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1. Learning to Fly


Reading Festival, 26 August 2012. Sunday night. The one they’ve all been waiting for. Nearly 90,000 people, all ready to let themselves go, all ready to explode with pride on behalf of the most prideful band in rock, all ready already.


Knowing this, feeling the occasion more keenly than the most fish-eyed fan, Dave Grohl makes his move. His timing has always been excellent. This time, though, he knows he has excelled himself, for this is a special night: 20 years exactly since he first headlined Reading with Nirvana, before the shit hit the fan and the world went all wrong.


But now it is all right again. Now everything is just cool, brother. It’s 20 years later, a new generation, another century, and Dave is feeling so good he decides to stop the show and tell the crowd, his people, all nearly 90,000 of them, a little story. It goes like this . . .


Strumming his guitar, stroking it like the hair on a baby’s head, gently, playfully, sensually, absent-mindedly, the rest of the band shutdown, hidden in the shadows, listening as intently as the crowd, Dave just wants to share, to connect, to be like Bruce Springsteen but without the self-righteous bullshit, guitar twinkling.


‘. . . so I grew up in Virginia, right outside of Washington, DC. I played in a punk rock band. We played in little clubs and squats and we toured and we fuckin’ starved and it was really, really fun. One day this friend of mine says, “Hey, you ever heard of that band Nirvana?” . . .’


The crowd, Dave’s crowd, some of whom have never owned a Nirvana record, but are smart enough to play along, give this an enormous roar of approval. Nirvana, golden name, golden band, golden age, now gone, lost in the single blast of a 20-gauge shotgun and the simple delirium of an OD-strength hit from a syringe, Kurt’s loaded body shaking interminably then stopping. Abruptly. Bloodily. Stupidly.


‘. . . I’m like, “Yeah, I’ve heard of Nirvana.” He said, “Well, they’re looking for a drummer and they think you’re pretty good.” I said, “Really?” “Yeah.” So I flew up to Seattle . . .’


His guitar twinkling, drifting, like orphan stars high above. Black tee. Black jeans. Black-and-white sneakers. Black beard and white, spotlit face.


‘. . . and they already had a drummer. This guy named Danny. He was a fucking great drummer. Danny was in a band called Mudhoney . . .’


Some modest yells of recognition. No one out there can actually name two good Mudhoney songs, let alone who the drummer was on the first Nirvana album, but here’s a clue: it was neither Danny nor Dave. Yeah, and so?


‘. . . and they’d been over here and toured and played a bunch. So the first day I ever hung out with Krist and Kurt and all those guys, we were having a little barbecue and I said to Danny, I said, “What’s the biggest audience you’ve ever played to?” And he said, “Uh . . . 35,000 people.” I said, “Where the fuck did Mudhoney play to 35,000 people?” He said, “Oh, this place called the Reading Festival” . . .’


Now comes the real sweet spot as the nearly 90,000 people at this Reading have a rippling, whole-body crowdgasm.


‘About a year later, we had recorded the record Nevermind and we had come over here to play some festivals . . .’ The last of these words are drowned out as the crowd erupts into another fetishistic thunderclap. They can’t believe what they’re hearing, what they’re witnessing. Dave Grohl never mentions Nevermind. Never talks about Nirvana. Not at a Foo Fighters show! Except, he is! He just fucking is!


Dave continues to spin his yarn, about the first time he and Nirvana played Reading, even further back, how he had ‘never been so fucking scared in my entire life’ at the prospect of playing to so many people. How it was ‘beyond my wildest fucking dreams’, and the 2012 Reading crowd continues to lap it up, baying and hooting and hanging on every gooey, sentimental syllable.


Then a little misstep: ‘Over the years I’ve seen the stage get taller and taller and I’ve seen the barrier get farther and farther away.’ It’s leading up to something but the crowd doesn’t give him time to finish. They start to booooooo.


But Dave Grohl didn’t get where he is today without knowing how to recover from mistakes, to find the instant rejoinder that gets the conversation back on track, the evasive action that guarantees to right the ship, that gets the show back on the road.


Without even flinching, he just rolls it out, like a punch line, like he always knew what he was doing all along. ‘But, from right here, it looks the same as it has for twenty-two years.’


The booing stops and the crowd melts as one. They knew they could rely on Dave. That he would never let them down, never stop making sense or call on them to get their eyes blackened.


But still it’s not enough. He goes on, talking about his mother, who is there at the side of the stage, as she often is these days, as she sometimes was even in Nirvana days, and whose birthday it is in a few days’ time, getting the crowd to sing her ‘Happy Birthday’, which of course they are more than happy to do, the giant video screens flashing on her at the side of the stage smiling, enchanted, bursting with pride for her most prideful son.


It’s like one of those scenes from a Disney movie, where the handsome young hero, having fought his way up from nothing, against all odds, despite the haters, the bullies and the badmouthing, finally triumphs and gets to make his valedictory speech in front of an adoring crowd of whooping, cheering Hollywood extras.


