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       Dedicated to all the fearless misfits who made it through, those who didn’t, and to X bandmates DJ, Billy & most of all Exene.


—John Doe


       I’d like to dedicate this book to my father/best friend, who let me waste all my money on records and put up with the noise that ensued in the hopes that one day I’d figure out how to make a living from it. Also, my eternal thanks go to X, for changing everything my fifteen-year-old self thought he knew about art. I remain eternally grateful to Billy, DJ, Exene, and John.


—Tom DeSavia









Certainly more stories will be told about this era. To the best of our abilities, we tried to tell what we know & what we can remember. It’s likely that people & events have been left out, but that will be someone else’s story. The different perspectives & voices here reflect the collaborative, adventurous spirit that defined the early punk-rock scene in Los Angeles. We couldn’t have & didn’t want to do it alone.


—John Doe


Richmond, Calif.









Foreword


by Billie Joe Armstrong


Green Day finally made it to Los Angeles for a gig in 1990. We were roughly ten years too late for a scene that spawned some of the best bands ever. We played the god-awful Coconut Teaszer on Sunset Boulevard. We were all under twenty-one, so we weren’t allowed inside the club.


We waited our turn outside, sandwiched in between a strange lineup of bands that were trying to get signed to a major label.


The stage wrangler hauled us in, and we played our twenty-minute set on borrowed gear. It was a good set, and people were genuinely into it. But before we got a chance to bask in the glory, we were asked to leave.


And that was my first impression of Los Angeles.


I sat outside on the curb kinda sad. I wondered if maybe Exene and John would walk by and bum a smoke off me. Or just maybe Leonard and Stan Lee possibly caught our set.


Or by some weird chance Jane Wiedlin would invite me to a party at the Canterbury . . . NOPE.


None of these things happened.


But what DID happen is that their music made its way to the painfully small town I came from in Northern California. And it made me want to slam dance my way out of it.


Finding like-minded weirdos at the Gilman Street scene in Berkeley who also had dreams of “almost” hanging out with Darby Crash and the Light Bulb Kids in the Decline of Western Civilization.


However, “almost” isn’t good enough. You have to take whatever spirit is left and make it your own. History only happens for a second, and you have to do everything you can in that moment.


Thank god for Alice Bag. Good lord! And Pat Smear, for that matter. The thing that makes these people brilliant is the fact that the music and ideas they created are still relevant today. Songs like “Los Angeles,” “We Got the Neutron Bomb,” and “Lexicon Devil” don’t have expiration dates. And that’s at a time when the entire decade of the eighties WAS a giant expiration date.


These are the kids before the kids. And then there are the kids after that. And so on.


I’m not much of a kid anymore, but I still got all these songs stuck in my head.


So even if the Coconut Teaszer wasn’t exactly the Masque, I still had all that graffiti in my brain.


Imagination can take you a long way.


Roughly,


Billie Joe Armstrong









Preface


Post-Apocalyptic Clowns


by Tom DeSavia


I wasn’t there, but it was about to change my life.


Living in the suburbs outside of Los Angeles, punk rock was simply the scary legend that came from the big, dirty metropolis. Punk itself was kind of a pop-culture mythology proven to exist only by the desolate outsider occasionally spotted wandering our streets, causing the community to collectively clutch their pearls and pray they were just passing through. In our minds these punks shared space only with the homeless and war vets, except they scared us more because it was obviously a rebellious choice they had made to live this way. Punk was dangerous, a gateway drug to a dark, violent world. This wasn’t teenage rebellion—this was alarming, ugly, and threatening.


The first time I became aware of punk rock was as a lad in 1976. There was TV coverage of the Sex Pistols in America—the only footage I recall was showing the audience spitting on this hideous band of post-apocalyptic clowns. The only reason I even recall it was because of the distaste it drew from my parents, and I couldn’t have agreed with them more. It was disgusting, obviously immoral, and seemingly devoid of all melody. Also, they seemed angry. As did the crowd. It was shocking on all levels; the newscasters reporting enthusiastically agreed.


I was young enough to be intimidated by the images that came over the local news channel that day but just becoming old enough to begin to sort of learn what rebellion meant. Those images stuck with me strong . . . and I always associated them with my folks being so offended by this. Perhaps that was why I needed to find out more. More images started to creep in, mostly in the pages of the rock magazines I began to devour religiously: Circus, Creem, even Rolling Stone.


I wasn’t even ten years old, but I was just starting to realize the world was a real fucked-up place. Saigon fell in 1975, ending the Vietnam War. Hippies were turning into cultists and murderers. This Nixon guy seemed to have fucked up a lot of shit. Basically it seemed folks were prepping for the arrival of four horsemen. In only a few short years the hippies became unflinching heartless businessmen, greed was good, and Reagan would introduce Jesus Christ into the Republican Party. Combine with that pop radio so smooth that flute solos were replacing guitars, and you had a larger sect of the American mainstream ready to accept punk rock in their hearts, just as our compatriots on the other side of the pond had been doing for a few years.


