different matter. There, bands ranged from Kiss, the New York City-formed four-piece who, with their outrageous stage clothes and elaborate comic-book style painted faces, emphasised highly visual rock theatrics, at one end of the spectrum, to the no-nonsense hard-rocking formula of the Robert Plant/Jimmy Page-led giants Led Zeppelin at the other. Within less than ten years, Bon Jovi would be opening around Europe for Kiss. But it was after seeing the progressive rock band Rush perform live in New York City that Jon dashed home to Sayreville particularly fired up. Watching their eldest son immerse himself ever more deeply in music, John and Carol Bongiovi recognised the extent of his commitment and were prepared to help him pursue his dream.

Over the next couple of years Jon added Thin Lizzy to his growing list of influences, when the Irish rockers’ album,  Jailbreak, finally broke into the US Top 20. And he couldn’t help but be aware of the fast rising Aerosmith, whose striking frontman Steve Tyler, with his generous mouth and skeletal build looked to be a second-generation Mick Jagger. But Jon’s intrinsic interest in music went far deeper than the obvious. He was heavily into the British band the Animals at a time  when, in terms of chart positioning, they had never repeated their number one success in America with ‘House of the Rising Sun’. Lead singer Eric Burdon had subsequently gone solo; as Eric Burdon & War he had notched up a Top Five single in the States with ‘Spill The Wine’ in summer 1970. But really, Jon’s friends looked blankly at him when he would bang on about this great foreign band from another era.

The knockout event, however, for the music-mad 13-year-old undoubtedly occurred in autumn 1975 with the arrival of Bruce Springsteen. The 26-year-old New Jersey-born singer/songwriter had already been recording for two years. Springsteen was a product of the club, pub and coffee house scene in Red Bank, Long Branch and Asbury Park, all dotted along Jersey’s east coast. His 1973 debut album, Greetings From Asbury Park, had sold disappointingly, despite the artiste being pushed by the record company as the new Bob Dylan. Undaunted, Springsteen and his backing group, the E Street Band, garnered strength through live performance, and although his second album also failed to excite record buyers in vast numbers, influential music critics were sitting up and taking notice. Famously, Rolling Stone’s Jon Landau went so far as to declare after watching Springsteen play a club date in Cambridge, Massachusetts, ‘I saw rock and roll’s future - and its name is Bruce Springsteen’. With that kind of endorsement, it was hardly surprising that Springsteen’s third album, Born To Run, should land with a gigantic splash.

Swept up with the euphoric buzz surrounding Springsteen’s very name, Jon instantly added Born To Run to his record collection, and played the album until the grooves on the vinyl practically disappeared. Springsteen indisputably made a big impression on Jon, although over the years, the music press tended to inflate that influence disproportionately. Bruce Springsteen’s spiralling success certainly focused Jon’s attention now on the hotbed that was Asbury Park and satellite towns. Metaphorically, it was in the Bongiovis’ back yard. Over the next few years Jon was drawn like a magnet to  the music, energy and ambition which was awash in the area, and became a devotee of Southside Johnny and the Asbury Jukes, as well as of musician Steve Van Zandt.

By 1977, Jon was a hyped-up 15-year-old, thinking, living and breathing music 24 hours a day. His bedroom walls had vanished behind a mass of posters and pictures cut from rock magazines. His guitar playing was improving, and he had occasionally indulged in some singing lessons too. Sometimes he could afford to travel into New York City to catch a gig at, say, Madison Square Garden where he would be mesmerised by the sight of the star names in performance. Yet, as ambitious as Jon would become, at this age his aspirations were something less than to headline at such prestigious venues. He has said, ‘In my mind, I felt I was going to be a musician. I believed it.’ But years later he put his teenage dreams in context when he explained, ‘All I ever wanted to be then was an Asbury Juke. They weren’t a big band. They played regional gigs and that, to me, was being a rock star!’

