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INTRODUCTION



I WAS THIRTEEN IN the year 2000, an awkward middle schooler clutching a Discman in the back of the school bus. My favorite mixtape was a cherry-red Memorex disc that I had paid a friend five dollars to burn, and I spun that CD endlessly as the bus bounced around the South Jersey suburbs on brisk fall mornings.


In the middle of a track list that included Green Day’s “Minority,” Outkast’s “Ms. Jackson,” and Incubus’s “Drive,” Linkin Park’s “Crawling” represented that compilation’s cathartic high for my teenage psyche. With cheap plastic headphones snapped around my ears, I’d clench my teeth and whisper-scream the chorus; the sound of Chester Bennington’s voice surely bled through, and my sing-along would no doubt rise too high, reaching whatever unfortunate soul was seated next to me. I was a dorky, insecure kid—but on those bus rides when I heard Chester sing “I’ve felt this way before / SO IN-SE-CUUUUUUURE,” that lack of confidence gave way to brash instinct. Headbanging was committed on multiple occasions. My oversized glasses fell off my pimpled face during one of them.


Fast-forward a few decades: having worked as a writer and editor at Billboard for more than twelve years, I’ve spent the majority of my career nerding out about chart stats and music-biz data as much as huge hits and roaring hooks. Numbers can tell a story of music success both past (like 4.8 million—the number of copies Linkin Park’s debut album Hybrid Theory sold in 2001) and present (like 34.2 million—Linkin Park’s average monthly Spotify listeners total). I’ve been spotlighting those stories for readers, often to see where they might lead in the future, while also jamming to the songs behind the digits.


So, when I started thinking about writing this book, my personal fandom of Linkin Park’s music naturally intertwined with my professional curiosity about how their numbers became, and stayed, so damn huge. The stature of their songs could be simultaneously heard in verse and chorus and seen in numerical evidence. For years, my job has been to listen to the biggest hits of yesterday, today, and tomorrow and help clarify their statistical importance, like a baseball fanatic underlining the most meaningful data on the back of a trading card. I knew some of Linkin Park’s gaudy stat lines, was sure there would be plenty more to uncover with enough research, and couldn’t wait to start highlighting.


Yet the more time I spent watching, listening, and learning about Linkin Park’s career, the less the numbers seemed to matter. That’s because the more I immersed myself in their world—the more closely I studied this universally beloved group that has personally impacted countless individuals, who hear their own struggle in the music—the less useful those numbers started to feel.


Ultimately, my adult chart geekery mattered far less than those angsty, flailing bus rides.


Linkin Park’s story is one of human spirit being translated into emotional power—six guys, including two leaders from wildly different walks of life, coalescing around the turn of the millennium and becoming the rock band that means the most to the most listeners this century. Chester Bennington was a troubled kid from Arizona who was just about to give up on a music career, golden voice be damned; Mike Shinoda was a hip-hop nerd from California with years of bedroom demos and a bottomless well of ideas. Along with Brad Delson, Rob Bourdon, Dave “Phoenix” Farrell, and Joseph Hahn, they came together offering a different vision at a time when post-grunge mainstream rock had splintered into sanded-down alternative and ultra-aggro nu metal.


When Linkin Park found their balance, the world was quickly put on notice. To me, Hybrid Theory remains one of the greatest debut albums of all time, and its deep cuts and demo tracks are just as fascinating as its five-star smashes. The singing–rapping interplay between frontmen, the quiet–loud contrasts, the electronic and hip-hop influences of their production, the subtle pop sheen of the heaviest moments—it all elevated Linkin Park above their contemporaries, and Hybrid Theory erased genre lines more than a decade before streaming playlists were blurring those boundaries.


From there, commercial dominance: huge hits across multiple projects, six-figure album debuts, ubiquitous music videos, audiences that required stadium settings. Linkin Park became big enough to score pop hits with side projects and have the biggest rapper in the world calling for an extended collaboration. And yet, although their songs were accessible enough to travel far and wide, their combined message was just as important as their sound. Long before mental health discussions were foregrounded in popular music, Linkin Park addressed internal struggle within and outside of their music, and always in thoughtful and dynamic ways. The vulnerability never wore thin; it resonates even more clearly today, all these years later.


I realized that, more than any pile of statistics, Linkin Park’s legacy is defined by an indescribable sensation that millions of listeners have felt in their gut. It’s made countless people feel a little bit more understood and a little bit less alone.


An emotional reaction like that is impossible to quantify, but as a fan, of course I understand. I was seventeen when Linkin Park’s “Breaking the Habit” became my favorite song to catch on Philadelphia alt-rock radio station Y100, and I was twenty-three when I got to see the band lay waste to Madison Square Garden on their 2011 world tour. I was a few weeks away from my thirtieth birthday when Chester passed away—an editor at Billboard, tasked with memorializing a lost legend—and thirty-three when Mike and Joe told me the backstory of every song on Hybrid Theory for a feature on its twentieth anniversary.


I’ve been fortunate enough to write about Linkin Park and chat with the band members multiple times over the course of my career at Billboard, and I remain grateful to the band and their team for their encouragement on this project. This book features a mix of original reporting from interviews that I conducted—including never-before-published passages—and archived quotes from previously published interviews.


And though this project combines my biographical exploration, critical analysis, and overall appreciation of Linkin Park, I never wanted my voice to be the be-all and end-all. That’s why I’ve asked a handful of other artists—touring partners, studio collaborators, musicians who exist in the extended Linkin Park universe—to share some of their memories and insights, which are sprinkled in between chapters.


When you dive deep into the story and discography of Linkin Park, their musical impact—and cultural impact beyond that—becomes a lot more undeniable. Absorbing the richness of their catalog has been one of the highlights of my career as a writer and life as a music fan, and I hope that passion comes across in my words.


Linkin Park’s full story has never been properly amplified. It’s time to press play.













PART I



THE IDENTITY













CHAPTER 1



IT STARTS WITH one performance at one of the most famous music venues in the United States, a haphazard opening set now frozen in rock lore. The show that changes a band’s trajectory doesn’t need to be perfect. It doesn’t even need to be good. But when the group that would become Linkin Park strolled onstage at Whisky a Go Go in Los Angeles on November 14, 1997, to play their first show together, a great performance was never in the cards.


For one: Mike Shinoda, the band’s rapper and one of its de facto leaders, looked absolutely absurd.


As the rest of the group plugged in their instruments and let the lights wash over them, Mike prowled the stage with a white beanie hat pulled down over his jet-black hair, blue goggles shielding his dark brown eyes, and his mic gripped in a pair of white gloves. It was a fashion crime of a getup, even in the cargo-pants heyday of the late nineties, and dry laughs wafted up from the audience members who hadn’t ditched the pit to grab another beer.


Mike took a breath. He had been thinking about setting foot on this stage—hallowed ground, in his eyes—for a long time, and his band was fortunate enough to make its live debut here. Whisky a Go Go is the sticky-floored mecca of the Sunset Strip, the same lovably sweat-stained five-hundred-cap venue that Led Zeppelin, The Doors, Blondie, and Soundgarden had all graced while careening across West Hollywood.