It’s exactly like that, except . . . well . . . this is real. Right? ‘This festival’ – he chokes out the words, his guitar becoming insistent – ‘is not just a festival to me.’ Pause, drama, pause, dingle-dangle-doo on the guitar, piercing stare into the crowd. ‘Tonight . . . is like the most important gig of my life.’ The tide of approval rolls in across the festival grounds, the mental visuals all in sweeping long shot, the dream panorama almost complete now . . .


‘So this one’ – small breath – ‘is for all of you!’ No blam into the song though, no band follow-up. ‘It’s called “Times Like These” . . .’


Dave, the master of delayed gratification, merely upping the stakes by singing the song alone, just him and the crowd and his almost 90,000 very best friends, on the occasion of the most important gig of his life.


‘It’s times like these you learn to live again,’ he croons, sounding a little like Tom Petty, whom he nearly joined after Kurt died, but was too smart to. ‘It’s times like these you learn to give and give again . . .’


And there you have it: the reason why it isn’t just the people at the Reading Festival that love Dave Grohl and his Foo Fighters; it’s the millions around the world who have bought his CDs and DVDs, his concert and festival tickets; the generations that bought into his story, his dream, his self-fulfilling prophecies. Dave’s a giver. He may not have the savant glamour of Kurt Cobain, but Kurt was a taker. Kurt dwelled in darkness, on the wrong side of the moon. Dave is a sun worshipper, a lover not a loner, a bringer of light.


Above all, Dave is a fast learner: in everything he has, all that he does, picked up along the way, from the street, from the breast of his mother, from his kids, his fans, and the band mates he tolerates and conveys fame and wealth to. Everything Nirvana did wrong, the Foo Fighters do right. Everything Kurt could not stomach, that he choked on, Dave has chewed up and spat out and allowed to make him stronger. Where Kurt was the perpetual victim, inviting the stalkers to rape him, Dave is the ultimate survivor, daring the world to try and tell him different. Vanquishing foes with that big goofy smile and warm embrace; unafraid in private to draw the knife and strike whenever he really has to.


‘It’s times like these you learn to love again,’ he sings that night at Reading. ‘It’s times like these, time and time again . . .’


And that’s when the band does finally come in, the timing perfect, the drama heightened, cathartic, real, the stage now fully lit as Dave shows again just how well he has learned the game, become a master at it, and how we all can’t help but love the nicest man in rock, while knowing no one gets this far down the road by simply being nice. That to be a real foo fighter you have to fly so fast across what passes for most normal people’s radar that they really can’t identify what or who you are, just follow the streak as it wends its way, zigzagging back and forth across the sky, night or day, in pretty colours, both alien and human, in revolving order.


That to be a real foo fighter you have to know how to pilot a ball of fire. Learning to fly so fast the only real trail left behind – the only truth left to be told – is all yours.




2. Foo are You?


They wanted this book to be about the Foo Fighters. But the Foo Fighters as a band is only a notional idea. Something that only exists in your head. There is only one real Foo Fighter and his name is Dave Grohl. The rest – the floating cast of members that surround him – play no part in the decision-making process. They are mere appendages. Staff members. Hired and fired by Dave. Musical actors. Who play their parts well but that doesn’t make them intrinsic to the Foo Fighters’ story any more than the Munchkins are in The Wizard of Oz. They are the dwarves in this story, dancing jauntily around the central figure of Grohl, who appears as both Dorothy and the Wizard, depending on his mood. And they are lucky to be there.


Even Nirvana – who could sustain the loss of five drummers and a second guitarist before Dave Grohl was hired, but not a single moment without Kurt Cobain – was more of a real band than the Foo Fighters have ever been. Kurt had Krist Novoselic to anchor Nirvana’s band identity, even as he later pushed him into signing a contract that took away most of his ownership in the group’s songs retrospectively. Dave has only the fantasy of a real friend in his band. Oh, much is made of his longstanding relationship with guitarist Pat Smear. But Pat bailed on Dave after just one album and didn’t appear fully on another Foo Fighters album for 14 years, by which time Dave didn’t need him any more, his empire already built. Good old Pat’s back now but only by Dave’s good graces.


Then there’s the drummer Taylor Hawkins, the ‘little brother’ whom Dave sat beside in hospital in London in 2001 after he overdosed on heroin and alcohol and nearly died. Taylor was 29 and, by Christ, should have known better, and Dave was 32 and had already seen this movie with Kurt, thanks. Yet Dave stayed beside Taylor. Cancelled a European tour and allowed him to recover back home in Los Angeles, on the promise he clean up his act. Two months later Dave was playing drums with Queens of the Stone Age, leaving his own band stewing and Taylor, in particular, standing tiptoe on an emotional ledge, threatening to throw himself off. Dave never blinked and after three days Taylor was much better off. Or else.


