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  Praise for Enter Night


  




  ‘Enter Night, Mick Wall’s biography of Metallica, confirms this grizzled veteran to be as engaged and waspishly authoritative a chronicler of metal’s

  most hirsute behemoths as Barry Miles has been for the Beats’


   Independent on Sunday




  ‘[A] flaming juggernaut of heavy-metal biog . . . the author writes a deceptively casual-looking, sincere but half-amused prose’







Guardian







  ‘It takes a writer of Mick Wall’s pedigree and calibre . . . to present the whole wild, wonderful and emotionally draining tale all over again and make it as consistently fascinating

  and momentous as Enter Night . . . Until they return, this is the definitive account of heavy metal’s biggest band of all’


  

  Classic Rock




  ‘Millions of words have been written on Metallica, but few journalists have been present at so many of the band’s milestones . . . [Wall’s] eye for detail

  through the early years makes the book truly enlightening in the way it captures the character of the major players’


   Rock Sound




  Praise for When Giants Walked the Earth




  ‘As well as being the most complete account yet of a great British rock band, When Giants Walked the Earth is, as its name implies, a document of a bygone age . . .

  Wall has done his subject proud’




  Sunday Times




  ‘So this is the big one: a fat, juicy biography of the biggest band ever . . . Mick Wall, the veteran rock journalist, lays it all bare in a book that can only be

  described as definitive’





   Daily Telegraph




  ‘That Wall can add so much fresh detail to the Led Zep story is in itself an extraordinary achievement. That he manages to humanise these planet-striding giants while

  doing so puts this book into the definitive category’





   Classic Rock




  ‘It deftly strikes the balance between lofty authority and finding a way to get inside the heads of its subjects’





 Guardian
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  PROLOGUE




  Just Before the Dawn




  It was cold that rotten dark morning, the temperature dropping to just below freezing as the dirty-white tour bus trundled along the old single-lane

  highway. Still only late September but in Sweden, where in summer the sun never sleeps, the nights were now growing long again. Soon the heavy snows would come and there would be twenty-four-hour

  darkness, that bleak mid-winter period when the national suicide rates went up, along with the consumption of drugs and alcohol. For now, though, the road ahead lay clear. It was cold and dark out

  there all right, but there hadn’t been rain for days, the ground beneath the spinning wheels of the vehicle dry as old bones.




  Only the driver was awake – so he later said. Everyone else – the four-man band, their tour manager, three-man backline crew – were all sleeping in the thin wooden bunks bolted

  into the sides of the bus at the back, cardboard placed over the windows to keep out the draught. The bus, an English model with the usual right-hand drive, was not ideal for long night journeys

  across non-English roads where traffic drove on the right, not the left. But both it and the driver were experienced. Unlike the young band they were carrying, they had travelled these roads many

  times before. Nothing had ever gone wrong; nothing would go wrong now, either.




  And then it did.




  They argued about it afterwards. They argue about it still, a quarter of a century later. Was there ice on the road? It was certainly cold enough, and yet there had been no rain – no snow

  or ice particles – in any of the days leading up to it. Had the driver fallen asleep then? Or was he drunk, perhaps, or stoned? If so, why did the police, who arrested

  him at the scene, later let him go, free of all charges? Could there have been something wrong with the bus? Again, forensics said no. Mechanically, when they came to examine the wreckage,

  everything checked out fine. All anyone knew for sure afterwards was that the bus got into trouble when the road took a slight left bend. The first the driver, seated on the right, knew about it

  was when he realised the bus had slipped over the hard shoulder and was headed onto the hard gravel along the side of the motorway, its right-side wheels careering over the dirt.




  Fully alert now, eyes wide open, the driver swung the steering wheel hard to the left, willing the bus back onto the road. For a moment, he thought he had it. But the back end of the bus skidded

  to its right, the huge back wheels unable to gain purchase as they now also left the road and began bumping along in the dirt. The panicking driver fought to control the situation.




  No good. People were beginning to wake at the back, falling from their bunks, crying out. The bus continued its lurching, backwards skid. Within seconds it had turned itself fully around, facing

  back the way it had come, its wheels finally stopping as they thumped sickeningly into the kerb on the opposite side of the road. There was the sound of breaking glass, more shouts and cries and

  then the most terrifying moment as it keeled over onto its side and hit the ground with a thunderous crash.




  Of the nine people onboard, two lay trapped beneath the bunks, which had collapsed on top of each other, left to right, as the bus turned over. Five sustained minor injuries – a broken

  toe, something else – and one lay dead beneath the stricken bus, his legs poking out from under its side. The driver was lucky. He would jump free with only minor cuts and bruises.




  Dawn lay just across the horizon but the hour was still dark, still freezing cold. One of the first to leap from the wreckage had been the drummer, a short skinny kid with long tea-coloured hair

  who now took off, sprinting down the road, not knowing where he was going, just that he was fucking gone, so freaked out he couldn’t even feel the pain of his broken toe,

  the smart young schemer so used to seeing round corners yet never seeing this. No way.




  Behind him came the guitar tech, a six-foot seven-inch giant of a man who had crawled from where he’d been thrown out of his collapsing bunk towards the front left exit, now a hatch in the

  ceiling through which he climbed, clothed only in his underwear, his giant’s back in agony where he had thumped it against the lip of his bunk as the crash of the bus had thrown him sideways

  and down.




  From the rear emergency exit came the singer, tall, deranged, also just in his underpants and socks, yelling and screaming, bloody of mind, followed by the guitarist, another short skinny-arsed

  figure, coughing and crying, his large dark eyes brimful of night sky and ashes. Everyone was shouting and screaming, no one knew what was going on, what to do, what was happening. It was still

  dark, freezing cold, and no one was prepared for it, for this, whatever this was. All they knew was that it was bad, fucked-up bad. Big time fucked-up bad . . .




  By the time the second tour bus carrying the rest of the crew turned up over an hour later, the first of seven ambulances had also arrived but only the tour manager seemed to know what had

  actually gone down, and he was in such shock he had no idea how to convey it to the rest of them. That, as they climbed aboard the ambulances and headed for the hospital, they would be leaving

  behind one of their own. Not just anyone, either, but the one they all felt carried with him most of the luck. The one they all cherished above the rest, above each other, that they always looked

  up to, even as they made fun of him, or chose to disregard his advice, his sense of integrity and of right and wrong, always that little bit too much for the rest, just young fucks not always into

  what was right but what was fun right now.




  The darkness lifting, grey dawn sky blurring over their heads, they climbed into the ambulances and drove off, not knowing yet that they were leaving behind not just their past but their future.

  The one they had all dreamed of and shared with each other, spoken and unspoken, right up to the moment the bus hit that invisible patch of ice, the fucking driver if not asleep then not awake

  enough to follow the bending road; the map to the treasure they all knew was theirs to share right up till the moment the devil took a hand in things and changed their lives

  for ever.




  Right up to the moment Cliff Burton, bass player, left before them, taking with him the soul of the band with the dumbest heavy metal name ever: Metallica.
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  Born to Die









  




  ONE




  THE PRINCE




  It was such a bizarre, unexpected moment that for years afterwards I wondered if it had really happened, or whether it was some sort of

  trauma-induced false memory. Yet the vision of Lars hopping on crutches towards me down the steps of the Hammersmith Odeon still remains now, despite all the days and years and lifetimes that have

  since passed between us.




  I don’t remember the gig – who it was or what it was – just that moment as he lurched down the steps at speed towards me, calling my name.




  ‘Hey, Mick, you fuck! What’s happening?’




  Its front doors bolted, the fans having long since left, I could only assume he had been malingering at the same after-show drinks thing I had, idling at the upstairs bar backstage into the

  early hours, now in search of a taxi home. Yet I had not seen him. But then the frame of mind I was in, my field of vision had been limited, tunnelled down to some wincingly sharp needlepoint

  within. It was my first outing since my mother had died a couple of weeks before. Younger than I am now, she had been struck down by cancer of the brain and the ending, although relatively sudden,

  had been preceded by extremely unkind circumstances, excruciating for her, godless to those of us in attendance.




  He was down the steps in an instant, his face close to mine. ‘Hey,’ he said. There was a brief bit of banter in which I motioned questioningly towards the crutches. ‘My

  toe,’ he said, as though it was such ancient news it barely rated a mention. I must have looked baffled. ‘I broke it.’ I stared at him. ‘In the crash,’ he added,

  impatiently.




  I was used to rock stars, even the ones who weren’t really famous yet like Lars, expecting you to know every minute detail of their working lives and to be suitably

  fascinated by them. But still . . . broken toe? Crash? What crash?




  But that wasn’t what he was interested in. What he wanted to know was: ‘So were you here for us too?’




  Again, I was baffled. He read it instantly. ‘When we played here, you dork!’ Oh . . . now I got it. Metallica had also played the Hammersmith Odeon recently. As their latest

  champion in the British rock press, it was not unreasonable for Lars to have expected me to be there for the band’s first headline appearance at a prestige venue like that. But of course I

  hadn’t. Instead I had either been at the hospital or coming home from the hospital or getting ready to go to the hospital. Either that or I had just been in hell.




  I didn’t know then, though, how to put something like that into words. I barely knew how to say it to myself, let alone someone else. I was twenty-eight and my world had simultaneously

  shrunk and expanded in ways I was struggling to grasp. He was twenty-two and not remotely interested anyway. All that mattered was Metallica, you fuck!




  ‘No,’ I said, too exhausted even to lie about it. ‘Was it good?’




  ‘What?’ he exploded. ‘Was it good? You weren’t there?’ He looked at me, disappointment flecked with anger and shock. ‘Yeah, it was fuckin’ good! You

  really missed a great fuckin’ gig! The place was sold out and the fans went crazy!’




  ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘that’s great. Sorry I missed it, man.’




  His outraged eyes studied mine. A precocious child growing rapidly into a full-on fuck of a man, Lars may have been too in love with Metallica and what it gave him when he looked in the

  mirror to see past it long enough to think seriously about almost anything else, but he was not a stupid person, and in that instant he must have gotten an inkling of something else going on in my

  face – not what exactly, just enough of something to forgive this transgression, although not enough to forget, not for the foreseeable anyway – because he changed the subject and after

  a bit more inconsequential banter he hobbled off again, still unhappy with me but not quite so offended, or so I feebly hoped. Him and his broken toe . . .




  I watched his back disappear into the night, accompanied by his minder, looking for their ride home or wherever they were going next.




  Crash, I thought, what crash?




  The first time James Hetfield met Lars Ulrich he had him pegged. ‘Rich kid,’ he said to himself. You know the type: got everything; an only child who didn’t

  know the meaning of the word ‘no’. And so he was. Born into a house as big as a castle, in the elegant town of Hellerup, the most fashionable part of the municipality of Gentofte, in

  eastern Denmark, Lars Ulrich arrived on Boxing Day, 1963. A late Christmas present for a childless couple in their mid-thirties – old, in those days, for having babies – Lars was

  regarded as special from the day he was born. It was a view he would quickly grow to share.




  His father, Torben, was a tennis-playing veteran of over a hundred Davis Cup matches – during which time he led the team to several finals – and a fully paid-up member of the

  emerging post-war jet set; his mother, Lone, a bohemian ‘den mother’ who would spend her days keeping her perpetually moving husband’s feet on the ground; or trying to. A star of

  the amateur tennis era who was already forty yet still winning Grand Slam matches when he belatedly turned professional in the late 1960s, Torben’s interests were not confined, however,

  merely to sport. With the umbrella Danish sports authority in that amateur era limiting participation in tournaments abroad to just fifty-six days per year, he had time – just – to also

  become a skilled writer for Denmark’s Politiken newspaper, a regular horn player in various jazz ensembles, and later artist, film-maker and practising Buddhist. A long-haired,

  splendidly whiskered Gandalf-like figure whose obsession with physical and mental fitness continued long after his professional sports career ended, as he recalled in a 2005 interview: ‘Maybe

  I played tennis in the afternoons, and then I would go play music at night, and then after that I had to go up to the newspaper and write reviews, and after that maybe I would go meet some of my

  friends in the morning and have breakfast, and then I had to go to band practice at noon and play tennis at 3.00. All of a sudden I hadn’t slept for three or four days.’




  His only son would also grow up bristling with round-the-clock energy; his earliest childhood memories enmeshed with his father’s ongoing obsessions and hyperactive

  lifestyle.