The audience wasn’t there to see Mike or his band, Xero, that November evening. A fast-rising rock group out of Glendale called System of a Down was headlining, and SX-10, the alt-metal side project from Cypress Hill’s Sen Dog, was playing before System. On this bill, Xero was an opener—and more or less an afterthought. But Mike had spent countless hours writing songs, streamlining beats, and hustling with his bandmates to figure out how to turn this very moment into a reality.


And when that moment finally arrived, he decided to greet it while essentially cosplaying as a Smurf.


“I was wearing the most ridiculous thing ever,” Mike recalled years later. “I think because it made me feel more like a performer, and not the normal dude that I knew I was. So I had to get into costume in order to get psyched up and get into character.”


It made sense that Mike didn’t really understand how to present himself onstage at that point: he was just a twenty-year-old graphic design college student, not a rock star. Meticulous and down-to-earth instead of brash and rowdy, Mike was used to playing music with his friends, making beats in his bedroom, and writing controlled rhymes seared by emotion, with the hope of someday making his own demos and sharing them with a wide audience.


He was, indeed, a “normal dude”—cerebral and talented, but also one of thousands of aspiring California musicians chipping away at a brighter tomorrow. His band Xero was still a rap-rock rough sketch, with their brittle guitar lines, warbled hooks, and nebulous rhymes constituting loose contours and half-drawn ideas. As part of the third band on a three-band bill, how was he supposed to get anyone to pay attention? Who was he supposed to be up there?


So: white beanie, blue goggles, white gloves. When you’re an ordinary guy a few months shy of your twenty-first birthday and tasked with briefly taking over the same famous platform where Plant, Morrison, Harry, and Cornell had previously conjured magic, sometimes a costume can help cover up some of that imposter syndrome—however misguided that costume may be.
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SIX YEARS BEFORE THAT NIGHT, Mike was a kid on the other side of the threshold, a spectator at his first concert, which happened to be one of the more unlikely co-headlining tours of the early nineties.


In 1991, Anthrax recorded a new version of Public Enemy’s “Bring the Noise,” reinventing the hip-hop collective’s 1988 single through a thrash-metal lens. The remix was a sign of mutual appreciation: Anthrax guitarist Scott Ian wore Public Enemy tees onstage during the band’s pummeling shows in the eighties, and Public Enemy leader Chuck D shouted out the cult rock group in the lyrics to “Bring the Noise” (“Beat is for Eric B. and LL as well, hell / Wax is for Anthrax, still it can rock bells”).


Three years after “Bring the Noise” became the urgent opening salvo of Public Enemy’s 1988 hip-hop classic It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back, Anthrax reconfigured the song, flattening its funk samples and record-scratching with blunt-force guitar work, cymbal rides, and air sirens. The remixed “Bring the Noise” became an improbable hit, particularly overseas—the Anthrax version of “Bring the Noise” reached the top 10 in New Zealand, and reached No. 14 in the UK—and Public Enemy and Anthrax decided to hit the road as a joint bill. The two groups ended each show of their 1991 trek onstage together, their headbang-ready take on the years-old song ringing in thousands of ears.


A fourteen-year-old Mike was among those onlookers, giddy with excitement, dizzied by the scene around him. Even though he had already been immersed in music for more than half his life, Mike had never experienced anything like this.


Michael Kenji Shinoda was born on February 11, 1977, and grew up across the eighties in Agoura Hills, a small, sun-kissed suburb on the outskirts of Los Angeles, the type of idyllic setting for a sweeping film sequence (the opening scene of Gone with the Wind, in fact, was shot not too far from the Shinoda household). His parents, Muto and Donna, didn’t listen to a lot of music around the house, other than the occasional show tune or country song, but Mike was still encouraged to master classical music and make use of the family’s upright piano. Lessons and recitals started when Mike was six, followed by performances in a local youth group, where he’d belt out songs from West Side Story.


He didn’t love any of it. Mike would have much rather been playing video games or watching medieval-times adventure movies. But he had a creative mind—he particularly enjoyed drawing and painting—and musical instincts; plus, he was making friends during rehearsals.


A few weeks before Shinoda turned eight years old, however, Run-D.M.C. released their second album, King of Rock. A friend played him a couple tracks from the cassette tape one day, and Mike was instantly hooked.


Although Run-D.M.C. is arguably the most impactful hip-hop group of all time, King of Rock, released a little less than a year after their 1984 debut album, was actually a moment of transition. The Queens trio’s first album foresaw a future in which rapping constituted the basis of a mainstream genre, and their third album, 1986’s Raising Hell, would become the group’s stone-cold classic—the one with “It’s Tricky,” “My Adidas,” and their version of “Walk This Way”—the record that elevated them to real stardom. In between, King of Rock augmented the rapping-over-guitars proposition hinted at in parts of Run-D.M.C.’s debut.


The album leaned into rock-based production, acknowledged the ascension of hair metal, and attempted to bring the group’s brand of call-and-response hip-hop to the masses. But for every effective guitar squeal and lyrical jab (“I’m the king of ROCK, there is none HIGHER / Sucker MC’s should call me SIRE,” which kicks off the title track, remains the most quotable), King of Rock had thudding stomp-claps that didn’t really land and one-liners too mushy to be considered menacing. The album sounds like a dress rehearsal for Raising Hell, and specifically that album’s “Walk This Way,” on which Run-D.M.C. resuscitated a decade-old Aerosmith song by supplementing its funky riff and hook with some slick new rapping. “Walk This Way” made Run-D.M.C. a household name and basically became the commercial apotheosis of the King of Rock blueprint.


Mike grew up absorbing rap when it was still a few years away from bubbling over and topping the pop charts—a bold, rapidly developing, predominantly Black form of underground music that members of the record industry were either dismissing as a fad or angling to unlock as a mega-seller. The fusion of rhyming and hard-rock production made sense as an avenue to widen rap’s appeal in the second half of the eighties, and songs like “Walk This Way” and Tone Lōc’s “Wild Thing,” which turned a Van Halen sample into a smash, streaked into the top 10 of the Hot 100 chart.


Stylistic mash-ups would continue to evolve in more problematic directions as rap grew bigger; digestible pop-rap hits by artists like Vanilla Ice and Marky Mark and the Funky Bunch would be prioritized on Top 40 radio in the early 1990s, co-opting the sound of an established Black culture for a wider (read: whiter) audience to enjoy. But a preteen Mike was always more interested in digging deeper into the DNA of rap music than consuming its sanitized versions, and he started inhaling as much hip-hop as he could find.


Beastie Boys, a trio of white kids from New York, made their debut a year after King of Rock, and as a punk-rock group positioning themselves toward hip-hop, they represented the inverse of the Run-D.M.C. arc, with catchy songs and a rap credibility that could serve as a gateway to adolescent listeners like Mike. The Beasties’ first album, 1986’s Licensed to Ill, was the first record that Mike purchased with his own money, followed by LPs from LL Cool J and Ice-T. After that, he began exploring blues, jazz, and funk music, as if stripping down the influences of rap music and inspecting its disassembled parts.


When he was around thirteen years old, Mike told his longtime piano teacher that he wanted to start playing other types of music, including hip-hop. “She said she couldn’t help me out with that because that wasn’t her training,” he recalled. “She said, ‘Maybe you just wanna get a keyboard and start learning those things on your own.’ I thought that was really big of her to say, and definitely led to an important point in my life where I bought a keyboard. Then I got a sampler, started making beats and playing around with MIDI [an electronic music format] and digital-based music.”


