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THIS STORY IS MINE.



I’m the guy that gave it all to beat the odds, left everything he had on the stage each night, didn’t screw around on his woman, took care of his kids, and was sober enough to remember it all and write about it . . . myself.


The one thing that has surprised and confused me, though, is my unlikely transformation into a “beloved public figure.” How did the unpopular kid, who grew up to be the angry young man, who became the ’80s poster boy for the evils of rock ’n’ roll, arrested for profanity and assault, and boycotted by parents and religious groups, become the likeable mensch he is today?
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    DEE’S NOT GONNA TAKE IT


As lead singer and songwriter of Twisted Sister, Dee Snider became the poster boy for heavy metal, hair bands, and the wild side of rock. Now, in his twisted new memoir, he reveals the real stories behind the crazy makeup, the big hair, and badass hits like “We’re Not Gonna Take It” and “I Wanna Rock.”


A classically trained countertenor who sang with his high school choir, Dee remembers the day he decided he was “not gonna take it” and stopped caring what people thought about him. Following in the footsteps of his idols Alice Cooper and Black Sabbath, Dee jumped from band to band before meeting Jay Jay French and Twisted Sister. But it wasn’t until he met his costume-designing soul-mate Suzette that they developed his unique style. Dee’s hard work finally paid off with an impressive resume that includes: a monster hit record; smash MTV videos; a long-running radio show, “The House of Hair”; appearances in film (Pee Wee’s Big Adventure, Howard Stern’s Private Parts, StrangeLand) and television (Growing Up Twisted, Celebrity Apprentice); and a starring role in Broadway’s Rock of Ages. He even authored a teenage survival guide that was required reading in Russia!


In his journey from every parent’s worst teenage nightmare to Renaissance man, Dee avoided the usual pitfalls associated with rock stars. But that didn’t stop Tipper Gore and the Parents Music Resource Center from targeting him—a fight that led him to testify before Congress with Frank Zappa. He may have been slapped with a Parental Advisory warning label, but, through it all, Dee stayed positive and focused on being the best he could be.


Filled with entertaining anecdotes and candid confessions, Shut Up and Give Me the Mic takes you through the good times and bad with a heavy metal star who worked as hard as he played, and who did it all for his wife, four kids, and millions of “SMF” (Sick Mother F******) fans.









DEE SNIDER is the lead singer and songwriter for the multiple-platinum-selling heavy metal band Twisted Sister. He is also a noted reality show star, radio personality, and voice-over talent, as well as a screenwriter and author of the book Dee Snider’s Teenage Survival Guide. He has been married to his wife, Suzette, since 1981. Visit www.deesnider.com.
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For Suzette


Your undying and selfless love, support, and devotion helped all my dreams come true. I could never have done it without you . . . and I wouldn’t have wanted to.


I love you, forever. . . .
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Sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll.


People never seem to get tired of hearing about it. I guess that’s the great promise (or failure) of rock ’n’ roll. Not for me, but for most people. If that’s the only thing you’re interested in, this ain’t the book for you. Anger, violence, love, and rock ’n’ roll is more like it.


If the only things that float your boat are journals from drug-addled, ex-junkie, sex-addicted rockers, forget it. Those books are bullshit anyway. Have you ever known a junkie? They can’t remember what they did thirty minutes ago, let alone thirty years ago. They kept a journal? And you believe them? Real heroin addicts can’t hold their own dicks; forget about a pen or pencil. And who isn’t addicted to sex? What a scam.


I’m the guy that gave it all to beat the odds, left everything he had on the stage each night, didn’t screw around on his woman, took care of his kids, and was sober enough to remember it all and write about it . . . himself. The only things clouding my memory are the years and a storyteller’s natural tendency to embellish for the better enjoyment of the reader. But no lies.


This is a true story of childish dreams, great struggle, Job-like perseverance, ascension to dazzling heights, megalomaniacal obsession, and a mind-numbing, brutal fall from grace. It’s also about an undying love and dedication between a man and a woman that—though sorely tried—withstood it all. It’s Rocky I, II, III, IV, and the first half of V all rolled into one.


From the vantage point of reinvention and reclamation of my former status, it’s almost hard to believe I was ever that far down. Almost. The physical and emotional scars of my life-wreck remind me just how truly catastrophic my epic failure was . . . and how I never want to do that again. Hell, if a video of my fall were available on YouTube, it would have like a billion hits. My story should inspire and be a cautionary tale at the same time. I hope.


Though I am best known for being the front man for the seminal eighties hair band Twisted Sister, since my return to grace I have done movies, television, radio, and Broadway, been the national spokesperson for a major charitable organization, and even had a town named after me. No mean feat for a two-hit wonder (sorry to disagree with you, VH1) who had been written off as dead and buried by 1987. I know some people out there are still scratching their heads at my even being around. And writing a book? Ha! Trust me, I’m self-aware. I’m not sitting here all puffed up on my “amazing” achievements. I don’t put much importance in what I’ve done, but hopefully something is to be learned from how I did it or didn’t do it. And I do know there are three sides to every story. That’s right, three. Yours, theirs . . . and the truth.


This story is mine.


The one thing that has surprised and confused me though is my unlikely transformation into a “beloved public figure.” How did the unpopular kid who grew up to be the angry young man, who became the eighties poster boy for the evils of rock ’n’ roll, arrested for profanity and assault, and boycotted by parents and religious groups, become the likable mensch he is today? Alice Cooper—a man who has experienced this same strange phenomenon—says that people just got used to us. “If you stay around long enough, you become a part of Americana,” he once told me. “People just expect us to be there.” Kind of like Norm from Cheers, I guess. (Everyone in the bar yells, “Dee!”) Any way you explain it, after years of rejection, final acceptance, then wholesale abandonment, it did take a bit of getting used to. But I have.
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i just kept hoping i’d wake up


It’s raining. Great. Way to make a bad situation even worse. It’s 1993 and as I sit inside my beat-up, over-135,000-mile 1984 Toyota minivan (anything but “rock star”), I read the flyers one last time: HAIR & MAKEUP FOR WEDDINGS. CALL SUZETTE, then our phone number. Simple, to the point, and a way for Suzette to make a hundred bucks for a couple of hours’ work on a weekend. Nothing like pimping out your wife’s talents.


Loser.


I pull the hood of my sweatshirt tightly over my head, not just to protect me better from the rain, but to keep people from recognizing me. Almost ten years after my heyday, and even with a hat and glasses on, people are still coming up to me every day and saying “Hey, aren’t you . . . ?” Damn this face! I remember working with Billy Joel and him saying, “Being rich and famous is tough; being poor and famous must really suck.” He was right. Think Billy’s putting flyers on cars tonight?


But that was a decade ago, and I was sitting on top of the world with my band Twisted Sister. We were chart toppers, worldwide media darlings, with a multiplatinum-selling album and international tours. I was the poster boy for heavy metal. I had nice cars, boats, and an expensive house in an upscale neighborhood. We had a housekeeper and a nanny, landscapers, maintenance men, and accountants who paid my bills. I had charge accounts in every store, bodyguards, and first-class everything.


Now it was the ’90s, and I had lost it all. Everything. Except for the truly most important things in life—my wife and kids . . . and I had to provide for them.


Enough stalling, it’s time to get it over with. Spring weddings mean late-winter wedding expos at local catering halls. I step out of the minivan into the night and the bone-chilling rain. Slipping into the secured parking area, I begin to put flyers on windshields. I move fast, not because it’s cold or to finish the job quickly . . . I just don’t want anybody to see me.


Along the way I run into another guy putting flyers on cars . . . and he offers me a job! He’s impressed how fast I work. If only he knew.


Suddenly, I’m spotted by a security guard and I run. Not because of what he will do—throw me off the property?—but because I’m afraid he’ll recognize me and say, “Hey, you’re Dee Snider. What happened to you?”


As I run, I think for the millionth time, How the hell did I come to this?
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i’m gonna be a beatle


Did you see ’em last night?! Did you see ’em?!”