How about the other ‘original’ Foo Fighter, the bassist Nate Mendel? Nate came in, like everybody else, after Dave had already formed the ‘band’, at a time when it consisted of just one member, Dave, who had written, recorded, produced, sung and played every instrument on the first Foo Fighters album. Nate came in because the guy who had been the drummer in Nirvana, the biggest band in the world, the best band in the world, the most influential and important band in the world since the Beatles, asked him to. Nate, whose own band, Sunny Day Real Estate, no one outside their own dreams had ever heard of, or could name a single song by, had folded through total lack of interest. Nate, in his earnest beard and awful dad-shorts, studiously gnawing away at his bass, who would never in a million years have had Pat Smear in the band, nor Taylor Hawkins, who called Dave one night in 1999 to tell him he was leaving the Foo Fighters, too, only to call him back at six the next morning to beg for his job back, realising what a dumb thing he had just done. Nate was lucky to still be on the scene and nobody knows it better than Nate. Except Dave, of course, who knows things none of the others could ever imagine.


As for Chris Shiflett, bless his heart; does anyone know how to pronounce his name properly, let alone what he’s supposed to do as ‘lead guitarist’ in the Foo Fighters? Chris, the real nice guy in the Foo Fighters, who plays nice guitar but had never been credited with writing a song in his life before receiving co-credits on the fourth Foos album, One by One, in 2002 – an album he later admitted he kept turning up to work on, only to be left to sit around ‘drinking coffee’ and eating lunch until he was told to go home again. Until Dave scrapped it and began again, this time with Chris in the same room, at least. Chris the nice guy whose job was threatened every step of the way by the ever-present ghost of Pat Smear, whom Dave was talking to privately on the phone about coming back to the band for years until it was eventually made official in 2006. Chris was furious. ‘I was just like, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”’ But Chris didn’t have any say in the decision. Nobody did. Just Dave. Well, duh.


So this is not going to be a book about the Foo Fighters the band. Because that would make this is a fairy tale for idiots. This is instead a book about the Foo Fighters the man. Cos that’s what it is, millions of Foos fans. Don’t pretend you would want it any other way, either.


The real story of the Foo Fighters goes back to Springfield, Virginia, in the late Seventies, where the nine-year-old David Eric Grohl, son of an Irish-American single mother, Virginia Jean, is practising guitar, trying to play along to his Led Zeppelin records. ‘I don’t think Dave was ever that much of an angry punk rock kid,’ says Paul Brannigan, who would become Dave’s first biographer. ‘There was an element of that in his upbringing but people who talk about him from then always talk of him more as being goofy and a bit of a clown – the life and soul of the party rather than the intense young man sitting at the back of the classroom. Kurt Cobain was that archetypal rebel kid. But Dave wasn’t really that. He liked the music but it wasn’t like he was some sort of twisted ball of neurosis.’


Dave was always the comedian, always the attention-seeker. A Capricorn born in the Age of Aquarius, 14 January 1969, back when peace and love and long hair still meant something, man. According to Kurt Cobain, who also came from a broken home but came out of it with a completely different outlook, Dave Grohl was ‘the most well-adjusted boy I know’.


Ironically, what helped Dave achieve this apparent state of grace was the fact that his father, James Harper Grohl, a hardworking news reporter of Slovak–German lineage, divorced Dave’s mother, Virginia, an English teacher, in 1976, leaving his seven-year-old son to grow up with just his mother and older sister, Lisa. Consequently, ‘there was no male balance,’ Grohl reflected in 1996. ‘There was no father who wanted you to be like Dad, so you were left to be an individual because of course your mother didn’t want you to grow up to be like your mother, and your sister didn’t want you to grow up to be like your sister.’ Growing up without that strong ‘male balance’, he insisted, ‘had a strong influence on me. When I was twelve, I was in theatre groups and they were predominantly gay – growing up in rural Virginia, where everyone’s either a farmer or works in the Pentagon, to be so accepting of gay people was a real bonus.’


The only words of fatherly advice he could recall, he later claimed, were: ‘Never get into a pissing match with someone who buys their ink by the barrel.’ Prophetic words of wisdom for a boy destined to spend most of his adult life being profiled and fingerprinted, defined then redefined by an over-eager media ready to laud or disdain him on the strength or weakness of his every utterance, his every gesture. His just being there, after the fall of Nirvana, the sole survivor who refused the guilt trip the world wished to foist on him. To make them feel better. Dave wasn’t having any of that. Fuck you, man.


Instead, the boy Grohl grew up uninhibited by notions of Midwestern American manhood, neither enamoured of nor rebellious towards the idea of family, of home, and his cherished place in it. With only one parent’s income to rely on, there was little money for treats or vacations. ‘There were tough times when we’d eat peanut butter and pickle sandwiches for dinner,’ he told Nirvana’s biographer Michael Azerrad. But the family unit was tight, supportive, unwavering. As a result, Dave once explained, ‘I’ve always craved stability. I’ve never gotten off on chaos. Throughout the whole Nirvana experience I retreated to Virginia whenever I felt sucked into the tornado of insanity. Same thing with the Foo Fighters – I wouldn’t be able to do this if I didn’t have my feet planted firmly on the ground.’