Mike quit his piano lessons but was able to rely upon those years of understanding music theory to make mathematically legible beats. In those hours of tinkering with bedroom productions, he used his technical knowledge and personal taste to mix sounds in methods that excited him: Mike would take old jazz and rock songs, decipher the ingredients that made them what they were, and reimagine those ingredients as the backbone of a hip-hop beat.


He worshiped Dr. Dre—as in, sought out every piece of music that he touched—at a time when the future superstar mogul was still grinding out beats for his group N.W.A and their West Coast cohorts. And part of that adoration came from Dre’s gift of recontextualization. Dre had the ability to contort existing musical elements into new shapes, and in a way he couldn’t quite specify yet, Mike wanted that for himself, too.


To be clear, Mike didn’t think he was the next Dr. Dre—he was a nerdy kid, from a very different part of Southern California. When he entered an original piano song contest as a preteen, he did so with a song about Dungeons & Dragons. But he was good. That D&D song came in first place in the contest and won him fifty bucks.


So by the time he went to that Public Enemy and Anthrax show in 1991—chaperoned by his friend’s dad, bellowing “Turn it up, BRING THE NOISE!,” watching Anthrax deconstruct a rap song into a rock song in the way that he wanted to deconstruct rock songs into rap songs, marveling at the mashed-up tenacity and moshing bodies and velocity of the words being hurled from the groups onstage and back at them—Mike already knew he could make music. But that was the night he started thinking about becoming a musician.
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BRAD DELSON HAD BEEN FRIENDS with Mike since they were kids and balanced him out in many ways. He was louder than his producer friend, plucky where Mike was precise. They grew up together in Agoura Hills and ended up alongside each other on that Whisky a Go Go stage. But Brad’s route there couldn’t have been more different.


Unlike Mike, who was more of a rap kid, Brad played Metallica nonstop growing up,… And Justice for All constantly rattling his bedroom windows. As a preteen, he traded his trumpet in the elementary school orchestra for a six-string, taking guitar lessons before teaching his own. And while Mike spent the first few years of high school holed away with his sampler, mashing up Depeche Mode and Wu-Tang Clan, Brad was playing in band after band, basement shows bleeding into one another.


He treated performing in those groups like a social activity instead of a lifelong goal. “I did it as a hobby,” Brad explained. “Something that I loved, but I never thought I would pursue it professionally.”


Brad played guitar in a rap-rock band called The Pricks, and Mark Wakefield, Mike’s neighbor and friend, was their lead singer. The members of The Pricks palled around with another Agoura Hills band a few years older than them called Hoobastank; Brad and Mark were even there for Hoobastank’s first show ever, the opening act at a June 1995 gig in singer Doug Robb’s backyard. Both bands “borrowed” stage equipment from Agoura High School in the middle of the night for the performance, and 150 local kids showed up to support the cause.


The Pricks broke up, and Brad and Mark formed another band—this time with a drummer named Rob Bourdon, from Calabasas High School a few miles away, who hated playing in the jazz band but who sounded sturdy enough behind the kit to recruit for the new group. The new band was named Relative Degree, and although the group preserved The Pricks’ general rap-infused rock techniques, they took themselves seriously enough to function more like a proper group than a teenage pastime.


They wrote a dozen songs together, hammered them out during practice sessions at Rob’s mom’s house, and even scored a gig at the Roxy, a few blocks down from the Whisky on Sunset Boulevard, in May 1996. Some of the members had started college by this point, attending classes in between rehearsals and not considering Relative Degree successful enough to provide as a viable future… but they were also letting band life seep into their minds and habits, learning how to compose rock songs with panache and showcase them with discernment.


All the while, Mike watched from the sidelines. He would crash Relative Degree practices to hang out with Brad and Mark and toss the band samples every so often to consider for their songs. Yet Mike was more invested in producing mash-ups and spinning them into beats for local rappers than joining a band. “We always just figured we were in two different worlds,” Brad explained.


Mike had also started rapping over his beats by this point—but as a literal joke. He and Mark would write gangsta-rap parody songs, as a dorky-fun alternative to high school parties. One song, “North Coast Killa,” spoofed the East Coast–West Coast feud raging in mainstream hip-hop at the time by taking shots at, of all places, Canada. And a demo tape they made titled Pooch Pound, a riff on Snoop Doggy Dogg and the Dogg Pound, would have the teen boys doubled over in laughter.


“They were all about smoking weed and being pimps, and those were two things we were totally unfamiliar with,” Mike said. “Like with a lot of suburban kids, there was an element of voyeurism there—I had never been down to Long Beach, y’know?”


None of it was serious. By that point, Mark was already enrolled at California State University Long Beach, and Mike was headed to Pasadena’s ArtCenter College of Design to study graphic design and illustration. Brad got a scholarship to UCLA and entered as a communications major, weighing his parents’ advice of going to law school and his own ideas of figuring out a job in the music-business world.


Relative Degree stopped practicing after the Roxy show and eventually broke up. The core of that group was still hacking around Agoura, but everyone was growing up, expanding toward the next phase of their lives. Maybe playing in a band wasn’t going to be part of that.


But then, something funny happened: Mike started writing songs that weren’t jokes.


In fact, the words he began furiously scribbling were darn near melodramatic, extreme in their late-teen emotional weight, and declarative in their first-person rhyme schemes. Mike had never viewed himself as a rapper, but once he tried his hand at writing rhymes for himself, he realized that he had both the production knowledge—he could make songs concocted on a four-track recorder in his bedroom sound professional—and the passion. By this point, he had studied rap for years and understood how to drill down on the nuances of a delivery.


Mike enlisted Mark’s help as a cowriter and sounding board before the two became dueling vocalists on songs hatched in private. Thinking back to that formative moment of Run-D.M.C. rhyming over metal guitars and Anthrax positioning Public Enemy toward thrash, Mike collided styles with abandon, but the sound he was looking for needed more heft. After orbiting his friends’ bands for years, it was finally time to form one himself.


Xero came together relatively seamlessly: Brad helped Mike and Mark flesh out a demo after a few writing sessions before officially joining the group, then Mike showed the songs to Rob, who hopped on the project as the drummer. Brad’s roommate at UCLA, a biology major named Dave Farrell, happened to play bass, and when he heard the music that Brad was playing with his high school friends, he asked if he could join. And Joe Hahn, a classically trained musician from Glendale who had gotten into DJing in high school, was studying illustration at ArtCenter College of Design at the same time as Mike, and he climbed aboard Xero when they started rehearsing in 1997.


The collective crackled: six not-boys, not-yet-men, who understood the type of genre hybrid they wanted to create and had the personnel to make it happen. Mike would be the rapper and sonic engine, and Mark would provide the rock vocals. Brad and Rob had played guitar and drums, respectively, in Relative Degree and knew each other’s sonic cues. Having Joe on board allowed the group to infuse their performances with live samples and scratching—a huge factor in how their songs were assembled.


