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PROLOGUE


Thursday, May 11, 2000. I could hear a police car siren from a few streets over; the familiar whine no longer raised an eyebrow as it faded into Boston’s Mission Hill neighborhood where I lived. In the 1980s and ’90s, the three-quarters-of-a-square-mile area was grittier than it is today; its nickname, “Mission Kill,” was well earned back then, primarily due to drug- and gang-related violence. It was most notorious for the 1989 Carol Stuart murder, a crime that gained national attention when Charles Stuart shot his white pregnant wife in their car before shooting himself in the stomach, blaming a fictional, unknown African American assailant who had allegedly tried to rob them. Carol later died at the hospital, which prompted a citywide search for a Black man who didn’t exist and led to rising racial tensions. The murder was an attempt to cash in on a life-insurance policy, and Charles eventually jumped from the Tobin Bridge into the dark waters of the Mystic River in an early-morning suicide. While the original account of the assault on the couple had been made up, crime in Mission Hill was a genuine issue and initially lent credibility to his story, as the city saw a high of 152 murders the same year he took his own life. By 1999, murders in Boston had dropped to a reportedly historic low of only 31 after the city made significant efforts to increase neighborhood policing.


It was late that night, and I was in bed beside Elisabeth, whom I’d recently started dating. She was a petite dark-haired woman with more tattoos than I had. We’d been introduced to each other at a punk-rock show by a mutual friend months earlier and had hit it off. Her apartment was five minutes away from mine, and I was staying there more often. My place had a cluttered warehouse feel, with art supplies and brown cardboard boxes stacked to the ceiling on industrial steel shelves—the kind you get at a home improvement store. My bed was the bottom half of a wooden bunk I’d had since I was a kid. The apartment was in a narrow town house overrun by skateboarders, punk-music fans, and empty beer cans. Someone was always up, and something was always happening into the early morning. Conversely, Elisabeth shared a much quieter apartment with two other professional women and had a bathroom with a reliable supply of toilet paper.


My cell phone vibrated from under the covers. I felt around in the dark, trying to find it before it sent the call to voicemail. It was my first mobile phone and I’d carefully placed it on the bed, yet it had been pushed out of reach.


“Hello?” I answered as I sat up in bed.


“Want to make some money?” my friend Matt blurted out.


“Always,” I said with a laugh as I listened to him give his best pitch about what our group of friends was up to and why he was calling. After a moment of consideration, I responded. “Are you serious? Yeah, sure, fuck it. I’ll head over.”


“Who was that?” Elisabeth asked. I swung my legs over the side of her bed and turned the knob on the lamp on her dresser, waiting a moment for my eyes to adjust to the sudden brightness before finding my jeans on the floor. I pulled the dark denim over my legs and explained what I’d just agreed to do.


“That was Galle,” I said, referring to Matt by his more frequently used last name. “The guys want to see a fight, and they’ve got $500 for the winner, so I volunteered.”


It was an opportunity conceived from sheer boredom. Friends had pooled enough prize money to convince two of us to punch each other repeatedly for it—winner takes all. The first to accept the challenge was Davey, a new face in the neighborhood. He gave off a younger-brother vibe and was down to do anything, especially when money was involved. I’d later learn that Galle had initially agreed to the fight but had backed out, so he’d been tasked with finding someone to take his place. For that kind of money, I was willing.


Elisabeth sat there in apparent unease as she took in the details. Her furrowed brow told me she was uncomfortable with my leaving under these circumstances.


“Wait, you’re going to fight someone for money?” She stared at me in disbelief as I stood up.


“Yeah, but I’ll need to win if I want to keep it,” I replied, unaware this was being interpreted as a relationship red flag. I smiled as I slipped out the door and said, “Don’t worry, I’ll be right back.”


I descended the wooden front-porch stairs and began my late-night trek across Mission Hill to Galle’s apartment. The neighborhood wasn’t exceptionally well lit: every block, a lone streetlamp cast its dim light on a small stretch of sidewalk. I startled a skunk inside a knocked-over garbage can, causing it to shuffle toward the darkness between the row houses. A police car drove past me slowly but continued down the road ahead. Music and loud voices emanated from a party inside an apartment nearby; a party was always happening somewhere on Mission Hill.