Looking back on that time, I suppose the hippies and the punks had more in common than they would have chosen to believe, especially back then: political rebellion, the rise of counterculture activism, economic uncertainty, and needing art that spoke to these and other issues in an unflinching way.


As the 1970s were starting to come to a close, suddenly the radio really began to sound different: songs by bands like The Clash, The Pretenders, Blondie, and Devo were creeping into our bedrooms, some even going on to become pop hits. I remember hearing DJs on rock stations make fun of punk as they were obviously forced to play some of the bigger tunes due to listener demand. Devo’s “Whip It” and the Vapors’ “Turning Japanese” were straight-up pop-radio smashes, so was Blondie’s disco-ish/new-wave hybrid “Heart of Glass,” which soon led me backward to discover the band’s less radio-friendly tunes, like the alarming “Rip Her to Shreds.” Nick Lowe’s power-pop masterpiece “Cruel to Be Kind” single-handedly enabled me to unearth the whole Stiff Records culture. I had discovered a treasure map with so many roads to follow, and I was equally overwhelmed, enthralled, and confused.


This Reagan guy had arrived in office and was suddenly the target of and inspiration for a whole wave of US punk anarchy. Politically charged bands and songs began to creep into our consciousness, with not-so-subtle Reagan Youth, the UK’s Crass and The Subhumans, and, of course, the West Coast’s own Dead Kennedys and Avengers, who took fierce and unapologetic aim at both political figures and policies with such brutal imagery (both lyrical and visual) that they would make more melodic activists like The Clash and the Sex Pistols blush.


At the same time, ’70s arena rock was making its evolution into what would become labeled, accurately, “corporate rock.” And lines in the sand were officially drawn. You picked a team: you liked Journey or you liked Black Flag. Never both. Not ever. The punk kids and the heavy-metal kids did not play nicely, though as a result of this postmodern Montague/Capulet war, I never saw Motörhead, arguably a great punk band, as clad in leather as they may have been. I’m not sad I never saw Journey. Fuck them.


It was around that time that friends led me to a Sunday night show on KROQ by the most nontraditional DJ I had ever heard, Rodney Bingenheimer. At first I found both his unconventional voice and on-air awkwardness annoying, but after a while his fan-boy exuberance became not only endearing but vital. And then there was the music: I was hearing hefty doses of bands called The Ramones and The Runaways and that band from the news a couple of years back, the Sex Pistols. There was bad and good—some were novelty records, some were plain ol’ weird, and some seemed brilliant. I listened intensely with the headphones on . . . it was my secret. The folks would be worried if they knew what I was listening to, I knew that. I liked that.


That year I made bona fide punk-rock friends. They were my age, but they had all these records by bands with names like The Flesh Eaters, Christian Death, the Circle Jerks, and Agent Orange. The records were harsher than what I was used to, and the accompanying art was often shocking. They didn’t get along with their parents that well, so while trying to listen to these records in darkened bedrooms after school, the tunes were regularly drowned out by the sounds of mothers and fathers and kids screaming at each other. This was the uncomfortable compromise that came with hearing new music then—and it became normal in its own weird way. These were the misfits, I guess, and they had the best and most interesting record collections. These were the kids who told their folks to fuck off and the parents just walked away. What kind of world was this?


Another constant in the suburbs was the local paper, the Los Angeles Times. Every Sunday featured a pullout section called Calendar, which provided a fantasy into a world of clubs that I could only dream of—I wondered what these places looked like inside. In it were also reviews filled with words I didn’t understand, so I usually just liked to stare at the album covers that accompanied them and fantasize about having them in my collection. It was about that time when there was a lot of press about this band called X. I had heard Rodney play them before, and once I got past jarring harmonies unlike anything I had ever heard, I decided I really liked them. I saved up my money and bought their album Wild Gift at the local Music Plus after I had heard “We’re Desperate” and “The Once Over Twice” at a friend’s house. I didn’t really understand what they were singing about, but I got lost in the words anyway. And I couldn’t stop listening. I played it every day.


In 1981 or 1982 I discovered this record store in the San Fernando Valley called Blue Meanie. It was a great import and alternative record shop specializing in punk, metal, and new wave. I would save up all my money to spend there, and when I went, I would literally stay for hours . . . getting dropped off to go through every record in the store. I spent so much time at the store that I soon befriended two of the clerks there, two mods who were about my age named Lance and Jeff. It was a great, unique store where I learned of The Damned, The Jam, and even classic soul. It was also the store where those clerks led me into the living world of punk rock.