“There was a goal in the type of song we were writing at the time, and a big part of that was to have songs to play live,” Joe later explained. Xero’s songs needed to “explode at a certain point,” to have the rap and rock elements fuel each other and heighten the intensity of the climax for a hypothetical group of onlookers. “Part of our goal was to get this personal idea that has conflict,” Joe continued—then added with a laugh, “and that was easy to do, because of our age at that time and that universal emotion of not fitting in and teen angst.”


When the members of Xero felt confident that the songs on their first demo could translate to the stage, they set their sights on Whisky a Go Go for a live debut. Next, they had to figure out: How does an unknown band actually book a spot?


“Basically, with clubs of that magnitude, you pay to play,” Rob said of the Whisky show. “If you can sell enough tickets, you can play.” So, the six members hustled—most of them were still in school, and each would try to sell fifty to seventy-five tickets to friends and classmates, brandishing swaths of show passes around campus. “We would just go crazy,” said Rob, “and try to sell them to everyone; family members, it didn’t matter. We had to sell them to everyone just to play there.” Fortunately, they hit the target in time and snagged an opening slot on the night of November 14, 1997.


Suddenly, it was showtime, and Xero was on the clock. The band started playing.


Within minutes of Rob’s first drum thwacks and Brad’s opening riffs, however, most of the baggy-jeans crowd at Whisky shrugged them off. Mike and Mark were trading rapped breakdowns and melodic hooks, Dave was letting his bass notes fly, and Joseph Hahn was interjecting turntable scratches within the pockets of noise… but the audience didn’t care about the effort and instead turned away to start conversations among themselves.


Mike’s outfit, laughable as it may have been, wasn’t to blame. Though they wouldn’t have been able to recognize it at the time, no part of the band—not its lineup, its name, its stage presence, or its sound—was fully formed when they played that night at the Whisky. Their moniker (Zero with an X, in order to look cooler than just the word Zero) was forgettable. Some of the members had known each other for years and cycled in and out of different bands together; others had just recently met. They were full of energy but lacking in chemistry, and they needed more time to figure out how to play off one another. And though some of the songs in their Whisky set sizzled with promise, they also lacked polish and a point of view.


Xero’s set concluded with little fanfare, the band and their instruments doused in sweat. At some point, Mike removed his blue goggles, his band’s first live performance in the books. The crowd was sparse, but at least they didn’t get booed offstage—for the time being, that was enough. And, unbeknownst to him, someone important was watching from the back of the crowd, a vague idea of what this band could become burrowing into their brain.


“We were awful, just horrible,” Mike admitted of that first show, “but we survived.”















CHAPTER 2



THERE WAS NO guarantee that the Whisky show would mean anything in the long run. The six members of Xero were still plotting out other career paths and weren’t banking on music as a future. After months of writing songs, rehearsing sets, and driving tickets, though, they wanted the Whisky performance to at least signify… something. They didn’t want the show to be a tree falling in the woods—they needed someone, anyone, within earshot.


And thanks to Brad, they made a sound.


A few weeks before the Whisky show, Xero’s guitarist had started interning at Zomba/Jive Music under Jeff Blue, a manager of creative at Zomba Music Publishing. Jeff had delivered an inspiring guest lecture at UCLA, and Brad quite literally stumbled into the internship: he crashed Jeff’s office unannounced one morning and waited in his desk chair for the publishing rep to arrive at work. Brad swiveled around and caused a freakout; it was a scene straight out of an angry-dad Calvin & Hobbes Sunday strip.


But Jeff liked Brad, appreciated the moxie of the college kid with the floppy head of curly hair and the stones to declare that his own band would be cooler than any of Jeff’s recent signees. “I saw a lot of myself in this kid,” Blue wrote in the opening pages of his memoir One Step Closer. And when Brad passed him a demo tape of his band Xero—in between sessions of helping Jeff deliver a rising R & B singer named Macy Gray to the mainstream—Jeff listened to it. He was impressed by Brad’s guitar playing and the kid named Mike who was rapping on top of it.


Brad mentioned the Whisky gig in hopes that his boss would come check out his band’s first performance, but Jeff had a date scheduled for that night and said he’d have to catch their next show. On the afternoon of the show, from his office window Jeff saw Brad walking down Sunset toward the Whisky and felt a pang of guilt for not being able to go. “I wanted to support Brad,” he wrote, “so I canceled my plans, grabbed a slice of pizza, and walked up to the box office.”


A million tiny hypothetical situations have to become reality for a band to be “discovered.” Chalk it up to the law of averages: for every one musical act that gets noticed and scooped up by a music-industry power broker, countless others play without being heard and never fulfill their dreams. Sure, some of those voices on the perpetual sidelines don’t have the talent or ideas to hack it, but plenty are worthy and still can’t button-mash a combination to fame and fortune. Breaking through requires a chain reaction of quietly correct decisions, some of which can be controlled, plenty of which cannot, and almost none of which feel significant in the moment.


For the members of Xero, the list of possible detours away from that night at Whisky a Go Go, right turns that could have easily gone left, was endless. What if Mike hadn’t attended that Anthrax and Public Enemy concert in 1991 and felt that sharp pang of early-teen inspiration? Or what if Brad had kept playing trombone instead of guitar in middle school, Metallica obsession be damned? If Rob had stuck with drumming in the jazz band instead of joining rock groups… if Mark hadn’t started writing songs with Mike… if Dave had been placed with a different roommate than Brad at UCLA… if Joe hadn’t overlapped with Mike at art school. But those thoughts, choices, and intersections did happen—minor collisions of luck and skill that delivered the band of six onto a major stage that November evening.


And just think: all those bursts of serendipity might have still meant nothing if Jeff Blue had decided not to bail on his date that night.


From Jeff’s vantage point at the back of the disinterested Whisky crowd, Xero sounded raw, which was natural for a first-ever performance. Their stage presence was lacking, sure, and the lead vocalist wasn’t attacking the notes like he should. Yet their energy onstage masked some of the awkwardness, and the songs themselves were pretty good. Jeff wasn’t in the business of breaking his intern’s band, but he was intrigued.


Yes, Jeff also noticed that Mike was dressed like a rapping Smurf. No, that didn’t dissuade him from hastily jotting down a final word onto a napkin at the end of their set: “Potential!”
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TIMING IS EVERYTHING IN ROCK ’n’ roll. The Whisky gig took place at a formative moment for the band—playing their first show together, testing the songs from the Xero demo tape, inching their way toward a congealed identity—with an early configuration of the members and an onlooker who could detect their promise. But beyond that, they started their journey at the exact right moment in rock history.


Put it this way: that same show could have taken place in November 1996 instead of November 1997 and probably wouldn’t have had a fraction of the butterfly-effect shockwave it caused. Hell, even a few months before that moment, and it’s possible—maybe even probable—that it never happens for the guys.


In November 1997, popular rock music was more diverse and exciting than ever or totally lost in the wilderness, depending on who you asked. At the beginning of the 1990s, hair metal was fully usurped as the dominant form of commercial rock music—it was more than time for a change-up from the materialism and casual sexism. Bands like Van Halen, Def Leppard, and Mötley Crüe had become superstars in the eighties by filtering fat guitar riffs through arena-ready choruses and outlandish onstage personalities. Hit songs looked and sounded like the video of Poison’s 1988 smash “Nothin’ but a Good Time”: shimmering blond locks, lime-green guitars, end-of-the-week hedonism, ridiculous slow-motion fireworks displays.