Yet not so firmly planted that he didn’t let his mind roam free. He loved comic books and aliens and space travel. ‘I used to sit on my porch and stare at the skies and fucking pray I would see a UFO,’ he said. ‘Even as a child, I just couldn’t understand why anyone would be so close-minded as to think there was no life anywhere else but our tiny, ignorant planet.’ Dreams of UFOs full of friendly ET-like beings coming in to land, offering him the chance to just fly away, were also to do with notions of escape, of course, of fleeing a normal rural life, whatever normal really means. Dave didn’t even pretend to know the answer to that. Not as a kid with his eyes fixed on the sky. It was like he said: ‘Every kid wanted their own spaceship. You wished you could get in it and fly above your school and look down at your friends. I used to sit on my lawn and wish I could see a UFO and that it would land, and that little aliens would come out.’ He paused, reflected. ‘When you’re being pushed down by everything around you, you can fantasise about a UFO coming from somewhere you have never been and from somewhere you have never seen or heard of . . . or never knew there was.’


It was this same sense of wanting to leap beyond the bounds of reality that found him joining his sister, Lisa, at the dressing-up box. ‘When I was young, I would put on a show for the family,’ he remembered. ‘I was always the comedian.’ Except for when he cried. He’d dress up in ‘clothing we had in the attic, something as outlandish and ridiculous as possible,’ then prance around the living room in front of his mother and her friends, acting the clown, just as he would years later in Foo Fighters videos, like the one for ‘Learn to Fly’, where he dresses in drag as a goofy flight attendant.


Later he would suggest his behaviour was down to being ‘hyper active – extremely’. His teachers at school did not disagree. His old school report cards are remarkable for the number of requests for meetings with his mother to discuss her son’s seeming inability to simply sit down and shut up. ‘They always said the same thing: “David could be a great student if he could just stay in his fucking seat.”’


Music – fast-as-fuck rock’n’roll music, fucker! – was more than an emotional salve, it was the older brother Dave never knew he had. ‘Drums, to me, always seemed like the greatest toy,’ he said in an early interview. ‘You didn’t have the nicest bike in the neighbourhood, you didn’t have a tennis racket, you had a drum set. Drums are strange. Drums are for idiots. I am the idiot, and I’m comfortable with that. Drums are great, because nobody expects anything from you.’


Before drums, he’d played guitar – after a fashion. His father had left behind an old nylon-string Spanish guitar that Dave drove his mother so crazy with, she eventually begged him to get lessons. He did – for a while and with zero enthusiasm, but he couldn’t handle the terrible tedium of one-string-at-a-time learning, so shut himself up in his room, kerranging along to anything he could get onto his record player that was loud, thumping and hot. His father had once played flute, his mother had briefly sung in acapella groups. Maybe it meant something. The first instrument he’d actually tried to play had been the trombone – like a flute, maybe, but with a much deeper, gravelly voice. But he just felt ridiculous. You couldn’t join a high school rock band playing the fucking trombone, man. So Dave went for guitar, even though he couldn’t name you a single chord, and by the time he was 12 he was thrumming along like he knew what he was doing, disguising his lack of ability with sheer exuberance.


The closest he came to an actual band was when he and his best pal Larry hooked up to record some songs they’d made up together about school friends and Dave’s dog. Dave would plonk away on one string of the guitar while Larry used knives and forks to play ‘drums’ on his mother’s kitchen pots and pans. They even had a name for their group: the HG Hancock Band. It was a laugh while it lasted, but it didn’t last long and that was all.


He was a freshman at Thomas Jefferson High, in nearby Alexandria, a smart-ass in a bunch of genuinely smart kids. ‘I was able to get along with anybody. I got along with the stoners, I got along with the geeks, I got along with pretty much everyone.’ Music was the common denominator. And with the music came weed and with that came rock wisdom, mid-twentieth-century style. It all went together, dude: Zep and Sabbath and weed and feeling fine; tripping on The Who and Judas Priest and bong water and foot-long doobies.


None of this was remotely punk. This was teenage heartland America in the early Eighties, where rock with a capital ‘R’ ruled, alongside The Eagles and Fleetwood Mac and REO Speed-wagon on date-nights – if you could ever find a date. Which you could not, be real, dude. Looking back on those days, in 1997, Dave recalled getting ‘pretty good grades until I got into high school. Then I started smoking pot and I couldn’t give a shit about anything.’


It was Dave and his best pal Jimmy Swanson – ‘we were like brothers’. Jimmy was a born metal freak. Didn’t matter if it was Venom or Def Leppard, as long as they had guitars and kick-ass drums and they fuckin’ rocked like a bitch – and sounded even better when you smoked pot. ‘I was such a burnout,’ Dave would say, shaking his head, years later. ‘I was smoking all day long. My best friend was the bong. My friend Jimmy here – we both dropped out of high school and sat around and smoked pot and listened to King Diamond all day!’ Then there was Sabbath, Jimmy prompted him, then ‘. . . Venom, Overkill . . .’ Dave shook with mirth. ‘Jimmy and I actually went to see [Venom’s singer] Cronos, his solo project.’


