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Paul McCartney and me








My relationship with Paul McCartney’s voice is longer than with anyone else’s except the people in my immediate family. That’s a simple fact. One of my earliest memories is from when I was three years old, sitting on the floor with a record player. I’d say, “Beatles! Beatles! Give me Beatles!” and my brother and sister would put on the Capitol 45 of “A Hard Day’s Night” and then the other side, “I Should Have Known Better,” and I would rock back and forth to the music. Like every kid, I suppose, I thought that they were singing to me personally, and the sound took hold of me. That’s how all this got started, and if my reading and motor skills had been more developed, it would have been my entry into the life of a DJ. As it was, I needed my family to be my audio engineers.


Not long ago, I had the chance to sit down for an extended interview with Sir Paul and ask him the questions I’d stored up for decades. I wanted to know everything: the real story behind the Beatles’ Yesterday and Today “Butcher” cover, what it was like when a knife was held to his throat in Nigeria when Wings were recording Band on the Run, how “Drive My Car” was written. I had to hear from him what it was like to play “Back in the U.S.S.R.” in Red Square, what the lyrics of “Jet” meant, and the events that led up to his writing one of the most rocking James Bond themes ever, “Live and Let Die.” He told me how “New,” the title song from his current album, the one we were doing the session to promote, was written on his dad’s piano, which was purchased at the music store owned by Brian Epstein’s father. I had what amounted to a lifetime of questions, and a limited window to ask them all. Even I can’t talk that fast.


At the end of our conversation, Paul said that if he didn’t have anniversary plans with his wife, he and I could head down to a pub and continue to talk. Moments like that still seem surreal to me. Let’s face it, without the Beatles, who basically invented rock culture, I probably never would have thought about making a spot for myself in the music world. I remember as a kid listening to Rubber Soul in my basement and thinking how brilliant, creative, fertile, and nonsanctioned it sounded, how empowering it was. The Beatles changed the world because they made kids like me feel as though they could do anything.


So you can imagine what it means to be face to face with McCartney, and to not only tell him what he meant to me personally but to be the surrogate for all those fans as impassioned as I am. My job is to ask the questions that those other fans would ask if they had the chance, and I take my job seriously.


No matter how many encounters I’ve had like that over the past thirty-plus years—it has to be into the thousands at this point—I always confront a duality. I’m extracting the inside stories on behalf of the audience that isn’t in the room, but I’m also approaching the encounter as a fan who can’t quite believe he’s having the experience. When it’s someone like Sir Paul, or the Rolling Stones or Jimmy Page and Robert Plant, I’m with musicians who existed on another plane entirely for me; they were unreachable, unknowable figures from a place distant and remote, sending me messages through their songs that I spent hours, days, trying to decipher. They were voices on vinyl when I was at my most impressionable.


And there are other musicians, like Elvis Costello and Paul Weller, closer to my generation, but no less figures I admired from afar. It’s jarring at first when our off-mic discussions become intimate. When I was a teenager, I was just one of the crowd—watching Elvis Costello and the Attractions in the Princeton gym in April 1979, or the Jam at the Palladium in New York City that same eventful month. How could I ever have conceived of a scenario where Elvis and I would be sharing thoughts about aging and mortality, about his ailing father and my brother’s struggle with Parkinson’s? Or where Paul and I would commiserate over the agony of divorce? These guys, through their music, guided me through every emotional challenge, and then years later, those barriers have fallen and we’re just men at a similar stage in life. I think about Joey and Lou and Layne and Scott and David and all the other flawed fallen heroes and friends, and I realize how fortunate I’ve been to have had those moments in public and private, to still be here when there were times when my survival was by no means a safe bet.


I’ll tell you, sometimes I’ve broken down in tears contemplating it, the sheer improbability of my journey, because there are so many people like me.


There are guys like me everywhere—record fairs, used LP stores, on the internet arguing the relative merits of the Alarm and Big Country—but I’m the one who sounds like a bullfrog with bronchitis and looks like Uncle Fester, if the Addams Family were a late-’70s punk band. There are so many times over the years when I’ve asked myself, “How the fuck did I get here?” How did I become that guy who broke past all the security guards, all the obstacles, to have these incredible adventures doing what I love the most? Fans approach me all the time. “What was Kurt Cobain like?” “Did you really party with Axl and Slash?” And sometimes they just say, “Man, you are one lucky dude.”