By the early nineties, however, the scene’s harder edges had been fully sanded down to yield radio-chasing, yawn-inducing ballads like Extreme’s “More Than Words” and Mr. Big’s “To Be with You.” Both of those songs were chart toppers, but the party was clearly wrapping up. “It became too commercialized,” Twisted Sister’s Dee Snider said of hair metal in a 2022 interview, “and then it got unplugged and became nothing but power ballads and acoustic songs, and it wasn’t metal anymore. It had to go; it had to change.”


Grunge—a Pacific Northwest strain of metal with more introspective songwriting, sludgier guitar distortion, churning tempos, and gritty vocal timbres—presented a course correction. It helped that grunge’s leaders were actively rooting against hair metal. “I hated it,” said Pearl Jam’s Eddie Vedder. “I hated how it made the fellas look. I hated how it made the women look. It felt so vacuous.” Their music, in turn, was steeped in reality, and reality was grimy. And so it was that a movement built on glam, excess, and artifice naturally gave way to one writhing around in unwashed hair, plain clothes, and gravelly calls to “Come as You Are.”


Although hair metal still existed as grunge bands started finding an audience at the start of the nineties, Nirvana’s second album, released in September 1991, was an extinction-level event. Once Nevermind exploded—quickly accepted as a generation-defining blockbuster, with lead single “Smells Like Teen Spirit” reaching the top 10 of the Hot 100 while frontman Kurt Cobain’s call of “Here we are now, entertain us!” sounded like nothing else around it on the chart—the tenets of popular rock music shifted, and record labels swiftly traded in leather pants for flannel shirts.


The idea of “grunge” was straightforward enough for the moniker to stick, even if the bands being categorized as grunge didn’t love the nickname. But the bleary “Smells Like Teen Spirit” music video, the echoing yowl of Alice in Chains’ Layne Staley, the social alienation of Pearl Jam’s “Jeremy,” the heavy solos of Soundgarden’s Kim Thayil—they all seemed to be parts of a larger whole, from the same region of the United States, that rock fans could easily digest and classify.


In truth, however, grunge was only the tip of an iceberg, the most prominent subgenre in the middle of a revolution that was much bigger than a handful of bands breaking out of Seattle. “Alternative,” a catch-all for several forms of underground rock loosely defined as left of commercial (alternative to the mainstream, as it were), suddenly became the mainstream, thanks to bands like Nirvana and Pearl Jam redefining what rock stars sounded and looked like for the incoming wave.


R.E.M., Red Hot Chili Peppers, Jane’s Addiction, Sonic Youth, Nine Inch Nails, Violent Femmes, The Breeders—none of these bands sounded quite like grunge, and some of them had found varying degrees of success in their respective scenes in the years leading up to its takeover. But once Cobain and Vedder helped knock down the gates, alternative rock turned into big business. Lollapalooza gathered disparate sounds and ideas into a mega-selling road show, MTV and radio programmers took more chances on insular and unorthodox-looking newcomers, and artists who had started their careers rebelling against the music establishment unwittingly found themselves in the middle of it.


“There is a serious market for a youth counterculture,” Perry Farrell, the Jane’s Addiction leader and Lollapalooza founder, said in 1992, just as Lolla was starting to turn into a juggernaut. Then he added, “That’s the bad news.”


Most of the biggest bands in the alternative boom weren’t prepared for rock stardom or for the music industry to eagerly position them as such. It was as if the movie Revenge of the Nerds, where a bunch of college geeks band together to defeat the jocks and date the bombshells, kept going for years after the triumphant final scene. The nerds were without an opponent and uncertain how to wield their new alpha status.


In late 1993, Vedder was openly rebelling against MTV, swearing off arena shows, and suffering something of an identity crisis. A few months later, Cobain was found dead in his Seattle home.


Grunge lost its greatest leader, and the alternative music scene, already loosely tied together, began to unravel. Popular rock music splintered in several different directions in the mid-nineties: there were the post-grunge bands like Stone Temple Pilots and Bush; snotty pop-punk stars like Green Day and The Offspring; Britpop kings like Oasis and Blur; ska-punk interlopers like No Doubt and Sublime; eighties-bred hard rockers like Metallica and Pantera; college-rock stalwarts like Sonic Youth and Pavement; pop-loving experimentalists like Beck and Ween; and of course, the grunge torchbearers like Soundgarden and Pearl Jam.


Even as the center of alternative music became too unwieldy to fit onto a single Lollapalooza lineup, some incredible rock records were made—Radiohead’s The Bends, Björk’s Post, Hole’s Live Through This, and Nine Inch Nails’ The Downward Spiral were all released within a year and a half of Cobain’s death, supernovas in their own universes. But just like hair metal’s vivacity eventually became watered down, popular alt-rock turned exceedingly safe—and soft—during the second half of the nineties, with bands that flaunted the faintest whiff of grunge’s warbled vocals but none of its muddy production or thematic heaviness.


And listeners ate up that family-friendly post-grunge far and wide. Songs like Counting Crows’ “Mr. Jones,” Matchbox Twenty’s “3AM,” Goo Goo Dolls’ “Name,” and The Wallflowers’ “One Headlight” turned wails and growls into the catchiest sounds you could hear on pop radio and helped those bands sell millions of albums without ever turning up the volume too loud. Sure, there was great rock to be found on the fringes, and some of the bands innovating within alternative music could play to arenas. But this was an era when Hootie & the Blowfish were getting name-checked on Friends and their Cracked Rear View outsold any single album by, say, alt-rock leaders like Smashing Pumpkins. Darius Rucker’s brawny croon of “I only wanna be with yooouuu-hoooo” was more culturally inescapable than Billy Corgan’s best pinched wail.


“As a movement, we blew it,” Corgan declared following the Pumpkins’ international run supporting 1995’s ultra-ambitious double album Mellon Collie and the Infinite Sadness. “We dropped the ball. It’s like all these bands created this thirst in the early nineties for a new era of rock, and then we didn’t finish it.”
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FLASH FORWARD TO 1997. IT was the best of times, it was the worst of times, depending on how closely your CD collection matched what was being played across the FM dial. But even as sanded-down post-grunge dominated the airwaves, another shift was coming: rap-rock was about to explode.


In the twelve years since Run-D.M.C.’s King of Rock, rap and rock music continued to prod each other for ideas while coexisting on the same plane of popular music. For years, rappers sampled popular rock tracks—“Rhymin & Stealin,” the logically titled first song on the first Beastie Boys album, is built around a Led Zeppelin riff—taking cues from guitar-heavy rap hits like LL Cool J’s “Rock the Bells.”


Meanwhile, rock bands were starting to incorporate rap cadences into their song structures as a result of a mix of artistic appreciation (like Anthrax reworking a Public Enemy hit in 1991) and, undoubtedly, commercial intrigue. For all intents and purposes, early-nineties hits like Faith No More’s “Epic” and Red Hot Chili Peppers’ “Give It Away” were built around rapping, but because the rhymes were being delivered by white guys in band setups and surrounded by spiraling guitars, both songs received heavy alternative airplay, were played to sprawling crowds at rock festivals, and made those bands a lot of money. Not all bands that dabbled with these sounds were immediately successful, though. An LA quartet called Rage Against the Machine earned critical acclaim and a cult following with their explicitly political rapping over metal noodling, but their self-titled 1992 album took years to find a real following—years that Rage spent on the road, proselytizing and proving themselves over and over again.