The real turning point came, though, when Dave was 13 and he and Lisa spent a summer vacation with their cousin Tracy. Tracy’s family lived in Evanston, Illinois, within spitting distance of Chicago – the big city. The Grohl family would drive up every July. But then, in 1982, ‘we showed up and Tracy was not the old Tracy we knew. She was now punk rock Tracy. And it was fucking wild, man,’ said Dave. ‘I’d only seen punks on TV, never in real life. She was part of this unbelievable underground network that I totally fell in love with.’


The first gig Tracy and her bondage pants took Dave to was Naked Raygun at the Cubby Bear, a local sports bar in Chicago, across from Wrigley Field, home of the Cubs baseball team. Originally known as Negro Commander, and fronted by Jeff Pezzati, who went on to become the bass player in Big Black (the Chicago-based band belonging to the future Nirvana and Foo Fighters producer Steve Albini – keep up, dude!), Naked Raygun played true-blood, all-American white punk stuff. Dave was so entranced that when he came home from the gig with punk Tracy he decided to become punk Dave. ‘She took me to see a punk rock show and from then on that was it,’ Dave would later testify. From then on we were totally punk. We went home and bought [the punk fanzine] Maximumrocknroll, and tried to figure it all out.’


Before the trip with Tracy to the Cubby Bear, Dave’s mom hadn’t even let him go to a Kiss concert (he had a giant poster of them on his bedroom wall). After being shown the light by Tracy, though, nothing could stop him. He still kept up his love of rock and metal, becoming an early adopter of Metallica and Slayer, and the whole thrash metal scene. (‘I bought the first Metallica album [Kill ’Em All] on cassette from a mail-order catalogue in 1983,’ Dave recalled. ‘It blew my fucking mind. It was like someone had sent me the Holy Grail.’)


Now, though, thanks to punk rock Tracy, at the same time as Dave was getting John Bonham’s entwined triangle of circles logo tattooed onto his wrist, his horizons expanded to include original Brit-punks like The Damned and The Clash (the Damned’s drummer, Rat Scabies, ‘was one of the first people to do that crash cymbal/hi-hat thing. That’s who I learned that from’) and the latest hardcore American punk bands like Bad Religion, who mixed their street poetics with time-changes, guitar solos and – gulp! – occasional three-part vocal harmonies; The Germs, fronted by the already dead Darby Crash and a strikingly effeminate guitarist, now turned Hollywood bit-parter, named Pat Smear; Circle Jerks, a weak LA version of The Clash featuring a classically trained guitarist and a jazz-literate drummer who nonetheless achieved domestic punk godhead with their debut album, Group Sex, which featured 14 tracks with a combined running time of just 15 minutes; and DRI – short for Dirty Rotten Imbeciles – from Houston, Texas. Their first release, in 1982, was the Dirty Rotten EP, which featured 22 tracks, totalling 18 minutes, spread across two sides of a seven-inch vinyl EP. Only 1000 copies of the EP were ever pressed, making it now a highly sought-after collector’s item. Dave and Jimmy owned one of them, which they shared. Most of all, Dave loved local punk heroes Bad Brains, a punk fusion – rock and reggae – outfit that had grown like a musical tumour from the jazz-funk origins of a mid-Seventies Washington, DC outfit called Mind Power.


‘I started listening to Killing Joke or Hüsker Dü or Bad Brains and all these bands where the music was just a distorted melodic mess with these sweet harmonies over the top,’ Dave later recalled. ‘It’s still the kind of music that I enjoy the most.’


He took to playing snatches of Circle Jerks and Bad Brains over the school Tannoy system every morning. But Jimmy wasn’t feeling it and the two friends began to go their different ways. ‘I discovered the B-52s and Devo,’ Dave told Rolling Stone, ‘he was going off to Loverboy and Def Leppard.’ When Dave drew a comic strip in class featuring a character named Devo aiming his space gun at a character called Loverboy, Dave was pulled out of class and sent to see the school shrink, who asked him, ‘What are you going to do with your life?’ Dave replied that he’d like to find some sort of a career in the music business. ‘And her first reaction was, “You only want to do that because you know where the drugs are.”’


It couldn’t last and it didn’t. Dave’s mother, appalled at her stoner son’s unrepentant lust for marijuana, pulled him out of Thomas Jefferson and got him transferred to Bishop Ireton High, an all-male Catholic school known for its strict discipline, its tough love. Dave was there for two years before Virginia took pity on him and allowed him to transfer to the more liberal Annandale High School, known for its emphasis on racial and cultural diversity and the quality of its student newspaper. And for its freethinking, kickass, motherfucking students. Yeah, buddy!