Russell Neiderman, the kid I despised most in our neighborhood, was brimming with uncharacteristic, nonconfrontational excitement. It was 8:00 a.m. Monday morning, and all the kids waiting at the bus stop in Freeport, Long Island, were abuzz.


“Did I see who?” I responded, confused by the neighborhood bully’s unusual enthusiasm.


“The Beatles!”


On February 9, 1964, four guys from Liverpool, England, lit up the country with their groundbreaking appearance on the original “Must See TV,” The Ed Sullivan Show. More than 70 million people tuned in to see the show that Sunday night, but I was apparently the only person who didn’t see it. Why? Because my father had banned television in our house. Earlier that year, my father proclaimed (conveniently after our television had broken) that we had all become obsessed with TV and were going to get back to basics: reading, playing board games, building models, etc.


On the upside, I was introduced to comic books and learned to build balsa planes from scratch. On the downside . . . while rock ’n’ roll history was being made, I was building a fucking puzzle!


At the bus stop, I was more than a little confused by the fuss. “The Whatles?” I asked.


“The Beatles,” Neiderman emphatically corrected me. “They’re a rock ’n’ roll group. Everyone was screaming!”


That was all I needed to hear.


BORN ON MARCH 15, 1955, in Astoria, Queens, New York (Not Austria! Astoria), I was the oldest of six children and the firstborn grandchild on my mother’s side of the family. From the day of my birth, and for a little more than a year afterward, I was the golden child. The center of attention and adoration, I could not have been more doted upon by my mother, father, grandparents, aunts and uncles . . . until the deluge began. My mother (and her siblings) started dropping babies as if it were a contest. My mom delivered six babies in eight years. I was not only quickly shoved aside for my more adorable and needy brothers and sister, but more and more expected to fend for myself.


At times, growing up in the Snider household was like living in a madhouse—especially when my father wasn’t around. I clearly remember one rainy day, looking at my mother holding a crying baby in each arm (Mark and Doug), my devilish, five-year-old brother, Frank, chasing my screaming, four-year-old brother, Matt, around her in circles, and my seven-year-old sister, Sue, complaining loudly about something. My mom looked as if she were about to lose her mind. That woman has earned every twitch and neurosis she has!


I went from being the center of attention to being “the oldest” before I was even aware of what had happened, but I still had a desperate need to be the epicenter. So when, at the ripe old age of almost nine, I heard the words “Everyone was screaming” spill from Russell Neiderman’s ofttimes foul mouth, I knew what I had to do. I announced to everyone at the bus stop, who I’m sure didn’t even listen, “I’m going to be a Beatle.” My die had been cast and I didn’t even have the slightest idea what a Beatle actually was!


I quickly found out the Beatles were a really cool-looking rock band who sang incredible songs. I couldn’t be an actual Beatle, but I could be in my own rock band and hopefully cause that same hysteria. I didn’t care about any of the trappings of rock stardom other than the chance for me to once again be the golden child, the center of the universe. I was that desperate for attention. As it turned out, rock ’n’ roll stardom would be the only way I would get it.


My road to becoming a “rich, famous rock ’n’ roll star” was long and arduous. The childish ideas I had on what it took, compounded by my natural procrastinating tendencies, didn’t have me actually sinking my teeth into the real process of becoming a star until I was fifteen or sixteen. My elementary-school wannabe rock star buddies and I figured we would literally be discovered by some music impresario, à la Sonny Fox,1 then whisked away to record an album and be on TV. We didn’t play instruments, rehearse, have original songs, or anything! We were friggin’ idiots.


Along the way I did take some “baby steps.” I formed a number of “bands” in third and fourth grade, built solely around a kid I went to school with named Scott, who not only played guitar, but had an electric one and an amp. Our band was initially called Snider’s Spiders, playing off the Beatles’ “bug thing” and that my last name rhymes with spider. Great, right? It also foreshadowed the “spotlight hog” I was to become.


The name lasted all of a day or so, before the other guys in the “band” got hip and started wondering why their names weren’t being used.


Because your name didn’t rhyme with anything cool, Conway!


The extent of our band experience was hanging out in Scott’s room, singing Beatles songs, and acting cool while he played guitar. Hey, we were nine.


Occasionally, a bunch of us would get together and put on lip-synch shows for the neighborhood kids. We’d don our Sunday church clothes (contrary to popular belief, I’m not Jewish), put on readily available Beatles wigs (they were all the rage), use tennis rackets for guitars and overturned garbage cans for drums, stand atop a picnic table, and mouth Beatles songs played on a portable record player.


We were good, too. We’d charge two cents per kid (it was the sixties) to watch us do our thing. I remember one show we made twenty-eight cents! That means fourteen neighborhood kids paid to see us. Not too shabby. I guess even then I could rock!


IN 1965, FACED WITH the choice of putting an extension on our house to better fit our growing family or moving, my family opted for the latter, primarily because my parents hated the Neiderman family as much as I hated Russell. For the record, we weren’t the only ones. When the Neidermans finally moved out of the neighborhood years later, the entire block threw a going-away party . . . and didn’t invite the Neidermans. Oh, snap!


The Snider family made the big move to the next town over, Baldwin, Long Island. A definite step up for us, but still very much middle/lower-middle-class suburbia . . . and we didn’t really do much to class the place up. Besides that eight of us were bursting out of a four-bedroom house, my father had a unique view on suburban living.


An insurance salesman/state trooper, Dad once pulled over a guy illegally towing a car on the parkway and did him the favor of not giving him a ticket. Instead, he took the junker off the guy’s hands, promptly towed it to our house (illegally), and put it in the backyard “for the kids to play on.” The neighbors must have loved us (“Look, honey, we can see the Sniders’ junk car from our screen room”).


In my old elementary school, Bayview Avenue, I was a fairly cool, fairly popular, and fairly smart kid. Fairly. Unbeknownst to me, the Freeport school district was easy, and I effortlessly achieved good grades. When I was in fourth grade, my parents received a letter from the school stating, grade-wise, I was in the top 10 percent. My mom and dad were so proud, they took me to IHOP (a Snider-family favorite, then and now) for dinner without my brothers and sister (center of attention! center of attention!), then bought me the thing I wanted more than anything else in the world . . . a pair of Beatle boots. The shoes the Beatles wore had pointed toes with a Cuban heel (a style of shoe I still wear to this day). They were a bit pricey and “tough,” but I had earned them with my effortlessly achieved good grades.


My having those boots totally elevated my cool status. When I combined them with a black turtleneck shirt, relatively tight pants, and my faux-silver ID bracelet, I was really stylin’. What a tool.


Our move “up” to Baldwin was a rude awakening for me, yet another baby step toward the dysfunctional rocker I was to become. You see, being cool and popular as a kid works directly against the drive and motivation you need to become a rock star. You can’t be out partying, dating, and having a great time after school and on weekends. You need to be locked in your room, miserable and working on your craft.


The very first day of fifth grade in my new school, I fixed that.


I was dressed to impress. My mom always got us some new clothes for the start of the school year, and I was wearing the best I had. Resplendent in dark green pants, green button-down shirt (what was I, a leprechaun?) with a black turtleneck dickey underneath, and my Beatle boots, I was ready to take Shubert Elementary School by storm.
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Never walk into a completely new environment as if you own the place. Take the time to get to know the lay of the land before you throw your weight around.


I walked into Mrs. Saltzman’s class with all the cool and attitude a new kid could muster. I knew I was really making points with my classmates, especially when I got in the face of this big, dumb guy who thought he was tough. Things quickly escalated, and the stage was set for a classic, after-school showdown: 3:00 p.m. at the flagpole!


For the rest of the day, I was the talk of the school. I was the cool (crazy?) new kid who had the guts to call out “Hammy.”


Unbeknownst to me, Robert “Hammy” Hemburger (what a horrible name) was the toughest kid in the school. Besides having kicked the asses of all comers over the years, his claim to fame was that when he was only eight years old, he picked up a cast-iron manhole cover to gain sewer access to retrieve a lost ball. This is the kid physical equivalent of a grown man lifting a car! Unfortunately for Hammy, he crushed the tips of all his fingers while putting the manhole cover back in place. His fingers eventually healed, but they—and his fingernails—seemed to have a pronounced “smooshed” look to them.