Needless to say, such single-mindedness had a knock-on effect in all other areas of the teenager’s life. By now Jon attended Sayreville War Memorial High School. ‘Attended’ was the most you could say, for, while he showed up physically at the school each day, mentally and emotionally he was miles away. He must have been something of an enigma to those around him, for his personality appeared to have two co-existing sides. On the one hand, he was driven by an infectious verve for music. He looked different, too; his hair was much longer than the other boys’ and he continually wore sunglasses to school. Yet he was a loner who rarely spoke, and was given to deep introspection. Because he’d never had any interest in academic subjects or school life, he had no connection with anything everyone else around him was involved with, and this must have produced a sense of isolation. None of that mattered to Jon; he was too self-contained an individual.

Outside school, when not indulging his obsession with music, he hung out with his friends, enjoying the traditional teenage pursuits of underage drinking or riding around in cars. Jon Bon Jovi would never be a drug user but he has admitted to a very brief and mild flirtation with cannabis in his mid-teens. He reflected that at 15, ‘I was smoking dope and drinking Black Label beer down in friends’ basements.’ Camaraderie was, and has always remained, very important to Jon, and he valued these years as part of a close-knit network of local friends. Among them was Dave Sabo, later guitarist with Skid Row, who lived very close to the Bongiovis. Endlessly discussing music, Jon and Dave one day made a solemn pact that whichever one of them achieved success first, he would help the other on to the ladder. It was a promise that Jon would not forget.

In addition to his hometown buddies and beer drinking, Jon’s other extramural pursuit was now girls. He is not the first guy to allude to a sexual initiation at the hands of a much older and experienced woman, but that apart, Jon’s sights were firmly set on the nubile beauties of his own age, and as a rascally romancer must have broken a few hearts along the way. Although they had yet to refine themselves fully, Jon’s exceptional good looks, scintillating smile and twinkling clear blue eyes, gave him a head start when it came to chasing the girls. That, and his attractively assertive personality. There is a certain energy given off by someone with Jon’s high level of determination which has a pull all of its own. He would later be ruefully self-critical of his early sexual technique, but it didn’t hold him back at the time.

He was a roguish, jeans-clad, leather-jacketed, red-blooded New Jersey guy, happily on the make at home in Sayreville or out east along the sandy beaches. Those few carefree summers would stand out in his memory in more ways than one. Fondly, Jon looked back, ‘In the seventies, Asbury Park had a Ferris wheel. It had the palace and it had the boardwalk. It was a great place.’ He added sadly, ‘Now, it looks like Beirut.’

No amount of girl chasing, however, could deflect Jon from his principal passion. At 16, he began wangling his way into smoke-filled bars where he stood unobserved in the low-lit gloom, watching the acts, quietly absorbing through every pore the adrenalin-driven high of live performance. It was then only a matter of time before he felt ready to form his own band.

The first outfit Jon put together was called Raze; their debut appearance was at a talent contest held at Sayreville War Memorial High School. For their allocated three song set they performed ‘Strutter’, the 1974 single by Kiss which had failed to chart and so was probably unfamiliar to the panel of judges, the Top 20 hit of that same year, ‘Takin’ Care of Business’, by Canadian band Bachman Turner Overdrive, and the dependable standard ‘Johnny B Goode’, Chuck Berry’s most covered 1958 song. On the night, Raze failed to win anyone over, least of all Jon himself or his loyal parents. Tactfully, they took years to tell him, but that night they were quietly cringing at how bad the band was. Jon knew at this stage, though, that he was merely getting his feet wet, gathering experience.

From 1978 into the following year, Jon tried out a few scratch bands - loose informal arrangements which came and went on a short-term basis. It was performing that was important to him. He once reminisced, ‘Playing the local bar was the coolest thing in the world. Playing a college was the big time!’ Jon did play college fraternity parties but he was more interested in getting together a band with which to shine in the fabled Jersey shore clubs the Stone Pony and the Fastlane where his heroes like Southside Johnny and the Asbury Jukes played.

At this point, Jon performed cover versions of popular songs. But he sometimes itched to try out some of his original compositions. His guitar playing had become proficient enough to let him articulate his ideas. There were too few occasions, though, when a gig’s atmosphere would allow him  to slip in one of his own songs, and so he could not yet gauge whether he had any talent as a lyricist.