The first band Dave played in was at Annandale and it was called Freak Baby. He was 15 and had recently become a regular face at the 9.30 Club, the local stopping off point for alternative and punk rock scenesters in the mid-Eighties: a black-walled, weirdly shaped sweatbox on the ground floor of the nineteenth-century Atlantic Building in sleazy downtown Washington. ‘I went to the 9:30 Club hundreds of times,’ he would boast. ‘I was always so excited to get there, and I was always bummed when it closed. I spent my teenage years at the club and saw some shows that changed my life.’


One of the guys his age Dave used to bump heads with there was named Brian Samuels, then playing bass in Freak Baby. When the band decided to add a second guitarist, Dave faked his way through an audition, playing random chords as loudly and as fast as possible. Giving it loads with the goofy smile and the bug eyes. The band only lasted six months but it was during rehearsals one night that Dave decided to have a go on the drummer David Smith’s kit. He got so carried away he didn’t hear Samuels telling him to quit it until the irate bassist dragged him by his nose off the drum stool and onto the floor. Not digging this at all, the others told Samuels to get the fuck out. No problem, he railed, and stormed out never to return. The only other Freak Baby member that could do a reasonable impersonation of a bass player was Smith – which left the band looking for a drummer. Enter: our hero in battered 501s with a sore nose.


The change in line-up demanded a change in name and Freak Baby became Mission Impossible. True to their punk spirit, when Mission Impossible went in to make their first – and only – demo, at the Laundry Room Studio, in 1985, the seven tracks they recorded – half old Freak Baby material, half new stuff – were all barely a minute long but filled to bursting with frizzy guitars, choked vocals and – lo and behold – some surprisingly busy and accomplished-sounding drums. The demo did the trick and Mission Impossible began to get gigs. They even got a track onto a split single with another local DC punk act, Lunch Meat, released on the indie Dischord label. Things were moving fast, the music was moving faster. So they changed their name to Fast. Then stood around smoking cigarettes and bitching as everything slowed to a grinding halt.


When the bandleaders, the singer Chris Page and guitarist Bryant Mason, graduated from high school and headed off to college, the two Davids – Grohl and Smith – vowed to keep the faith and soldier on, which they did for more than a year with another local ‘visionary’ named Reuben Radding improvising vocals and guitar over the top of whatever fists of fury the two Davids could summon between them. They called the new trio Dain Bramage – geddit? Ha, yeah. Amped up on coffee and weed they jammed for all of one night in the living room of Dave’s mother’s house. As dawn came creeping like a sick friend through the windows, they found they had half a dozen not-at-all-bad punk songs that would later become the basis of a ten-track album titled I Scream Not Coming Down – released on Fartblossom Records, the deal struck just moments after Dain Bramage had completed their first ever gig at the 9.30 Club. ‘It was already the greatest night of my life,’ Dave remembered with that special glow. ‘As a kid growing up in the DC punk rock scene, your first show at the 9:30 Club might as well have been Royal Albert Hall or Madison Square Garden.’


Only snag: Dain Bramage may have been several steps further up the musical ladder than anything he’d been involved in before – definite echoes of art-punk pioneers like Television and The Voidoids – but the regular 9.30 crowd was left cold. ‘Everybody just hated us.’ And the euphoria of getting a record deal lasted only for as long as it took Dave to find himself a bigger, better gig to play. The way he saw it, he had no choice. It was sink-or-swim time and, as he would demonstrate again and again throughout his minefield career, Dave was not a sinker.


He’d finally dropped out of high school at 16, worked briefly at a succession of hard, dull jobs (furniture warehouseman, manual labourer, general dickweed) and had secretly considered becoming a professional session drummer, learning to read music and earning enough money to put himself back through school. By now he was regarded, in Springfield, at least, as a proper kickass drummer. He’d actually found something he could excel at and he knew it, felt it every time he got behind the kit and taught it to fly. At the same time, he had smoked enough weed and played in enough whoop-de-doo punk rock outfits by the mid-Eighties to have developed a highly fatalistic attitude to his future. ‘When I was twelve,’ he once confessed, ‘I thought for sure that I would die before I was sixteen, because sixteen is when you get your driver’s license. When I was sixteen I thought I’d be dead before I was twenty-one, because when you’re twenty-one you’re old enough to drink.’ He couldn’t ‘imagine myself being fifty years old’. He just couldn’t ‘see that far into the future’. Who the hell could? No one Dave knew, or wanted to know.


He couldn’t even see himself ever leaving Springfield, Virginia, not unless he joined the army, as so many unskilled local guys did. And then it happened, his big break, the offer to join the best-known, most influential punk band on the Washington scene – Scream. Three albums, all on Dischord, all highly regarded, all highly cool, and a national touring schedule that would, they told him, take them to Europe, fabled land across the shining, shit-filled sea, and home to the kind of punk that rocked as only gobbing, pogoing, tattooed skinhead second-wave punk music can. Especially in the UK, which Scream weren’t yet going to but never mind that, you coming or what the fuck, man?