As I walked to Galle’s place, I began to second-guess myself. I wasn’t exactly the “get in the ring” type like a few of the guys I hung out with. Most of the fights I’d been in had been spontaneous—the kind you didn’t have time to think about beforehand—and were usually over as quickly as they started. My friend Rod, though, who was likely the mastermind behind this prizefight, was known to pull his shirt off over his head at the slightest provocation, ready to start swinging. That wasn’t my vibe, and the last time I’d met up with someone to square off was a middle-school fistfight in a neighbor’s backyard a decade earlier. What if this didn’t go my way? I wouldn’t be able to live it down.


Despite my concern, my gut said this wouldn’t be a fair fight for Davey. I had a few inches on him, but I also figured I needed the money more than he did. And unless he secretly knew jujitsu or some other martial art, I knew I’d walk home $500 richer.


I jogged up the stairs and entered the second floor of Galle’s Cherokee Street apartment, where there was a flurry of activity. It was late, but not for these guys, and the excitement was palpable. I was greeted with a few high-fives in the narrow hallway. “Let’s all go to the Sketchy Lot,” shouted Tony Pops, referring to the old parking lot down the street.


“A cop passed me on my way over; we might want to keep this indoors, maybe head to the basement,” I said.


“Naw, this shit’s going out to the Sketchy Lot, dude,” replied Derek Wentz, a Southern California transplant who someone had nicknamed Rusty because he looked like the youngest Griswold in the movie National Lampoon’s Vacation. He carried a video camera; they wouldn’t miss the chance to document this. We walked in a single file down the stairwell, spilled out into the night, turned the corner onto Pontiac Street, and scoped out the scene.


“Shouldn’t they fight on grass?” asked Galle.


“At least dirt,” responded Rusty, laughing.


As we approached the lot, our friend Worm pointed at a corner of it and exclaimed, “Right there is the fight zone.”


Friends first called him Perm because he’d once sported curly hair. Then someone started calling him Worm the Perm, and soon after, it became just Worm. Worm was a hustler with a reputation for doing anything for money, like scalping bootleg concert tickets at music festivals and selling counterfeit VHS tapes of new movies off folding tables on the sidewalk. None of us had jobs that paid well, so we all needed side hustles, but for Worm, the side hustles were his job.


We settled on a section of the lot with a partially obstructed view from the road thanks to a shoulder-high stone wall. Yells of excitement led to pleas for quiet after Worm shoved Davey toward me as a van slowly drove by. We didn’t want to blow up our spot before things got started.


I could see the Sketchy Lot from the steps of my first apartment in Boston and had walked past it hundreds of times in the two years I had lived in the neighborhood. It stretched about a half-block down the street and had earned its nickname because it looked like it was from an episode of Life After People, the TV series that chronicled how things would deteriorate in the decades after people vanished from Earth. The crumbling asphalt had long blades of grass and weeds growing through the cracks. A steep granite wall bordered the lot, unevenly spray-painted with layers of graffiti tags along the rocky edge. It was a terrible spot to park a car—likely why it was usually empty—but as far as places to fight someone at one in the morning went, it looked pretty good. Everyone stood around us in anticipation, hoping we’d give them a good show.


Davey and I squared up in the middle of a roughly horseshoe-shaped outline of our friends. He’d removed his shirt and was swinging his arms inward as he loosened up. The Mission Hill Basilica’s twin church spires were darkly silhouetted before Boston’s nighttime skyline. They towered just behind us, more than two hundred feet in the air, a crucifix glowing brightly on each, and on the horizon behind them in the distance, the light on the top of the Prudential Center building blinked.


“Is kicking allowed?” Galle asked.


“No rules,” Worm replied.


“Who’s got the video camera?” Jamey chimed in.


“I do, dickhead!” responded Rusty.


I smiled at Davey and casually asked, “What’s going on, dude?” as we slowly began circling each other in front of the rock wall at the edge of the lot.


“C’mon, guys, yeah!” shouted Rusty as he pointed the camera toward us. “Let’s do this shit!”


I raised my fists up in front of my face as our crew of friends shouted our names, offering us both words of encouragement. I tried to focus on my opponent, but I was also imagining the stack of cash I would be shoving into my pocket should I end up beating his ass. I was always down to make a buck. At thirteen years of age I had placed flyers for “Chris’s Helping Hands” in my neighbors’ mailboxes, offering to cut lawns and clean out garages. That drive to earn money grew stronger, and now in my early twenties, I was making sure to still use my hands to grab every dollar I could.