The school day finally ended, and I strode out to the flagpole in my “Irish pride” outfit (no, I’m not Irish) to set this moron straight and cement my reputation in my new school. I cemented a reputation all right. Hammy literally picked me up and threw me against a brick wall. I’m sure some other things happened between my striding and being thrown, but for the life of me I can’t remember. I probably had a minor concussion.


The entire school was there to witness it (as is the case anytime the toughest guy in the school fights someone, especially an unknown new kid), and the only thing I earned that day was my reputation as the moron who called out Hammy.


Shortly after that, Hammy decided my last name, Snider, rhymed with snot(?!), and that became his nickname for me: Snots. Nobody else called me that, but since I wasn’t prepared to get back in the ring with Hammy, Snots I remained. Having him call me Snots for all of fifth and sixth grade, and occasionally when he ran into me over the years until he dropped out of school, didn’t do wonders for my coolness factor or popularity.


But ponder this: If I had beat Hammy that day, I would have become popular. If I had been popular, my road to becoming a rock ’n’ roll star would have been cut short.
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Popularity = attention.


Attention = socializing.


Socializing = the end of motivation.


It’s a fact: popularity kills creativity and drive. Why sit in your room working on your craft if you can be out getting laid? Show me truly great-looking entertainers and I guarantee that for some reason they weren’t popular and partying and were, instead, holed up in their bedrooms and practicing their craft.


My favorite example of this is the time I met an eighties Canadian pop/rock sensation on The Howard Stern Show. I used to spend a lot of time in the mid to late eighties hanging out on Howard’s show, and this guy came in one morning to promote his new record. He had striking, James Dean good looks, so, during an extended commercial break, I asked him what had happened in his youth that kept him from using his “handsomeness” to hang out, party, and get laid. His face dropped and he looked at me as if I had psychic powers.


“How did you know?” the heartthrob asked, truly unnerved by my query. I quickly explained my theory to him, and he spilled his guts.


When he was just six years old, dead in the middle of a brutal winter, he was invited to the birthday party of a girl in his class; all of his classmates were invited.


He was excited about going, especially because his mom had bought the girl a cool gift: a live, baby painted turtle, completely set up in a bowl with gravel, a rock, and a fake plastic palm tree. Though illegal to sell in many places now, back in the sixties this was pretty much the ultimate gift you could get a kid. His mom wrapped the bowl—turtle safely ensconced inside—and dropped him off at the party. When he entered the house, the little girl’s mom took the gift and put it with the others, on top of the radiator.


The party was going great, and when it finally came time for the birthday girl to open her gifts, all of her classmates gathered around to ooh and aah. His classmate finally got to his unopened gift, and he pushed through the crowd to the front, proudly exclaiming, “That one’s from me! That one’s from me!”


The excitement in the room was palpable as the little girl excitedly tore off the wrapping paper, revealing the turtle bowl . . . with a dead baby turtle hanging out of its shell inside. The blazing-hot radiator had cooked the poor thing alive.


Well, the birthday girl screamed, children cried, and from that moment on, he was known to all as Turtle Boy. He grew up an outcast and the brunt of jokes, and no matter how handsome he got, no matter how talented he was or what he did, he was always just a loser to the kids in his town. So, he sat in his room alone and . . . you know the rest. Lack of popularity = creative development and ambition.


Meanwhile, back at my personal humiliating, life-defining moment, my popularity was crushed like Hammy’s fingers, and I sank further into my dreamworld of becoming a rich, famous rock ’n’ roll star.


Funny how things work out.
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“this boy can sing!”


With the options of being the tough kid, the cool kid, or the popular kid removed from my class-hierarchy choices, I opted for another position . . . class clown. Mildly disruptive and at times entertaining, this job gave me some needed attention (albeit often negative), and the girls kind of liked it. Plus, it beat the hell out of being a nothing.


To add insult to my new school injury, the Baldwin school district was at that time one of the top-rated school districts in the country. My effortless A’s in Freeport turned into effortless C’s in Baldwin. My parents were less than pleased. One of the few ways I could get special attention from them had dried up. I had to struggle to get decent grades pretty much the rest of my time in school. It wasn’t that I wasn’t smart, I just didn’t want to “apply myself” (as just about every one of my report cards stated).


Early in my sixth-grade year, auditions were held for a solo in the glee club. I had always sung in music class, but so did everyone else. This was the first time I had to audition for something. Like all the others, I went down to sing for the glee club conductor, Mrs. Sarullo, who was also my teacher. A dark, mothering Italian woman, Mrs. Sarullo was easy to like and knew how to handle her class. She was a lot of fun, but nobody’s fool. She nicknamed me “Hood” because of my pointy shoes and obvious desire to look like a dirtbag. It was a hell of a lot better than “Snots.”


I walked into the “cafe-gym-itorium” for my audition, Beatle boots clacking loudly on the floor. Mrs. Sarullo sat at the piano, awaiting her next victim. I don’t remember if I was nervous or not (I probably was. Who isn’t?), and I don’t remember what song I sang. All I remember is Mrs. Sarullo stopped the song halfway through and exclaimed, “This boy can sing like a bird!” I can? “Hood, you’ve got a beautiful voice!”


And just like that, my life was changed.


I not only got the glee club solo, but Mrs. Sarullo smiled her big, toothy smile down upon me, and I was the center of attention . . . in choir. Which is where I remained for all my school years. It was the one place where people thought I was special. Add to that, I now knew I brought something to any rock band: I was a singer!


CLICK. (Sound of a tumbler in a combination lock falling in place.)


Each year the school had a Spring Concert, and of course the sixth-grade glee club’s was the featured performance. The plan was for the choir to sing first, then I would enter for my solo on cue. The glee club headed down to the stage and I had a bit of time to kill. I made my way to the side of the stage for my entrance. When I heard my cue, I walked out onto the stage to unusually wild applause and cheering. I was blown away! I hadn’t even sung yet.


It turned out I was late, and the choir had for several minutes been repeating my musical cue over and over, waiting for me. Be that as it may, the audience reaction when I walked out on the stage changed me forever. This was what I wanted. This is what I needed. I had to experience that rush of audience reaction again and I wouldn’t stop until I did.


WHEN I MOVED TO seventh grade the following year, Mrs. Sarullo—for reasons unbeknownst to me—moved up to the junior high school as well. Unfortunately, due to scheduling conflicts, and a lack of room in the class, I was unable to get into Concert Choir, a daily class for singers. Bummer.


A few days into the school year, I ran into Mrs. Sarullo in the hall and she asked me how choir was going. While she handled both general education and glee club as a teacher in elementary school, as a junior-high-school teacher she was solely relegated to teaching social studies. I told my “choral fairy godmother” I wasn’t in the choir, and she became enraged. “We’ll see about that!” she said as she stormed off down the hall.


The next day I got a note from the office saying my schedule had been changed and I was now in Concert Choir. As I said before, there I remained until the end of my school days. There I was special. There I was somebody. I don’t have fond memories of school—no glory days for me—but I loved singing in choir. It was my only solace. Thank you for that, Dolores Sarullo, wherever you are. Thank you for recognizing and championing my talent. Thank you for making me feel special when I needed to feel special. I couldn’t have done it without you. You were a great teacher.


AS I REFLECT ON these pivotal moments in my life, the realization sets in that relatively few life experiences make us who we are, define us as individuals, and set the course by which our lives will be guided. It’s terrifying. Not that I wasn’t aware of this before, but setting it down in words makes me painfully aware of the arbitrariness of it all and how the slightest change in any of these events could have had me careening down some other path, in a completely different direction. Then again, I can’t help but feel when you want something badly and life events occur that continually push you toward your goal . . . exactly how arbitrary were they? Was it fate? Is a higher power guiding us? Are we subconsciously causing our own experiences, thus guiding ourselves? Take the CPO debacle, for example.