The dream of access, of proximity, began when I was a kid sitting in front of my record player. It was never enough to just listen to an album or see a concert. I wanted to know. This is my version of a Greatest Hits (Volume One) album, and each chapter is a rock song. Some are epic and span decades—my longtime connections to artists like U2 and Bowie—and some are shorter, like those great early singles by the Beatles that summed up everything they needed to say in 150 exhilarating seconds. I want it to have the power of a Led Zeppelin album, the vivid highs and thrills of a Springsteen album, the sense of new possibilities of Nirvana’s Nevermind, and the bracing candor of a Bowie album. I want you to be there, in the moment, taking the ride with me.





Dropping the Needle: Side One, Track One



The label was black and off-white. The two eight-pointed stars at the top were gold, and so was the logo of the record company: wand, with a lowercase w. Except for the address (1650 Broadway, New York, N.Y.), the rest of the information was stamped in red: “TWIST AND SHOUT” (PHIL MEDLEY–BERT RUSSELL) THE ISLEY BROTHERS. The flip side was “Spanish Twist.” I was three years old, and my mother and I were in a five-and-dime store in Dunellen, New Jersey, where they sold cutout, slightly dated 45 rpm singles. She knew I already loved music so she would let me pick them out, even though I couldn’t read and was making my musical selections based on whether the label looked interesting. I remember walking into the drugstore and looking at records we couldn’t afford, and then going to the five-and-dime where you could buy three singles for fifteen cents.


*  *  *


I already knew what I liked and what I didn’t. My parents bought me children’s records on the Disneyland or Peter Pan kids’ labels, and I threw them under the refrigerator.


“What happened to those records?” my mom would ask.


Until the day we moved, they never knew. I hid them, because the only music I wanted to listen to was the music my older siblings, Glenn and Colleen, brought home. By 1964, I knew the difference between the Peter Pan records and the Beatles. It was obvious. We had one of those record players where you could stack a bunch of 45s and when one was over, the next one would drop and play. Mostly, we kids had singles, but I was fascinated by a couple of full albums that were part of our small collection: the soundtrack to A Hard Day’s Night, Elvis’ Golden Records, with all his early hits: “Don’t Be Cruel,” “Heartbreak Hotel,” “Jailhouse Rock.” At the time I had no idea what the artists were singing about or what the songs meant. I was responding to the sound, the plunk of the record dropping on the player, the hiss of the needle before it finds the groove, the rolling drums and ecstatic harmonies that start off “She Loves You.” It was the most exciting thing in the world to me.


My mom says I was always either sitting in front of the TV watching My Favorite Martian or in front of the record player drawing on the single picture sleeves. I had a very visual memory, so I would know by what was on the cover, or on the label, which song was on the record. I learned how to place the records on the spindle, how to use the tone arm. I was already my own private DJ, with one turntable, no microphone, a pile of mono 45s on the floor.


Music was always in my house. My mother played piano. My dad liked to sing “Ebb Tide,” and for a time was a background singer for Frankie Laine. He was also a Korean War veteran, an officer in the marines. They gave him amphetamines to stay awake during night duty, and his heart couldn’t take it. He had a heart attack, got an honorable discharge, and had to start his life over. After he came back from Korea and found out that the woman he had been planning to propose to was seeing someone else, he threw the engagement ring in the river and reconnected with my mom, who was already divorced and raising my brother, Glenn, who’s ten years older than I am. Glenn was the coolest big brother ever, a real anti-establishment guy through the ’60s. He was at Woodstock, and at Altamont.


My dad went back to school at the University of Georgia and sent letters to my mom, whom he’d met when they were both just fourteen. Recently, my eldest daughter found a letter that my mother had sent to her mother. It read, “Oh! This George Pinfield is being very persistent. I don’t think I’m going to get involved with him.”