CHAPTER 1


The Curse of the Bambino


If you walked by fenway park, the historic home field of the Boston Red Sox baseball team, on a summer evening in 1999 when a game was happening, you’d hear tens of thousands of people chanting in unison, “Yankees suck! Yankees suck!”


It was the most heard phrase in Boston that summer, and whenever fans started chanting it from the bleachers, everyone inside Fenway Park joined in. The New York Yankees, longtime rivals of the Red Sox, had won two of the last three World Series championships, and people in Boston despised both the team and their fans. The chant was a unifying mantra that brought every Sox fan together, if only for a few choruses. It let them express their mutual disdain for the team that had bested the Red Sox for so many years. By the time I heard it, generations of fans had chanted it. It always started as a handful of people and built up to an overwhelming roar as thousands joined in.


The reality, though, was that the Yankees didn’t suck. Not even a little bit. Over the past century they’d won baseball’s top trophy a league-leading twenty-four times, while the Red Sox had earned just five. Starting with the first World Series in 1903, Boston’s early-twentieth-century winning streak was short-lived, leading to one of the most prolonged championship droughts in professional sports. The most recent Red Sox victory had been in 1918, during the final months of the First World War and a year before the team’s cash-strapped owner sold future Hall of Famer George Herman “Babe” Ruth—a.k.a. the Bambino—to the Yankees. It was a transaction that distressed Boston fans at the time because Babe Ruth, as he was known, was the superstar of his day. The winning abruptly ceased, and the Red Sox were said to have fallen under the Curse of the Bambino, a superstition that was blamed for every mishap in the eight decades since the Red Sox last won a World Series.


Before the Babe Ruth trade, the Yankees had yet to even make it to the World Series, much less win. In the years after, they dominated the league. Cemeteries in Massachusetts filled with fans who went to their graves never having seen the Red Sox go all the way. The team perfected the art of losing dramatically when it counted the most. Years of watching the Yankees advance to the World Series and win it all created a deep-seated resentment from Boston fans who didn’t like the rival team, their deep-pocketed owners, or the smugness of their fans. Chanting “Yankees suck” with thousands of others was a cathartic way of saying fuck you to all of them.


The chant was inescapable when the Yankees were in town, but it broke out at some point during every game in Boston, whether New York was even playing or not. When another team visited with fans who also hated the Yankees, it was twice as loud. That was the thing: hating the Yankees wasn’t exclusive to Sox fans—it was especially vigorous in Boston, because the two teams duked it out regularly in the American League (AL) division, playing each other sixteen or more times per season, but the sentiment extended nationwide. And it wasn’t limited to games; you would also hear “Yankees suck” chants at concerts, outdoor events, and even wedding receptions around Massachusetts. In most cities, fans simply rooted for their hometown team. In Boston, hating the Yankees was just as much a part of a fan’s identity as supporting the Red Sox.


With few exceptions over the years, Boston hadn’t been very competitive, while the Yankees making it to the World Series was essentially guaranteed. During a handful of seasons, the Sox looked promising, but then, by the last stretch of regular-season games in September, they’d shit the bed. The year 1978 should have been their time: the Red Sox peaked that summer with fourteen and a half wins ahead of the Yankees. Instead, the lead was whittled away during the season’s final months, ending with what went on to be known as the four-game Boston Massacre series. The Yankees won them all, sweeping the Red Sox, forcing a tie in the American League East division. Both teams had finished the season with ninety-nine wins and sixty-three losses, so Fenway Park hosted a chance to break the tie. Heartbreak came in the form of a three-run homer from Yankees shortstop Bucky Dent, who, at the top of the seventh inning, sent the ball over the fabled left-field scoreboard wall known as the Green Monster, taking a two-run Red Sox advantage and giving New York a 3–2 lead. The Yankees went on to win the World Series again. An entire generation of Red Sox fans still curse Bucky Dent’s name.