Rap-rock music rolled on in the background of popular rock as grunge begat the alternative revolution. It may have stayed there in the back forever, a genre experiment too unwieldy for a mainstream happily gulping down Sugar Ray singles. But something else was going on simultaneously during this era of change in rock music: popular rap music had entered its golden age, a full-on outburst of riveting personalities and ideas.


At the beginning of the decade, popular rap was composed of novelty-leaning pop crossovers—think MC Hammer, Vanilla Ice, Sir Mix-a-Lot. Within five years’ time, however, performers like The Notorious B.I.G., Outkast, 2Pac, Nas, Fugees, Lil’ Kim, Snoop Doggy Dogg, and Busta Rhymes burst onto the scene, many of whom were scoring real hits, releasing classic albums, soaking up MTV airtime, and becoming brand-name stars across the pop, fashion, and movie worlds.


That renaissance of popularized rap music was crucial to the commercial development of rap-rock, and not just because the music industry recognized an increased demand for all types of rap. The fact was, rap stars were the new rock stars—edgy and intoxicating, playing music that was fresh for Gen X teens and loathed by their parents, Tipper Gore, and other authority figures just begging to be rebelled against. The fracturing of alternative music meant fewer rock artists holding the center of the genre, and that vacuum was filled by it-factor rap stars. All of a sudden, Puffy and Snoop were now the ones controlling the direction of popular culture, not Third Eye Blind, no matter how many times “Semi-Charmed Life” was being played on the radio.


Because rap artists were setting the tone, rock bands that incorporated elements of rap music—the rhyme patterns, yes, but also the production, style, and overall magnetism—were starting to play to bigger crowds and get sniffed out by the music industry. Rage Against the Machine’s second album, 1996’s Evil Empire, sold a quarter million copies in its first week, and by the following year, the band was opening for U2. Korn, a metal band from Bakersfield, California, that embraced rap beats and hip-hop fashion while singing about domestic agony, also scored its first top 10 album in 1996 with Life Is Peachy and brought a brash new group with their own cult following, Limp Bizkit, out with them on the road.


These bands approached rap-rock differently—Korn’s alienated fury was never in conversation with Rage’s social righteousness—and there was some overlap with the concurrent “electronica” boom, in which groups like The Prodigy and Chemical Brothers emphasized digitized production and aggressively blended genres. But the impact of popular hip-hop was clear across the board, and by 1997, record labels were hard at work molding them into hybrid stars.


The members of Xero weren’t thinking about any of these grand industry machinations, though. They were just pressing play on the music they liked and swapping their favorite tracks with friends.


“It was the differences in what we listened to that informed one another,” Mike later explained. He and Mark “both loved a lot of the same groups, but he was introducing me to more guitar-based music. He introduced me to Rage Against the Machine and Red Hot Chili Peppers and Nirvana and Pearl Jam. And I introduced him to Biggie and 2Pac and Mobb Deep and Wu-Tang.”


Those disparate influences are evident on Xero’s first demos. “Reading My Eyes” begins as a rap showcase for Mike: operating over a sample of the strings from Club Noveau’s “Why You Treat Me So Bad,” he delivers a laundry list of boasts (“The microphone molester, machete undresser / Stupid-dope-fresh-type shit resurrector / Top gun, Miramar best-of-the-best-er / The leave-an-MC-peace-in-rest-er”) that recalls Inspectah Deck’s rhyme scheme on Wu-Tang Clan’s 1997 classic “Triumph.” Then the song turns on a dime into a sludgy rocker, with Mark’s voice going full Vedder on the line “Reading my eyes will say it in many ways!”


Songs like “Fuse” and “Stick N Move” move similarly, with Mike’s rap swagger pasted onto Mark’s angsty singing over bulldozing production. The music wanders around, the lyrics are vague and a little clumsy, and neither vocalist sounds particularly comfortable. But then the blueprint locks into place on the demo’s standout song, “Rhinestone.”


Over a pulverizing guitar riff from Brad and some nifty turntable work from Joe, Mike and Mark circle around each other on the hook, then clear out to give each other space to emote in separate corners of the song. The rapping flows smoothly, the singing carries weight. “Rhinestone” was Xero’s most polished track, the sound of a band clawing at their artistic promise.


Jeff Blue heard it in “Rhinestone,” too—it was the song that sold him on the band back when he watched them perform their first-ever show at Whisky a Go Go. Jeff had recently signed Korn and Limp Bizkit to songwriting deals; he understood the direction that popular rock music was headed at that moment. And even though Xero still had plenty of details begging for refinement, they had crossed into the music industry at a moment where the raw energy of their sound was a hot commodity, years of genre twists and turns leading to an alignment in the stars.


After the performance, Brad beckoned Jeff backstage to meet the rest of the band; two days later, Xero was invited up to his office for a meeting. That all-important seed had been planted.


Meanwhile, their lead singer—whom none of them knew or could’ve ever seen coming—was still one state away.















CHAPTER 3



CHESTER BENNINGTON WAS well beyond the demo phase at that point. By the time his future bandmates had gotten together to debut their first few songs to a thinning crowd, he had already performed for thousands of people across Arizona, released two albums, and prowled the stage for nearly a half decade. In the dry heat of late-nineties Phoenix, Chester had been a glistening hero—not quite a rock star, but close enough that locals regarded him as such.


Chester was ready to move on from it all, though. He didn’t want to be a hero. He was thinking of selling houses instead.


“I had basically decided to retire from music,” Chester explained. “I’d got a job in real estate and thought that while I would probably still make tunes for fun, I would need to find something else to do full-time.”


The idea seems impossible now: Chester Bennington forever setting down the microphone that he gripped harder than anyone, trading it for a suit and tie, chitchatting with young couples about neighborhoods with good schools and low taxes. And, keep in mind, Chester was still only twenty-two years old, which, for most people, was too soon to settle for a desk job, to stow away dreams as just-for-fun weekend activities.


But by the end of 1998, Chester was convinced that he wasn’t built for the relentless churn of the music world. For five years professionally—and even longer personally—he had experienced barely controlled chaos. At twenty-two, Chester had already overcome far more than what most people experience in a lifetime. He wanted to play music, but more than that, he needed solid ground beneath his feet.


Grey Daze, the band that Chester fronted for the majority of his early days in music, had never represented that stability for him. The Phoenix group brought in a seventeen-year-old Chester as their singer in 1993, thanks to a prior connection with drummer Sean Dowdell, who had briefly played with Chester in the band Sean Dowdell and His Friends? Grey Daze cycled through new members constantly, changing guitarists and bassists seemingly every year before landing on Bobby Benish and Mace Beyers in 1995. And whenever they did lock in a lineup, Grey Daze performed nonstop: they played bars, restaurants, private events, and warehouse gigs, kicking up dust in the desert and trying to conjure invested listeners across scorching days and bleary nights.