I already knew some of the counterculture stuff that I liked: the aforementioned Stiff Records canon and a lot of the British new wave and punk that I was really starting to dig. Soon enough I was hanging out with Lance and Jeff outside of the store and listening to records at their homes, but this time we had cigarettes and beer and weed. Holy shit. This was teenage rebellion, and I was really starting to get that it had a soundtrack. The words were starting to make more sense. I was a kid from a slightly lower-middle-class family living in an apartment in an affluent suburb—I wasn’t exactly desperate, but now I longed to be.


It was then, during my fifteenth year, when my new mod pals took me to my first punk-rock show. When we walked into the club we walked into a nightmare: everyone there looked like they belonged—I stood out. I didn’t have the right haircut or clothes. Everyone looked pissed off or drunk or both. I was way out of my element and wasn’t happy about it. And I was scared. Full-on I’m-gonna-crap-my-pants scared. I was going to be killed here, or at least have the shit beat out of me. I still remember the argyle sweater I was wearing and how it looked among the ripped T-shirts and mohawks. I found a spot in the very back of the club and pushed myself so hard into that wall that I felt I could have gone through it—and it would have been a welcome escape from this unspeakable land of Oz that I wandered into. All the records I had listened to and all the photos I had stared at, and I still wasn’t prepared for this world. Not even a little bit.


We were there to see X. I had been so excited to finally see this band I loved, but I had envisioned something different. I envisioned seats and appropriately timed applause, and probably a clean snack bar. Also we had arrived to the show in a “borrowed” car and ingested a good amount of cheap beer and San Fernando Valley weed, making the evening all the more surreal. I quietly prayed to myself that if I made it out alive, I would not put myself in this situation again—in the same way a kid bargains with God to get them through a night of alcohol poisoning: survive and you’ll never touch the sauce again.


But at some point during that gig—once the sensory overload of the environment slightly subsided—the music began to come into focus and enveloped me whole. I knew everything would be different after that, whether I liked it or not. I had lost my virginity, innocence gone. Good riddance.


Through the thunderous white noise of the crowd the music began to come into focus. Everything else vanished and I sat there transfixed. Like anyone who has ever seen X perform, I was completely captivated by Exene and John. She was gripping the mic with both hands, leaning in almost menacingly and defiantly toward the adrenaline-filled crowd, the two of them soundtracking the scene unfolding before me perfectly with high-decibel poetry and a brash dual lead vocal like I’d never heard:


            I play too hard when I ought to go to sleep


            They pick on me ’cause I really got the beat


            Some people give me the creeps


Song after song, I was getting dragged in deeper. Not everything was sounding like the albums—songs were faster, louder, and Exene’s vocals would often trail off into undecipherable guttural growls. John Doe and DJ Bonebrake played like no rhythm section I’d seen before or since, and of course, Billy Zoom, poised—almost motionless among the chaos—eerily grinning like I’d seen in dozens of photos.


Still, all these years later, if I close my eyes, I can recall every bit of the sensory overload of that night: the smell of stale cigarettes and sweat, the way my face flushed with panic and humiliation at the stares I knew I was getting, and the eventual exhilaration at the feeling that I had discovered a new world that was mine, that was dangerous and challenging, that would give me a new identity. It wasn’t exactly acceptance—I didn’t need acceptance—it was more a feeling that challenged everything I thought I knew. I had gone through the mirror. I liked it.


Now I felt indoctrinated into a world where The Flesh Eaters’ Chris D. scared the shit out of me way more than an Ozzy Osbourne ever could. It was wonderful. We had known of the legend of the clubs that had already closed; the Masque, Hong Kong Café, and the Starwood were the stuff of punk-rock legend to us. We would endlessly fantasize out loud about how we wished we had been able to experience them. But venues still remained for us: in the form of the Whisky a Go Go, the Cathay de Grande, the Anti-Club, the 818’s own Country Club, bigger settings like the Santa Monica Civic, downtown LA’s Olympic Auditorium, and a host of other fly-by-night—and I’m guessing hardly legal—rooms that would host bands like The Gun Club, Meat Puppets, The Cramps, The Vandals, Social Distortion, The Plugz, 45 Grave, Agent Orange, T.S.O.L., the Circle Jerks, Wasted Youth, D.I., Fear, Tex and the Horse-heads, and literally countless others.


I wasn’t there for the birth, but I was there for the evolution. When members of X, The Blasters, and The Red Devils formed The Knitters and made it okay for us to like real country music. When bands like Lone Justice, The Beat Farmers, Long Ryders, Rank and File, Green on Red, and Blood on the Saddle challenged our thoughts on “modern rock” and brought influences from both punk and the world of roots music. When The Plugz and Los Lobos opened our eyes to a Chicano artistic subculture that we, as suburban white kids, were painfully unaware existed. The treasure map was expanding, and so was our knowledge of the world that came before punk: the worlds of Eddie Cochran, Merle Haggard, Muddy Waters, Ritchie Valens, Gram Parsons, the Sir Douglas Quintet, Carl Perkins, Johnny Cash, Chuck Berry, Motown, Stax and Chess Records, and so many more.