  ‘Up until when I started school when I was seven we would travel all over,’ Lars told me in 2009. ‘America, Europe, we went to Australia a couple times . . . We spent a winter

  in South Africa, I think, in ’66 or ’67.’ His father ‘would go out to the Australian Open in January every year. And this was back in the days when you didn’t just

  jump on [a plane]. It was like a real journey to get there . . . and we spent a lot of time in Paris and London and all these places.’ Tennis, though, was just ‘the day job,

  really’. At home, ‘we had art all over the house’: art and music. A lover of jazz at a time when Copenhagen was a hotbed for contemporary jazz musicians, Torben played both

  clarinet and saxophone, and as a child Lars grew up in a household that rang to the sounds of, as he recalls, ‘Ben Webster, Sonny Rollins, Dexter Gordon’, all of whom ‘spent

  considerable amounts of time in Denmark. So it was a very healthy scene and [my father] wrote a lot about it.’




  Lars’ bedroom at home was opposite the music room where Torben kept his record collection, from which a continuous stream of music flowed. Neneh Cherry, daughter of sax legend Don and,

  later, a singing star in her own right, grew up in the same neighbourhood and was a childhood friend. ‘There was also like tons of people hanging out and there was like a lot of like

  late-night activity – listening to a lot of jazz records and a lot of Hendrix and Stones and The Doors and Janis Joplin . . . So there was a lot of musicians and writers and artists and stuff

  like that, that were circulating through the house as I was growing up.’ As well as rock and jazz, said Torben, Lars would have been exposed to ‘Indian music, all kinds of Asian music,

  Buddhist chants, classical music. His room was right next to the room where I played all this music all night long, and sometimes maybe he would have heard them even while he was sleeping, so he

  could have picked up a lot of this stuff even without being conscious of it.’




  Torben’s close ties to the nascent jazz scene in Denmark led to the late Dexter Gordon becoming Lars’ godfather. Indeed, the first appearance Lars made on a

  professional stage was at the age of nine, bounding on and yelling into the mike during a Gordon appearance at a nightclub in Rome, where his parents had gone during a night off at the Italian

  Open. ‘Like some dog who runs amok for a moment,’ his father would later recall. The globe-trotting also gave Lars a facility for languages, able to converse from an early age in

  Danish, English, German and ‘little bits of other stuff’. It was an itinerant lifestyle that would mean he was ‘always comfortable on the road. I’d been places with my

  father we’ve never gotten to in Metallica.’ It also gave the boy a supreme sense of entitlement; a super self-confidence that meant no door would remain closed to him for long, the very

  idea that he might not be welcome somewhere never entering his head.




  Although Lars would also inherit his father’s love of music and art, it was his mother, Lone, who gifted him the managerial abilities he would later bring to his career with Metallica. As

  well as taking good care of the two men in her life, ‘My mum was definitely the organiser and kind of the business head,’ he told me when last we spoke in 2009, our umpteenth interview

  in a relationship that now goes back more than a quarter of a century. ‘I mean, my dad didn’t know what time of day it was, what month it was, you know, what year it was. He

  didn’t know what country he was in. He was one of these guys that was just beautifully lost in the moment all the time. I mean that in a very positive sense [and] my mum was sort of full-time

  care-taking all the practical elements of his life. So it’s definitely from my mum’s side that I’ve inherited some of my sort of anal organisational skills.’




  First and foremost, in those earlier days, there was tennis. Torben’s own father had also been a tennis star. For over twenty years he had been an advertising executive who participated in

  seventy-four Davis Cup matches before becoming president of the Danish Lawn Tennis Association. Almost inevitably, although there was no overt pressure exerted on him to do so, Lars grew up

  expecting to follow in what had practically become the family business. For Lars, though, tennis and a love of music would eventually dovetail in an even more significant way.

  In 1969, during the family’s by now annual six-week stay in London – built around Wimbledon and satellite tournaments in Eastbourne and at Queen’s – the five-year-old Lars

  was taken to his first rock concert: the famous free concert by the Rolling Stones, given to over 250,000 people in Hyde Park. He still has pictures his parents took of him there. ‘I think

  that I’d been dragged along to some jazz events, you know, at some of the local jazz clubs in Denmark up through the years,’ Lars told me. Most often, he said, at a favourite haunt of

  the Ulrichs called Montmartre, which Torben helped run. ‘But in terms of rock concerts the ’69 Stones’ gig was the first one, yeah.’ His first genuine musical love, though,

  was for heavy rock stars of the early 1970s such as Uriah Heep, Status Quo and, most especially, Deep Purple, who he saw perform live for the first time when he was just nine. Torben’s

  friend, South African tennis player Ray Moore, had been given passes for the show, which was being held in the same arena as one of his tennis tournaments. When a friend dropped out at the last

  minute, he offered the spare ticket to Torben’s son instead. It quite literally, Lars said, ‘blew my mind!’ He couldn’t get it out of his head ‘for days, weeks!’

  He immediately nagged his father into buying him Purple’s Fireball album. In this, though, Torben, for once, was not entirely supportive. ‘He’d say it was square and the

  drummer was too white,’ Lars recalled. But the son was not listening to the father. ‘I have an obsessive personality,’ he would later recall. ‘When I was nine years old, it

  was all about Deep Purple.’ As he got older, he would stake out the band. ‘I would spend all my time sitting outside their hotel in Copenhagen, waiting for Ritchie Blackmore to come out

  so I could follow him down the street.’ When, nearly thirty years later, I asked the now grown-up, father-of-three what his favourite album was he had no hesitation. ‘My all-time

  favourite is still Made in Japan,’ the double live Purple collection from 1972. The first show he ever had front-row tickets for, though, was Status Quo, at the Tivoli Koncertsal in

  Copenhagen, in 1975, which he later described for me as ‘a bit of a mind-fuck’. He was eleven and all he could think of was how he had gotten there. ‘How did I get so close? Were

  any of the drunks that had come over from Sweden gonna beat me up, or even worse puke on me?’ So close to the stage Lars could barely see up to where the band was

  standing mere feet away, Quo frontman Francis Rossi ‘looked like a rock god, over ten feet tall, with five feet of long hair and a Telecaster that looked like a kick-your-ass

  weapon’.




  He began hanging out at Copenhagen’s best-known album-oriented record shop, the Holy Grail, where ‘the guy who worked there was my hero’, introducing him to then less

  well-known rock artists such as Judas Priest, Thin Lizzy and UFO. He would fantasise about being in his own rock band, write down names of songs and album titles in old school exercise books,

  living in his own make-believe world of rock stardom. Rock music became the one thing the increasingly independent youngster didn’t feel required to share with his parents. It also provided

  company for a solitary child growing up on the road, surrounded by kindly tennis ‘uncles’ and ‘aunts’ and accustomed at home to plenty of arty elders who let him do as he

  pleased. As Lars later told the writer David Fricke, ‘From that point of view it was a pretty open upbringing.’ It meant, though, that he was expected to fend for himself in this

  bohemian atmosphere. ‘I always had to wake myself up in the morning and bike myself to school. I’d wake up at 7.30, go downstairs, and the front door would be open – six hundred

  beers in the kitchen and living room and nobody in the house. Candles would be burning. So I’d close the doors, make breakfast and go to school. I’d come home and have to wake my

  parents up . . .’ While this made him ‘very independent’ it often left him quite lonely. ‘As far as my parents were concerned, I could go see Black Sabbath twelve times a

  day. But I had to find my own means, carrying the paper or whatever, to get the money to buy the tickets. And I had to find my own way to the concert and back.’ The passion for loud, heavy

  rock – music that more than matched his outgoing, room-filling personality – continued throughout his early teens, and although his future was still bound to the same tennis courts his

  father had become famous on, that dedication slowly began to ebb. This process speeded up when, aged thirteen, his grandmother bought him his first drum kit – not just any beginner’s

  kit, either, but a Ludwig: drummer gold in rock circles.




  Given his extrovert personality and, some would say, over-willingness to be the mouthpiece for Metallica, I once asked him why such an obvious frontman had ended up at the back of the stage as a

  drummer. ‘Well, there’s just one problem,’ he chortled. ‘I couldn’t [sing]. I mean, when I tried to sing in the shower it bothered me. And so if I couldn’t even

  capture an audience of one in the shower, you know, I realised that was not gonna happen. And I just always loved drumming. I mean, I can’t remember ever having a conscious moment where I sat

  there and said, “Being a drummer and having my Type A personality is kind of gonna clash.” It just never dawned upon me that I would not be able to be myself. That whole thing of like,

  oh my God, if you’re a drummer you have to shut up and only speak when spoken to and hang out in the background. That never registered on my radar.’




  Ironically, it wasn’t until he took his most serious step as a fledgling tennis pro that his commitment finally switched for ever to becoming a drummer: enrolment, at sixteen, in Nick

  Bollettieri’s now world-famous – then the first of its kind – tennis academy in Florida. Says Lars, ‘When you grow up in [tennis] circles it’s almost like you get

  dragged into it. I can’t remember ever sitting there and making like a super-conscious decision about being a professional tennis player; it was what I knew. It wasn’t until a little

  later, after I finished school, and we moved to America for me to actually pursue this tennis thing more full-on – out on my own, out of the shadow of my dad’s wing – that I

  realised that not only did I not have the talent to really follow in his footsteps, but I certainly didn’t have the discipline. You know, you’re sixteen, you’re just having a

  couple beers, you’re having your first experience with girls and other things, and all of a sudden it’s like, I gotta be out there six hours a day hitting fucking tennis balls back and

  forth? It just got a little . . . too disciplined for my tastes.’ He laughed.




  In the end, he spent less than six months in Florida studying with Bollettieri. ‘I went the first year in 1979 after I finished school – to kind of see if I wanted to do that. I was

  still kind of infatuated with it enough. That was the first year [it opened], way before Monica Seles or [Andre] Agassi or Pete Sampras or any of the other guys [that went

  there].’ A top-ten-ranked junior in Denmark, coming to America proved a rude awakening. Moving from Miami to Los Angeles, ‘I was gonna go to this high school ’cos my dad was very

  close with Roy Emerson, the tennis player. And so I went to the same high school as [Roy’s son] Anthony Emerson and I was gonna be on the tennis team with him. Well, guess what? I

  wasn’t one of the seven best players at the high school. I didn’t actually make the fucking tennis team at high school! That’s how competitive it was. It was pretty crazy.’

  There were other discouragements. Torben was tall; Lars was short, just five foot six, a marked disadvantage. Yet Bollettieri himself believes now that with proper application Lars might have made

  it as a wealthy mid-level tennis pro. ‘He could move extremely well and had a lot of ability.’ And while ‘We knew Lars was not going to be as tall as his father, nor did we expect

  for him to really bulk up’, the real problem was ‘he was not dedicated to the rigorous work it would require’. Or as Torben put it in a 2005 interview with Leigh Weathersby:

  ‘[Lars] was very interested in tennis at that time, but he was also very interested in music. After a year he still wanted to go out and listen to the concerts and I think at the Academy they

  were not so keen that he stayed out, so he was reprimanded there for keeping some late hours.’ At which point, Lars told me, ‘I sort of realised that maybe this tennis thing was gonna

  get kind of set to the side and maybe this music thing was gonna be more of a full-time thing.’




  If a natural adolescent interest in girls, beer and the occasional puff on a joint were all key factors in moving Lars away from the wooden racquet and more towards the full metal racket, the

  young Ulrich’s disaffection with tennis also coincided with a moment in rock that was about to write its own noisome chapter in musical history: the self-styled and cumbersomely named New

  Wave of British Heavy Metal (NWOBHM). ‘It was March 1980,’ Lars would later recall, ‘and I walked into a record store in America, searching for the latest Triumph album or some

  such shit, and I was over at the import bin poking around. Now this was still before I was truly aware of what was going on in England, so when I came across an album called

  Iron Maiden I had no idea who or what they were. The front cover illustration of “Eddie” [the mummified corpse that would adorn all the formative Maiden record sleeves] could

  have been done by any one of a hundred bands, but the exciting live shots on the back of the sleeve really stood out. There was something so fucking heavy about the whole vibe – such

  aggression. Funnily enough, I never even heard the record until I returned to Denmark because I didn’t have a record player with me.’