My dad was, as the letter said, persistent (that’s a trait I got from him), and my mother allowed herself to be wooed down to Albany, Georgia. They got married and had my sister, then moved to Athens. My mother worked at Benson’s Fruitcake Factory. I came along six years later, very unexpectedly, and the family moved to New Jersey, to a small town called Dunellen, in Middlesex County. Maybe six thousand people, none of them famous except for one guy, Tom Scharpling, who would later write for the TV show Monk and host a comedy show on WFMU.


We three kids loved music, and my mom and dad had decided it was worth fifteen bucks to buy a used 45 record player from a neighbor, and a box of records. It’s weird to say that I found my calling by the time I was in kindergarten, but there’s no other way to put it. All I wanted to do was listen to records and get other people as excited about them as I was. I have a vivid memory of being five years old, in 1966, and being in a hot car with my dad (nobody I knew had air-conditioning then). I heard all those sun-and-summer songs: “Sunshine Superman” by Donovan, “Sunny Afternoon” by the Kinks, “Sunny” by Bobby Hebb, “Summer in the City” by the Lovin’ Spoonful. I went to kindergarten clutching my Mercury 45 of the Blues Magoos doing “(We Ain’t Got) Nothin’ Yet,” and someone sat on it on the school bus. It broke, and I cried. I was going to play the record during show-and-tell. That was already my thing: I’d brought in “Snoopy vs. the Red Baron” by the Royal Guardsmen, and “Along Comes Mary” by the Association. I was the Music Guy, the DJ, the Authority. At the age of five I had my whole adult identity already in place.


That same year, I made my television debut. Every day I watched a children’s show called Birthday House, hosted by Paul Tripp, on channel 4 in New York. You could be in the studio audience only if it was on or around your birthday. My mother wrote a letter to WNBC to get me on for my fifth birthday, and that was the first time I visited Manhattan. All of us went—my parents, brother, and sister. I was wearing a little striped suit. The show gave me a king’s crown and a snare drum and a bag of goodies. I have a still photo from that day, but no footage. Years later I tried to track down a copy of the kinescope and found out that they’d all been erased or discarded. There were even Birthday House records; I’ve seen an LP on Musicor Records that has the song “Hi Mike” that Tripp sang while we kids all marched around in the studio. Another song on the record was “Everybody Up.” Even at five, I thought those songs were too childish. I was way past “If You Just Make Believe.” I was already listening to the Stones’ “19th Nervous Breakdown.”


I have a report card from this time that says, “Matt gets straight A’s but we need to keep him busy. He gets bored very easily.” The only thing that kept me focused was music. No one called it ADD in the mid-’60s, but that’s exactly what I had. If I could control the classroom’s record player, if I could spin Beatles and Monkees records and talk about what was special about them, I could imagine that I was like the New York disc jockeys at WABC, WINS, and WMCA: Cousin Bruce Morrow, Dan Ingram, Murray the K, Harry Harrison.


I remember nearly every song, every LP cut and 45, that came out in the summer of 1966: Revolver and Pet Sounds, Sunshine Superman by Donovan and (Turn On) the Music Machine. “Psychotic Reaction” by the Count Five. It was perfect that Glenn was a decade older than me, because garage rock was made for fifteen-year-old boys, all the pent-up sexual energy, the aggression and confusion. Glenn was the ideal garage-rock demographic, and he in turn gave it to me. I didn’t understand the sex or the angst, but I fell deeply in love with the sound.


We didn’t have much furniture, so I’d roam around the living room, taking a fan and singing into it like a microphone. (All my “scientific” experiments had to relate to music in some way. At a science fair in fifth or sixth grade, my project involved an oscillator and the sound waves created by Alice Cooper and Sly and the Family Stone records.)


It’s crazy what sticks with me, and how almost all of it relates to music. My dad was always creative and resourceful. When we moved from Dunellen to East Brunswick, he built us an aboveground pool. Since the mere idea of being outdoors without a soundtrack was unthinkable, I brought the record player to the backyard. The pool was only four or five feet deep, but I was told not to go in without a life preserver. One day during a family barbecue I climbed up the ladder, jumped in, and sank to the bottom.