That’s how punk rock changed my life. I know that’s how punk rock changed a lot of folks I know, and an army of those I’ll never meet. It’s an education and lifestyle we always keep with us. And those early bands, completely unbeknownst to them, became our teachers, role models, and influencers.


In 1996 I went to work as an A&R man at Elektra Records, once the home of my favorite punk-rock band. I was hired by the legendary Seymour Stein, arguably one of the most important architects of bringing punk rock to the mainstream. During my interview process I pitched the idea of an X anthology—the company bit. I slowly reached out to the band, one by one, and we assembled what would become Beyond and Back: The X Anthology, a two-disc career retrospective tracing back to the band’s roots. It was amazing fun to put together . . . and even resulted in a Tower Records autograph-signing appearance that would reunite the four original band members together for the first time in over ten years, spurring the second wave of the band’s existence.


During the process of assembling the compilation, somewhere between going through a million old shitty cassette tapes, John Doe became my pal. As I began to chat with John I would very surreptitiously dig for stories from the scene, soon discovering that a lot of what I thought I knew from those early days of LA punk was wrong. There had been no real documentation from that time, save for some salvaged fanzines, films like Penelope Spheeris’s groundbreaking The Decline of Western Civilization and Urgh: A Music War, some brilliant writing by the likes of Chris Morris in the sort-of-underground LA Reader, and the mainstream press reviews in the Los Angeles Times. And, of course, W. T. Morgan’s X documentary, The Unheard Music.


To unapologetically generalize history: the New York punk-rock scene was born from the city’s art scene and community, while London’s influence came from both reggae and the UK invasion of the New York punk scene. Both landscapes produced stars, widely documented and deservedly securing their place and stories forever in history. At the same time it was evident that there was very little being said about the LA scene; it was becoming a footnote—if not overlooked entirely—in articles and documentaries chronicling the rise of punk rock. With very little documentation of that era easily accessible, it seemed it was also falling to revisionist history. LA punk was born from rock ‘n’ roll, from country and blues and Latin music, the true next step—and one of the last steps—in the evolution of rock ‘n’ roll music. Although legends were born from this scene, there were very few stars and really no celebrities.


This is an attempt to tell the story. When John and I first spoke of writing this book, I told him I thought it was important for the true story of LA punk rock to be told. He replied that everyone in the scene probably had their own truth to tell. He would be interested in that story, regardless of whether it matched his own memory. So here it is—the many true stories from a mostly undocumented era in cultural history. This book is about that time. The time before the major label deals and the mainstream press. This is about the birth of the true second coming of rock ‘n’ roll—a story most haven’t heard, told from the voices of those who were there.









CHAPTER 1


Something’s Happening Here


by John Doe


It could’ve been 10 p.m. in July in a painted, plywood hallway upstairs at the Whisky a Go Go. There was a corner w/ red & black linoleum squares on the floor. This corner was at one end of another short hall & staircase that led down to the stage. I stood there breathing short breaths waiting for the rest of X to join me before we’d walk down those stairs. I imagined Jim Morrison & Ray Manzarek or Otis Redding or Arthur Lee or Marvin Gaye & Tammi Terrell standing on the very same spot, waiting for the rest of the world to catch up to them. It wasn’t the first time I’d been here & this had become a kind of ritual. But it was the first time in 1978 that the show was sold out & the Whisky added another. This was a place where you knew that something was definitely happening, that you were definitely headed somewhere. I would look down at my shoes and those red & black squares and think that we were part of something, like others had been part of something else. Where the people in their audience had known something that other people did not & were about to see something the rest of the world might see soon.


When we walked down those stairs, I knew it would go from zero to a hundred in a blink, cymbals would crash & DJ Bonebrake would hit his drums so hard that he’d probably knock something over or snap a hi-hat pedal in two. I might pull the cord out of my guitar & stop the giant, rumbling bass. And we would forget about the asshole soundman who said we were too loud. After all the nights of rehearsals & learning songs, bad equipment at the Masque & other DIY shows, this would be louder than hell & there would be sounds hurtling past & swirling around us all & somewhere amidst that mayhem, there would be a moment when everything would slow down & I would see things slo-mo. I’d catch someone’s face distorted by a shoulder or the palm of another’s hand. Or Exene’s hair would rise into a fan as she flipped it into or out of her face. I would glimpse her dark red lips making wonderful sounds that I knew were the only sound that could be made at that moment. She would tell the truth to all these people who knew she would tell the truth. There would be flashing lights & sharp, piercing guitar notes & monstrous chords & Billy would look like he was straddling a wide creek w/ a smile that was genuine & scary & somewhat practiced because a fan of his rockabilly band had said he looked like he wasn’t having fun while he played. I knew Exene & I would bounce around the stage unhinged, but Billy would stay still, play so fast & true & smile & wink at girls. There would be people’s faces upturned to the lights & we would recognize over half of those faces & they knew where & about who the songs had been written. There would be sweat and DJ would have no shirt on. He would shine w/ the power of his driving hands & arms & legs & his eyes would roll back in his head & his chin would tilt upward and sometimes steam would rise from his back. And we knew then that we were unstoppable & that we had power. And that something was definitely happening here.