  Without realising it, Lars had stumbled on one of the most important touchstones in what was fast becoming a watershed moment in rock history. By the late summer of 1979, although still unsigned

  to a major record label, Iron Maiden was already a band clearly on the up. Boosted by the unforeseen success of The Soundhouse Tapes, a self-financed EP of a three-track demo recorded for

  next to nothing, Sounds – then one of the most popular weekly music magazines in Britain – had run its first live review of the band: a show at the Music Machine, in

  London’s Camden Town, where Iron Maiden had been sandwiched between Black Sabbath copyists Angel Witch, and the more bluesy, old-style boogie of Samson (featuring future Maiden vocalist Bruce

  Dickinson, then known as Bruce Bruce). Sounds’ deputy editor Geoff Barton, who was there that night, would later write: ‘I do definitely recall Maiden being the best band of the

  evening, infinitely preferable to the Sabs-worshipping Angel Witch and way ahead of Samson.’ What really intrigued Barton, though, he would later tell me, ‘is that a band like Iron

  Maiden or Angel Witch could even exist at a time like that’, when punk and new wave had apparently killed off the hard rock and metal genre. Sensing the makings of a follow-on feature, Barton

  talked Sounds editor Alan Lewis into allowing him to put together a coverall piece not just on Iron Maiden, but on a whole new generation of rock heavies he dubbed, in deliberately

  eye-catching tabloid style, the New Wave of British Heavy Metal. ‘To be honest, I didn’t really feel that any of these bands were particularly linked in a musical way,’ says

  Barton now, ‘but it was interesting that so many of them should be then emerging at more or less the same time. It was a good thing for the genuine rock fans who had

  really gone to ground, hiding in their wardrobes waiting for punk to go away.’ They had begun ‘by doing a feature on Def Leppard, who had just released their first, independently

  produced four-track EP, Getcha Rocks Off. Then Maiden came along’, followed by ‘Samson and Angel Witch, then Tygers of Pan Tang and Praying Mantis, and so we did features on

  them, too, and it just kept going from there.’




  What not even Barton had foreseen, however, was the enormous purchase that one almost comedic phrase dreamed up one rainy afternoon in the Sounds office would have on the music world.

  ‘We ran the [NWOBHM] feature and the response we got from both the readers and other bands was just phenomenal. It was obvious that, whatever you called it, there was definitely something

  going on out there. Suddenly there were new heavy metal bands springing up everywhere, it seemed. Of course, not all of them were as [good] as bands like Iron Maiden and Def Leppard, but the fact

  that they were even trying was news back then and we just ran with it for about two years in the end.’ Ironically, considering the short srift most of the post-punk music critics could be

  expected to give any band called Praying Mantis or Angel Witch, the motivation behind this resurgence came from a similar dissatisfaction as punk with what a new generation of record-buying kids

  saw as the self-indulgent, album-oriented monoliths that had preceded them. By 1979, bands such as Led Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, ELP and Yes (all prominent members of the ruling rock royalty of the

  day) were rarely seen on British stages, and when they did deign to make a fleeting appearance, they invariably spurned the idea of actual touring in favour of a more languorous (not to mention

  lucrative) handful of dates at a large, impersonal arena like Earls Court in London. Rock bands had become grandiose and pompous; the music they played grown old before its time. As a result, the

  gap between those on stage and those off had never been greater.




  Punk’s response was a desire to see the past wiped out; to start again from the ground up. But in its hurry to tear down the edifice, punk had overlooked the obvious – that at its

  foundations, hard rock and heavy metal was not so different from what the best punk rock imagined itself to be: raw, alive, unafraid to offend, unafraid to be ridiculed and

  spat on for the clothes it wore and the lifestyle it chose to expound; alert to the creative possibilities of existing defiantly outside the mainstream. NWOBHM bands had also absorbed the more

  practical lessons of punk: that you could release limited editions of your own records on small independently run labels, as a spur to later getting longer-term deals with one of the major labels.

  Hence Def Leppard’s Getcha Rocks Off EP, released on their own Bludgeon Riffola label, and Iron Maiden’s home-grown The Soundhouse Tapes EP (original copies of which both

  now exchange hands for several hundred pounds). Saxon and Motörhead, although neither fell strictly speaking into the NWOBHM category, found themselves lumped in anyway, almost entirely by

  accident of timing and the fact that their first records were also released by independent labels.




  Also like punk, NWOBHM fans started their own fanzines: titles such as Metal Fury and Metal Forces, in the UK, and similar titles around the world like Metal Mania and

  Metal Rendezvous in the USA and Aardshok in Holland, had all made the leap from the back-room press onto the shelves of record stores and newsagents as the demand for articles on the

  new, revitalised UK rock scene rapidly grew. With Sounds leading the way, the rest of the large-circulation British music press also moved to get in on the act. Malcolm Dome, a life-long

  hard rock and heavy metal devotee then working as Deputy Editor for Dominion Press, publishers of educational scientific journals such as Laboratory News, had begun contributing articles on

  the NWOBHM scene to Record Mirror in 1980, and later became a leading writer for Kerrang!. He now describes the years between 1979 and 1981 – the apotheosis of the NWOBHM

  – as ‘some of the most exciting for new rock music this country has ever witnessed’. Dome had been recruited to Record Mirror after their previous in-house rock

  correspondent, Steve Gett, had been poached by the more prestigious Melody Maker, keen not to miss out on what they rightly viewed as a coming wave of important and – more to the point

  – increasingly popular music. By 1981, the mainstream UK music press was even ready to give birth to the world’s first dedicated rock and metal magazine,

  Kerrang! – originally begun by Geoff Barton as yet another adjunct to Sounds’ ongoing nurturing of the no longer quite so jokey NWOBHM scene, now about to become a

  significant part of the media landscape not just in Britain but around the world.




  As Dome recalls, ‘Maiden were regarded as at the top of the pile of the NWOBHM. With the possible exception of Def Leppard, they were obviously streets ahead of everyone else. But, of

  course, like any scene, it completely fed upon itself.’ As a result of all the media attention they were now attracting, both Maiden and Leppard would score big record contracts: the former

  with EMI, the latter with Phonogram. Indeed, it became a race between the two as to which would break into the national charts first. Maiden’s commercial potential had been made apparent to

  EMI when their Soundhouse Tapes EP, given limited release in November 1979 on their own Rock Hard Records, sold five thousand copies. Never intended for retail, the five thousand seven-inch

  vinyl copies of The Soundhouse Tapes were made available by mail order only, priced £1.20, including postage and packing, and were distributed by a friend of the band named Keith

  Wilfort, who enlisted his mother to help him send them out from the family home in East Ham. Miraculously, they managed to send out over three thousand copies within the first week.




  After the band then signed with EMI, they spearheaded the release of a NWOBHM compilation, titled Metal for Muthas, released in February 1980. The brainchild of EMI young gun Ashley

  Goodall, Metal for Muthas showcased nine avowedly NWOBHM bands, most prominent being Iron Maiden, the only band on the album to have two tracks (‘Sanctuary’ and

  ‘Wrathchild’). The rest of the album was a mixture of tracks from the likes of genuine NWOBHM stalwarts such as Samson (‘Tomorrow or Yesterday’), Angel Witch

  (‘Baphomet’), Sledgehammer (‘Sledgehammer’), Praying Mantis (‘Captured City’) and more opportunistic, old-fashioned album-fillers such as Toad the Wet Sprocket,

  Ethel the Frog, and even former A&M artists Nutz, a band that hardly qualified as ‘new’ at any stage of its unremarkable career. As Malcolm Dome, who reviewed

  the album for Record Mirror, says now, ‘I found it all very exciting. It was a shame they couldn’t get Def Leppard or Diamond Head as well [but] I still think it was actually a

  fine summation of that period.’




  The Metal for Muthas tour which followed, was more representative and featured Maiden, Praying Mantis, Tygers of Pan Tang and Raven, all bona fide members of the NWOBHM elite. Then Maiden

  guitarist Dennis Stratton, who’d only just joined the band, told me he was ‘shell-shocked by the response [the shows] got from their fans’. He went on: ‘Musically, it was

  bordering on punk rock . . . the audience was just fanatical. To me, it was all heavy metal music, but for some reason the fans could pick out that Maiden were different.’ Fellow Maiden

  guitarist Dave Murray remembers it as ‘people just waiting for the tour to arrive. It felt like the punk thing was kind of coming to an end and there was this gap and that everybody was just

  waiting for something to happen again. And it was great because rock was supposed to be dead, you know, but the reality was there was loads of kids out there who were coming to the shows or forming

  their own bands.’




  When the self-titled debut Iron Maiden was released in the spring of 1980, it leapt straight into the UK charts at Number Four. As a result, import copies started flooding into the USA

  ahead of its official release there later that year. Out on the West Coast, Lars Ulrich was one of the first to buy one. As he told me: ‘I was getting Sounds sent to me on a weekly

  basis, and I was getting care packages from [independent NWOBHM specialist label] Bullet Records.’ The NWOBHM, ‘just gave a new spin, a different kind of edge to traditional long-haired

  rock music. I mean, I was a teenage Deep Purple fan from Denmark who thought it didn’t get any better than that, you know, who was then suddenly thrown into this whole NWOBHM thing, and it

  sounds weird, but basically it changed my life.’ The only snag: ‘There was no one I could talk to about this stuff. It was always awkward for me when I landed in LA.’ Enrolled at

  Backbay high school in Newport Beach, he was the foreign kid with the funny accent and weird taste in clothes and music. ‘It was literally five hundred kids in pink

  Lacoste shirts and one guy in a Saxon T-shirt – me. I didn’t like to get beat up. I wasn’t like one of those guys. I was more like a loner. I was an outsider – doing my own

  thing, living in my own world and sort of not really relating to anything that was around me, in school or in Newport Beach’ where he now lived with his family. NWOBHM was ‘heavy metal

  played with a punk attitude’, he insisted. ‘My heart and soul were in England with Iron Maiden, Def Leppard and Diamond Head, and meanwhile I’m sitting here in this barren musical

  wasteland of Southern California being bombarded with REO Speedwagon and Styx. I had all the merchandise sent over from England. I’d walk around school with a Saxon T-shirt on and people

  would look at me as if I was from another planet.’ He had tried to integrate himself into the local scene, he said, going to see Y&T at the Starwood club in Hollywood just before his

  seventeenth birthday, but the only real friends he found he could relate to – that even knew what it meant when he walked in wearing a Motörhead or Maiden tee – were those he

  corresponded with via the then-emerging cassette-tape-trading scene.




  Finally, Lars made contact with some new, like-minded buddies in the shape of two slightly older rock fans from Woodlands Hills named John Kornarens and Brian Slagel. ‘John was a big UFO

  fan,’ says Slagel now, ‘and we had gone to see [former UFO guitarist] Michael Schenker play at the Country Club, in Reseda. This must have been in about December 1980. After the show

  John was in the parking lot and saw a kid wearing a Saxon European T-shirt. Now nobody, aside from me and him, knew who Saxon even was in LA, let alone had a European T-shirt. So John ran up to him

  and said, “Wow, where did you get that shirt?” I look down the road and there’s this little guy with long hair and a wrinkled Saxon T-shirt on,’ Kornarens later recalled,

  ‘so I went over the way. Lars was all excited ’cos he thought he was the only one in LA. So we started talking about the NWOBHM and the next day or the day after I’m round at his

  house for like a NWOBHM marathon.’ Soon their nerdy little gang was joined by fellow LA-based NWOBHM anoraks such as Bob Nalbandian, Patrick Scott and, further afield, Ron Quintana in San

  Francisco and K.J. Doughton in Oregon, all of whom would make small but important contributions to the early development of Metallica. ‘Obviously there was a lot of

  innocence,’ Lars smiled, when I prodded him for more memories in 2009. ‘There was a lot of youthful energy, there were a bunch of kids that came from all over the place that probably

  shared one thing in common [which] was that they were all outcasts and were all loners and had a difficult time fitting in with the kind of American way things were supposed to be – with

  school and goals and dreams and all this crap, right? And that we all found music and we all got off on the same things, which was this incredible thing that the British press had kind of

  [invented]. And I mean that in a positive way. We all believed in what this whole thing coming out of England was. Also because . . . it united us, and it was something that was taking place far

  away, so it made it more exciting. It wasn’t immediately accessible, physically. It’s very easy to kind of dream yourself into that whole state. And the New Wave of British Heavy Metal

  did that for many of us.’




  ‘We just thought he was some crazy Euro-metaller,’ says Ron Quintana, who first met Lars at the end of 1980. However, Ron and his ‘Golden Gate Park hilltop’ friends soon

  ‘came to respect his knowledge of bands we’d only read about or more commonly only seen logos of and suspected were heavy . . . [Lars] knew his shit early on and was an expert on newer

  bands to me’. Brian Slagel, who these days runs his own successful Metal Blade label, had discovered the NWOBHM through the tape-trading scene, which he’d first gotten into at high

  school, swapping home-made bootlegs with an increasingly wide range of fellow fanatics. Eventually, ‘I would trade live tapes [with people] all over the world,’ he says now. One of the

  people he regularly traded tapes with was in Sweden and it was he who sent him a live AC/DC show, which he also stuck some stuff ‘by a new band called Iron Maiden’ onto the end of.