I’d left the Cyrkle’s “Red Rubber Ball” on the record player. I remember this. I have a blurry vision of being underwater, at the bottom of the pool, and the sight of the bubbles, and my neighbor David diving in to rescue me. He saved my life, and after I was yelled at, and punished, I put “Red Rubber Ball” back on and played it again. That’s how my fucking brain works: I can be drowning, and still know what song is playing.


*  *  *


I can still remember one of my earliest nightmares. In it, people I knew were shrunk down to the size of ants and came out of the ground pointing guns at me. For the entire dream, I was hearing the Kinks’ “I’m Not Like Everybody Else.” I always played the B-sides of every single, and often I found I was drawn to them more than to the hits: I felt like I was paying attention to something most people ignored. When I flipped over “Sunny Afternoon” and discovered “I’m Not Like Everybody Else,” I was shocked by how raw and naked it was. It sounded defiant, but also kind of wounded. It was a statement of individuality. Ray Davies was speaking directly to me, and to kids like me, but you had to turn the record over to hear him. That’s a rule of mine: Turn the record over, find out what’s on the other side. Although the message of “Sunny Afternoon” was pretty dispirited, it sounded, well, sunny. “I’m Not Like Everybody Else” didn’t. It was a cry from the soul, and I related to it, and it haunted me in my dreams.


Because that’s how I felt: different and isolated. I know a lot of serious rock fans feel this way, because they tell me so. They call me, e-mail me, and let me know that for them there’s nothing casual about being a music fan. For most people, music is only one diverting component of their lives. It’s amusement. Songs come and go. They listen to whatever’s on the radio, whatever they feel like streaming. They hear music in clubs when they’re out drinking and trying to get laid. It’s in the background.


It was never like that for me.


I wasn’t super lonely. I had friends, but they didn’t have the same passion for the music that I did, so it was a beautiful but isolating experience. Music was my dreamland. I’d listen to a song and imagine myself into it, not even knowing what “Sunny Afternoon” meant, or even half the lyrics of “Summer in the City.” It just hit me on an almost subliminal level, the emotional power.


*  *  *


Before I had any idea about heartbreak, what it really meant, I was that kid who cried over records. Even though I hadn’t experienced love, and didn’t know what to do with a girl if I liked her, the power of music made me feel as though I understood it. The next year, when I was infatuated with a different girl, Susan, I played the Buckinghams’ 45 of “Susan” over and over. I’m sure this is not normal for a seven year old.


By 1967, rock had become an obsession. I was immersed. I’d sneak into my brother’s and sister’s bedrooms, pulling out their records and playing them: Disraeli Gears, Are You Experienced? My sister was in love with Jim Morrison, and that’s how I discovered the Doors; she had a life-size poster of Morrison in tight leather pants taped to the back of her bedroom door. She was fifteen, and Morrison got her hormones racing, and she listened to that first album, the one with “Break on Through” and “Light My Fire,” constantly.


When my brother met his first wife, she had been a big Beatles and British Invasion fan, and she had a collection of 45s that she gave me. Thanks to the rapid succession of singles in that Top 40 era, the haul included like 150 discs. So I was listening to records like the Zombies’ “Tell Her No” along with current hits like Buffalo Springfield’s “For What It’s Worth” (and the B-side, of course, “Do I Have to Come Right Out and Say It”). I’d loved those songs when they were on the radio, but now I could sit in front of the record player and analyze Buffalo Springfield, analyze the Zombies. I had inherited a goldmine.


My sister-in-law was an early fan of mine. When my parents would worry about my being hyper-crazy about the music, she was the one who would tell them, “Matt is going to be all right.” She was like the older sister played by Zooey Deschanel in Almost Famous. She assured me that someday I was going to be cool.


I was truly obsessed. I always had the transistor radio on as I did my homework. At night I kept it under my pillow, with the one tiny headphone. I hated Sunday nights, because WINS, WABC, and WMCA would do all their shitty public-affairs programming, and I was like, “Where did the music go?” I was pissed off. Or I would wake up on Sunday mornings and there’d be some religious programming. Fuck that. Where are my songs? Anything that didn’t relate to rock ’n’ roll I could give a shit about. Later, girls and getting high were my other main pursuits, but even they never bumped music from being number one.