It was March 1987 and the 17-year-old Dave Grohl didn’t need to be asked twice. He quit Dain Bramage on the spot. Reuben and the other David decided to try and continue on without their brilliant but recalcitrant drummer. But fuck, man, it just wasn’t happening. As Reuben ruefully noted, years later, ‘After you’ve spent a couple years with Dave Grohl as your drummer it’s easy to feel like no other drummer exists.’




3. A Loud, Sharp, Piercing Cry


Scream was a crazy dream, shared by two brothers: Peter and Franz Stahl. Peter was the good-looking singer who wrote lyrics. Franz was the enigmatic guitarist who wrote music. There were two others, the drummer Kent Stax and bassist Skeeter Thompson. But Scream was all about the brothers. Kent was good, solid and reliable, and knew how to fuck-up his drums. Skeeter was a river-deep bass note bouncing off the walls. The brothers had been born at the crossroad – Bailey’s Crossroads, in Fairfax County, Virginia – but behind the scenes it was Skeeter who did most of the devil’s work; beginning with weed and wine before escalating to crack cocaine. But as Franz says now, speaking from his home in Los Angeles, ‘Everybody has their moments.’


Scream were hardcore American punk at a time when the genre looked like it was screamed out; the last street serenaders of an age when playing loud and fast on instruments you had barely mastered was considered as far out as you could ever need to be. Peter and Franz fancied themselves a kind of Midwestern American collision between The Clash and The Damned, without the visual theatrics, but with the same almost clownish musical aplomb.


‘We got to do two nights with The Dammed at the 9.30 Club,’ says Franz, ‘which was like playing in the World Series, for me.’ He recalls with delight Kent leaning over to Rat Scabies and asking, ‘Could I bum a cigarette off of you?’ And Rat turning around and telling him to fuck off. ‘I ran into Rat years later at the Viper Room and told him that story and he was all apologetic and I was like, “No, no, no! That’s what punk was about to me!”’


Scream had the moves, the ideas, and even the momentum, each of their first three albums building on the last. And if they’d come along five years earlier – or five years later – they might have become the band they always felt they should have, could have, would have been. Instead, in 1987 bands like Scream were being supplanted in cutting-edge American youth culture by the new generation of thrash metal bands, led by Metallica, whose recent album, Master of Puppets, had actually made the US Top 30, something Scream would never come close to achieving – though not for the want of trying.


As far as the teenaged Dave Grohl was concerned though, Scream ruled. ‘They were from Virginia,’ he shrugged. ‘I had roots in Virginia.’ And though he had seen them play at the 9.30 Club many times, and knew they were local dudes like him, he knew absolutely nothing else. Scream were an enigma wrapped in a punk poster, awash in a punk wet dream. ‘I loved the fact I could be walking past them every day without knowing it.’


No FB or Twitter to check them out on in those days, not even a blip on the regular music-magazine radar; all Dave had to go on was the music: hardcore, Brit-influenced punk – gritty, determinedly blokey and dry as Grandmothers’ dead bones. Typically, it was the third Scream album, Banging the Drum, released on Dischord in 1986, that Dave liked best. The speed-kills riffs of their first two albums were still here and there but they had brought in a second guitarist to flesh out their sound and the tracks now lasted longer than a minute or two. They had also let their hair grow out and were coming up with more obvious rock anthems such as ‘ICYUOD’ (short for: ‘I See Why You Over Dose’) and the sub-Who-style ‘Feel Like That’. There were even power ballads like ‘People, People’, and when Dave later talked about the album sounding more like early Aerosmith than, say, The Damned, it said everything you needed to know. Dave thought of it as ‘the album where Scream went from being a hardcore band into being a rock band’.


When Kent Stax was forced to quit Scream in 1987 – ‘Kent had been married and he’d recently had a child,’ Franz explains, ‘and he just couldn’t go on tour any more, because back then we were not making any money and he had to provide for his child’ – the band placed a handmade flyer in the window of a local record store saying they were looking for a drummer and giving a phone number: Franz’s. When Dave saw the handwritten poster up on the wall the next day, he knew he had to at least call the number. ‘I thought I’d try out just to tell my friends I’d jammed with Scream.’


The first time Dave rang it though, the elder brother, Pete, blew him off, said he was too young. The Stahl brothers were already in their mid-twenties; Dave was barely 18. For anyone else, that would have finished things off right there. Not Dave. He left it a while then called Pete back: lied about his age, told them he was 20. They said awright, come on over. He did and the first thing Franz Stahl asked him was which numbers he wanted to play, maybe something by Zeppelin or Sabbath? But Dave had his shtick all worked out. Nah, he told ’em, and reeled off the titles of half a dozen Scream numbers he’d already memorised. Still not entirely convinced, Franz played along then stood slack-jawed, chewing a cigarette and marvelling at how good the kid was. Franz laughs as he recalls the scene. ‘Our first record was like twenty-one tracks or something like that? And we just proceeded to blow through every one of those tracks – like that! I was just like, “Fuck!” The first thing I did was call Pete and say, “Dude, this Dave guy, we just fucking jammed and he’s it! We don’t need to find anybody else!” This skinny gangling kid who lied about his age.’