  ‘It was The Soundhouse Tapes, three songs stuck on the end of the AC/DC stuff. I was like, “Oh, wow! This is awesome! What is this?”’ Brian began pumping his

  Swedish pen-pal for info, heard about the NWOBHM, then started buying import copies of Sounds, ‘which you could get at one of the local record stores’ to

  find out more. Soon he had amassed an impressive second-hand knowledge of the emerging British scene and begun to share his newfound spoils with other friends. To begin with, ‘There was me,

  my friend John Kornarens and Lars,’ he recalls. Once a week they would set off together to visit all the independently run record stores they knew that sold import copies of this decidedly

  non-American rock. ‘There were only like three or four stores and sometimes they would be an hour away from each other [by car]. There was Zed Records [in Long Beach]. Moby Disc [in Sherman

  Oaks] was another one closer to where I lived. And there were a couple of others I can’t remember the names of now’ including ‘a store in Costa Mesa, which was really far.

  We’d all drive in one car and we’d have to go pick up Lars, who lived in out in [Newport Beach], driving all over the place. Lars was from Europe and knew stuff that we didn’t

  know and we had stuff that he didn’t have, so the three of us just became really good friends based on our love of that whole NWOBHM scene.’ Lars was sixteen; Brian and John were

  eighteen. But Lars was the one who appeared to have the edge. ‘He was this crazy little kid with this endless amount of energy. We’d drive up to one of these record stores and

  he’d be out of the car and in the metal section before I could shut off the engine. When he was into something, he was into it a thousand per cent.’ Lars was so far into the NWOBHM

  scene ‘that he wanted to be a part of it’.




  Patrick Scott, a year younger than Lars but – because of the Danish schooling system – in the same grade year at high school, had heard of ‘this little Danish kid’ long

  before he’d met him. ‘We’d all go to this place called Music Market,’ he recalls. Scott and his friend Bob Nalbandian ‘would go, and we’d say “Did you get

  the new Kerrang!?” And they’d say, we got one copy but this little Danish kid already came in and bought it. We’d say, who is this guy? ’Cos he beat us to it every

  time. Or we’d be looking for new [UK import] singles on Neat [Records] and they’d say “The Danish guy was here and he got it.” And we’d get frustrated but we wanted to

  meet this guy. We were just hungry to meet people that were into this stuff.’ When they eventually met via the small ads of a Los Angeles free sheet music paper named The Recycler, Patrick phoned Lars, who told him: ‘Come on over.’ Says Scott, ‘He had an amazing record collection that I drooled over and we became friends. He

  would come over to my house and watch the tennis. We were like one of the first families to have cable, so he’d come over to watch it and hang out with my family and things.’ Another

  member of the clique, Bob Nalbandian, now a writer and DJ, recalls how Lars, not merely satisfied with cruising the indie stores for new records, was also a prolific collector of mail-order

  imports. Once, when Lars ordered a copy of Holocaust’s ‘Heavy Metal Mania’ twelve-inch, he offered to grab one for Bob, too. A month later, Bob got a call from Lars telling him

  that the records had finally arrived and to come over and pick his up. ‘I go, “Great, I can’t wait to hear it,”’ Bob recalls, ‘and he says, “Yeah, but

  there’s a problem – your copy of ‘Heavy Metal Mania’ got taken out of the wrapper and left on the stove.” Note he said your copy! So my copy got warped. So I get in

  the car and drive seventy miles to his house just to hear it and it’s awesome. I wasn’t going to argue with him about my copy being all screwed up. I’m, like, “Where am I

  going to get another copy of ‘Heavy Metal Mania’?” There were two copies: Lars had one and I had the other one. So I got my mum’s ironing board out and tried to get it back

  into shape.’




  Lars would make his friends tapes of highly prized rarities by groups such as Crucifixion, Demolition, Hellenbach, Night Time Flyer – ‘all this NWOBHM stuff,’ recalls Patrick

  Scott. In return, Scott was able to introduce Lars to bands like Accept from Germany and a next-generation outfit from Denmark named Mercyful Fate. Lars, who had met the band but never heard one of

  their records, was deeply impressed with their first four-track EP, simply titled The Mercyful Fate EP, also sometimes known as Nuns Have No Fun. He begged Patrick: ‘I’ll

  trade you anything of my collection for it!’ But Patrick, who was equally anal, wouldn’t trade. The band Lars really fell for, though, was Diamond Head, who contained some of the

  edginess of classic NWOBHM bands like Iron Maiden, but incorporated it into distinctly old-school rock motifs, borrowed almost entirely from old gods Led Zeppelin, Deep Purple and Black Sabbath.

  Lars had first come across them via a tape of their early single, ‘Shoot Out the Lights’, which he regarded as ‘good but not outstanding’. When,

  however, he read in Sounds about the band’s independently produced, mail-order album, Lightning to the Nations, he couldn’t resist sending off a cheque and ordering a

  copy. He later gleefully recalled how ‘each copy was signed by one member of the quartet and it was pot luck whose autograph you ended up getting’. Lars, who had the luck of the devil,

  ended up with the handwritten signature of the band’s singer, Sean Harris – a rare prize indeed for the NWOBHM devotee.




  However, a long delay in the album’s arrival at the Ulrich household resulted in Lars striking up a correspondence with Linda Harris, Sean’s mother and then co-manager of the band.

  ‘She wrote really nice letters to me [and] sent me embroidered patches and singles – but still no album! Finally, in April 1981 the white label arrived and the riffing and freshness

  just amazed me.’ So amazed was he, in fact, that Metallica would later play live – and, later still, record – five of the album’s seven tracks, including ‘Am I

  Evil?’, ‘Helpless’, ‘Sucking My Love’ and ‘The Prince’. In particular, he was enthralled by a track called ‘It’s Electric’, which he had

  already heard a version of on another would-be NWOBHM compilation called Brute Force. ‘That was fucking unbelievable!’ he said. ‘If you take a look at the sleeve of the

  record now and compare the photo of Diamond Head with all the other groups there, they had an attitude and a vibe about them that none of the others could match. There was something special about

  Diamond Head, no doubt about it.’ Any secret thoughts Lars had of becoming a musician himself were still held in check, though. Certainly, none of his collector friends had any inkling yet of

  his ambitions to form his own world-beating NWOBHM-type band. ‘There was no mention initially that Lars wanted to form a band,’ says Brian Slagel. Then one day at Lars’

  parents’ house Brian noticed there was a drum set ‘that was not put together, just sitting in the corner [in pieces]. He was like, “I’m gonna start a band” and

  we’re like, “Yeah, right, Lars, sure.”’




  But when Brian Slagel started his own fanzine, The New Heavy Metal Revue, he began to feel like he should hurry up and do his own thing too. ‘There were so

  many great bands that I just loved, I kind of thought it was an interesting thing to do something like that,’ Slagel says now. ‘There was nobody over here in the US that really knew

  anything about any of these NWOBHM bands.’ The first issue was ‘thrown together for fun’ in early 1981. ‘We just wrote some reviews and some things on Maiden and some US

  bands, and photocopied a few of them and tried to get them anywhere we could get them, basically.’ It was around this time that Slagel also started working at a local independent record

  store, Oz Records, where for the first time he came into contact with ‘a lot of the import distributors and stuff, so I had more of an avenue to get some distribution’. With the fanzine

  now on sale in the same independent stores that he and Lars had first gotten to know as fans hunting down import copies of NWOBHM records, the itch Lars felt to also somehow become more involved

  grew unbearable. It was now that he put his drum kit back together and really began practising again. The problem with being a drummer, though, is that you can only get so far playing on your own.

  You need other musicians to play alongside to improve your technique. Not having any musician friends remotely interested in the type of music he wanted to play, Lars tried seeking a solution to

  the problem by placing an ad in the classified section of local music free-sheet The Recycler: ‘Drummer looking for other metal musicians to jam with. Tygers of Pan Tang, Diamond Head

  and Iron Maiden.’ ‘This was like February, March of 1981,’ Lars told me. ‘And I was just manic and obsessive with all the stuff that was coming out of England,

  and getting all the singles and listening to all the bands, and doing all that stuff. And over the course of that spring, in 1981, I tried to find other musicians to kind of jam with and play

  full-on metal with. But that was pretty unsuccessful. And then I kind of got fed up with the whole thing and wanted to go and spend the summer in Europe.’




  Disillusioned with life in balmy Newport Beach, frustrated by his apparently futile attempts to find other like-minded souls to play his drums with, and, although he wouldn’t have owned up

  to himself about it at the time, desperately looking for something to fill the gap left in his – and his parents’ – life by his failure to make a go of a

  tennis career, Lars sought both a quick escape and, maybe, a more realistic chance of at least meeting others who felt the same way he did about music. Talking it over with his mother and father,

  they were, as ever, supportive. In Denmark they had allowed him to travel around alone. ‘In those days in Denmark, a child of eight or nine could take the bus to the concert hall and listen

  and then come back on their own,’ Torben recalled. ‘And then sometimes he would fall asleep on the bus and the conductor would say, “Now it’s time to get up and go

  home.”’ In that context, allowing your seventeen-year-old son to catch a plane across the Atlantic on his own was hardly a stretch – as long as he promised to write home and, when

  possible, phone, just to let his mother know he was safe, and with the unspoken agreement that when he returned he would at least settle on some sort of plan, whether that be going on to college or

  finding a proper job. Lars bought himself a return ticket to London and made ready to leave – alone.




  Then, just a few weeks before he left, ‘I got this call from this guy named Hugh Tanner who had seen my ad [and] he came down and we had a jam, and he brought this guy James Hetfield along

  . . .’ That first meeting did not go well, though. Hugh and James went down to meet Lars together. Unsure who was auditioning for whom, the first number they tried out together was ‘Hit

  the Lights’. Lars ‘had one cymbal that kept falling over’, James recalled. ‘We had to stop while he fixed it.’ When it was over, he said, ‘It was, “What

  the fuck was that?”’ It wasn’t just Lars’ rudimentary abilities on the drums. It was ‘his mannerisms, his looks, his accent, his attitude’. Even, he said,

  ‘his smell’, reflecting on the difference between American shower-a-day standards of hygiene and Lars’ own more ‘European’ habit of going days without bathing, wearing

  the same shirt and jeans until they became stiff with sweat. As far as James Hetfield was concerned, Lars might have stepped off a spaceship. A stranger in a strange land, there was no way he could

  see it working out between them.




  Lars was also less than impressed. James’ singing voice in those days had yet to evolve into the ferocious growl it’s now famous for. Instead, he sang in an

  affected, high-pitched aggro-castrato, part Rob Halford, part Robert Plant, part strangled squeal. Lars was also put off by what he perceived as the frankly unfriendly vibe emanating from the

  singer, who hardly spoke and refused even to make eye contact. His first encounter of the man who he would later characterise as ‘the king of alienation . . . almost afraid of social

  contact’, Lars went away that day utterly disillusioned. ‘We had a jam and not much materialised,’ he told me, ‘and I got kind of pissed off with the whole thing.’ Not

  with playing, but with the idea of ever finding anyone in America to play with. Instead, he reverted to another plan he’d been hatching: to leave America behind and return to Europe. Not to

  Denmark, but to Britain, ‘where the action was’. When, with the same incorrigible panache he had exhibited in his days waiting in hotel lobbies for Ritchie Blackmore’s autograph,

  he wrote to Linda Harris and asked if he might come and visit her and her son one day, and maybe come and watch the band play, Linda breezily agreed, never expecting the enquiry to go any further

  than that. But then she had never met anyone quite like Lars Ulrich.




  ‘Lars would always come up with these things that he wanted to do,’ says Brian Slagel. ‘We’d be like, “Yeah, whatever, right, Lars, sure.” So he was going to

  go over to England, like: “I have to go over there, I’m gonna start hanging out with the bands.” So, right, whatever. We figured he was gonna go. So he went, then I remember he

  called us one time . . . “Guess what I’m doing?” “What?” “I’m hanging out with Diamond Head!” “Yeah, right.” He’s like

  “Don’t believe me?” and he puts Sean Harris on the phone. Not only has he seen them but he’s hanging out with them. It was insane! He would kind of think up these

  things that he wanted to do and make happen, which you really thought never could happen, the Diamond Head thing being one of many examples. It kind of blew me away, some seventeen-year-old kid on

  his own just going to England. That’s one thing to go over and see the scene and see the shows, but to actually be able to hang out with the band was really pretty

  amazing.’