The name of the game was to stay in the swim. Jon’s policy was to nail every booking he could, to play local support to whichever artiste was passing through the string of east coast clubs. He knew that the better the band he could form around him, the better chance he had to develop. His chances of doing just that improved when, in 1979, he put together a ten-piece rhythm and blues band he called Atlantic City Expressway. One member was David Bryan Rashbaum, whom Jon would later call on as the first enlisted member of Bon Jovi.

Three weeks older than Jon, David was born on 7 February 1962. He lived with his family in Edison, near to Jon’s birthplace of Perth Amboy. Although an extremely talented classical pianist, he had deviated from that path after seeing the progressive rock band Yes, and had designs on becoming a rock keyboard player. David Rashbaum attended a different high school to Jon, but their paths had been crossing regularly in the last year on the local music circuit. They shared a love of the hectic, high-energy club scene. ‘If you weren’t actually playing, you jammed with someone else. But you were always in there,’ recalled David.

For Jon it was a melting pot filled with an enormous sense of camaraderie, of common purpose, and was incredibly stimulating because of the kaleidoscope of musical styles and musicians who congregated to watch a show as well as to generously share the limited stage space. In clubs crammed with upwards of 100 people, it was inevitably a sweaty, near claustrophobic experience. But far from having a suffocating effect, the hothouse atmosphere bred an even stronger will in Jon to succeed. It was a tough environment in which to cut his musical teeth. The critical audiences, used to a high standard of entertainment, took no prisoners. From the moment a band took the stage they had to be good or they risked being crucified. Southside Johnny summed it up  bluntly when he said, ‘If you didn’t go up on stage to kick ass, you got your ass kicked.’

On the face of it, the money on offer for each gig might have sounded alright at $100 in 1979. But by the time it was split equally between all ten members of Atlantic City Expressway, each one was really playing for loose change, particularly since they had to travel miles to get to and from Asbury Park. In this sense David Rashbaum was able to help the band out by co-opting the use of his father’s works van in the evenings.

By playing so regularly, Atlantic City Expressway began gaining in strength and local popularity. With his thick hair waving down on to his shoulders and his slender build, Jon’s attraction as a frontman was becoming obvious, too. But for many it was more the white-hot ambition radiating from the teenager and the commitment to what he was doing that left its mark. Although Jon would not know it for years to come, his hero Southside Johnny was now busy admiring him. It was a switch-around that led the older musician to state later that no matter how many guys were on the stage, regardless of what was happening, Jon was always the one the eye was irresistibly drawn to.

Jon’s devotion to music led to him playing gigs to all hours of the morning, practically every morning. He would hang out in bars until 3.00 a.m., trundle home and still have to roll up at school by 8.00 a.m. He was playing in bars he wasn’t legally old enough even to be in yet. But his parents saw this unusual lifestyle for a 17-year-old as further evidence of his determination to make his way in life through music and they were liberal enough not to try to put a leash on him. There was at least a comfort in knowing where he was. But primarily, they understood and applauded his drive. Carol Bongiovi remembered that on the day Jon announced to his family that he was going to be a rock star, his father immediately told him, ‘Go for it!’ It was a positive attitude which had a lasting influence on Jon.

At the same time though, Jon was causing his already frustrated teachers some new degree of consternation when in the middle of lessons he would, unsurprisingly, often fall asleep with his head on his desk. When he did manage to keep his eyelids open, he was counting the hours until he would be free to get out of school and into band rehearsal. There was no mystery as to where the nerve centre of his life lay.

His band’s burgeoning local reputation was never more enhanced than when one night New Jersey’s latest superstar, Bruce Springsteen, dropped by to see Atlantic City Expressway play at the legendary Fastlane. As was Springsteen’s wont, he suddenly got up on stage beside Jon and joined in. This wasn’t an isolated occasion - it would happen time and again. Jon and Bruce would jam on old rhythm and blues songs, and cover versions, and even rattle through a few of Springsteen’s own compositions. But where Jon’s friend Dave Sabo would remain blown away for years by the sheer memory of such events, Jon was less excitable. He thoroughly enjoyed it when Springsteen would bound up on stage beside him, and he would always consider that the star had shown him valuable encouragement. Jon has remarked that Springsteen definitely contributed to his becoming a star in his own right.