I needed to acquire more and more records and found ways to do it on a minimal budget. A nearby department store had a big bin of prewrapped 45s, ten singles for two dollars. You could only see the names of the two records on the outside. Maybe they were familiar, maybe they weren’t. The other eight singles were hidden by the plastic wrap. Most of those hidden songs never got played on the radio. That didn’t matter to me; it was just a two-dollar investment, and one of my favorite tracks came from those hidden 45s: “Six O’Clock” by the Lovin’ Spoonful, which I still love to this day. In another batch I got a Mustang Records single from the Bobby Fuller Four, a cover of Buddy Holly’s “Love’s Made a Fool of You” backed with “Don’t Ever Let Me Know.” I really liked both sides, so that was a bargain right there. Of course sometimes the middle records would be crappy shit like Ronnie Dove. I had to suck it up.


*  *  *


It’s an impressionable time, at eight, nine, ten years old, being stirred by something we can connect to. At first we’re probably drawn to the melody, the way choruses repeat and return, and then we look for something in the lyric, something to access the world the words are creating. I was that age when rock stars started to die off: Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones. I knew they had died from drugs and that scared the shit out of me. I would eventually become an alcoholic and a drug addict myself, and I guess any shrink would say that the reason drugs frightened me so much was because they fascinated me. As much as I loved positive, uplifting music, groups like the Lovin’ Spoonful and the Byrds, I also gravitated toward music that frightened me, like the way dark, violent movies give you a rush. Drugs were like that too.


When I was ten I discovered my sister or brother’s copy of the third Velvet Underground album, the one with “What Goes On,” “Beginning to See the Light,” “Candy Says,” and “After Hours.” It freaked me out. The band looked so strange on the cover. Lou Reed was relatively clean-cut and preppy, but he’s the only band member looking into the camera. On the back, he’s sliced in half, holding a cigarette. Who were these dangerous-looking people? I didn’t know a single thing about them or the whole Plastic Inevitable scene, or Warhol or photographer Billy Name, who took that eerie cover shot. I didn’t know “Candy Says” was about Warhol superstar Candy Darling. I had no sociological context. It was all about the music and the mystique. I was absorbing it all on a song-by-song basis. “Pale Blue Eyes” didn’t resonate with me because it was so slow and melancholy, but tracks like “What Goes On” hooked me instantly.


*  *  *


I thought the Steppenwolf song “Don’t Step on the Grass, Sam” was pretty dangerous. I remember that in the late ’60s there were public service films warning kids about marijuana and harder drugs. Because my dad was the AV department head, he could—or let’s say would, because I have no idea whether he had permission or not—bring home the school’s movie projector and we’d watch movies on our wall, things he’d take out of those old metal canisters, like Flash Gordon serials and those cautionary scare flicks about how dangerous drugs were. They creeped me out, because I was already into psychedelic bands like Big Brother and the Holding Company and Hendrix. I had Cheap Thrills and Axis: Bold as Love, which is still my favorite Hendrix album. Their drug-related deaths frightened me, and so did these crappy little movies.


*  *  *


My brother, as I said, was really political, and I remember the fights around the dinner table about Vietnam. Glenn was so antiwar, and my dad was a Korean War vet with a temper, and the fights—most of the time verbal, occasionally physical—were agonizing for me. The turmoil that was going on in my own house was something else I needed to escape through music. But Glenn looked out for me. When I was around ten years old, he bought me John Lennon’s Plastic Ono Band album, the Grateful Dead’s American Beauty, and the first Led Zeppelin album. That’s how my brain is wired; I couldn’t tell you very many details from my childhood that aren’t in some way associated with what records were involved. Through all the haze of my craziness, all the memories that have been suppressed or burnt away, there isn’t a song that hasn’t stuck with me. That was my drug before drugs became my drug. I’d listen to every album in the house at least once: my parents’ albums by Al Hirt (he looked like he was about 106 years old, God bless him) or Dionne Warwick. I just thought Hirt was weird—like, why do my mother and father like this?—but I had to put every record on at least once. I’m sorry, but I think I threw Mr. Hirt’s album into the garbage. Now I might be able to put him into context, the New Orleans jazz tradition and all that, and the fact that his hit record “Java” was an Allen Toussaint song. But back then, he was just a bearded fat guy with a trumpet. I had my own musical criteria, even at ten. I was open-minded enough to give every piece of vinyl a shot, but just as quick to rip the needle off the platter and fling the damn thing into the trash.