  Looking back at Lars Ulrich’s arrival in their midst now, almost three decades later, Diamond Head guitarist Brian Tatler still laughs at his young fan’s audacity. ‘He started

  sending handwritten letters over, saying “I live in [America] and I love all this NWOBHM movement.” Then he must have seen that we were touring in the summer of ’81, the big tour

  where we were doing the Woolwich Odeon, and he must have bought a ticket and decided to fly over to England and see his favourite band Diamond Head. This was just as a fan; he wouldn’t say he

  was a drummer or anything. It would be like, “This guy, Lars, from America, has sent another letter.” Then he turned up at the Woolwich Odeon and introduced himself and we were all

  really impressed because no one had ever flown from [America] to see Diamond Head before. It seemed like an amazing feat. I’d never been to America and he was seventeen, pitched up backstage

  and introduced himself! We were chuffed. We asked where he was staying and he was like, “I don’t know, I’ve just come straight from the airport,” and I said, “Come

  stay with me, if you like?” So he jumped in the car with us and we just squeezed him in. After that, Lars used to go everywhere with us,’ including two more Diamond Head shows: one in

  Leeds, one in Hereford, ‘all squashed up in the back of Sean’s Austin Allegro’.




  Lars stayed at Brian’s for a week. The guitarist still lived with his parents and Lars would crash out on Brian’s thinly carpeted bedroom floor, wrapped in his brother’s

  moth-eaten old sleeping bag. Most nights they would go to the pub for a drink. ‘One night we walked home ’cos we’d missed the bus and got completely soaked,’ Brian recalls.

  ‘He told me he hadn’t got a spare change of clothes. So I found a pair of me brother’s old yellow flares at the bottom of the wardrobe and he put those on. I probably should have

  took a picture. He was just a character, you know? Full of beans, full of energy. Full of the enthusiasm for the New Wave of British Heavy Metal.’ When they got home from the pub they would

  sit together watching a Betamax video Brian had recently procured of the 1974 California Jam – the festival at which a then-unknown vocalist named David Coverdale made

  his debut American appearance with Deep Purple. Lars ‘loved that’, says Brian; ‘we used to watch that into the early hours. And he used to mime the solos and all that, ’cos

  he was big into Deep Purple and Blackmore was it.’ Another video favourite was Lynyrd Skynyrd supporting the Stones at Knebworth, which Brian had taped off the TV, Lars rolling around on the

  floor doing the guitar solo to ‘Freebird’.




  I wondered how the teenager had managed financially while he was in England. ‘He’d got loads of money!’ reveals Brian. ‘I think maybe his dad was well off or something. I

  thought: how come he’s got all this money? He’d got probably a hundred and fifty quid on him or something.’ A substantial figure in 1981. ‘He wanted to buy all these copies

  of Sounds off me. He hadn’t got ’em and they’d got loads of interesting features about maybe Angel Witch or whatever. He also went to Pinnacle Records, the distributor. I

  think he just found his way there. He just disappeared one day and said, “I’m going to Pinnacle,” and got on the train and figured it out and came back with, like, a big armful of

  albums and singles. He’d bought about forty records! And then we’d sit there and play them, he’d put these records on one after the other, you know, by [groups like] Fist and

  Sledgehammer and Witchfynde and god knows what. We’d say, “Ooh, that’s good” and “Don’t like that bit there”. We’d sit and dissect these albums.

  Anyway, after a week he went to Sean’s and stayed for a whole month apparently, and slept on his couch and raided the fridge. Sean said [Lars] used to stop up all night listening to

  “It’s Electric” on the headphones.’ He chuckles. More significantly, Tatler recalls how the young Ulrich would ‘watch us [when] we’d rehearse. I’d go to

  Sean’s and be writing songs and [Lars would] be sat in the corner watching, just observing . . . Sean had got a little four-track, a TEAC, and we’d be making demos as we’d go. And

  probably [Lars] was picking up on the vibe, and this is how you write songs and this is what you do.’




  He never mentioned that he played drums, though?




  ‘He didn’t mention that at all. He never once said, “I’m a drummer,” or “I’m gonna form a band” or “Can I have a go on

  your drums?” Maybe he didn’t think he was very good, or didn’t think he was up to Duncan [Scott]’s standard, I don’t know. He was just a good kid [and] he had that

  very strange accent. That amused us for weeks.’




  According to received wisdom, Lars Ulrich ended his summer sojourn in the UK by somehow finagling his way into Jackson’s Studio in Rickmansworth, where another of his favourite bands,

  Motörhead, were in the process of recording their Iron Fist album. Speaking now, though, Motörhead leader Lemmy says he has ‘no recollection at all of Lars being there in the

  studio when we were recording the album. I’m not saying he wasn’t, but it’s so long ago my memory is very hazy of that period.’ Before adding, benevolently, ‘But if

  Lars says he was there, then I won’t contradict him.’ What Lemmy does recall, however, is a very young and fresh-faced Lars Ulrich turning up at several gigs during the West Coast leg

  of the band’s first tour of America supporting Ozzy Osbourne, earlier that same year, just weeks before Lars left for the UK. This would tally with Brian Tatler’s recollection of Lars

  taking him to see Motörhead during his stay that summer when the band headlined Port Vale football ground, where, in a reverse of the situation in America, Ozzy Osbourne was now the opening

  ‘special guest’ act. ‘[Lars] told me he knew Lemmy and would be able to blag a couple of passes,’ says Tatler. So they took the train to Stoke-on-Trent where Lars did indeed

  see Lemmy and got both himself and Brian backstage passes for the show.




  ‘I first met Lars in about 1981,’ confirms Lemmy. ‘It was definitely before Metallica were even together. That first occasion was in my hotel room in Los Angeles. He introduced

  himself as the guy who ran the Motörhead Fan Club in America – well, it turned out that this was an unofficial branch of the Motörheadbangers, and he was the only member. He never

  actually had anything to do with the official fan club, although he obviously loved the band. The meeting will always stay in my mind, because he wanted to have a drink with me, and clearly

  wasn’t used to drinking my measures, so he threw up. It wasn’t that bad, and I didn’t make him clear up or anything like that, but I did insist that he wore

  a bib for the rest of his time with me in the room.’ He adds with a smirk: ‘Oddly, he threw up the next time we met as well. He hadn’t got any better at this drinking lark. Maybe

  I should have offered to give him lessons. Or perhaps it’s a strange Danish greeting. I do recall one night – it must have been in about 1985 – when I met up with Lars at the St

  Moritz Club [in central London]. Anyone who knew anything about me would always know I’d be down there on the fruit machine. Lars came down, and insisted we go drink for drink – and I

  think he paid for most of it. So, okay we did it, and he ended up virtually passing out. Give the kid credit, though, he kept coming back for more . . .’




  One other band Lars Ulrich definitely did hook up with in the summer of 1981 was Iron Maiden – though not in Britain but at a small club show in Copenhagen, where he intentionally made a

  stop-off in order to see them before returning home to America. ‘I met [Maiden bassist and founder] Steve Harris for the first time in 1981,’ he recalled. They were playing ‘at a

  place the size of your living room’. Nevertheless, for the seventeen-year-old rich kid and aspirant megastar, at that moment ‘Iron Maiden were the best rock band in the world’. He

  added, ‘But it wasn’t just the music.’ There was quantity as well as quality; a factor he would later utilise to deliberate effect in Metallica. Maiden would ‘put ten

  minutes more music on albums than any other rock band’. They had ‘the best packaging, the coolest T-shirts, everything’. There was ‘a depth to [their] whole organisation

  that was great for fans like me, and it was a big inspiration for us in Metallica. I wanted to give the same quality to kids who were into our band.’ It was also the last time Maiden singer

  Paul Di’Anno would sing with the band: sacked for allowing his drug habits to get in the way of Maiden’s rocket-like upward surge. Going backstage after the show to say hello and get

  their autographs, Lars noticed there was clearly only one leader of Iron Maiden: Steve Harris. It taught him an important lesson, he later told Harris: ‘True democracy doesn’t work in a

  band.’




  The crazy little kid with the funny accent and the energy to burn was learning fast. Or as he later put it to me, ‘That’s one of the reasons Metallica exists,

  because I’d sit there and learn from the Motörheads and Diamond Heads and Iron Maidens, because I was so far up their asses all the time – as a punter, absorbing and learning the

  vibe. That’s what made me realise I wanted to do this shit myself.’









  TWO




  THE COWARDLY LION




  Miami, or maybe Tampa, the Monsters of Rock tour, 1988, walking down the hotel corridor, Kirk and I.




  ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘do I smell . . . what is it? Wait . . . lavender?’




  ‘Yeah,’ I smiled. ‘I’ve just been dousing myself. Gotta headache.’




  ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘lavender is supposed to be good for that, right?’




  ‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘they call it the medicine chest in a bottle.’




  ‘Sure,’ he said, ‘what do you do, like, put drops on your clothes?’




  ‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘or maybe rub some on the inside of your wrists or your temples. Better than taking aspirin.’




  ‘Sure,’ he said.




  I liked Kirk. It was a relief talking to him. We were both vegetarian, smoked a lot of weed and liked to kick back. We stood there waiting for the elevator to come. The door slid open and

  there was James inside.




  ‘Hey,’ said Kirk, smiling.




  ‘Hey,’ said James, not smiling.




  ‘Hey,’ I said, but he just ignored me, barely nodded. I wasn’t surprised. To James I was just another one of Lars’ little friends and Lars had a lot of those. I

  decided to ignore him and carry on my onversation with Kirk.




  ‘So,’ I said, ‘are you into essential oils then?’




  Kirk looked aghast. ‘What?’ he spluttered. ‘No! I mean . . . no! I’ve read a little about them, I wouldn’t say I was like into them.’ He made to laugh it

  off as James looked down at us and glared fiercely.




  I felt like I’d just had a bucket of water – or worse – thrown over me. Like, shut the fuck up, fool! You don’t talk about gay stuff like essential oils in front of

  James! Jesus, what are you, fuckin’ crazy?




  Realising my blunder, I wanted to turn and run. There was no escape, though, as we rode the elevator in silence the rest of the way down to the lobby. As we all walked

  into the bar together, I noticed Kirk affecting a sort of mini-Hetfield saunter. Safety in numbers, I found myself doing the same. There was a tape of an Andrew ‘Dice’ Clay show blaring

  from the big video screen on the bar-room wall and we all sat down to watch it, ordered three bottles of Sapporo (large), and began yucking it up. The Dice was a very Hetfield sort of a guy, took

  no shit from homos or foreigners. Told it like it was; mouth like a machine-gun. The Dice was a very Metallica sort of guy, I realised. I just hoped the smell of lavender didn’t get in the

  way of James’ beer . . .




  They say opposites attract. That was not the case when Lars Ulrich and James Alan Hetfield met for the first time, in May 1981. Born in Los Angeles, on 3 August 1963, on the

  surface the only thing James appeared to have in common with Lars was their age. Where Lars was small and doll-like, pretty-boy Eurotrash who ate with his mouth open and would go days without

  showering, James was tall and rangy, a full-blooded young American of Irish-German descent who brushed his teeth twice a day and always wore clean underwear. Where Lars never shut up, James never

  used two words where none would do. Where Lars came from a background of money and travel, of music and art, of multilingual, open-door hippy liberalism, James came from a plain-folks working-class

  family with strict fundamentalist religious beliefs, latterly an absentee father and, most recently and painfully, a tragically deceased mother. Where Lars was ready to push his way through any

  door and say, ‘Hi’, James stayed in the shadows, couldn’t even bring himself to meet anyone in the eye. People sometimes mistook this reticence for shyness. But James wasn’t

  shy, he was volcanically angry; a hair trigger waiting to go off. Years later, James would tell me his ‘favourite film of all time has got to be The Good, the Bad and the Ugly’.

  Why? I asked. ‘’Cos there’s three characters in it that are completely different and I find a little piece of me in each one of them,’ he said. You knew just what he meant.

  Whiskery and brooding, James was a man’s man, born to die, a throwback to a time not that long before when Injun-killing frontiersmen that talked and walked a lot like

  him had built America, all guns blazing. At least, that’s how he appeared from the outside. From the inside looking out, however, for the young James Hetfield the world was often a

  frightening place, full of mendacity and betrayal, liars that would only let you down. This was the place he feared more than anything, and which he allowed his anger to shield him from. Once

  memorably described as looking like the cowardly lion from The Wizard of Oz, James Hetfield actually resembled the wizard himself – a timid, unsure character hiding behind a big scary

  screen image.