But, from the start, there was too bright a light burning within Jon for him to be in anybody’s shadow. Jon had no intention of ever being the ‘new anybody’. He was determined to make it as himself. Nor was he going to sit back and wait for life’s opportunities to wash up at his feet. His philosophy was to go out there and actively hunt them down. He was willing to work himself and his band to the bone to find that break. With Bon Jovi years later, he would be exactly the same. At least one Atlantic City Expressway band member recognised the unusual degree of tenacity in their frontman. David Rashbaum later described how exciting Jon was to watch in live performance in these raw early days. ‘If there is such a thing as star quality, then this guy has it all,’ he declared.

How much of that raw electric spark was nervous adrenalin, despite the degree of arrogance that can only come with the fearlessness of youth, is anyone’s guess, but few could have matched Jon’s focus right then as he concentrated on honing his craft. Off stage he was just as avid in his determination to learn from people who had been on even the fringes of the music business. School was a distracting obligation that got in the way of performing. His real education came from talking to performers in the Fastlane, the Stone Pony et al. He was also busily sculpting his fledgling talent as a lyricist. Being a cover band had no future, and having songs written for him didn’t appeal. Jon would go on largely to collaborate on songwriting, but at this stage he composed alone. He still infiltrated his own material into the band’s song sets of cover versions, but it remained hard to foist original compositions on audiences easily critical of the unfamiliar. It was, though, a useful barometer as to what - to his own ears - worked, and what missed the mark completely.

In many ways 1979 was an unforgettable year for Jon. Looking back, he has fond memories of the full, chaotic and hyper existence he enjoyed even before becoming a famous rock star. He drove a Camero, a nifty little sports car which doubled as a passion wagon and a means to get him to his bookings. One memorable night, he got caught up in racing his Camero along the open road with another motorist who, Jon assumed, was heading to the same local bar. Suddenly his high spirits were doused when his car was forced to a halt by a team of New Jersey state troopers. Seconds later, the driver’s door was yanked open and Jon alarmingly found a gun pointed at his temple. It seemed an extreme reaction to his speeding, he thought, until he discovered that he had inadvertently engaged in a car race with an unmarked vehicle in which state troopers were transporting a prisoner between two jails. The dramatic situation simmered down quickly enough when the cops realised that Jon was no threat. His natural charisma came in handy in placating the officers, to the  extent that he invited them to that night’s gig, and once off-duty they did just that.

Away from music, the most important personal turning point for Jon happened at school where he began making a special point of staying awake in history class; sitting next to him now was a dark-haired dazzler named Dorothea Hurley. With her long hair and strong eyes set in an oval-shaped face, she was attractively independent-minded too. Jon recognised in her a fellow rebel in her own quiet way, and he was instantly besotted. He recalled, ‘She was the be-all and end-all for me - the cool girl in class, the one who would always arrive late’. The snag was that she turned out to be dating one of Jon’s friends. The boyfriend went off to enlist in the navy, however, leaving the field clear for Jon. He couldn’t understand why he had never noticed that this girl was in his grade before. He began by surreptitiously cadging her help with some test questions; this led to small talk and it developed from there.

Having previously enjoyed raiding the local maidenly preserves, Jon now fell head over heels in love for the first time. Dorothea Hurley came to feel the same about the vibrant, unusually driven 17-year-old. Jon was quiet, different to the other, overly macho types. They became high school sweethearts, a very attractive couple who would skip their high school prom for listening to music down by the night shore.

This shift was not the only change in his life, however. Jon began to feel that, exciting as Atlantic City Expressway had been, the band’s days were numbered. He and the other nine members were coming to that crossroads in life where individual futures lie in different directions. Many a potentially successful band has splintered at the point where key personnel go off to university. David Rashbaum’s classical piano skills were just too good to squander. At this stage he decided to walk away from plans to play in a rock band and headed for New York City, where he had been  accepted as a student at the prestigious Juilliard School of Music.

Jon, too, now left Atlantic City Expressway, although his academic life ceased when he left high school. Work prospects in Sayreville for the unacademic were fairly depressing. A paint factory and a brick-making factory were the town’s two major employers. Traditionally, the only way out of being sucked into the manual labour market, of having the chance to see anything of the world beyond industrial New Jersey, lay in joining the US Navy. None of these options inspired Jon.