The Red Sox wouldn’t make it to the World Series again until 1986, and as a young fan I hung on to every win, a Sox hat perched backward on my head at all times that season. The Angels almost eliminated the Sox in the best-of-seven American League Championship Series (ALCS) that year, but Boston returned from a 3–1 deficit to advance after winning Game Seven. They kept their streak going by taking the first two World Series games from the New York Mets down in Queens, New York, which improved Boston’s odds of winning it all, as they returned home for the next three games. The Mets won Games Four and Five to even the series, but the 1986 Red Sox team would go on to be remembered most for the ground ball that went through first baseman Bill Buckner’s legs in Game Six. It should have been an easy out and a win closer to a long-awaited World Series victory for the Red Sox. Instead, it let the Mets continue to fight it out for an extra-innings triumph, allowing them the chance to win it all the following day, collectively breaking the hearts and wills of Red Sox fans everywhere. And that was it—their last trip to the World Series. The Red Sox had mainly unremarkable seasons throughout the 1990s, while the Yankees continued to come out on top, rubbing salt in the wounds of Boston fans almost annually.


“Yankees suck” chants may be synonymous with Boston, but New Yorkers were the ones that started the first “sucks” chants from the grandstands in 1977 when fans insulted the Red Sox by yelling “Boston sucks” as the Sox competed with the Yankees in a particularly contentious pennant race. T-shirts with that phrase followed during the 1978 season, created by an entrepreneurial Yankees fan named Joe Schatzle Jr. Joe first started peddling “I Love NY” tees along Fifth Avenue to tourists in New York City, and his instantly popular “Boston Sucks” T-shirts inspired more chants at Yankee Stadium and even raunchier apparel. In an October 1978 Boston Globe article titled “Sox, Yankee Fans Taking Turn for Worse,” celebrated sportswriter Peter Gammons described Yankee Stadium by saying, “You can purchase any kind of ‘Sucks’ t-shirt you want. There are shirts describing what things Red Sox players can do to each other. Shirts that find ten different ways to make Carlton Fisk refuse to allow his wife and kids [to] travel south of Bridgeport.” Gammons questioned if the vulgarity had been inspired by “Punk-Chic.” In another Globe article only weeks earlier, Gammons noted, “What Brooks Brothers button-downs are to [famed Harvard University society] the Porcellian Club, ‘Boston Sucks’ tee-shirts are to Yankee Stadium.”


Boston fans fed the rivalry with “Damn Yankees,” “Certified Yankee Hater,” and “New York Bites” shirts being sold on the streets around Fenway Park. The latter two gained national attention from a cover story in the premiere issue of Newsweek-backed Inside Sports magazine in 1979. The shirts had been sold for several seasons off a rack on the street by a pair of enterprising women—best friends Irene Dondley and Debbie Brooks—to people headed into the game. These two women helped establish the market in Boston for rivalry-inspired apparel, allowing fans to express their true feelings in ways that weren’t possible from the official team souvenir stores.


The hawking of products around Fenway Park was, and continues to be, a time-honored tradition for street-level entrepreneurs and people willing to hustle. There are a lot of opportunities when thirty-eight thousand people gather in one place eighty-one times a year. Hours before game time, vendors began lining up in the streets and sidewalks around the stadium—peanuts and sausages from carts, souvenirs and sunglasses off folding tables. During the Boston Massacre series in ’78, Joe Schatzle Jr. decided to play both sides of the rivalry. He printed twelve hundred of the first “Yankees Suck” tees before driving north to Fenway with three friends to help sell them. An instant hit, the shirts sold out before the fourth and final game. Despite their widespread availability, the shirts had long since worn out of circulation before I arrived on the scene twenty years later.


In 1978, increased publicity surrounding the negative T-shirts led to a crackdown and sudden change in how the stadium coexisted with the culture of independent vendors who sold products to the crowds walking into games. The team brought a barely enforced city ordinance to the attention of the Boston police just before the home stand with the Yankees that September—one stipulating that street vendors needed to move after every sale instead of setting up shop in one location on the sidewalk. As police cleared the streets of independent sellers, officers arrested a third-generation peanut vendor whose grandfather was reportedly the first to hawk peanuts from a cart during Fenway’s inaugural 1912 season. It was seen as a cash grab by the new Red Sox ownership to limit the street-level competition with their souvenir shops. They had purchased the team a year earlier for more than $20 million, the most ever spent on a sports franchise, and they wouldn’t leave any money on the table or within reach of anyone else.


By the end of the 1990s, the hatred for the Yankees was again boiling over, and Sox fans needed help expressing their feelings when they couldn’t shout them aloud. Anyone who offered something taking the piss out of the Yankees again to Red Sox fans stood to make a lot of money.