There had been so many other nights when the roles were reversed and Exene & I were in the audience seeing something—a band?—that was not fully formed but breaking something to pieces, getting to the bottom of some core. When The Screamers stretched heavy, black plastic across the entire front of the stage to obscure all that lay behind, only to slit it open w/ a knife & begin their jagged, distorted performance, it didn’t matter what the sounds were, whether they were good or smart or accomplished. It didn’t matter if they were pretty or polished. They had an edge & were cool & probably dangerous. You could just tell. And it was happening now, right now, in front of your face & no one had seen this before. Tomata du Plenty could’ve been wearing a straightjacket, could’ve escaped from the asylum, no one knew, but our imagination allowed anything to be possible—the wilder the better. It throbbed & pulsed & was part music, part theater & all live experience. No one cared whether they could buy a record later. No one cared to have a souvenir T-shirt. The band, any band, dropped complete onto this stage, right now & we may never see them again after this night was over. Rik L Rik from F-Word or John Denney from The Weirdos both seemed to move like they were dodging imaginary bullets, swerving & bending, choking the mic stand as their eyes bugged out of their heads. They had practiced & were prepared to meet whatever was thrown, sometimes literally, at them, but there was nothing calculated in what they did. The bands pounded & roared & droned & fell down & broke shit & got too high to play right, but it was all happening right there in front of our eyes.
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CHAPTER 2


A Seamless Race


by Exene Cervenka


1976 was the bicentennial of the United States of America. Two hundred years of red, white, and blue. Fireworks and celebration. Meanwhile the carnage of a generation of young people drafted or volunteered into the Vietnam War had just ended. The hippies had won, or so it seemed. But Jim, Jimi, and Janis were among the dead, victims of nascent rock stardom, drugs, or maybe something much more sinister. FM radio, reeling from the blow of losing the most important voices of that generation, made the conscious choice to hold on tight to the memories and the music. Classic Rock was born. And mixed into that were The Eagles, Linda Ronstadt, Fleetwood Mac, Frampton, Steely Dan, David Bowie—and disco.


Everything was quieting down. Los Angeles nestled its soft rockers on fluffy pillows of white cocaine, upon which their dreams of fame came true.


Walking up the hills of West Hollywood side streets to get to Sunset and Crescent Heights, I would see real limousines probably headed to the Record Plant, where reels of tape were spun into multimillion-selling LPs. Limos full of pretty groupies and skinny rock stars, dressed in velvet and wrapped in scarves. Snorting blow. Drinking expensive champagne. But I never wanted to be them. Not the groupie nor the rock star. I thought they were excessive, alien, obsolete, funny.


It felt like The Doors were light years behind us. I loved them; my first realization that music was life-changing, soul-stirring, and cosmic came when I was 12. I had just heard the long version of “Light My Fire” on the car radio. But only 7 years later, after their mystical Whisky a Go Go days—I was only 20 then—some of the younger kids (teens) in the LA scene didn’t have as much knowledge about hippies and the ’60s music and culture. These kids grew up with KISS and what their brothers might have played, usually going back to metal, but not rockabilly, blues, or Little Richard. But we all learned from each other. Bits and pieces of Brit pop, glam, country, old music, new music, old cars, East LA sugar skulls and lowriders, Hells Angels with their choppers lined up on the Sunset Strip—it was a sexy, scary thrill to walk the gauntlet of all those biker eyes.


We thought we were doing something new and revolutionary, but really we were handed the torch, and it was a seamless race from jazz, to poetry, to be-ins, to love-ins, to beatniks, to hippies, to protesters, to punk. Not a lot of time passed, considering that 200 years of history—it was maybe 25 years’ time.


But in so many ways we punks were different. We were angry—or pretended to be—to ward off the jocks and mockers. We were flip and funny, bratty and aloof, scared and brave. We were the kind of fearless that comes from not knowing how dangerous what we were doing really was. San Francisco had a commie, loving side. New York had the dark side, the no-wave scene. I thought The Ramones were just as dark as James Chance with their pale skin, skinny leathers, and a kind of West Side Story Jets legacy. Los Angeles had the wild, reckless humor, drugs, and beer yet close-knit community side covered. We were fun. We wanted the world to revolve around us. I had picked the right city to land in when I made my escape from Tallahassee, Florida.


I thought punk was gonna end the corporate takeover of America’s rock ‘n’ roll, our real music, and we would never have to give in to the dumbing-down, mass-minded crap of the now-ruined radio.