Eventually, the grind paid off—but only partially. Grey Daze gradually developed into a popular band within their city’s limits but produced zero buzz outside of it. Still, if you breathed the Phoenix rock scene in the mid-nineties, you knew Chester’s voice, had maybe heard his songs on KUPD-FM, had probably caught one of his sets opening for a bigger act at the Electric Ballroom in Scottsdale. Even when they weren’t headlining, Grey Daze would beguile audience members, and the bandmates would “sign autographs from the minute we finished playing until they closed the venue,” Chester said.


Unfortunately for them, those shows never resulted in the major-label recruitment that would have introduced the band to listeners outside of the greater metropolitan area—no Jeff Blue character waiting in the back of a Grey Daze gig, scribbling “Potential!” onto a napkin. And so, the grind went on and on and on.


Grey Daze independently recorded and released two albums, 1994’s Wake Me and 1997’s… No Sun Today. Both CD covers showcased Photoshopped surrealism—a blackened slug on a beach at night! A woman in overalls walking through a field at night!—with sludgy overlaid text. Chester was the main writer on nearly every song. “We had a grungy sound,” Chester recalled years later, “and though I’m proud of the songs, there wasn’t anything super original about most of them.”


It was a fair assessment: the two albums that Grey Daze released were full of competent, faceless grunge music, the type of pretty good yet generic songs that could have inspired an ample mosh pit on most nights, but never begged to linger in a stereo system for too long. The formula was clear on songs like “What’s in the Eye,” “Sometimes,” and “Soul Song”: the track would begin with a contemplative guitar riff, Chester would demonstrate vulnerability on the opening verse (“Sometimes, things just seem to fall apart / When you least expect them to,” he glumly concludes on “Sometimes”), then a gaudy chorus full of roiling guitar and vein-bulge scream-singing would come crashing in.


Effective enough for a casual listener, especially if you were digging through crates to find bands that weren’t Soundgarden and Stone Temple Pilots but sounded a lot like them. The problem was that Grey Daze didn’t have the hooks or personality of those bands, so they couldn’t distinguish themselves as more than a local photocopy of a national movement. And whenever the band did try to widen their aesthetic—“She Shines” nods toward industrial with a listless rhythm; “B12” aims for political urgency but sounds closer to a conspiracy-theory message board covering “We Didn’t Start the Fire”—the results were either rough and fragmented or downright unappealing.


If Grey Daze had debuted a few years earlier, they might have been able to hitch a ride on the rocket ship of early-nineties grunge music and become national stars. But when the band played its first show—a January 1994 gig at Thunder & Lightning Bar & Grill in Scottsdale—Kurt Cobain’s death, a tragedy that effectively disintegrated grunge’s grip on popular rock music, was just a few months away. Grey Daze instead had to fend for themselves during the alternative-rock revolution in their five-year run through 1998, a grunge band muddling through a post-grunge world. They ended up getting outmoded during that time by groups who could market their singles to pop audiences and alternative artists who were pushing the boundaries of popular rock outward.


In the same way that Xero had unwittingly showed up to the rap-rock roll call right on time, Grey Daze had arrived to the grunge party a couple years too late. It was the difference between the rock ’n’ roll fantasy—multistate tours, radio smashes, magazine covers—and the reality of Chester working at a Burger King in 1996 as a means of earning enough money to live on in between Grey Daze’s two albums.


Chester, who was also younger than twenty-one for the majority of his time in Grey Daze, hadn’t quite been ready to lead a band toward outsized goals or pen songs that resonated after the final riff. If you listened closely enough, however, you could hear that he possessed natural ability.


“Sickness,” a song on… No Sun Today that Chester cowrote with Dowdell, boasts a vocal performance that sounds like the prototype of a five-tool rock legend: melodic singing on the verses, a maelstrom of intensity on the hook, jab-step interplay with the percussion, syllables elongated into a soaring effect, and all parts recorded cleanly for maximum impact. Chester’s voice curls into a wounded snarl on “Sickness,” then rattles the walls; the song is fine, but the person singing it—his range and rock-star aptitude—is special and clearly in distress.


“I need more,” Chester pleads on the chorus. “Can you help me?”
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WHEN HE WAS IN FOURTH grade, Chester Charles Bennington would daydream about a jet plane touching down in his schoolyard. A crowd would gather around, the plane door would open, and out would step the members of one of his favorite bands: Depeche Mode.


Once they touched the ground, the British synth-rock pioneers would search for him in the mob of children, point him out, and announce to the rest of the school that they needed Chester, and only Chester, to be the fifth member of their band. “I think the dream for me,” Chester admitted as an adult, “was really joining the band of a bunch of singers.”


It’s a fantasy that any young music fan might have—your favorite band beams into your life, because they need your help rocking out! It’s also, of course, the type of fantasy that prioritizes escape.


On the surface, Chester’s adolescence wasn’t dissimilar to that of Mike Shinoda, who was one year younger and four hundred miles away. A lanky kid with a pointed chin, slightly curling hair, and round oversized glasses, Chester started singing in his school’s musical theater around the same time that Mike was performing show tunes in youth group. Chester thought he had an okay voice, but what he really loved was acting; he had been performing since he was four years old, singing and acting out the entirety of the Popeye film for his family or whoever was over their house at the time. Theater was “what I actually thought I was going to be doing professionally,” he said later—disappearing into roles, pretending to be someone else.


Even though drama was his first love, he was also a budding lyricist at heart, and up in his bedroom he would write songs and poems. Around the same age that Mike started consuming any and all popular hip-hop, Chester fell in love with The Doors, learning their entire catalog and slowly transitioning from hanging with the theater kids to circling around the local music scene. In Agoura Hills, Mike’s friends and future bandmates broke into their high school to steal stage equipment for a backyard gig; meanwhile, in Phoenix, Chester broke into a church and stole a microphone so that he could jam with a friend who had a guitar. He didn’t consider it theft; he thought he was committing divine intervention.


That’s where the parallels end, however. Chester’s parents, a detective named Lee and a nurse named Susan, divorced when he was eleven years old, and although Chester was the youngest of four siblings, his older brother and oldest sister had already left home, and his other sister was seldom around. Chester lived with his dad, who investigated child-sex crimes in the greater Phoenix area and frequently pulled double shifts. As he entered his teens, Chester was often home alone or else trying to diffuse tension with his father. “He was hardened by dealing with the shit of the world every day,” Chester explained. “So, he brought a lot of that home.”


Chester was never harmed by anyone in his family. But, as he was candid about in his first major interviews, he was abused for years—and during some of the most formative years of his life.


“I started getting molested when I was about seven or eight,” he said. “It was by a friend who was a few years older than me. It escalated from a touchy, curious, ‘what does this thing do’ into full-on, crazy violations. I was getting beaten up and being forced to do things I didn’t want to do. It destroyed my self-confidence.”


Chester never said anything to anyone until years later, too afraid to admit what was happening to him. The sexual assaults continued until Chester was thirteen. By then, he hated everyone in his family: his mother for the divorce, his father for being emotionally unavailable, his siblings for never being around. Music helped Chester cope—he was comforted by the voices of Dave Gahan, Morrissey, Robert Smith, and Al Jourgensen, outsiders who proudly sang about their detachments from modern society—but it wasn’t enough to truly heal him. His spirit had been ripped in half, and he needed something to feel whole.