CHAPTER 2


Scratch the Surface


i was an angsty kid with an attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) diagnosis. I channeled my energy into skateboarding and spent time with a few like-minded friends. I drank my first beers around the age of thirteen at parties thrown by older neighbors, then tried harder alcohol smuggled by friends into the woods behind our high school after class. It was typical teen-rebellion shit. Later I’d spend weekend nights with the handful of other subculture-seeking allies around campfires, taking hits of shitty weed from a pipe that someone had fashioned from an empty aluminum soda can—all while bonding over a mutual appreciation of heavy metal, punk rock, and skateboarding.


Deep Purple’s protometal album Machine Head was the first record I owned on vinyl; my cousin Bruce gave me his backup copy when I was ten. It was 1986; I lived in a Connecticut suburb, and until then, I’d listened only to pop radio. That record was my first chance to choose what I heard, and despite the grooves having been worn down before it was passed to me, I spun it repeatedly while memorizing the lyrics to songs like “Highway Star” and “Smoke on the Water.” Later, thanks to a gift certificate I’d earned after an orthodontist visit, I purchased a copy of Mötley Crüe’s Girls, Girls, Girls from a local record store. That album was my first unfiltered look at a world that moved much faster than the one I knew.


The descent into heavy-metal fandom was quick, and by age twelve, Metallica’s Garage Days Re-Revisited exposed me to the Misfits’ brand of horror punk with their covers of the songs “Last Caress” and “Green Hell.” Thrash-metal bands with threatening names like Nuclear Assault, Anthrax, and Suicidal Tendencies followed, their loud music blaring from behind the closed door of my bedroom throughout middle school. After seeing an advertisement for the album Slowly We Rot by the death-metal band Obituary, I stole a copy from the Tape World music store in the Prudential Center mall in Boston. I was spending Thanksgiving weekend with my family in the city, and I wasn’t about to ask my Irish Catholic parents to shell out twelve dollars for a cassette with an illustration of a dead body lying in a gutter on the cover, so I stuck it under my shirt and then spent the next ten minutes hiding in the Payless shoe store next door after the security tag on it set an alarm off as I exited the store. Many of these albums had shocking, violent imagery and lyrics, which to me was great because, as a suburban teenager, I was tired of the safe, trendy bullshit that everyone I knew was into, and I wanted to be shocked. But it came with a price. People called it “kill your mother music” where I lived and labeled fans as freaks and outcasts.


By 1992, my love of metal music was eclipsed by my growing interest in hardcore punk, and friends and I started carpooling around the state to watch bands as they performed in small clubs, legion halls, and basements. To the uninitiated, hardcore-punk music has the intensity of heavy metal but is raw and stripped down like punk. The bands weren’t singing about horror and fantasy, but rather about subjects I could relate to more closely, like questioning authority, being yourself, and finding your place in the world. For less than ten bucks, you could see four or five bands perform in a tiny venue without a barrier between the stage and the people in the audience. These shows could—and still can—get out of control. Aggressive mosh pits formed, and I found myself with my back pressed against a wall, unfamiliar with what was happening. Until this point, the live music I’d witnessed had been from the comfort of a seat, hundreds of feet from the stage. I now had to watch the crowd as much as the band to avoid the unpredictable barrage of fists and feet that inevitably came my way. It wasn’t just about what happened onstage; everyone in the room became part of the experience. It was intimidating, but I was hooked.


My favorite band was Sick of It All: New York hardcore stalwarts who had made a name for themselves with their high-energy, chaotic, and often dangerous live performances. They were one of the few hardcore bands being interviewed in magazines that covered heavy metal at the time. The opening song on their first album started with the vocalist shouting, “It’s clobberin’ time,” and I loved it. Their breakout album released in 1994, Scratch the Surface, featured the lyrics: “Scratch the surface, serve a purpose / Scratch the surface, don’t waste my time.” That struck a chord with me. I may have had the slacker-skateboarder schtick down, but I wanted to do something and make a mark. That’s likely what attracted me to graffiti. High school friends and I passed around a stolen copy of the spray-paint bible Subway Art and practiced drawing our lettering in the black hardcover sketchbooks we all carried. Weekend skate sessions turned into graffiti missions, and we started painting our tag names in high-profile areas along highway overpasses. Your tag was your brand, and the point was to get it up in as many places as possible. I was obsessed, and a spray can briefly became my medium of choice. But I was also trying to finish high school and was regularly getting dragged into the principal’s office over allegations of vandalism. Late one night, I was chased away from a billboard down a steep grassy hill by antigraffiti cops on their all-terrain vehicles, evading them by hiding in pond water up to my neck on the side of a highway. Close calls like that cut my graffiti aspirations short.