When I was in sixth grade, a fashion trend swept my school: CPOs. Standing for “chief petty officer,” they were shirtlike light jackets that absolutely everybody was wearing. They came in navy blue or maroon and I desperately wanted to get one. I had to fit in.


Now, fashionable and clothes were mutually exclusive words in the Snider household. With eight mouths to feed, clothe, and take care of, my dad was working two, sometimes three jobs to make ends meet. Thanks for that, Dad. We always had three meals a day, though we didn’t have meat on the table every night (and when we did, organ meats such as liver, kidney, and tongue were not uncommon; yikes!) . . . and we didn’t have fashionable clothes. It was not unusual for my family to shop at the Salvation Army. There’s no shame in that, but for a young boy desperately trying to fit in, it wasn’t really cutting it.


Christmas was coming, and traditionally my siblings and I could expect one “frivolous” gift—something that we really wanted—and a bunch of other practical things we needed, such as socks and such. Party. I decided I would campaign for my one gift to be a CPO.


Because I was the oldest of six, my parents worked extrahard to keep me in the dark regarding “the truth” about Santa, for fear that once I knew, I would either deliberately or unintentionally spill the beans to my younger brothers and sister and ruin Christmas for everyone. The smarter and more suspicious I became, the more intense my parents’ machinations got to keep me a believer. When I noticed the wrapping paper on all the gifts was the same, they asked in disbelief, “You didn’t actually think Santa wrapped every gift in the world himself, did you?” What an idiot! Of course parents needed to help. When I stumbled on all the gifts under my parents’ bed, weeks before Christmas, I was mocked, “You really thought St. Nick delivered all the gifts in the world in one night?” I guess I’m a moron! Obviously he would have to spread his deliveries out. On and on it went, my parents capitalizing on a child’s insecurities inherent to not believing. Of course, if all else failed, they had their fail-safe: “Well, children who don’t believe don’t get presents.” I believe! I believe! That is, until one Sunday at church when I was twelve . . . and the news was broken to me in an awkward way.


My mother taught the sixth-grade Sunday-school class at my church. A devout Christian woman, born and raised Roman Catholic by her Swiss parents, she went to church every Sunday of her life . . . until the day she married my formerly Jewish dad. I say formerly because my baseball-playing cop father, upon being bar mitzvahed at fourteen . . . quit. Hey, they did say “Today you are a man.” A man can quit his faith if he wants to, right?


Proclaiming that Judaism is a belief, not a nationality (He would say, “Show me ‘Jewland’ on a map!”), my father became an agnostic and set his sights on gentile girls. Well, I’m not sure he actually set his sights, but he met my goy mother in high school, fell head over heels in love, and eventually proposed.


Since the Catholic Church doesn’t accept love as an excuse for blasphemy, the priests refused to marry my parents and told my mother she was no longer welcome in the Church and was going to “burn in hell.” (Good title for a song, don’tcha think?) So my parents had a civil ceremony and were married at town hall by a judge. For the record, they’ve been married ever since.


One Sunday, a short time after I was born, my mother missed the bus to her Catholic church (where she was still going despite their pronouncement) and literally wandered into an Episcopal church. They welcomed her with open arms, and I (and all my brothers and sister) was baptized, confirmed, and raised (and sang in the church choir) in the Episcopal Church. Thank ya, Jesus!


Now, one Sunday, in class, my mother was imparting some Christian teaching or another unto us when the subject of Santa Claus came up. Staring directly at me from the front of the room, she said, “Of course you all know there is no Santa Claus.” I did now!


When Christmas finally arrived, I was beyond excited. I knew that as long as you only asked for one thing (a CPO), and it wasn’t too expensive (it wasn’t), you would get your wish. Sure it was a little cold out for a light jacket, but I didn’t care. I was going to wear my CPO until the sleeves rotted off!


As was tradition, we got to open our “filler” gifts first, building up to our big one. Socks, chocolate, a shirt or two; whatever—it was all good. Come on, CPO!


Finally, they handed me the box. I knew by the shape, weight, and size, it was CPO “go time.” I tore off the wrapping paper and ripped open the box to find . . . a military-style coat. What!? No CPO?! I burst into tears (hey, I was twelve) as my mother desperately tried to explain how they looked everywhere, but the stores were all sold out. I wouldn’t even look at the coat they got me. I cried, screamed I hated the coat, and told my mom that my Christmas was ruined. To this day I can remember the hurt look on her face. She genuinely felt terrible. Sorry about that, Mom.


True to my word, I wouldn’t even look at the stupid coat she got me. When spring finally rolled around (and I’d calmed down), I needed a lighter jacket and for some reason pulled out my Christmas present and put it on. It was nothing like a CPO . . . but it was kind of cool. Military collar, gold buttons down the front . . . but, no, I hated it. Until I went to school . . .


Everyone flipped! They all wanted to know what kind of jacket it was and where I got it . . . and I was the only person who had one! (Center of attention! Center of attention!)


I loved the response I was getting from being different from everyone else. I loved the notice it brought me and the admiration, too. From that day on I did everything I could to look different and be different. Like a junkie, I had to have that reaction as much as possible and whenever I could. It didn’t even have to be positive, I just had to be noticed. I had to be an individual.


To this day I tell my mother it’s all her fault. If she’d only got me the jacket that everyone else had, the one I asked for, things would be completely different. I wouldn’t be so dead set on being different.


Course set for rock stardom? Aye, aye, Captain!
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no, no, a hundred times no


Over the next few years, I continued to “play in bands,” which consisted of me and a couple of guys talking a lot about what our band was going to do (and drawing the various band names on our notebooks) and practicing little. In elementary school my band-mates were Rich Squillacioti (a constant until around my senior year in high school) on drums and David Lepiscopo on guitar. We never had a bass player (nobody wanted to do that), and at first I don’t think we even had a microphone for me to sing in. But we were still “a band” and talked a great game. I remember one day we piled all of our equipment into a shopping cart and pushed it around the neighborhood to show off. We were going to be huge!


One constant in my life was the full-length mirror in my bedroom. Every day, the moment I got home from school, I would go to my room (actually my and one or two of my brothers’ room), lock the door, put on music, and lip-synch intensely in front of that mirror for the imaginary audience on the other side. I would rock out until I was either dripping with sweat or my parents screamed for me to “turn down the damn music/let your brothers in their room.” Now, I’m known for being a great stage performer—it’s probably the thing I do best. People always ask me how I got so good, and I answer, “By jumping around in front of my bedroom mirror.” Oh, sure, all my years of live performing helped, but performing in the mirror gave me the confidence to get out there in the first place, knowing how what I was doing looked to the audience. I still can’t resist making faces or throwing shapes in any available mirror. For years it was my only audience.


Musically, in late 1965, ’66, and ’67 everybody was into the Beatles, Stones, and the whole British Invasion/British Invasion Impersonation thing going on. But in the summer of 1965 and the fall of 1966, two new television shows, featuring definitively “American” bands, hit the airwaves. Where the Action Is and The Monkees introduced two pop/rock bands to the masses, Paul Revere and the Raiders and the Monkees, respectively.1 These two bands not only had tremendous appeal to young people, but we got to watch their antics daily or weekly, further fueling my, and many other kids’, desire to be a rock star.


While the majority of kids in my school and house were Monkees fans, I was drawn to the subtle danger of singer Mark Lindsay from Paul Revere and the Raiders. I know, I know, danger and the Raiders may seem, to those of you aware of those “happy rock” bands, to be a bit of an oxymoron,2 but unlike the Monkees, whose every song was pure pop pablum, Paul Revere and the Raiders songs were innuendo-filled. Hits such as “Hungry” and “Kicks” were barely veiled songs about sex, drugs, and alcohol. Mark Lindsay’s slight rasp along with the generally “heavier” tone of the band’s music are recognized precursors to what would become “hard rock” . . . and eventually “heavy metal.” I am an original headbanger and I credit Paul Revere and the Raiders for starting me down that path. Thank you, boys!