The Stahl brothers offered Dave the gig on condition he was ready to commit totally, immediately, no pussying around. Dave acted cool, like no biggie, then fretted all the way home about how he was going to convince his mother it was a good idea for him to take off in the back of a battered old Dodge Ram van with these battered older punk guys. It was not an easy sell. Virginia hadn’t worked her fingers to the bone trying to get her only boy through high school to have him drop out and leave home with some band. Ever the shrewd, Dave enlisted the support of his father, but James was even less keen. Dave recalled his father making it clear he would rather his son enrol in the army than drum in some no-hope band of misfits. But Virginia eventually came to the rescue and gave him her blessing. ‘She said, “All right. Well, you better be good at this.” I’m like, “I’ll try.”’


As learning curves go, becoming the drummer in Scream was a doozy. Once they’d started touring, ‘There were a few clubs where Dave would have to sit outside until it was time for us to play, because he was obviously underage.’ Dave was unfazed, though, determined to stick with it. ‘I’ve always seen Dave as being a really strong character,’ says Anton Brookes, the innovative young PR who would become first Nirvana’s, then the Foo Fighters’ London publicist. ‘From his punk rock background and everything that he’s been through, I’ve always seen him as really strong and he’s always been driven.’ Forcing his way into contention for the drum stool in Scream was early proof of that, says Anton. ‘He’d just gone from high school, being some punk rock kid, going to the 9.30 Club to watch bands. Then he graduated up to Scream. That shows Dave’s drive and ambition. That was part of his evolution.’


Looking back years later, Dave would romanticise the experience. ‘The feeling of driving across the country in a van, stopping in every city to play, sleeping on people’s floors, watching the sun come up over the desert as I drove, it was all too much. This was definitely where I belonged.’ He would rhapsodise about learning to survive on seven dollars a day, living on cheap cigarettes and whack Mexican weed. Burger and fries was a banquet, mostly it was just fries.


Then there were the chicks. The cool chicks would buy you a Taco Bell and a beer then take you back to your Dodge Ram and give you head. The uncool chicks would just blow you, after they’d blown the other guys first. It soon became clear that Dave was going to be the eternal newbie. ‘When Pete found out my real age and that he was ten years older than me, he became my father figure,’ said Dave. Franz also took the young drummer under his wing, showing him guitar licks and enlightening him on the brutal methodology of Iggy Pop and the Stooges, or the herbal spiritualism of Bob Marley and the Wailers. It was, admitted Dave, a real crash course for a would-be raver who had ‘never been past Chicago’.


‘He was always kind of farting around with [guitar],’ says Franz now. ‘I would show him stuff when he wanted to learn something, just like I would show Skeeter: “Hey, I got this riff” and we would jam on that. But Dave was always kind of fiddling around with guitar and coming up with stuff, although he didn’t really write anything until later on.’


The only one Dave couldn’t quite figure out was the band’s dreadlocked bass player, Skeeter Thompson. Skeeter played bass like most people smoked bongs – with deep, heavy breaths. He was a black guy who liked to put blond streaks in his hair. A stone cold dude who always had a million girlfriends all looking out for him but somehow always managed to find himself in places no one else knew existed. He smoked bundles of herb and endless packs of cigarettes, and he liked coke. A lot. So much so he soon graduated to freebasing. So much so he then turned to smoking crack. So much so he was soon pawning his bass guitar and other bits of band equipment to keep up his habit. So much so he ended up so far over the rainbow nobody thought he would ever come back. (He did, eventually, and now lives the quiet life, clean and sober.)


Franz sighs. ‘Skeeter is an infamous character, a loveable guy, and an insanely great bass player and musical mind. He’s the kind of guy you could go into any city in America and go, “You know Skeeter?” “Oh, fuck, yeah, I know Skeeter!” He’s that kind of guy. We would be in Amsterdam doing shows, and we would lose Skeeter for a day and he would come back in completely new clothes! “Oh, I hooked up with this chick, she bought me all these clothes.” Just a great guy; extremely good-looking. Me and Skeeter were very tight.’ They would sit around listening to Black Flag records, followed by the O’Jays, Parliament, Bootsy Collins, ‘all this crazy shit. He was like part of my musical education.’


Dave, who had also taken to putting flashes of blond in his dark hair, also tried hard to find a way into Skeeter’s mind. They were, after all, the rhythm section of the band. But Skeeter had his own ideas, and at first would tease and torment the newbie, pinning him down on the ground and sticking his smelly feet in his face, or deliberately going his own way onstage. When things got really bad Skeeter would simply drop out of the band and they would hurriedly move to find a temporary replacement. At his worst, Skeeter was impossible. But when he held himself together long enough to actually relate, he was the man, good-hearted, funny, more genuinely punk than the rest of the Scream team put together. The only problem was that by the time Dave was in the band, the Skeeter stories were becoming less funny with each new misadventure. It seemed only a matter of time before the whole shithouse went up in flames. And then one day it did.
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