I graduated with the class of ’94 and left Connecticut for Vermont to start my first year at Green Mountain College, where my interest in snowboarding commanded more attention than higher education. I had chosen a small school in a rural state because my high school guidance counselor didn’t think my short attention span would cut it at an urban university. I learned quickly that most other students spent their time in an intoxicated haze unless they were in class or on the slopes at Killington Mountain, the local ski resort.


Halfway through the first semester, I grew tired of the constant pursuit of getting fucked up. After a night of binge drinking that had me throwing up until the color drained from my face, I committed to staying sober. It was the kind of “I’ll never drink again” pledge you make after waking up with a terrible hangover and learning you had earned a new, unflattering nickname the night before. I still had more than two years before I could legally drink alcohol, but I was ready to swear it off for life. Many of my hometown friends identified as being “straight edge” by this time, avoiding drugs and alcohol altogether. I hadn’t wanted to label myself in high school, but I started to see the appeal.


Hardcore punk was music first made by teenagers, and most venues that traditionally hosted live performances sold alcohol. As a compromise with local bars to allow bands with younger members to perform and to let teenage fans in to see the bands play, black X’s were drawn on the back of their hands with a marker so the bartenders would know not to serve them. Though the original intent was to just mark the individual as underage, this ultimately helped make the letter X a symbol most identified with being straight edge. Fans voluntarily adopted this practice to show they didn’t drink or do drugs.


First-generation American hardcore band Minor Threat were only around for three years at the start of the 1980s, but their records were considered essential listening for any hardcore-punk fan. They were one of the GOATs—I’m talking Bill Russell of the 1962 Celtics and Bobby Orr of the 1970 Bruins Greatest of All Time status. Their music had become part of my teenage soundtrack, and, as it had for many, the idea of abstaining from drugs and alcohol was introduced to me by Ian MacKaye, the band’s shaved-headed and thought-provoking vocalist with the 1981 song “Straight Edge,” which inadvertently grew into a movement in the decades since, inspiring and attracting a significant following in the punk-music scene. Culturally, the narrative had been that you needed to consume alcohol and recreational drugs to relax and have fun. Ian pushed back against that mindset through his words:




I’m a person just like you


But I’ve got better things to do


Than sit around and fuck my head


Hang out with the living dead





and




Always gonna keep in touch


Never want to use a crutch


I’ve got the straight edge.





As it turned out, wanting to stay in control was a feeling that resonated with a lot of other people. That’s precisely how I was beginning to feel: I no longer wanted to accept the expectation that I needed to drink or get high to fit in. There was so much I wanted to do, and I didn’t need anything holding me back. I’d been listening to the band’s music for years. Minor Threat’s Out of Step album was practically given to you when you bought your first skateboard. As a young punk I’d been a fan of their aggressive sound; it took longer to appreciate the message in the lyrics.


I drifted away from the first people I’d met on campus in the freshman dorm and connected with two like-minded upperclassmen who were straight edge and fans of the same kind of blistering hardcore punk as I. Mark and Ned were from New York and New Jersey, respectively, and both had spent time going to hardcore-punk matinees at the legendary CBGB club in New York City’s Lower East Side. Finding anyone at Green Mountain into punk was rare, considering there were only five hundred students—a tiny number for a college by any metric—and most were fans of jam bands like local favorites Phish and the Grateful Dead.


After classes one afternoon, Ned and I hung out with Mark in his off-campus apartment, just a few blocks from the college. The wooden stairs that led to his second-story porch were just behind the gas station that had recently replaced one of their windows after my first roommate had drunkenly punched his hand through it. While Mark tried to kick-flip a wheelless skateboard deck on the carpeted floor of his living room, I sat in front of his record player and flipped through one of the boxes of records sitting beneath it. That was one of the first things a music fan did when they visited someone else’s dorm room or apartment; you looked through their record collection to see what kind of bands they were into. I pulled out Mark’s copy of the Unbroken and Groundwork “split” record. Split records featured a different band on each side, which was a good way to tap into two growing audiences. Often called 45s, they were the type of smaller records you might have seen in an old-school jukebox. They can hold a few songs and in the 1980s had become popular with the hardcore-punk bands I liked because they were relatively cheap to make. This particular record had a Xerox-copy cover on light-yellow paper. It didn’t look like something you’d find in a store; it looked handmade.