  James’ father Virgil had been a truck driver: a big, ambitious, outdoorsy sort of guy who eventually ended up running his own trucking company. He’d married James’ mother,

  Cynthia, when she was at her most desperate: a no longer young divorcee with two young sons, Christopher and David. Virgil was a good guy who also taught part-time at Sunday school; a responsible

  sort of feller who James, his first of two children with Cynthia, looked up to even though he was strict. Once, when James and his younger sister, Deanna, ran away from home, Cynthia and Virgil

  found them hiding ‘about four blocks away’. When they got them home, James recalled, ‘They spanked the shit out of us, pretty much.’ Although James and Deanna would often

  ‘fight like cats and dogs’, they would always regroup in front of their parents. As James told me in 2009, ‘We’d help each other clean up the mess, and cover for each other

  with stories. So it was one of those things: love, hate.’ His older, half-brothers were more distant, ‘pretty much a generation apart and unfortunately it wasn’t as bonding . . .

  not quite old enough to tell me what to do and not young enough to understand what I wanted to hear or hang with, so it was kind of an awkward middle position there, but me and my sister were

  pretty tight’.




  When James Hetfield was thirteen, his dad walked out of the house one day and never came back, didn’t even say goodbye. In the vain hope that perhaps her husband would return, Cynthia told

  the youngest kids that their father had merely left for a long business trip. It was weeks before she finally gave James and his younger sister Deanna the bad news. Even then,

  there was no explanation, just that daddy was gone, wasn’t coming back, and let’s leave it at that, okay kids? No. Not okay, actually. Not okay at all, especially for Deanna, a

  daddy’s girl who had always been the ‘rebellious one’, according to James, and who now went completely off the rails. James’ reaction was no less turbulent but less obvious.

  He held it all in, put a stern face on it, not brave exactly, just expressionless, hard, what he called ‘my stay-the-fuck-away-from-me face’. The one he would wear for almost all of the

  next twenty years. ‘It was very confusing for me, as a kid, to not know what’s going on,’ he would later say. Coming home from school some days to find his father’s things

  missing – retrieved by Virgil while the kids were out of the house so as to cause as little disruption as possible – didn’t soften the blow, only sharpened the pain and sense of

  betrayal. ‘It was kind of hidden. That’s a big character defect that I still carry – I think everyone’s hiding something from me.’




  At school, before his father had left, James told me, he had been ‘a pretty average student. Pretty quiet, pretty reserved, just kind of get it done and then go home and, you know, have

  fun and play, do whatever.’ A lover of sports, the only things that held him back, he said, were the consequences of his parents’ strict adherence to the Christian Science belief

  system. A misnomer, in that Christian Science forbids its followers any sort of practical engagement with science, including, most distressingly, modern medicine, whether that be taking aspirin for

  a headache or receiving hospital treatment for fatal accidents or illnesses. One of those nouveau American religions that had sprung up in the nineteenth century, that no other people on Earth

  would have taken seriously, it still holds huge sway in certain sections of mainly working-class US society. James still sighs heavily when asked to talk about it. ‘It didn’t impact on

  the school,’ he told me. ‘It wasn’t like they had their own schooling or like going to a Catholic school. It certainly did affect me, though. It affected me more than my sister

  and my brothers, where I . . . I don’t know, I think I took it a little more personally.’ He paused, considered his words. ‘Our parents didn’t take us to the doctor. We were

  basically relying on the spiritual power of the religion to heal us or to shield us from being sick or injured. And so at school [because] that’s what my parents

  requested, I wasn’t allowed to sit through health class, to learn about the body, to learn about illnesses and things like that. And, say, you know, I’m trying out for the football

  team, you have to get a physical, to get a doctor’s note . . . I’d have to go and explain to the coach that, hey, our religion says this. So I felt really like an outcast . . .

  alienated. Kids would laugh about it and I took it personally and some of the more, I think, traumatic stuff for me was [when] health class would begin, I would be standing in the hallway, which

  was basically a form of punishment in other aspects. Hey, you’ve been bad, you’ve got to go to the Principal’s office or you stand out in front of the class. So everyone who

  walked by would look at me like I’d been some criminal of sorts, you know?’




  It was tough but, he suggests, it also ‘helped mould who I was, you know?’ Not that James saw it that way at the time. ‘When you’re young you want to be like everyone

  else, you don’t want to be unique. But I see the uniqueness in it now and it’s helped me to, uh, you know, accept and embrace the uniqueness of me.’ It was those difficult early

  experiences of always being the odd man out at school, James now believes, that nurtured his ability to not run with the pack, to always stand just a little bit apart from the rest of the gang.

  ‘It helped me carve my own path, and even the spiritual part of it; when you’re a kid you can’t really grasp the concept of spirituality. It was a very adult type of concept and

  for me not going to the doctor was strange. All I saw was the people in the church that had broken bones and they were healing wrong – it didn’t make any sense to me. So when I was

  saying these things to the [sports] coaches or teachers I was just speaking for my parents, I wasn’t really speaking for myself, so it was a kind of a sell-out thing, which I really never

  wanted to do again. But also it helped me embrace the spiritual concept later on, and actually see the power in that, along with the knowledge of doctors these days, so it did help me with my

  concept of spirituality.’




  It would be many years, however, precipitated by lengthy and still ongoing counselling sessions, before James Hetfield was ready to give any ground on these particular

  points. After his father left in 1977, ‘I just said to my mom: “I’m not going to Sunday school any more. Make me.” That was it.’ Instead, music – one of the few

  forms of expression open to him as a kid that could be enjoyed alone – would become first a solace, then a guard and, eventually, an inspiration. Long before he became interested in rock,

  though, there was the classical piano, which Cynthia – whose hobbies included amateur operatics, painting and some graphic design – first encouraged him to study when he was nine. James

  told me: ‘What it was, my mom had seen me over at a friend’s house just kind of start bashing on the piano. I was more or less playing drums on the piano and she thought, “Oh,

  he’s gonna be a musician, okay, we’ll sign him up for piano.” I did that for a couple of years and it was really a bit of a turn-off because it was learning classical pieces,

  stuff that I wasn’t listening to on the radio, you know? I remember it was an older woman’s house and the cookies at the end was the big deal, so something was cool about it. But I

  remember she had some music that she put out that we were gonna learn, and it was called “Joy to the World” [the Christmas carol adapted from an old English hymn]. I thought it was

  [starts singing] “Joy to the world!”, you know [the 1971 pop hit by Three Dog Night], but it was not. I got a little excited, like, “I heard my brother play that song

  before!” But it was theory.’ Discouraged at the time, he is now ‘so glad it was somewhat forced upon me because the act of left and right hand doing different things, and also

  singing at the same time, it gave me some inkling of what I do now. It gave me an idea of that, that’s natural to do. So singing and playing are somewhat easier than it probably could have

  been if I hadn’t [studied] piano.’




  He discovered rock via his older brothers’ record collection. ‘I was always looking for something different, something other people didn’t always dig. When I was into Black

  Sabbath, all my friends would go, “Oh, my mom won’t let me have that album. It’s scary and I’ll have nightmares.” I thought that was funny, so I had to go out and get

  it.’ Groups like The Beatles ‘and shit like that’, he said, ‘I never dug so much’. It was around now that he also tried his hand at playing his brother David’s drums, but couldn’t get it going. He was fourteen, he told me, before he remembers ‘picking up a guitar for the first time and going, “How do

  they make all these noises?”’ He couldn’t ‘remember learning’ to actually play one. ‘I started off with an acoustic then started fiddling around, and then

  learning the chords, and it just kind of went on from there, I guess. But it seemed to go pretty quickly and I was playing in a band pretty soon, like within a year or two: playing cover songs,

  which is certainly the way to learn guitar.’ He would also ‘slow down LPs, trying to learn stuff’. Listening; copying; repeating; always alone. ‘I liked being alone,’

  he later told writer Ben Mitchell. ‘I liked being able to close off the world. And music helped with that a lot.’ He would put the headphones on and just drift away, digging Kiss and

  Aerosmith, Ted Nugent and Alice Cooper: all-American hard rock; irony-free, kick-ass music for straight-shooting dudes that didn’t dance but liked to party. ‘I didn’t get into

  other stuff until being introduced to Lars.’ The first concert he went to was in July 1978, just before his sixteenth birthday: Aerosmith supported by AC/DC at the Long Beach Arena.

  Aerosmith’s 1976 album Rocks ‘was one of the albums I could play over and over; it was filled with good stuff’. The same summer he also bought a ticket for the two-day

  California World Music Festival, also featuring Aerosmith, alongside Ted Nugent and Van Halen. ‘I remember following around my buddy, who was selling drugs. He tore up a part of his ticket

  – it had a kind of rainbow edge – and he cut it into bits and sold it as acid. I was like, “What are you doing, man?” He used the money to buy beer.’ Working his way

  through the crowd to the front, James recalled being ‘blown away’ by the fact that Aerosmith singer Steven Tyler addressed the crowd ‘as “motherfuckers”. I was like,

  “Whoa – are you supposed to do that?”’




  Already a well-established loner at high school, like Lars Ulrich it was music that would finally bring James Hetfield into contact with other similarly obsessed classroom loners such as Ron

  McGovney, who later become the first bass player in Metallica. A fellow pupil at East Middle School, McGovney recalls meeting Hetfield in music class, drawn to him as ‘the only guy in the

  class who could play guitar’. Like James, Ron didn’t belong to any of the established school cliques. ‘There was the cheerleaders, the jocks, the marching

  band people.’ James and Ron ended up with other ‘laggers’ like their buddies Dave Marrs and Jim Keshil, ‘hanging around without any real social group’. Ron

  wasn’t solely into rock like James. He was ‘an Elvis freak’ who was ‘devastated’ when Presley died. Instead, he and James found common ground in the music of Led

  Zeppelin and ZZ Top, Foreigner and Boston. Dave and Jim were more like James; they were heavily into Kiss and Aerosmith. The odd man out, Ron eventually came round to the others’ way of

  thinking, bonding with them over British proto-metal acts such as UFO. As a result, Ron started having lessons on the acoustic guitar. ‘I knew nothing about bass,’ he recalls. He just

  wanted to learn how to play ‘Stairway to Heaven’. When, later that high school year, Hetfield started hanging out with two brothers named Ron and Rich Valoz, who played bass and drums

  respectively, and who then teamed up with another guitar-playing pupil named Jim Arnold, McGovney offered to roadie for them. The band called itself Obsession and like all high school bands they

  concentrated on cover versions of songs by their favourite artists. In this instance, that meant the easiest-to-play material by Black Sabbath (‘Never Say Die’), Led Zeppelin

  (‘Rock and Roll’), UFO (‘Lights Out’) and Deep Purple (‘Highway Star’). All three frontline members would take turns singing, Jim Arnold on the Zeppelin stuff,

  Ron Valoz on ‘Purple Haze’. James would be the UFO guy, tackling hard-line anthems like ‘Doctor, Doctor’ and ‘Lights Out’.




  After a prolonged period rehearsing at the Valoz brothers’ parents’ house in nearby Downey, the new outfit eventually did the occasional gig: backyard ‘keg parties’,

  playing for free beer and the chance to show off. Mainly, though, they played every Friday and Saturday night at the Valoz brothers’ place. McGovney remembers the brothers as

  ‘electrical geniuses’ who had ‘wired up lights’ in the loft they built in their parents’ garage: ‘Dave Marrs and I would sit up there and work the control panel

  doing the lights, strobes and stuff.’ It was ‘this whole show in a tiny garage’. ‘We’d do Thin Lizzy,’ James told me. ‘We’d do like some Robin Trower

  . . . bands of the time that were somewhat heavy.’ James finally bailed out on Obsession, he said, when ‘I had brought an original song to play and none of them

  liked it so that’s when I basically kind of said goodbye to them. Because I wanted to start writing some songs and they weren’t interested in that.’ With James went Jim Arnold,

  joined by his brother Chris, to form another short-lived outfit called Syrinx. ‘All they played was Rush covers,’ McGovney recalled. ‘That didn’t last long.’