And so, with no one around enough to tell him not to, Chester sank into an abyss of drugs and alcohol, at a time when most kids his age were focused on algebra tests and extracurriculars. “I was a lot more confident when I was high,” he admitted, looking back. “I felt like I had more control over my environment when I was on hallucinogens or drinking.”


When asked what type of drugs he had been taking in his early teenage years, Chester said, “Everything.” It was mostly acid, but when he and his friends couldn’t scrounge any up, he turned to speed, which was relatively cheap and effective. Chester also had dalliances with cocaine, mushrooms, and pills, in addition to pot and alcohol, but on a typical day, he and his friends would pack a bong full of meth and rip through an eight-ball, then use opium to come down.


While high out of his mind, Chester still thought about music; he and his friend Jason Abner would shamble into local parties with a beat-up guitar and stolen microphone, slur through Doors songs like “Crystal Ship” and “L.A. Woman,” barely able to remember a detail, so naturally they assumed they sounded amazing. Lost in substances at this point, Chester was hoping that his own reckless abandon would evoke Jim Morrison’s, the foggy nights bleeding together to produce raw, unvarnished artistry. The reality was that Chester’s drugged-out performances sucked—he could barely function, let alone put on a good show—but the sinewy nerves of his voice did ring out, even in that state.


In 1992, Sean Dowdell, the older brother of a kid named Scotty who often jammed in garages with Chester and Jason, invited Chester to audition for a band he was putting together. Even though Chester was sixteen and close to three years younger than everyone else in the band, a few seconds of singing Pearl Jam’s “Alive” was enough to convince Sean and his bandmates that they had found their frontman.


Sean Dowdell and His Friends? bounced around the Phoenix area in 1993, playing covers of the Ramones’ “I Wanna Be Sedated” and Alice in Chains’ “Would?,” in addition to a handful of original songs, at frat parties and warehouses. The band eventually recorded a three-song demo of their own songs and printed two hundred cassette tapes, half of which made it into the hands of local supporters, half of which were destroyed in the Arizona heat. But that was as far as Sean Dowdell and His Friends? ever made it, in no small part because its lead singer was constantly showing up late to practice and getting in trouble at school for his drug habits. Ultimately, Chester was kicked out of the first band he had ever joined, and the rest of Sean Dowdell and His Friends? broke up soon after.


By the time he was seventeen, the drugs had thoroughly ravaged Chester, a wiry kid whose body had shed any semblance of heft. One day, he showed up, emaciated, to his mother’s house, and she banned him from stepping foot outside until he got clean. Quitting meth cold turkey produced howling pain for Chester, an agonizing physical phenomenon that he used weed and alcohol to subside. “In later years,” he said, “the drinking would come to take over my life.” Recovery is never a straight line. Even as the harrowing effects of hard drugs fell away from his life, addiction would shape-shift, return, gnaw at him, ever present.


But even in these pitch-black moments, Chester could still hear the siren call of performing. When Sean Dowdell and His Friends? dissolved, Sean helped form another band, and took another chance on auditioning Chester’s talent, only a few months after his last one had flamed out. After months of searching for a singer, the members of the newly formed Grey Daze still needed an emotive voice at their center; Chester, in turn, still needed to hoist himself out of the hell he had been wading around in for far too long. The stage would be his escape.
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CONSIDERING WHAT HE HAD LIVED through in his early years, Chester could have been unrelentingly resentful about the hand he had been dealt, a bitter old man in the body of an eighteen-year-old. The fact that he made it through that tumultuous childhood with his good humor and grace intact is a minor miracle.


During his first few years performing in bands, Chester was often described as quiet and kind, passionate yet egoless, a good kid and a team player who could quickly get into trouble (like, say, stealing a microphone from a church) and just as quickly be forgiven. His voice was also becoming sharper and more refined as Grey Daze developed a loyal following. He was off drugs, holding down a job at Burger King during off days, piecing together how to reside on the stage at nights, and constantly exploring the singular contours of his scream.


“Nobody ever heard anything like him,” said Rob Rogers, who had coproduced the Sean Dowdell and His Friends? demo. In addition to the vocal technique, Rogers added, “He also had a natural ability to perform.”


Chester was onstage when he met his future wife, Samantha Olit, in January 1996, finding her face in the crowd of a Grey Daze show at Club Rio in Tempe and refusing to unlock eyes with her. “Almost the entire time, every song he sang, it was as if he was singing directly to me,” Samantha recalled in her memoir, Falling Love Notes. Two months later, Chester proposed to Samantha from the stage: while performing at Electric Ballroom, Grey Daze launched into a cover of Dramarama’s power-punk anthem “Anything, Anything,” and Chester gazed at his future wife and lingered on the song’s line “Because you married me, married me, married me.”


There was a magnetism to Chester’s early stage persona, all tattoos and bone in front of a mic stand: his craft may have been unpolished, but the way he could harness his personal issues and channel them into a set provided a natural feeling of release, and that power resonated with audiences. Yet as the years with Grey Daze wore on, the audiences never expanded to a point of forward momentum beyond the local scene.


Chester loved his bandmates and would stay close with them in the coming years, but by 1998, a year after the release of Grey Daze’s second album… No Sun Today, the squabbling had dialed up. Chester felt like the rest of the band wasn’t including him in business decisions, still treating him as the oblivious youngest member. A third album was planned, but never recorded. Meanwhile, the band’s grunge sound, a genre that had been waning on a national level when they formed in 1994, was now completely out of vogue. One day, Chester gave Samantha a heads-up that he was driving over to Grey Daze’s garage studio with his father, packing up his equipment, and quitting the band.


When Grey Daze was finally behind him, Chester tinkered around on some electronic music with a friend in Phoenix, but conflicting schedules made it difficult to get anything meaningful accomplished. His frustration grew. “He was screaming and yelling, ‘I’m not doing music anymore!’” said Samantha. She convinced her husband to practice at least one hour each day and be prepared if an opportunity came his way—like a free-agent athlete staying fresh and in shape while awaiting a call from a team in need.


Chester was gifted, still young but already stage-seasoned, having put in five years of performance reps; all things considered, it made sense for him to continue plugging away in music and hope that something would break his way. But he was also married, in need of a steady job, healing from trauma, and exhausted. Prior to his wedding to Samantha, Chester learned that he was the biological father of Jaime, the son of his high school girlfriend Elka Brand; although Elka would remain the boy’s primary caretaker, unexpected fatherhood spawned a new set of responsibilities for Chester. He was hired as an assistant at a digital services firm—normal work for the normal life he had been craving—and mentally began packing away his rock-star dreams.


On March 20, 1999, Chester woke up on his twenty-third birthday believing that he had retired from music. He was at peace with that decision; he and Samantha had just returned to Phoenix from a trip to Mexico with a group of friends—there had been rented houses on the water, bonfires, dirt bikes, and grilled lobster—and she decided to invite some friends over to their place for a mini surprise party for her husband.


The phone rang three times. Samantha answered, cupping her hand over her ear to block out the party music. After a minute, she passed the receiver to Chester, the music still blaring between them. The voice on the other end told Chester about a band based in Los Angeles called Xero. They were looking for a new singer.
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