My father didn’t want to know about my passion for rock ’n’ roll. His dream as a kid was to be a professional baseball player (no, I’m not related to Duke Snider), a dream that he could never pursue or realize. He was convinced that his oldest son was a natural and wanted me to be the ballplayer he couldn’t be. Now, I liked playing baseball, but not as much as I wanted to rock. I think my dad saw my love of rock ’n’ roll as a potential threat to his plans for me.


To my mother’s credit, she was positive and encouraging about my “silly” obsession. Herself an artist and singer in various choirs, she saw the value of anything creative and paid for me out of her own hard-earned money (she taught seniors art classes) to take “group guitar lessons” the summer of seventh grade. We didn’t have a lot of money, and it went directly against the wishes of my perpetually angry dad (personified by Mark Metcalf in the Twisted Sister videos), so this was a big deal. Every morning for a few weeks my mother drove me to the lessons and I learned to play basic guitar. Thank you for that, Mom. Armed with my newfound ability to play some basic chords and an acoustic guitar, I felt I was finally on my way.


My siblings often talked of forming a “family rock band” like the Osmonds or the Cowsills. My sister, Sue, younger than me by a year, shared a passion for a lot of the same music3 and enjoyed listening to me sing songs or singing them with me, but to actually get any of my much younger brothers to learn an instrument was yet another rock ’n’ roll fantasy. We did however all sing in the church choir and one time performed “Lo, How a Rose E’er Blooming” as a family for the congregation. To this day I dread when someone at a family gathering starts singing that song (usually in jest), my mother enthusiastically joins in, and we’re all forced to repeat our 1971 Sunday command performance. Once was definitely enough.


In 1968, a band called the Human Beinz released a cover of an Isley Brothers song called “Nobody but Me.” This two-chord, catchy little ditty, repeats the word no a hundred times during the song and nobody forty-six, making it “mildly” repetitive. It reached the Top 10 of the Billboard charts, and its “hit” status, and simple lyrical and chord structure, made it perfect fodder for two-fifths of “The Snider Family” singing group. I played guitar and sang lead, while the enthusiastic Sue played tambourine and shouted out the backing chants of “Shing-a-ling! Skate! Boogaloo! Philly!” It was the best song we had ever done and we practiced it all day long.


Just to be sure we weren’t kidding ourselves about how great it was, we performed it for all of our brothers and my mom, and they loved it. I couldn’t wait for my cynical, nonbeliever dad to get home. I was going to blow him away!


When my father finally arrived, Sue and I could not contain our excitement. We ran into the living room to greet him, armed with guitar, tambourine, and sheet music.


“Daddy! Daddy! Wait’ll you hear! We learned a song! We’ve been practicing all day!”


With all the genuine rock energy we could muster, Sue and I performed our song for him, “no, no, noing” and “boogalooing” our hearts out. When we finished, awaiting his highest praise for the great job we had done . . . he mocked us mercilessly.


“You call that a song? It’s a joke! ‘No, no, no, no, no’? What kind of stupid song is that?!”


We were devastated. To make matters worse, for weeks after, anytime one of my parents’ friends came over, my dad would tell the story of his idiot son (my younger sister was clearly duped into singing it with me) and his asinine “No-No” song. I was completely humiliated, but inside me was building a righteous anger. The old man had lit the pilot light to a flame that eventually evolved into the towering inferno of rage that would drive me all the way to the top.


Years later, my dad tried to take credit for my success, suggesting that his being so hard on me as a boy is what drove me on. “It’s like that Johnny Cash song ‘A Boy Named Sue,’ ” he proclaimed. “If I wasn’t so tough on you, you never would have made it.”


To this stupidity I responded, “How do you know I wouldn’t be happier as a well-adjusted accountant?” Dick.


IN EIGHTH GRADE, THE kids in my church choir were approached to record one hundred children’s songs for a series of albums designed to provide elementary schools without a formal music program something for the children to sing along with. We were all super-excited. Not only were we going to get to record in a real recording studio, but we were going to be paid with “a color television” each.


Now, in 1968, color TV was still a relatively new thing. You couldn’t find a set cheaper than $350. So for giving up an afternoon a week to rehearse, and every Saturday for five months to record, we twelve- and thirteen-year-old kids would be rich! My sister and I (Sue also sang in the church choir)—still smarting from our television-less year—fantasized about lying in our own beds, watching our own color television! It was incredible.


When we finally finished the Herculean task (during which time a couple of us boys in the choir went through puberty and our voices awkwardly changed), we were informed that unbeknownst to anybody, including our parents and the church choir directors, some Japanese company had come out with a cheap, portable color television valued at $150. In the sixties Made in Japan was a sign of inferiority. Funny how things have changed, huh? For all of our hard months of work, we were offered a piece-of-crap TV or $150 in cash. My first involvement with the recording industry and I was already being taken advantage of . . . foreshadowing things to come. My sister and I both took the cash (still a chunk of change for a couple of kids), and I learned a serious life lesson.


Somewhere out there in the school closets of America, I’m sure some dusty Strawberry Wristwatch LPs still exist. That’s what our choir directors named us; it was the psychedelic era. Were they on psychedelics? That would explain our shitty deal. I wonder if anyone knows (or cares) that they are Dee Snider’s first recordings.


Oh yeah; I took my 150 bucks and with an additional $15 kicked in from my dad (thanks) bought my first, real electric guitar: a Gibson SG Special. Now I was starting to rock.


THE PINNACLE OF MY “all talk, no action” band experience came toward the tail end of junior high. I now had a band called Brighton Rock, consisting of myself on guitar and vocals, Rich Squillacioti on drums, Phil Knourzer on bass (finally a bass player!), and Timmy Smith on lead guitar. Rich and I had an interesting life experience with Timmy before he joined the band.


Timmy was our only cool friend, who, at fourteen, smoked so many nonfiltered cigarettes, he had yellow, nicotine-stained fingers. When Rich and I decided that the only way we were going to get girls was to smoke (yeah, that was the problem), Tim took us out one day to teach us how, starting us on filtered Tareyton cigarettes to ease us into that harsh world. After an afternoon filled with chain-smoking, acting cool, and dealing with the bad taste, breath, and cigarette smell on our bodies, Rich and I decided if we had to smoke to get girls, we would be celibate. Life lesson learned.


Like many of my bands before, Brighton Rock never rehearsed, but we talked a good game. We sat together every day at lunch, discussing how we would rock, and acting like the Beatles and the Monkees. One day Phil came in with amazing news. They were having a dance at his church and he got us the gig! While church dances were a typical venue for young bands, Phil went to the Unitarian Church, which was the hippest of the churches, making this booking that much cooler. This would be my first gig ever. I had finally arrived! Sure we had never rehearsed, but the show was six months away, plenty of time to put a set together.


As the weeks and months rolled by, we promised each other we would rehearse, but something always kept us from getting together. For some reason or another, over six months we could not find even one day for a rehearsal. I don’t know about the other guys, but I was a full-of-shit, chronic procrastinator who always put everything off until the last minute. Up until that time, I viewed being in a band as effortless, as something that just somehow “happened.” Boy, was I wrong.


The week of the show, the reality that time had run out hit us, and the undeniable fact that we couldn’t do a whole show on our own set in. We still figured we could rehearse a short set at the church the day of the show, but we knew we needed someone to headline.


Some of our best friends, and a true inspiration to Brighton Rock, were an actual performing band called Armadillo. The same age as us, these guys were advanced; read, they weren’t full of shit and actually took lessons and rehearsed. They were such an early inspiration, I want to make sure I recognize them individually: Doug Steigerwald on guitar (more on him later), Denny McNerney on drums (still a dear friend of mine), Mike Graziano on bass, and the much older (he was in high school!) Don Koenig on vocals. These guys could play, and their performance of Black Sabbath’s “Black Sabbath” was not only my introduction to heavy metal, but scared the living crap out of me. Amazing.


My band approached the guys in Armadillo (sitting at their band table during lunch) and asked if they would headline the Unitarian-church show that weekend, and they accepted. Joy of joys, we were saved! Now all we had to do was rehearse a short set the day of the show. Ha!