“I’ve got this one, but it has a blue cover,” I said as I held it up, flipping it over to inspect the back of the record. I’d bought my copy from someone selling records out of a box at the back of a venue.


“My friend’s brother put that out; his label is Bloodlink Records,” Mark replied, referring to the logo on the back of the record. “The real covers took forever to arrive, so they kept making their own at Kinko’s.” Ah, Kinko’s, the nationwide strip-mall copy center that was later bought out, becoming FedEx Office. Every punk had a friend that worked at one, and that’s where they got a free hookup to print their flyers to promote live gigs. Knowing my interest in getting more involved in the punk scene, he asked, “Hey, have you ever thought of doing that? Releasing a record?”


I hadn’t. It was now early 1995, and while many of my friends were starting bands, I’d never learned to play an instrument. Going back to elementary school, I’d been one of the art kids, so I helped my friends design demo tapes and merchandise. Contributing that way had been cool, but making a record intrigued me because I loved listening to and collecting vinyl.


In the early nineties, demand for vinyl records was fading among mainstream music fans, and most record stores had cleared their shelves of vinyl to make space for so-called superior-sounding CDs. Still, record-pressing plants stayed in business by manufacturing hip-hop and punk-rock records for indie-music entrepreneurs, a few hundred to a thousand copies at a time. Within the hardcore-punk scene, vinyl remained the preferred format with which fans curated their music collections. And making a record wasn’t just the territory of the major labels; anyone could do it, even a teenage punk fan like myself, once they learned how.


“I wouldn’t even know where to start,” I replied as I slid the record back where I’d found it. Despite not knowing the first thing about how to make a record, I was eager to follow in the footsteps of those before me who had taken matters into their own hands, documenting their favorite unknown band with the most limited of resources. My small college town was more than an hour away from any venue whose stage welcomed the kind of bands I liked. I needed something that connected me to my hometown scene, so maybe this was it. I was interested but couldn’t wrap my head around it, so Mark offered to connect me with Scott Beibin, the guy who ran Bloodlink.


I was familiar with Scott’s label; a handful of Bloodlink’s singles were in the milk crates that held my record collection. Mark gave me a piece of paper with Scott’s home phone number in Philadelphia, and I planned to call him from the pay phone in my dorm hall, but long-distance calls in the mid-’90s were prohibitively expensive. My primary means of communication with people from out of state until then had been writing letters, rarely using the phone to talk to anyone outside my town. If you needed to, you made those calls late in the evening, when rates were lower, or on Sunday nights, when they were the cheapest. Talking on the phone to someone in a different state was a luxury reserved for people who didn’t need to ask how much things cost. And when you did make a long-distance call, you were aware of every minute that passed. Because of that, when I was a kid, my parents often sat at the kitchen table and spoke into a tape recorder about what our family had been up to. They’d trade cassettes in the mail with my grandparents; listening to those was less expensive than talking on the phone.


Thankfully, Mark shared a workaround. Everyone relied on shortcuts and hacks to help level the playing field and keep pushing the hardcore-punk subculture forward. Mark told me I could call Scott using an illegally modified RadioShack tone dialer called a red box. It allowed musicians, booking agents, and indie record-label owners to communicate with others nationwide at a length and convenience that they could not otherwise afford. Before cell phones, traveling salespeople who depended on pay phones used these handheld dialers legitimately to program the long sixteen-digit numbers of their credit cards for ease in making long-distance phone calls. Instead of pulling their credit card out and punching in all the numbers every time they picked up a phone, they could hold the dialer’s speaker up to the mouthpiece and touch a single button, which would play the preprogrammed touch tones that the number keys made.


This technology was hacked at some point when someone realized that replacing the crystal soldered inside changed the sound the dialer made to replicate the internal tones a pay phone made when coins were deposited. An effort known as phreaking, it allowed the user to make unlimited free phone calls, which in the mid-’90s might as well have been a superpower. The altered dialer featured three buttons that, when pushed, mimicked the sounds associated with a nickel, dime, and quarter. You dialed the phone number, and a recording told you how much to deposit for the first few minutes. Then, you held the red box up to the mouthpiece and pressed the right buttons to trick the pay phone into thinking you’d deposited the coins, and the call went through for free.