  All the music came to an abrupt end, though, when James’ mother died agonisingly slowly of cancer, in 1980, after refusing treatment and even painkillers until right at the very end, when

  it was already too late. With James and Deanna forced to move in with their stepbrother, David – ten years older than James and now married and living in his own house twenty miles away in

  Brea, where he worked as an accountant – to begin with James would still make the twenty-mile trek back to Downey for rehearsals with Syrinx. That soon petered out as the implications of his

  mother’s death started to sink in and a different sort of gloom descended. James also broke up with his first semi-serious girlfriend. Nothing, it seemed, would ever go right again. Unruly as

  ever, Deanna was soon ejected from Dave’s – preferring to track down her father and join him. James, who ‘wanted nothing to do with’ his father, stayed put, seeing his

  parents’ divorce as the final spur to his mother’s illness. As he told Playboy in 2001: ‘My mom worried a lot, and that made her sick. She hid it from us. All of a sudden,

  she’s in the hospital. Then all of a sudden, she’s gone.’ Typically, tight-lipped James kept the devastating news of his mother’s death all to himself. ‘We had no

  idea,’ McGovney later recalled. ‘He was gone for like ten days and we had thought he went on vacation. When he told us that his mom had just died, we were stunned.’ According to

  her Christian Science beliefs, there had been no funeral for Cynthia, nor any designated grieving period. No time, as James later put it, ‘where you’re able to cry and get support. It

  was just: “Okay, the shell is dead, the spirit’s gone, and move on in life.”’




  In Brea, James enrolled at Olinda High School, where he hooked up for a time with an aspiring drummer named Jim Mulligan and yet another guitarist, named Hugh Tanner, who he approached after

  seeing him carrying a Flying V into school one day. They called the nascent band Phantom Lord, although it never quite got out of the rehearsal stage, mainly due to the fact

  that they didn’t have a bass player. In desperation, James turned to Ron McGovney. Ron had never seen himself as a bass player, didn’t even own a bass. But James insisted it would be

  easy enough and that he’d show him the basic chords. McGovney reluctantly acquiesced, renting a bass from Downey Music Center, and the four-piece began practising together at a garage at

  Ron’s parents’ place. This was a shift in scene that also precipitated James suddenly feeling brave enough to move out of his stepbrother’s house in Brea and into Ron’s

  place back in Downey, taking a job as a janitor to pay his way – the first of a succession of menial jobs that would occupy him over the next couple of years. ‘My parents had a main

  house with three rental houses in the back,’ McGovney says now. ‘The property was going to be bulldozed to build a freeway. My parents let James and me live in the middle house

  rent-free. We converted the garage into our rehearsal studio.’ Having left high school, they both had a little money coming in now too. ‘I worked at my parents’ truck repair shop

  during the day,’ recalls Ron. James, meanwhile, had now gotten a job in ‘a sticker factory’ called Santa Fe Springs. They used their first month’s salaries to insulate the

  garage against noise, putting up drywall, while James painted the rafters black and the ceiling silver. Along with white walls and red carpet, Phantom Lord suddenly had a space to call their own

  and build from.




  In the final entry in his high school yearbook, under ‘plans’, Hetfield wrote: ‘Play music. Get rich.’ As with most young bands, however, Phantom Lord splintered before

  it had even played a gig, signalled by the departure of Hugh Tanner, a decent guitar player but one who now had his eye on a career in music management. Undeterred, the others simply stuck an ad

  for a guitarist in the local music free-sheet The Recycler. Enter, albeit briefly, Troy James, along with a change in musical direction towards what McGovney describes now as ‘a glam

  thing’. It was still an all-American rock sound, but now leaning more towards the kind of flashy, chorus-heavy mien soon to be popularised by Sunset Strip archetypes

  like Mötley Crüe and Quiet Riot, both then making names for themselves on the Hollywood club scene, and like-minded, fully made-up British outfits such as Girl (fronted by future Def

  Leppard guitarist Phil Collen and L.A. Guns frontman Phil Lewis), whose song ‘Hollywood Tease’ the new band would cover. They even had a new name to go with the new sound: Leather

  Charm. Hard though it is now to imagine gruff James Hetfield trying to pass himself off as a pouting glam-rock singer, he threw himself wholeheartedly into the new direction, even dropping guitar

  to concentrate on becoming a full-on frontman. It was also in Leather Charm that Hetfield came up with his first attempts at performing original songs, three of which, in reconfigured form, would

  eventually be recorded two years later for the first Metallica album: a prototype of ‘Hit the Lights’, which Ron McGovney later claimed Hugh Tanner came up with most of; and two Charm

  numbers James had more of a hand in, ‘Handsome Ransom’ and ‘Let’s Go Rock ’n’ Roll’, an improved and much speeded-up amalgam of which later became the

  Metallica epic, ‘No Remorse’.




  Once again, however, the new band had only managed a couple of appearances at friends’ backyard parties when it fell apart. This time it was Mulligan who jumped first, preferring to take

  up the offer of a more challenging spot in another local outfit that specialised in Rush covers. At this point Troy James also quit, leaving James and Ron alone again in their silver and black

  garage. To try and help out, Hugh Tanner told them about an ad he’d seen in The Recycler: ‘Drummer looking for other metal musicians to jam with. Tygers of Pan Tang, Diamond Head

  and Iron Maiden’. It was the mention of Iron Maiden that had gotten his attention. None of the Leather Charm guys knew as much about the NWOBHM as Lars Ulrich – who did? But, lately,

  they had taken to including a version of Maiden’s ‘Remember Tomorrow’ in their set. James and Ron, however, were apathetic about the ad. Nothing had gone right lately, why should

  this? Hating to see them so down, Hugh offered to reply to the ad himself and set up a meet for them with the guy who’d placed the ad – some kid with a funny accent from Newport Beach

  called Lars – at a local rehearsal studio he’d booked under the pretext of recording a demo, and which James later claimed they ‘stiffed’ Lars on the

  bill for. Ron, never completely convinced about trying to make it as a bass player, was now concentrating more on a possible career as a rock photographer, so didn’t even bother to turn up to

  that first meeting with Lars. Not that it mattered. Neither James nor Hugh had anything good to say about the encounter afterwards. The kid was ‘weird’ and ‘smelled funny’.

  He couldn’t even really play drums. The whole thing was really a waste of time. ‘We ate McDonald’s, he ate herring’, was how James would summarise that first meeting twenty

  years later. Lars was simply ‘from a different world. His father was famous. He was very well off. A rich, only child. Spoiled – that’s why he’s got his mouth. He knows what

  he wants, he goes for it and he’s gotten it his whole life.’




  The ill feeling, however, wasn’t entirely mutual. One of the first things Lars did, in fact, after returning home from his summer jaunt to Europe was call up James and invite him round to

  his house. James acted aloof, like he didn’t even remember who Lars was, giving him the ‘stay-the-fuck-away-from-me’ face. Shrewdly, though, Lars felt James might be less hostile

  to the notion of forming a ‘jam band’ with him, overlooking for the time being Lars’ obvious drawbacks as a drummer, if he had a better idea of who it was exactly he was dealing

  with. At the very least they could kick back and play some records together. Sure enough, the first time James visited Lars’ parents’ house his attitude instantly changed. ‘I

  would spend days just going through Lars’ record collection. He introduced me to a lot of different music.’ James, who ‘could afford maybe one record a week’, would be

  flabbergasted as Lars ‘would come back from the store with twenty!’ As Lars would later tell me, ‘When I came back to America in October of ’81 I was kind of energised from

  hanging out in Europe and then I called up James Hetfield because I thought there was something interesting about him and he seemed like he was pretty into the same stuff I was into.’ After

  such a stale first meeting, though, I wondered what had prompted him to persist with trying to get to know the taciturn would-be frontman. They were obviously quite different as people. ‘No shit!’ he snorted. ‘Absolutely.’ What was it then that intrigued Lars enough to try again? Initially, he said, it was because James was the only

  other person he’d found who might be interested in forming a band that played NWOBHM-type music ‘rather than copy Van Halen’. On a deeper level, he sensed something else, too.

  ‘Even though I didn’t spend a lot of time rebelling against a lot of things because my parents were too cool to rebel against, I spent a lot of time by myself immersed in the music

  world. And James spent a lot of time by himself and so on, so the one thing we share, even though we come from two different worlds, and two different cultures, is we are both loners. And in each

  other we found something that just connected with something deeper.’ He went on: ‘It was very difficult for me to find anything that I could relate to in Southern California.

  That’s why me and James became such good friends because we both sort of had social issues,’ he chuckled self-consciously. ‘Of a different kind but . . .’ He shrugged and

  looked away.




  For James, that connection would not be manifest until later in his relationship with his new buddy, when Metallica began to assume the mantle of ‘family’ for him. First and

  foremost, it was simply about the music, he insisted. Yet the first time he went to Lars’ parents’ house he was deeply impressed by more than just the collection of records. The vibe

  was so different from his own former family home, where outsiders were rare and then only occasionally made to feel welcome, unless they shared the same religious beliefs, which would be quickly

  and decisively established. ‘I was searching for people that I could identify with,’ said James. ‘I couldn’t really identify too much with my family and, basically, as a

  child it disintegrated right in front of my eyes. There’s a part of me that craves family and another part of me that just can’t stand people.’ In Lars’ house, all were

  welcome, differences celebrated, individualism prized. And in Lars’ bedroom there was a whole wall of records, most by groups James had never even heard of. The next time he visited this

  Aladdin’s cave of NWOBHM treasure, he brought his tape recorder, filling cassette after cassette with the songs of Trespass, Witchfinder General, Silverwing, Venom,

  Motörhead, Saxon, Samson . . . it seemed never-ending. ‘I bombarded James with all this new British stuff,’ Lars said, ‘and soon he was sold on getting something together

  that would stand out in the ocean of mediocrity.’




  Brian Slagel recalls hooking up with Lars not long after he’d returned from Europe. ‘He had a bunch of albums and, you know, I wanted to hear the stories, hanging out with [Diamond

  Head] and all this other stuff. I was insanely jealous, of course, but it was fascinating that he was able to do it.’ Before the trip to Europe ‘we were just kind of crazy kids running

  around. But when [Lars] came back he definitely was a little bit different. You could tell that he was so into being with the band and seeing their lives it gave him much more motivation to try to

  start [his own] band. That’s when he was really practising, playing drums a lot and trying to find people to play with. It really solidified for him after he came back from that trip.’

  James had also been giving his future a great deal of thought while Lars was away in Europe, coming to the decision that he would continue as he had in Leather Charm, principally as a singer. Now,

  with only a drummer to jam with, he reluctantly picked up the guitar again. All they lacked initially was a bass player: inevitably, James suggested Ron McGovney, an idea which seemed to make sense

  to everybody – except for Ron, who didn’t fancy the new partnership’s chances at all. ‘When he and Lars first jammed, I thought Lars was the worst drummer I had ever heard

  in my life,’ Ron would later tell Bob Nalbandian. ‘He couldn’t keep a beat, and compared to [Leather Charm drummer Jim] Mulligan, he just couldn’t play. So I told James,

  “This guy sucks, dude.”’ Even after Lars started coming over regularly, Ron remained unconvinced. ‘I would watch him and James jam together, and it got better and better but

  I still didn’t feel like getting back into it.’




  Still very much the new kid on the block, a high school guy hanging out with older-seeming dudes who held down regular jobs, it would have been easy for the novelty to wear off, to be worn down

  by the long drive each day after school from Newport Beach to where Hetfield and McGovney lived, where he knew at least one of them didn’t rate him at all. But this was

  Lars Ulrich, and now he’d finally found someone apparently willing to try and make his half-dream come even partly true he wasn’t to be thwarted. Besides, he told me, ‘after

  coming back from Europe I was on fuckin fire!’ Although he never discussed it, Lars was also determined to prove to his parents that he hadn’t made a bad move in dropping the tennis.

  That he had this music thing all figured out. ‘We weren’t careerist,’ he would insist, years later, but Lars Ulrich never did anything by halves. So when he claimed his ‘big

  hard-on’ at that stage merely extended to ‘playing fifteen New Wave of British Heavy Metal songs in LA clubs’ the fact that he and James would get together ‘every day at

  six’ where they ‘went for it’ like there was no tomorrow shows how determined both kids were to turn these jams into something much more solid and long term. ‘Playing those

  songs was like headbanging taken one step further,’ said Lars. An apt description for everything he would attempt to do over the subsequent four decades.




  Nevertheless, Brian Slagel remembers Lars being ‘pretty frustrated’ during this period and that he and James eventually stopped jamming for a while. ‘It was going

  nowhere,’ says Slagel. ‘It was really hard for Lars because James was the only guy he met who had any sort of understanding of the kind of music that Lars was into. James was into some

  of the same stuff but they couldn’t really find anybody to jam with.’ There had been one positive development, however: the discovery of a name for the nascent band Lars and James were

  putatively putting together – Metallica. This, though, was not something either James or Lars could truly lay claim to. Indeed, the name ‘Metallica’ had been bandied about by

  another Anglophile friend of Lars’, met through the tape-trading scene: Ron Quintana. Ron had first gotten to know Bob Nalbandian and the crew after getting a letter published in an early

  issue of Kerrang!. Inspired both by Kerrang! and the smaller but in his eyes equally impressive success of Brian Slagel’s New Heavy Metal Revue fanzine, Quintana now

  looked to start his own like-minded American publication.