The sunny afternoons on Sunset Boulevard—walking past Schwab’s drugstore, where you could sit at the counter, order a Coke, and sip the lie that said that Veronica Lake (maybe it was Lana Turner) was discovered right here—would turn into nights traipsing up Hollywood Boulevard to the Masque basement, where we would make our descent into the pitch black of a new light. When X played there, or at a rented hall, or even the Whisky or Starwood, I loved the blur between band and crowd, taking my turn jumping around in the mix of friends and weirdos then back to the band.


I loved floating on a small sea of people who knew we weren’t rock stars or even fans; we were all the same freedom-loving rebels, doing our job as young people do—changing and destroying, creating and rebuilding culture.


We were in a vortex, a vacuum, an underground scene so secret and so beautiful, it was hard to believe it was happening. I could wear my same Florida thrift-store dresses and antique jewelry and vintage shoes with ripped-up stockings or black straight-leg jeans that I would take in by hand ’cause all I could find in stores were flares and bell bottoms. We didn’t go to malls or grocery stores or school. We didn’t have to.


Rent was cheap, 3 or 4 hundred bucks split 2 or 3 or 4 ways. We made all our own fliers and took them to Charlie Chan’s on Hollywood Blvd to get them printed, 2 cents each. Wheat paste and a paintbrush—those were all the ads we needed.


But I also felt so sophisticated some nights, drinking martinis at the Whisky a Go Go, watching Blondie or The Damned or playing the same stage Johnny Rivers and The Doors had played, sitting in the same red booths.


We had it made. We were called up to serve our country or we volunteered for battle. Even in the early days of our scene there were casualties. Darby Crash, who died in 1980, was a deep and sensitive young man and the first martyr. His death hit us all very hard, and losing him injected the scene with the new drug of sadness, and forced us to grow up. The rest of us had to go on. We were playing the best music and doing the most creative performance art. We were a living spectacle that terrified and confused the traffic on Sunset and Vine, that broke the TV, replaced the radio, infiltrated the record companies, became the big stories the media was forced to tell, and maybe gave the government a bit of a scare.


But the best thing we had going for us was originality. Nothing quite like LA punk had ever existed or would ever again. We won.
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CHAPTER 3


 . . . a hundred lives are shoved inside


by John Doe


When Exene & I lived in West Hollywood, from 1979 to 1982, there wasn’t a moment’s rest. It seemed every day & every night someone was knocking on the door of our tiny duplex w/ a couple quarts of Eastside beer, a Bukowski-endorsed local brew. There were only 4 rooms, including the bathroom, which had aluminum foil for wallpaper. 1118 N. Genesee Ave was half a block north of Santa Monica Blvd, the Spike (a popular leather bar) & the strip, where most of the gay hustlers worked, even one of our friends who went by the name Tony the Hustler. I believe the rent was $250 & the place was just south of the heart of the beast.


Exene had an eye for decoration, loved anything—especially bark cloth—from the 1930s & ’40s. Our place had as many pieces of that as she could bring from Florida & what we found at junk stores. We loaded our mantelpiece w/ as much scary voodoo-type stuff as we could find, hoping it would discourage people from breaking in. Of course, there was nothing to steal except maybe a couple guitars, a rhinestone tiara, or some engineer boots. Billy Zoom slept on the couch for 3 months or more. Our biker roadie, Chuck, fell asleep smoking in a chair, set fire to it & the prized leather jacket he was wearing. I remember waking at 3 a.m. to smoke, Chuck & Billy yelling & someone, maybe me, hoisting the smoldering chair out the door, over the wall of the four-step, tiny balcony/landing that led to our front door & onto the curb. We drenched it with the garden hose & crawled back to bed. We were roused again an hour later by a fire truck clanging up to our duplex & hosing down that beautiful, tenacious & now sad 1940s chair. After playing two shows at the Whisky a Go Go, we were filmed in that living room, high on speed, drinking & tattooing each other for The Decline of Western Civilization. I believe we had an impromptu wake there for Exene’s sister Muriel. In the middle of the night I gave teenage runaway Gary Ryan a black eye for screaming that I had slept w/ his wannabe girlfriend Lorna Doom of The Germs. Only now I can admit that I had. And in that Hollywood duplex we wrote or lived all of the songs for Wild Gift & Under the Big Black Sun.
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CHAPTER 4


The Canterbury Tales


by Jane Wiedlin


            Living at the Canterbury


            Fighting off the roaches


            Like being in a dormitory


            Till rental due approaches


            Don’t know where we’ll get the cash


            Spent it all on drink


            I don’t know, but sometimes


            It’s better not to think


            And sometimes I don’t like to think


            Living at the Canterbury


            My friends think I’m a fool


            Living at the Canterbury


            I guess it’s pretty coolaa




“Living at the Canterbury,” performed by The Go-Go’s, written by Jane Wiedlin.





It was 1976, and I’d just started college at Los Angeles Trade Tech, a cheap-ass school in downtown LA where kids from “the ghetto” went to learn a trade.