Saturday arrived and we loaded in nice and early so we could get maximum rehearsal time before the dance. Timmy brought his older (equally nicotine-stained) brother with him to play harmonica. We hadn’t even worked out a set list! For the first time we attempted to run through songs we all mutually knew and—surprise, surprise—we all only knew three songs. We rehearsed our “set” for a while (a couple of hours, tops) and were stunned to discover—we sucked! I couldn’t believe it. How was that possible? We talked about our band all the time.


We were such garbage that we instantaneously renamed our band just that, Garbage (predating the much more popular band Garbage by about three decades). I remember Phil literally throwing his bass on the floor in anger, and instead of continuing to rehearse and work on the songs (why do that?), we did what any all-talk, no-action band would do: we went around to all the posters in the building, crossed out the name Brighton Rock, and wrote in Garbage. Talk about a self-fulfilling prophecy.


Our time to perform came all too soon, and we headed out onto the stage (the floor of the church gathering room) to face a full house of kids sitting on the floor, waiting to be rocked. Somebody introduced the band to the confused crowd (“Ladies and gentlemen, we are Garbage!”), and we launched into the funeral dirge that is Donovan’s “Atlantis.” What a shitty opener! We made it through the song, to a tepid response from the crowd, at which point Phil and I decided that we had had enough. What the hell were we thinking?! Being closest to the exit, without a word to the other band members, Phil and I walked off. Not realizing his bass guitarist and rhythm guitarist/lead vocalist had left the stage, Rich counted off the next song, and he, Timmy, and Timmy’s brother (let’s just call him Stainy) started playing the next song without us. Stunned by what was going on, Phil and I watched as this catastrophe continued to unfold. Heaven forbid we go back out onstage.


The audience was more than a little confused, and as the remaining band members slowly realized Phil and I were no longer onstage (what was in those cigarettes they were smoking!?), they stopped playing and, one by one, walked off. What a debacle.


Backstage, we stood in stunned silence, too overwhelmed by the harsh reality that had just hit us. And then it got even worse. The door to the backstage area opened and in walked my father. Unbeknownst to me, after years of listening to me prattle on about my bands and music, he had decided to come, unannounced, and check out my first show. I looked at him, he looked at me, he shook his head in disappointment and disgust, then walked out without saying a word. To this day, that show has never been mentioned or discussed.


I could not have been more humiliated or embarrassed. That experience scarred and changed me for life. I vowed to never, ever perform again unless I was completely and thoroughly rehearsed and ready. Only in recent years have I even considered getting up and “jamming” with another band. I had fucked up big-time. My bluff had been called and I had no one to blame but myself. I now knew that if I wanted to be a rock star, it would take hard work and perseverance. Nobody was going to hand me fame and fortune.


FROM THAT POINT ON, all of my many bands rehearsed, a lot. Along the way I discovered a new axiom:
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A band is only as good as its weakest link.


How? When I realized I could get into a lot better bands if I just sang rather than insisting on playing sucky guitar as well. While being able to play a little guitar has over the years served me well (I would always translate my vocally composed Twisted Sister songs to guitar and show them to the band), the time had come to free myself and become the wild-man performer I knew I was meant to be. Hell, one of the reasons I sucked on guitar was because I moved around too much to play well, but I looked good doing it!


My father fought my pursuing a career in music more than ever. After what he had witnessed, why wouldn’t he? He couldn’t have been more disappointed in the path his oldest son was taking. Once I had given up playing baseball completely and started growing my hair out (after an ugly, forced-haircut incident in the beginning of tenth grade), my dad pretty much gave up on me. He barely talked to or even acknowledged me for years. Things didn’t get better until my younger brother Mark showed an intense interest in baseball and my father could once again focus his fatherly pride and support on something he understood.


In fairness to my dad, he was raised during the Great Depression, a time when dreams were shattered, not achieved. He was raised to believe that the only way you get anything in life is by fighting and clawing every inch of the way, and that dreams don’t come true. Well, he was right about the first part. Add that to rock ’n’ roll being alien entertainment to his generation, and I can understand his resistance. I don’t think my father was truly proud of me until only recently, when I did my run on Broadway in 2010. A Broadway star was a concept he could understand. My going after a pipe dream of a career in rock ’n’ roll was, from his point of view, watching his child heading for massive disappointment and self-destruction. Man, was he wrong!


The man did pretty much everything he could to stop and discourage me. Though outward displays of rebellion were met with swift, forceful punishment, he could not stop the growing fire inside me. I remember one time my father banned me from rehearsing with my then band, The Quivering Thigh. So I took up jogging. Each night, dressed in running clothes, I would leave the house, jog several miles to rehearsal, rehearse with the band for a bit, then jog home. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.


By my junior year in high school, I was playing dances and parties occasionally, while most of my buddies in Armadillo had moved on to a new band, Harvest, and were already out playing clubs at night—even though they weren’t even old enough to drink. Harvest’s lead guitarist extraordinaire, Doug Steigerwald, was a longtime friend, altar boy at my church, and a true inspiration to me. I was always in awe of him. Both having S last names, we sat next to each other each morning in homeroom. One day he was recovering from a late night of rocking and I was blathering on (as usual) about my band, his band, rock music, and anything else that remotely related to our common passion. Finally Doug, who was on the quiet side, said, almost as a revelation to himself, “You’re really serious about making it, aren’t you?”


“Yeah!” I responded in disbelief. I’d been annoying him about it for years. He was just realizing this? Doug’s next, Yoda-like words to me affected me like few others. I’ve reflected on them, followed them, and repeated them often over the last four decades. “Don’t let anybody stop you from moving toward your dream. Not family, not friends, not girlfriends . . . nobody. The minute you let anyone stop you from moving forward, you are finished. Try not to be shitty about it, but whatever you do, do not let anyone stop you.”


I sat there dumbfounded by Doug’s profound statement, the words etching into my psyche. A couple of years later I would watch my dear friend Rich Squillacioti literally cry when we replaced him in our band because he just wasn’t good enough to take us to the next level. If I’d allowed our friendship to prevent what was right for my career and the band, that would have been the end of me, too.


To this day, I don’t know what was going on in Doug’s life to have him make such a pronouncement, but it must have been heavy. A few years later, Doug would abandon his dreams of rock stardom and join the US Air Force after being seriously ripped off and lied to by some music-industry asshole. Doug loved music, but like many, he couldn’t take the ugliness of the business. They call it the music business for a reason.


Armed with this newfound knowledge, I headed off into the unknown, knowing where I was going, but not how I was going to get there.
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to be or not to be


While music was a constant in my life, my place, in the complex system of cliques and social circles in high school, was anything but constant. I was always struggling to fit in with some crowd. I wanted to be accepted. Since I wanted to look like a badass, and I had a connection through my nicotine-stained friend Timmy Smith, at first I tried to hang with the troublemakers. We called them dirtbags or greasers. While I liked their vibe, I just couldn’t get into picking on people for the hell of it (a prerequisite), and my solid C average was off-putting to the other guys. Report-card day would come, and we’d all stand around comparing grades. “I got three F’s and two D’s,” one lowlife would brag. “Oh, yeah, I got four F’s and one attendance failure,” another piece of shit would boast. “What did you get, Snider?” “Straight C’s,” I would mumble, hoping they wouldn’t notice. “Whoa . . . get a load of the big brain on Snider!” I just didn’t fit.


Needless to say, my 2.0 grade point average and lack of interest in Mathletes and Chess Club wasn’t making any inroads for me with the intellectuals in school either. I did have an A average in gym, but I had to work every day after school (no weekly allowances in the Snider household), so I couldn’t go out for after-school sports and I didn’t think the world was shaped like a football. That meant being a jock was out. You would think, since I was in bands, that hanging with the “freaks” (rockers, stoners, artsy kids) would have been a natural fit, but it wasn’t. I didn’t drink or get high. They just looked at me as if I were weird.