Unsurprisingly, given his myopic focus thus far on his lodestar, he saw music as his way out. His aspirations had mushroomed beyond playing in regional clubs, although he did continue for a while to play the local pub circuit when he joined a band called the Rest, in which he sang and played electric guitar. But it would prove to be a short-term gig for him.

As Jon neared the end of his last year at school he was hungry to forge himself a bright future. He also had a deep reservoir of resilience. If others outside his close family circle found his fanaticism hard to comprehend, it was very straightforward to Jon. He wanted to be a major rock star and he was going to do whatever was necessary to achieve that goal. He has called it having blind faith in himself. One thing was already abundantly clear. However long it took him, ultimately he would succeed, for despite his youth he was already a distinctly hard man to keep down.




CHAPTER 2

A Relentless Driving Force


IT DID NOT TAKE LONG for Jon Bon Jovi, now 18 and out of school, to follow David Rashbaum’s example and head to New York City. There, he started work at Power Station recording studio in downtown Manhattan. This prestigious facility, where several top stars had recorded major albums, was co-owned by Jon’s father’s cousin, Tony Bongiovi. In his line of work, Tony was naturally always interested in where tomorrow’s talent might spring from. So when he learned from John and Carol that their eldest son had determined ambitions in his field, he was intrigued enough to come to the Jersey music scene that summer to see the teenager play live.

At that point, Jon was coming to the end of his six-month stint in the Rest, and on the strength of observing him for one pub performance, Tony Bongiovi reckoned that he saw something worthwhile. He later recalled of Jon on stage that night, ‘There was a magic there.’ Even so, it was Jon who rang Tony soon after and asked if he could come and work at Power Station. Unfortunately, in under five years’ time, the relatives would end up embroiled in a legal dispute over the extent to which Tony Bongiovi assisted Jon’s career. That long-running sore lay in the future,  however. In September 1980 Jon was only too thrilled that Tony said yes.

Jon’s duties at Power Station amounted to those of a general errand boy. He swept floors, made coffee, went to the bank, placed bets for people and fetched hot snacks for hungry clientele. It was menial work that paid around $50 a week, but Jon was in his element. He did not mind running out for beer for David Bowie. He liked getting to work in time to collide with Mick Jagger arriving at the studio. And as a young guy pushing a broom, he manfully overlooked it when the odd, less even-tempered, diva would be unnecessarily bitchy to him. A few years down the track Jon insisted, ‘It was great experience for teaching me how to treat being a star.’

Being at Power Station studio not only gave Jon a great first-hand opportunity to see the process of recording hit albums; he was also able to record demos of his own compositions. This mattered to him a great deal more than did nodding at celebrities in the corridors. He aimed to make joining their ranks a reality and, to this end, over the next two years he would write, record and produce scores of demonstration discs.

As a ‘nobody’ Jon had to make his demos on downtime - odd hours of the early morning when no one else required the facilities. He would be charged for the studio time, which often racked up to more money than he could comfortably afford on his wages, even though his salary did gradually increase. When he did run up a tab for these sessions, Jon tried not to worry too much about it. Making demos was essential if he was going to make the most of being at Power Station studio.

At this stage, Jon had no band. He threw his all into songwriting. He would finish his working day, then sit somewhere in the building writing lyrics, deep in concentration for hours on end while waiting for the chance to cut his next demo. He would mostly accompany himself, unless he could rope in any willing session guy still hanging  around the place. Eager for a sounding board, Jon would play back his work for anyone who was prowling about the studio at 4.00 a.m. Any crumb of encouragement thrown benevolently at him was pounced upon. It was welcome nourishment. Even with his rubber-ball resilience, it could sometimes be hard maintaining super-high confidence levels as the months rolled out. Especially when by day the constant traffic of established stars at work graphically highlighted the enormous gulf which lay between where he was and where he wanted to be.

He had entered an extremely intense time in his young life when maintaining motivation was vital, despite the fact that his high creative productivity was going thoroughly unrewarded. It was difficult for him in other respects too, for he had been thrust into an entirely alien environment. Till now, even if he was jamming most nights in smoky east coast New Jersey clubs till near dawn, he had always wound his way home afterwards, if only for a couple of hours sleep. Now, things were very different.