  Ron Quintana recalls the night he showed Lars a list of names he had come up with as possible titles for his long-dreamed-of ‘super heavy metal magazine’. Lars

  had travelled up to San Francisco to stay with Ron during the lull with James and the two were ‘always throwing band and ’zine names around when we would hang out or go to local record

  stores’, Quintana says. Lars had previously shown Ron a list of prospective band names – ‘the worst, most generic, Americanised, like, car names. Hot-rod names, trans-am

  names’ – including Red Vette and Black Lightning. In return, Ron showed Lars a list he’d made of possible titles for his new mag, including Metal Death, Metal Mania

  and several other of a similar ilk. Also on the list Ron showed Lars was the name Metallica. Lars said, ‘Oh, that’s a cool name.’ Then, quick as a flash: ‘What are

  you gonna call your magazine, how about Metal Mania?’ Ron fell for it. ‘I thought it was funny,’ Quintana says now, ‘because I had started Metal Mania in

  August of ’81 and hadn’t talked to Lars in at least six months when he called and told me he’d named his band Metallica. I was already on issue number three and happy with the

  Metal Mania name. I didn’t even think Lars could play drums at that time!’ Plus, he says with a laugh, ‘I liked Metal Mania as a moniker better than

  Metallica.’ Until then Lars and James had compiled a list of over twenty possible names, including Nixon, Helldriver, Blitzer and – an early frontrunner, certainly as far as Lars

  was concerned – Thunderfuck. Once he’d left Ron’s that night with ‘Metallica’, though, the conversation was closed. Crazy kid all right, funny accent, clever as

  fuck.




  It was through another friend of Lars’ that he got his next significant break. Since he’d begun working at Oz Records and running his fanzine, Brian Slagel had been seeing less of

  Lars, Bob, Patrick and the guys. He was also now helping to promote local metal shows at a small club called The Valley, and had even begun doing a few pieces on the local LA scene for

  Sounds. He was also now doing some work with local radio station KMET – an album-oriented rock station known to its many listeners as The Mighty Met – supplying records via the

  store for a weekly metal show hosted by DJ Jim Ladd (soon to be famous as the ‘fictional DJ’ on Roger Waters’ 1987 Radio K.A.O.S. album and tour, among many other notable

  cameos he has made on disc and film over the years). The fact that Lars also ‘lived so far away’ meant Slagel ‘didn’t really see him as often’

  any more. All that was about to change, however, when Brian had the idea of putting out his own independently produced compilation album, tentatively titled The New Heavy Metal Revue Presents .

  . . Metal Massacre. Inspired by the earlier Metal for Muthas, ‘What really motivated me,’ he says now, ‘was the fact that there were actually some good bands playing in

  LA and nobody knew or cared that they existed.’ Bands like another of his faves from those days called Exciter, featuring George Lynch on guitar, who would later find fame with the band

  Dokken. ‘I just loved that band,’ says Slagel, ‘and nothing ever happened with them – because nobody cared. That really bummed me out.’




  A couple of years down the line, seeing the next generation of LA club bands like Mötley Crüe and Ratt, Slagel decided to do something about it. He went to some of the importers he

  worked with, the guys supplying records for the shop’s loyal metal clientele, and told them: ‘Hey, if I put together a compilation of local LA metal bands would you guys sell it? And

  they all said, “Sure.” All motivated by what happened with the NWOBHM scene, Metal for Muthas and those sorts of compilations. I thought it would be a cool thing to try and put

  something like that together for here in LA.’ At high school Slagel had worked part-time at Sears, a commission job selling typewriters and cameras, from which he’d been able to save a

  little money to ‘go to college at some point’. Now he put every penny of those savings into the Metal Massacre album, along with $800 borrowed from a kindly aunt, plus a little

  from his mother. John Kornarens also put in what he could, in exchange for ‘assistant producer’ credit. All the bands had to do was volunteer their music. Says Slagel, ‘I just

  went to all the bands and said if you can record something I can put this compilation album out, and they all said, “Sure, why not?” It was kind of the only exposure they were gonna

  get, you know?’ Even then, ‘I was barely able to scrape enough money to press twenty-five hundred copies.’ The 2,500 albums would cost him ‘a little over a dollar a unit, so

  maybe three or four thousand dollars total’. At a time when regular albums sold for $7.99 in normal stores, Metal Massacre would retail for just $5.50. ‘They probably cost about

  a dollar-fifty to make, then probably another fifty cents on top for shipping, then maybe we got three bucks, maybe $3.50 for them, then we had to pay the bands a little bit.

  So really it wasn’t a money-making venture. I didn’t really care about that. I just wanted to get exposure for all these bands in LA. I didn’t even think about starting a label or

  anything, this was more an offshoot of the magazine.’




  With all the deals done with the bands ‘on a handshake deal because we had no money to pay for a lawyer or anything’, nothing was put into writing until a recently graduated lawyer

  named William Berrolm, who happened to have an office on the floor above Oz Records, offered to help Slagel draw up contracts for a cut rate $10 an hour. ‘I thought I could probably afford

  that, maybe. So he ended up doing some contracts and we went back to the bands to get them to sign off on something. He’s still our lawyer today,’ Slagel adds. (Berrolm would go on to

  represent artists of the stature of Stevie Ray Vaughan, Garbage, Nirvana producer Butch Vig and ‘a ton of big people’.)




  When Lars Ulrich got to hear what his buddy Brian Slagel was now up to ‘[He] just called me up one day and said, “Hey, if I put together a band can I be on your compilation

  album?” I said, “Sure, no problem, why not?”’ The only issue, says Slagel, was that ‘Metallica didn’t exist, at that point’. Lars and James didn’t

  even get together to jam very often any more ‘because they couldn’t find anybody else to play with’. But when Lars heard about Metal Massacre, he decided he didn’t

  need a band. He just needed James to agree to help record what amounted to a demo tape. Weeks passed, though, before Brian heard any more from Lars. ‘I called him up and said we’re kind

  of coming down to the wire here on getting your song on the record, what’s the story? He said, “Give me a date and a time when I have to have it and I’ll make sure I get it [to

  you] by that time.”’ Everything went quiet again until the day came when Slagel and Kornarens were actually at Bijou Studios, mastering the disc. They had all but given up on Lars when

  suddenly, at around three that afternoon, the door burst open and there stood their crazy little pal with the funny accent – holding a cassette in his hand. Brian laughs as he recalls the

  scene. ‘They recorded the song on this little tiny Fostex recorder, like a little cassette recorder that had like four channels. It wasn’t really something you

  would record to put out. But that’s all they could find and afford. They did it basically the night before, just him and James. They had Lloyd Grant, James’ guitar teacher, do the

  lead.’




  In order to get the recording onto the finished disc, it first had to be transferred onto a reel-to-reel tape, for which the studio charged $50. More problems. Recalls Slagel: ‘Lars

  doesn’t have fifty dollars, I don’t have fifty dollars. Luckily my friend John had the fifty dollars so he loaned us the fifty bucks so we could get the thing bumped up and

  mastered and finished.’ Brian says he doesn’t know if John ever got his fifty back. As Kornarens later recalled: ‘Lars suddenly starts to panic and he gets all frantic and he

  looked over at me and goes, “Dude, have you got fifty bucks?” And, you know, fifty dollars was a lot of money back then. I pull my wallet out and there was fifty-two dollars in there,

  which was a lot of money for me to be carrying around back in 1982, but I had it, so I gave it to Lars and he says, “You’re going to be known as John ‘50 Bucks’ Kornarens on

  every Metallica release in the future!” Anyway, he made it onto Metal Massacre.’




  ‘Hit the Lights’, the track Lars and James had recorded together for Slagel’s compilation, although credited solely to Hetfield/Ulrich, may well have been, as others now

  suggest, an old Leather Charm number originally configured by Hugh Tanner. But what the pair did with it under their NWOBHM-influenced guise in Metallica took the song in a wholly new direction,

  right down to Hetfield’s cringe worthy, high-pitched, Diamond Head-style lead vocal. Mostly, though, it was about speed and power, and compared to every other track on Metal Massacre

  – which featured other, ostensibly far more developed groups such as Ratt, Malice and Black ’N Blue, all of whom would later land major record deals – Metallica’s ‘Hit

  the Lights’ stood out like a sore thumb. Although corny of lyric (‘When we start to rock / We never want to stop . . . ’) and featuring a typically singsong, playground-dumb

  melody, ‘Hit the Lights’ exploded from the speakers in a blur of speed and noise, sounding like one long crescendo, making everything else on Metal Massacre sound horribly

  ponderous, irritatingly slow and immediately dated. With Ulrich on drums, Hetfield on guitar, bass and vocals, it also featured a guitar solo by the only other person to

  appear on the track and another significant bit-part figure in the early Metallica story: a tall, black, Jamaican-born guitarist named Lloyd Grant, who Lars and James had first auditioned for the

  band some months before. As Grant later recalled, ‘I answered an ad in The Recycler that read “Heavy Metal Guitarist Wanted for music much heavier than the LA

  scene”.’ Likened later by Lars to ‘a black Michael Schenker’, while Lloyd ‘could play leads like a motherfucker’, according to James, he didn’t make the

  cut mainly because ‘his rhythm stuff was never very tight’.




  James did, however, consider Lloyd good enough to take a few guitar lessons from him. Just hours before Lars was to take in the cassette of ‘Hit the Lights’ to Brian Slagel, James

  decided the track could use a little oomph in the shape of a typically blistering Lloyd Grant guitar break. As they only had a four-track recorder – one track each for guitar, bass, drums and

  vocals – there was no room for overdubs. However, with the end of the song tailing off into nothingness, James suggested they ‘punch a lead [guitar solo] in on the vocal track’.

  And so they stopped off at Lloyd’s house on their way to Bijou Studio and ‘hooked up some little fuckin’ amp [through which Lloyd] just ripped through a solo. It was the first

  take.’ As James says, ‘It’s a fuckin’ great solo!’ So much so it would survive subsequent re-recordings of the track right up to the first Metallica album a year

  later.




  According to Grant, he already knew the song from his failed audition with the band. ‘“Hit the Lights” was composed by James and one of his friends. I remember the day I went

  over to Lars’ house, he said, “Check out this song” and he played me “Hit the Lights”. We were both into that heavy kind of shit.’ When Lars later called Lloyd

  with the idea of him adding a guitar solo to the recording, Grant agreed, but told him he didn’t have time to ‘make it over to Ron McGovney’s house to do the recording so James

  and Lars brought the four-track over to my apartment and I did the solo on a little Montgomery Ward amp.’ Lars, he added, though ‘very easy to get along

  with’, was always ‘one hundred per cent intense with the music. He had very strong ideas and opinions.’ James, on the other hand, ‘was very quiet’.




  Although it would be some time before initial pressings of Metal Massacre finally became available, in June 1982, now they had a tape to play people, even if it was only of a notional

  band, Lars and James became re-energised in their pursuit of making Metallica a flesh-and-bones reality. As Brian Slagel says, ‘The Metal Massacre album made them a band and gave them

  something to do.’ Unlike now, where something like that would have first seen the light of day on a MySpace page, ‘At that point, for what it was worth, being on an album meant

  something to people.’ Still unable to persuade Ron McGovney to play the bass, for a short time they recruited ‘a dude with black hair’ whose name, they say, none of them can now

  remember, and who didn’t really fit the bill but was deemed better than nothing – although only just, apparently, as they ousted him soon afterwards. At this point, James finally wore

  Ron down. ‘My musical contribution to Metallica was very limited,’ McGovney says now. Unlike Leather Charm, where Ron had ‘felt more of a team vibe with James’, in Metallica

  he simply ‘played what James wanted me to play. Sometimes he would take my bass and play the song, and I would just copy what he did.’ From the word go, Metallica was always, he says,

  ‘James and Lars’ band’. To begin with, he says, ‘We played a lot of cover songs, so both of us were just copying others’ work.’ Even ‘Hit the Lights’

  ‘was a Leather Charm song’ that James had ‘brought with him to Metallica’. Practising in the garage he shared with James, he insists that Metallica was ‘just a hobby

  for me just like dirt bike riding or going to watch bands in Hollywood clubs’.
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