That I didn’t drink or party was a deal breaker with a lot of the cliques. Partyers just aren’t comfortable with people who are sober. They don’t trust them. So, when I wasn’t at school, working, or rehearsing with my bands, I pretty much kept to myself or hung with my few outcast buddies.


Why don’t I party? Ah, the million-dollar question. Well, I don’t drink because I had a bad experience when I was fourteen. I got so smashed I couldn’t get off the floor and swore that if the good Lord above ever let me walk again, I would never touch demon alcohol. I kept that promise until a few years ago, after reading so many good things about the health value of having a glass of red wine with dinner (Jesus drank wine). You should have seen the faces of my family and friends the first time they saw me pick up a glass. They thought it was a sign of the Apocalypse!


As for drugs, I’ve always known I have an obsessive personality, and if I started doing drugs, I wouldn’t be able to control myself. Besides, I’ve never really had a problem “letting myself go.” I was always a crazy kid, and at first the people I knew who partied would say “Snider, we want to see what you’re like high.” Then after spending a bit more time with me, they would say “On second thought, we don’t.”


Am I anti-drugs-and-alcohol? Not really. I’m just anti-asshole. If you can party and remain who you are or become a looser, more fun version of who you are, God bless you. But if when you party, you become some shape-shifting, obnoxious asshole who doesn’t know when to quit . . . you, I can live without.


The unfortunate thing is, society has created an environment where people don’t feel comfortable letting themselves go unless they’re high or have a few in them. How many times have you been somewhere and asked someone, or been asked by someone, to do something such as dance or sing and heard, or said, “Just let me have a couple of drinks.” Why? Because society dictates that it’s okay to get crazy, silly, or act foolish if you’re high. It gives you an excuse to embarrass yourself. “Oh, I was soooo wasted.” If I climb on top of a bar, pull out my dick, and piss on the floor and I’m drunk, they put me in a cab and send me home. If I do the same thing and I’m sober, they say I’m crazy and I get my ass kicked, arrested, or both. That double standard creates a dangerous environment.


I’ve been clean and sober my whole career. People see the way I dress, act, and perform and assume I’m wasted. “Dude, you must be so high,” people say to me, admiring my crazed state. When I tell them I’m stone-cold sober, they look at me as if I am insane. What a fucked-up world! If you want people to stop getting drunk and high (especially kids), you need to change the way society perceives it. Stop making it an acceptable excuse for poor behavior. Stop portraying it as cool. And stop viewing outgoing behavior when you’re not high as weird. Then you’ll see some changes.


Add my nonpartying attitude to my already confused persona and you had a complete outcast. By my junior year in high school I had tried to fit in and fell out of, or was kicked out of, every group or clique. Yes, I had my other outcast friends, but I wanted to be popular, or at least a part of some character-defining group.1


I felt as if I were fading away, becoming just a part of the background to the beautiful people living exciting lives. Then I decided I wasn’t going to take it. One day I just realized that if I didn’t resist—if I didn’t refuse to go quietly into the night—I would become just another nameless, faceless person in the world. I made a conscious decision that day that I would no longer give a shit what other people thought. I didn’t need their approval or acceptance, and I’d rather be alone and happy than just another follower in some lame-ass clique. I decided that I was going to be me, and—I know this sounds corny—that’s the day my life began.


From that day on, I was me—or at least the me I was going to become. It didn’t happen that instantly. It was a self-fulfilling prophecy. The more I forced myself to be whom I wanted to be and not give a shit what others thought, the more of a reality it became.


About that same time, I came up with a new, personal motivation concept: PMA, or positive mental attitude. I kid you not. I believed that if I thought and acted positively, positive things would happen for me, and my positive thoughts would become reality. I still do. I now know that’s just another form of self-fulfilling prophecy, but when I was sixteen, it was more my becoming aware of the power of positive thinking. From that time on (and to this day), when people asked me how I was doing, I didn’t say “Okay,” or even “Good,” I said “Excellent!” Even when I wasn’t. This mind-set has taken me everywhere, and when things were bad, it kept me from wallowing in self-pity and negativity and focused on the promise of what lay ahead. And it kept people wondering what the hell I had going on that they didn’t know about. Besides, it sure beat the hell out of such mantras as “It’s just one of those days,” “It’s just my luck,” and “Murphy’s Law.” To hear kids reinforcing these negative thoughts in their young, fertile minds is simply maddening to me. Thinking like that sets you up for a lifetime of accepting failure. Screw that!
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PMA: positive mental attitude. Life will be great because I say it will!


“PMA” became my daily mantra and a source of great amusement to my father. Whenever things weren’t working out for me, he was quick to throw PMA in my face or beat me to the positive punch and say with disdain, “I know, I know, PMA,” before I could. He never deterred me. From time to time, he still mentions PMA, but it’s more in amazement and recognition that my approach to living has paid off and I was right. Even if I hadn’t been right . . . what’s the advantage of living life with a negative attitude?


With newfound self-confidence, my mission was clear: move forward. I was living the “Doug Steigerwald success axiom.” Each band I formed or joined was a step in the direction to the top—and nobody, no thing, was going to stop me.


In my senior year of high school, I was in a band called Dusk, along with my perennial drummer, Rich Squillacioti (this is the band where I bid him farewell), and my best friend and fellow outcast, guitarist Don Mannello.2 Joined by keyboardist Mark Williamson and bass player James “Dino” Dionisio, we had the distinction of being the most popular new rock band in the school. I make that distinction because there was a fifties tribute band (the fifties were all the rage in the seventies) called The Dukes, who were also popular. More about them later.


Because Dino Dionisio was the toughest guy in the school (he had once thrown a guy over the roof of a car), I was able to take my newly discovered I-don’t-give-a-shit-what-you-think attitude to a new level. For the first time I explored what some would pejoratively call “fag” things such as wearing sparkles, women’s jewelry, pink clothes, and dancing around onstage. This was all a part of the popular “glitter rock” movement of the time, but for a kid in a suburban high school, to wear stuff and perform like that at a dance was pretty risqué. Thanks to Dino, I not only got away with it, but all the cool kids danced furiously to my band, cheering, requesting songs, and a lot of the hot girls looked at me for the first time as if I wasn’t a total loser. I had a steady girlfriend by then, but it was nice anyway. Oh, yeah . . . fuck you all.


I graduated from high school in 1973, on the honor roll (I finally applied myself), and headed off into my future without ever looking back. Other than for my time in the concert choir3 and maybe drama club, I had absolutely no “glory days.” I didn’t go to the prom or even buy a yearbook.


With my buddy Don Mannello (this time on bass) we formed a new band called Harlequin, but I also enrolled at the New York Institute of Technology, majoring in communications. Due to pressure from my parents and a girlfriend, I went to school as a “safety net” in case I didn’t make it in rock ’n’ roll. I figured if I couldn’t make records, I would play them, so I went to school to learn to be a disc jockey. I know . . . foreshadowing.


Harlequin was a classic, self-indulgent seventies power trio with a vocalist (me) that was very impressed with itself. Roger Peterson (guitar), Joe Moro (drums), Don, and I homed in on being loud and heavy for the sake of being loud and heavy. In my first true metal band, I was finally playing music I totally loved.


Until the early metal bands arrived, tremendous unity existed among rock fans. Just look at the bands on the bill at the original Woodstock: The Who, Richie Havens, Crosby, Stills & Nash, Mountain, Country Joe and the Fish, Jimi Hendrix, Sha Na Na, Ten Years After, Sly and the Family Stone, Santana—what a confused mishmash of genres! And the audience cheered equally for all of them.


Not me. I liked the heavy bands and hated the light ones. I was into Mountain, Cream, and Hendrix, bought the first Led Zeppelin and Black Sabbath records when they were released, and purchased Grand Funk Railroad’s On Time the very day it came out. Hell, in ninth grade I was in a band that only played Black Sabbath. For me it was “Helter Skelter” not “Blackbird,” “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” not “Angie,” and I didn’t want to “mellow out,” I wanted to rock!