Although Sayreville was not many miles away from New York, the very nature of Jon’s lifestyle meant that he mainly stayed over in the city. Frequently, he literally found a floor to kip on at the recording studio. Other times, he stayed at Tony Bongiovi’s apartment. His bed was a pull-out couch, but he would have to make himself scarce if his cousin was entertaining a lady friend. On those occasions, to give Tony privacy, Jon’s choice was to vanish discreetly into a back room which had no bed, or to take himself off into the night to wander the mean streets of New York City. He was consequently often lonely during this period. He had no real acquaintances there except his cousin, and many a night he would get out of the cold by huddling down in some cinema seat alone, not taking much interest in the movie on screen. Walking the late night streets he would see so many guys his own age staggering about drunk, getting into fights or being sick in alleyways, and he knew that, by contrast, he was very  different. He would feed on that fact, just as he would become fired up about his latest idea for a song. Yet he acknowledged much later that it was still hard, having truly no idea of where his future lay.

It must also have been hard to maintain his relationship with Dorothea Hurley, who continued to live at home with her parents in New Jersey. But they managed to stay committed to one another. It helped that Jon sometimes commuted between New York City and home, allowing the couple to get together. Even so, his frame of mind was often clearly coloured by the light in which he viewed his career prospects. His brother Anthony vividly recalled Jon paying some home visits when he obviously felt downbeat about his lack of progress. On the other hand, his dad, John, can testify to his son’s unwavering obsession with songwriting. Not only did Jon scribble incessantly on notepads during the bus journeys to and fro, he even penned partial songs on his home bedroom walls.

What spare time Jon had for these trips began to shrink as he put together a new band. The line-up was inevitably pretty fluid, with constant personnel changes. The only permanent thing about it was the name Jon gave it - the Lechers. It was, essentially, a vehicle through which Jon could satisfy his need to be playing live, and it also gave him an outlet to try out his own songs. During the early 1980s Jon began playing clubs around Manhattan and Brooklyn, but he was often acutely aware of the shortcomings of his scratch band. When the Lechers inevitably faded away, the next band he put together appeared to have more substance.

He called this the Wild Ones; the big difference this time around was that two of its members were Jon’s friends. His hometown mate Dave Sabo joined him, playing guitar. And notably, David Rashbaum, still studying classical music at the Juilliard School of Music, had begun turning his mind again towards rock. He agreed, therefore, to bring his considerable talent back to the fold. Gig-wise, the Wild Ones  were consequently much more capable. They received a boost when Southside Johnny extended a helping hand to Jon by offering him the support slot on some gigs he and the Asbury Jukes were about to embark upon. By this time, Southside Johnny and the Asbury Jukes had racked up five albums, and Jon saw this generous leg-up for what it was - a chance to impinge on the east coast music scene in his biggest way yet, playing to much larger audiences. The exposure and the experience could only be good.

Inspiration also came from seeing new bands break in. Like many others at grass roots level in America, Jon was now taking notice of U2 - the latest band from across the pond to be playing their first US gigs. Fronted by singer/songwriter Bono, U2 had emerged from the aggressive nihilistic punk rock era. But while the band agreed with the principle of individualism, they flatly rejected the violence that was inextricably associated with punk. Instead, U2 strove to create an aura of hope. In the prevailing climate of mass unemployment and fast-spreading disillusionment in British society, Bono had declared that far from letting negativity take hold, U2’s music was meant to be about getting up and doing something about it - uplifting sentiments which were mirrored exactly in Jon Bon Jovi’s young heart.

Jon got the chance to see U2 in performance when the four-piece played a selection of club dates on America’s eastern seaboard at the tail end of 1980. The resounding shouts for encores energised the newly launched recording stars busy playing out of their skins, and they pumped up a future rock star in the audience, who left that night eager to press his nose back to the grindstone. Such nights as those helped Jon to believe that he was right not to give up doing the soul-destroying round of the record companies, hoping to get remorselessly-pestered A&R guys to listen to his growing pile of demo tapes. Instead of posting tapes in, Jon felt that presenting them in person was the answer. But his persuasive  charisma would only get him so far. It was clear that he was not yet armed with his best shot.
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