I wanted to be a fashion designer and desperately wanted to go to a chic, trendy school like Parsons, Otis, or FIDM. In typical style, my midwestern parents informed me that art school was a damn waste of their good money and if I truly wanted to be a fashion designer, all I really needed to learn was the trade and the tech. I was already plenty creative, so off to Trade Tech I went. I became, after growing up in the very white, very middle-class San Fernando Valley, a minority. Even though I wanted to be somewhere fancy and artsy, I loved college. After the loathed high school, it was a relief to finally be taking classes, learning things I was actually interested in, like pattern making, sketching, and sewing. In high school I’d had good friends, a small tight-knit group of kids called the Hollywooders because of our obsession with “glitter rock.” We lived for David Bowie, Roxy Music, T-Rex, and Sparks. The rest of the school (other than the stoners and the geeks, whom we got along with just fine) despised us and called us fags and trash. The jocks and the surfers were particularly antagonistic toward us. Later, in a life-imitates-art moment, hostilities temporarily ceased after Bernie the surfer Romeo fucked Nancy the glam Juliet. If memory serves, the cease-fire was short-lived.


We glitter rockers had our own hangout on a set of steps dubbed the Hollywood Stairs, which was our tiny kingdom (queendom?) at Taft High School. We all rechristened ourselves with “cool” glam names. I was Tiffany Teardrop, and some of my friends were Limor Lovestar, Nicki Northwind, Chelsie Vixen, and Benni Electra. We wore satin and sequins and ridiculous platform shoes. The high point of high school was when Joan Jett (who was already a locally famous up-and-comer) enrolled in our school for a semester. For thrills, on weekends our gang would sneak out and take the bus to Sunset Boulevard to go to Rodney Bingenheimer’s English Disco. All the English rock stars visited Rodney (a strange little man who later became a DJ on KROQ) when they were in town, and young girls were served up to them like fresh meat on platters. I never did fuck a rock star, but we met lots of wannabes like Zolar X, Silverhead, and a then-unknown Iggy Pop.


Once, a well-known promoter dragged me into the walk-in cooler in the back of the joint and started rubbing up against me. I remember him complaining about my belt buckle being in the way. In the way of what? I was numb, confused, scared, but just stood there, paralyzed. I was young and inexperienced, but after I went back out to the dance floor and saw the mess on my satin hot pants, I figured it out. Oh, precious youth.


I’d been struggling with severe depression since puberty had hit me like a freight train at the tender age of eleven. In the early seventies a lot of young people (and probably a lot of adults too) were convinced that at any moment nuclear bombs were going to blow the world to smithereens. My conviction that this was true, combined with raging hormones and a brain that was naturally colored blue, made me sweet and sensitive and a huge mess. I was completely convinced that life was utterly pointless. Just before my sixteenth birthday, crushed by the rejection of Ron, a boy at school with an actual David Bowie hairdo, I took three bottles of phenobarbital in an attempt to end it all. My suicide note was a love letter to David Bowie. One of my many brothers discovered me unconscious and I was rushed to a hospital.


I was in a coma for days, and it was feared that I was going to be blind and have kidney damage, but I (obviously) survived. My poor, besieged parents wanted to put me in a loony bin, but the psychiatrist next door (who later turned out to be a wife beater) told them to just get me a good shrink. This was before the days of antidepressants (praise Dog for them!). The two things I remember about my sessions, both solo and group, are, one, the shrink kept trying to get me to admit that I masturbated, and, two, one of the boys in my group therapy was suicidal because his cock was crooked. I never did admit that I masturbated, but I reckon that doctor helped me get through high school alive. Once I escaped high school and moved out of my long-suffering family’s home, I was still depressed as hell, but I was at least finally living the life I wanted. As an aside, it is so wild that I found life so pointless as a teenager, when just a few short years later I would be part of a band that was number one in the charts. You just never know what the future will bring. Painful, yes. Pointless, no.