I used Mark’s red box—which Scott himself had made—to call. While I’m sure Scott could tell I was unprepared for whatever would come next, that call proved incredibly helpful. As I leaned against the drably painted cinder-block wall of the dorm hallway next to the pay phone, he shared some tips and rattled off a list of contacts to use for manufacturing my first record as I wrote them down in a spiral notebook. Most important, his straightforward description of what to do gave me the confidence that this was something I could do myself.


I needed a name for my record label, and I settled on Bridge Nine. A bridge connects two places, a metaphor for what I was trying to do, as I now lived hours away from what had been most familiar to me. I learned there was already a label called Bridge Records, one that released classical music, so I kept thinking. On a drive to Boston for a show, I noticed the highway had a reflective numbered sign at every bridge, similar to a mile marker. I passed bridge 11, bridge 10, then bridge 9—my lucky number. I thought it had a nice ring to it, so Bridge Nine stuck.


Bridge Nine’s premiere release was a 7-inch split record. The first band I chose to work with was Tenfold, made up of friends from my high school. They had recently kicked out their singer and wanted to release something to showcase their evolving sound and feature their new vocalist, who had put down his guitar to shout into the microphone. The other band was Sum of All Fears, who’d been playing some of the same local shows with Tenfold, and the members became tight. I met them for the first time when they performed in the basement of someone’s home in the next town over from mine. The bands recorded their respective songs and gave me the tapes.


I selected a vinyl pressing plant in Nashville to manufacture the records, the same place that had pressed the first Beatles 7-inch singles in America in the early ’60s. Ten boxes of records arrived at my parents’ home during the summer of 1996, and I ordered pizza for friends who helped assemble them inside black-and-white fold-over record covers at the kitchen table. I hand-numbered the white dust sleeves to add a personal touch, coordinating the ink to match the color of the green and black vinyl records. We needed to prepare them for Tenfold’s upcoming show at the Bristol Skate Park, a dusty warehouse filled with graffiti and skateboarding punk fans where bands performed in the middle of a half-pipe.


It took almost a year to recoup the $1,500 I had spent manufacturing that first 7-inch release, money I had saved from cutting lawns and working the counter at the local video store. Still, by 1997 I was ready to release another record, a posthumous three-song EP for Tenfold after the band had unceremoniously broken up, a fate I’d learned with the rest of the audience when they announced it onstage.


Releasing one or two records a year was more of a glorified hobby than a business, but it meant the world to me. The money earned wouldn’t have covered the time I was investing, but I was creating something and connecting with people. I took out cheap little ads in fan-published photocopy and newsprint magazines known as fanzines. Because of those ads, I started exchanging handwritten letters with like-minded people from across the United States, Europe, and Asia.


Hardcore punk is a relatively small musical genre, but one with a tightly linked fan base that extends worldwide—bands have managed to tour Europe on just the strength of a demo and a good five- or six-song EP, much to the chagrin of Guitar Center employees stuck performing at the same local bars month after month. Despite being one of the hundreds of similarly sized record labels operating out of bedrooms, I had begun to tap into that audience as I sold records off my folding merch table in the back of dimly lit basements, VFW halls, and clubs.


The main objective of an indie label is to find a band you like and give them whatever you can to help them meet their potential. You put them into a studio to record their music and get their album artwork designed, and once a record is ready to be sold, you figure out how to market and distribute it. Major labels, of which there are only three (Universal, Sony, and Warner), distribute through their own sales channels. Indie labels, so-called because they are independently owned, are distributed through more unique means.


My label was literally the furthest thing from “major,” so my way of getting records into people’s hands at the time included consignment deals through a patchwork of stores and small distributors that only paid me months after they were sold. If I pressed 1,000 records, I’d give the band 150 copies, which they’d sell and pocket the money as their “cut.” I sold some of the records through the mail, but moved most of them at local shows. My earliest releases weren’t available in many stores; you had a better chance of getting a copy from me or the band directly. Distribution often involved exchanging records instead of money; I’d trade ten or twelve copies of a release to people doing the same thing as me in other cities and countries for theirs. We’d sell each other’s records to expand our respective reach, a few records at a time. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.


With Bridge Nine, finally, I had a sense of purpose and something that commanded my full attention, focusing my energy better than Prozac ever did.
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