In 1972 I remember being at a high school party and Don Mannello and I nearly coming to blows with Phil Knourzer (yes, my ex–bass player) and his hippie friends over negative comments they made about Jimi Hendrix and Deep Purple. The Woodstock Nation was crumbling and I was swinging a heavy-metal sledgehammer!


Harlequin played out more than my other bands and rehearsed more, too. I improved my vocal and performing chops. We were locally popular, and for the first time I felt I might be in the band that would take me to the top.


Then I received the phone call from Peacock.


I DON’T REMEMBER HOW they heard of or found me, but a working cover band called Peacock approached me about singing for them. They had just canned their vocalist and needed a replacement. I went to see them perform and was less than impressed. They had the worst introduction I’d ever heard. “We’re Peacock! P as in pea; C as in cock! Those of you on the left can see the pea, those of you on the right can see the cock!” Yikes!


They were a human jukebox, playing “the rock hits and nothing but the rock hits, so help me God” adequately enough, but I was in a badass heavy-metal band with virtuoso musicians; this was definitely a step down. As I stood there watching, the memory of Doug Steigerwald’s voice rang in my ears: “The minute you stop moving forward, you are done.”


Harlequin was struggling to get into the club scene, getting only an occasional lousy booking and playing outdoor shows in county parks. Peacock was working five nights a week, every week. This was an opportunity not only to make my living playing music, but also to develop my chops and be seen. Peacock wasn’t the band, but that band might be out there watching.


I knew it was going to take everything I had to make it in music, but I also knew this about myself: if I had a safety net (going to college) . . . I would use it.



[image: image] DEE LIFE LESSON [image: image]



It’s too easy to allow yourself to fail when failure “isn’t that bad.” When failing means complete and total self-destruction, you work much harder to succeed.


At least that’s how it is for me. The choice for me needed to be succeed or die . . . so away the net went. Once again, being the least asshole I could, I left my friends in Harlequin (including my longtime best friend and bandmate Don Mannello), broke the news of my leaving school to my parents, and joined Peacock.


PLAYING FIVE NIGHTS A week did help me get my act together. I moved out of my house (and into my grandfather’s basement apartment in Flushing, Queens) and became a professional musician. I clearly remember riding home in the band truck (they had their own equipment truck!) before sunrise my first night with the band, hanging out the truck window, and screaming, “I love this!” Playing in a working band, being a rock ’n’ roll vampire, is all I wanted to do. And I did.


During my time with Peacock I learned a few things. The biggest being “always bring your A game.” Doing five sets a night (forty minutes on, twenty minutes off) meant starting early with a sparsely filled club and ending late with a near-empty club. The middle set was the most crowded, and the second and fourth were the build up and the build down. The guys in Peacock wore stage clothes and such, but only really put on a show for the middle sets. They adjusted their dress and performance to the number of people in the club. Weekday nights were slower, so they did less (if it was really slow, we didn’t dress or put on a show at all), while weekends were packed, so they kicked it up. What a stupid concept.


The fewer people there are, the harder you have to work. You want those people to stay, tell their friends, and come back next time to see that incredible band that kicked ass to four people! When I joined Twisted Sister (the next working band I was in), I made sure that every set, no matter how empty the place was, got 110 percent of what I had to offer. I firmly believe that that is the attitude that helped Twisted become a tristate club phenomenon and to this day one of the greatest live performing bands ever. Ask anyone who has seen us in concert.4 And, no, none of the other members of Peacock ever did anything significant with their music careers.


The other major thing I learned was more lifestyle-related. I lived in the basement apartment alone and kept traditional musician hours: go to bed at sunrise, get up in the afternoon. Well, one winter night I got back to my apartment around 4:00 a.m. It was still dark out. I was exhausted, so I hit the sack immediately. When I woke up, it was still dark out, so I checked the clock and saw it was a little after five. At first I thought, Oh, I’ve only been asleep for an hour, but I didn’t feel tired at all. Confused, I finally realized that it was after 5:00 p.m. . . . and I wasn’t even sure what day it was!


This may not seem like a big deal to you, but I was freaked. I turned on the TV and figured out that I’d been asleep for over thirteen hours. The concept boggled my mind. I sat there realizing how an entire day had gone by. People had gone to school or work and come home, the stock exchange had opened and closed, major events had been held, etc. I didn’t know if it had been sunny or cloudy because I had slept a whole day! I vowed that, even though my profession of choice was a night job, from that day on I would never sleep the day away again, and I would wake up early on my days off and get the hell out of my apartment. There was more to life than just playing in the band. (Did I just say that?) Maybe not the most stunning revelation, but it was the start of an understanding of balance that would affect my life and career.


I had a few other epiphanies while I was in Peacock. The first was with my grandfather. Moving into the basement apartment at my mom’s dad’s house served two purposes. First, it got me out of my parents’ house and closer to Peacock’s home base in Queens. I couldn’t stand living at home anymore. My life choices were a constant source of friction between my father and me, I had no privacy, and I couldn’t stand suburbia. I shared my room with my two younger brothers, Mark and Doug (then thirteen and eleven years old), with only a Peg-Board divider to section off my cell-like space and give any kind of privacy. We were living on top of one another, and when I’d blast my heavy music, my little brothers would beg for mercy.5 I guess it wasn’t easy on them either.


At times, life in the Snider household got to be so maddening, I’d get in my car, drive somewhere, park, and just sit there, blasting my music, with the heat on high (Dad kept the thermostat at home set to a chilly sixty-eight degrees Fahrenheit to save money), and read comics. It felt great to have my own little space.


To make matters worse, I found suburbia to be absolutely suffocating. The congestion of Baldwin, the monotony of tract housing, and the cookie-cutter existence of everyone there drove me nuts. I knew there had to be more to life than this out there somewhere. Early in the morning, before the cacophony of sound that was suburbia kicked in, I could actually hear a waterfall somewhere in the distance. In all my years of living and wandering around my neighborhood, I had never seen one, but I could clearly hear it. Just knowing of something nearby as beautiful as a waterfall brought me joy and inner peace. I used to sit on the front porch early in the morning, drinking coffee, and just listen. It made me smile.


One morning, I was outside so content, just listening and smiling, when my dad came out. “What are you doing?”


“Listening to the waterfall.” Even he couldn’t ruin that.


Dad stopped, listened for a moment, then laughed. “That’s not a waterfall. That’s the sound of the cars on the parkway, stupid!” With that, he walked off. He had other dreams and fantasies to destroy. I was devastated.


The other reason for moving in with my grandfather was to keep him company. My grandmother had recently passed away, leaving him alone for the first time since he was a young man. My parents figured just having another person’s energy in the house would be good for him during the transition.


I really liked my grandfather, and from time to time he would cook and we’d have dinner together. One night he opened up to me and changed my life forever. Grandpa was a tool-and-die man in his day, making specialty, precision mechanical pieces for machinery. He actually made parts used on the first lunar landing. Grandpa had worked extremely hard his whole life and provided well for his family, but he told me how he had allowed himself to be taken advantage of by his fellow workers, often doing their work without getting the credit, accolades, and advancement. Frank Schenker (my grandfather) was a great guy and a good worker, but he was a sucker and a pushover. His next words to me fell hard on a nineteen-year-old whose life lay ahead of him, like so many blank pages waiting to be written. “Danny, don’t be wishy-washy like I was,” my eightysomething-year-old grandfather warned. “Don’t let people walk all over you.” I understood what my grandfather was saying to me. Thank you for that advice, Grandpa. I never did.


The life lessons were mounting during my less than one-year stint in Peacock. But the biggest—about relationships—I came to on my own.


Being single in a working rock band meant there was no shortage of girls. It doesn’t matter if you are in a good band or bad, unknown or famous, rich or poor (of course the better and more famous the band, and the more money you have, the hotter the girls you will get), there will always be girls out there who want to be with guys in bands. It’s without a doubt the most common reason you will hear for guys joining bands in the first place: to meet chicks. A different club every night meant a different girl every night, and while that certainly has its appeal, for me something was lacking.
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