In late 1976, a few months into college, I was reading the fashion newspaper Women’s Wear Daily when I came upon an article on punk-rock fashion! At this time I was still pretty immersed in the whole glitter-rock thing (which, like punk rock, was equal parts look, music, and attitude). Music was everything to me, though I never dreamed I could actually be in a band. I was going to be a famous rock ‘n’ roll clothing designer. Anyway, that day, looking at the photos of these wild-looking kids on Kings Road in London, I was instantly smitten. Suddenly everything changed for me. I started reading everything I could about punk rock. I started making my own punk-rock clothes and dressing in them, much to the chagrin of my teachers, to whom I’d previously been a pet. I still had my 4.0 grade point average, but now everyone labeled me a nut job. One weekend I visited a store on the Sunset Strip called Granny Takes a Trip. GTAT had been a glitter-rock clothes store for years, but they had started to lean in favor of the new punk-rock style. The Brit running the place liked my stuff (even though he had a lot of good ideas on how to improve my designs, which I ignored) and ordered a bunch of it. I was ecstatic. While I was there another girl came into the shop to hawk her wares, and we got to talking. Her name was Pleasant (I thought it was a fake name but I was wrong), and she was also a former glitter-rock fan. In fact, she had recently met some other kids who were also transitioning from glitter to punk. Kids she’d hung out with while stealing room-service food in the hallways of the Continental Riot (Hyatt) House Hotel. Food that had been eaten by the members of the band Queen! Some of those kids ended up becoming The Germs. Pleasant informed me that punk rock was not just in London; it was in Hollywood too! Well, you coulda knocked me over with a feather. I was so excited! She gave me a flyer to a new club called the Masque. I wanted to be part of something glorious and revolutionary and, most of all, infuriating to grownups. With the death of glam came the birth of punk, and I was all in. Pleasant and I became great pals and had an on-again, off-again fling going. We’d get wasted at parties and slip off to a quiet corner to mess around. It was all good fun, and as David Bowie had taught me, “Bi is best.” (I actually said this to my parents as a teenager! Oh, my poor mom and dad. What they went through with me!) The boys, and then the men, came and went in both our lives, but Pleasant and I are still dear friends nearly 40 years later.


The Masque was in the basement of the Pussycat, a porno theater. You entered through the back alley, down a long set of stairs. It was dark, filthy, and smelly. I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. The first show I saw was The Alley Cats and The Controllers. There were about 40 kids there, and I knew right away I’d found my home. I made some friends, including Chloe, a tiny woman who was a wannabe hairdresser and gave me some really revolting hairstyles! Five different colors, four different lengths, all short, of course. Wouldn’t want to be mistaken for a hippie, who I quickly learned were “our” arch enemies. My hair was so wild that when I got a waitressing job at Norm’s Coffee Shop on La Cienega, I would have to wear a wig to work. Norm’s was an old-school Googie-type building, a restaurant frequented by the ancient Jews who lived in the Fairfax district. We served food like liver and onions, and I was frequently rewarded for my hard work with a quarter for a tip. “Here ya go, dearie!” Even then, 25 cents did not make a tip, but most of the patrons were really nice. My bravest act back then was to spit in the food of customers who were mean to me. I’ve always hated bullies. Chloe the fake hairdresser lived with the incredible band The Screamers, who, along with The Weirdos, were arguably the kings of the Hollywood punk scene. The Screamers lived in an old run-down house everyone called the Wilton Hilton. The guys in the band were handsome, sophisticated, and a bit older. They approached music from the art-school angle and were unbelievable live. So intense. So scary. So great. I hung around but was always nervous and shy. These guys were beyond me—and everyone else—in every way, and they knew it. They wrote songs about people like Eva Braun and Twiggy. They were twisted and fabulous. Everyone thought they’d be the breakout stars of our scene, but that is another story.


As I got more and more into the Hollywood punk movement, it got harder and harder to live at home in the Valley. My mom would burst into tears when I’d come home with yet another ridiculous/fabulous hairdo. She even asked me whether I was mentally ill, which was kind of a compliment at the time. After my first suicide attempt at fifteen, my entire family, including, of course, my parents, never spoke of it. Ever. So in retrospect I can see why she was worried about me when I went punk.


Finally, after what felt like an eternity, I moved out of the Valley and into the Canterbury, a 1920s apartment building at the corner of Cherokee and Yucca, just one block from the Masque. The year was 1977. The Canterbury had previously catered to the influx of starlets in Hollywood’s glamour days, and though it was run down, it was still a fantastic building. It still had the original built-in vanities, huge walk-in closets, and a beautiful-if-decrepit fountain courtyard. I couldn’t afford the $185-a-month rent on my own, so I met a girl also looking for an apartment. Debbie Dub was just returning to California after living in London for a few years. Poor Debbie! I was a selfish, spoiled teenager and immediately took the one bedroom and all the closets, leaving her nothing but the Murphy bed in the living room. I ripped up all the old carpeting and painted everything, including the floorboards, bright white. I was really into surrealism at the time, so nothing nonwhite was allowed into “my” space. I turned one of the huge closets into a sewing room and hauled my enormous industrial antique sewing machine in there, where I continued to make punky clothes. The manager of The Weirdos, my favorite band, actually approached me about designing their stage wear (they always looked like hot/crazy men in their mismatched thrift-store finery), but alas, it didn’t end up happening. Still, I saw The Weirdos (and The Screamers and every other band that formed) dozens of times. I don’t think I slept for years; between school, jobs, and shows, there was no time to sleep, and that was fine with me. During the day, after a brief few hours of sleep the night before, I took crystal meth to stay awake at my job. I worked in a sweatshop factory downtown, where I wrote my punk-rock poetry (later to become lyrics) onto the patterns I was making for mass-produced cheap men’s sportswear.
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