*  *  *


People take for granted now that they can take their music library with them. But back in those days, you had to be innovative. I never wanted to be separated from my music, so I had this shitty mono General Electric cassette recorder, and I held the microphone next to the speaker to tape all of Cosmo’s Factory by Creedence Clearwater Revival, right off the vinyl. Then I would find a way to wrap the cassette player to the front of my bicycle and blast Creedence while I rode around the neighborhood. Already I was trying to invent a portable player to carry my own music around. Now I walk around with twenty thousand songs in my pocket.


*  *  *


I also wanted a real stereo, but they were expensive, so my dad decided he was going to build me one from scratch. He was brilliant, a physics teacher. He ordered the knobs, all the wiring, the transistors. He had separate tone and volume knobs, and a separate system for each channel, so the thing was a big square box. He bought the wood and shellacked it, bought the pieces for the turntable from a component catalog, and sat the turntable in the case. He built the speakers by hand. My dad knew that my dream was about music and wouldn’t let our modest financial circumstances be an obstacle. He thought of ways to make it happen for me.


*  *  *


And my dad kicked off my broadcasting career—well, it wasn’t that “broad,” actually—when he built me a low-frequency AM transmitter, then wired it up to the TV antenna on our roof. I had the power to be a very local DJ (like three blocks). I called my station WBBB (I couldn’t think of anything more catchy; maybe it should have been WMAT?) and made my friends DJs and gave them fake names, and every neighborhood kid could hear us if they tuned their portable radios to 1680 on the AM dial, as far to the right as you can get and still receive any signal at all. We had two turntables—Radio Shack made the cheapest we could find—and my dad brought home old mics they were throwing out at his school. On Saturdays I’d play the whole Free Fire and Water album, or all of Quadrophenia.


It was dream time. When I wasn’t doing my own shows, I was listening to the radio. There was one DJ, Rich Phoenix—what a great radio name, and it wasn’t made-up—who befriended me when I was around ten or eleven. He was on WCTC, 1450 on the dial in New Brunswick, and had the night shift. I’d call him up and bug him. I was just this talkative kid. I’d ask him about songs and records, and he was cool to me. He made me listen to Buddy Holly: he recorded a few Holly songs for me on a reel-to-reel player and they sounded better than any of my vinyl records. It was like Buddy Holly was in the room with me.


*  *  *


Rich Phoenix was an inspiration. He let me come to the studio, and even showed me how to work the equipment. My parents would drive me to the station and then pick me up after Rich’s shift. I learned how to cue up a record, how to transition in and out of songs. I knew it was what I wanted to do.


There’s beauty in having the platform to tell people about music that you love. You’re a messenger; you’re turning people on to things they wouldn’t have heard otherwise. I wanted people to appreciate the songs the way I did, whether they interpreted them the same way or not. You’re giving people context and framework. You’re constructing a narrative.


*  *  *


I’d sit in Rich’s studio and watch how he placed the vinyl on the turntable, and to this day, when I see a movie that’s set in the ’50s, ’60s, or ’70s, and it shows a vinyl record spinning, that’s still a very romantic notion to me. It can’t be replicated with a CD or an audio file. You can’t see the label or the grooves, the spot where the needle meets the record. There’s no mechanical ambience. No weight. No visual personality.


*  *  *


We’re all outsiders, a tribe linked by our single-minded passion. At some early point in our lives, everything changed the minute we heard a song on the radio, or the night someone played us a record, or we flipped on the television set and saw a band—the Beatles, or Nirvana—take three minutes to completely transform the world. It doesn’t matter how we got there, or what the catalyst was; in that moment, everything reversed and started pointing in a different direction. Sometimes it was faint: a radio station tuned in from a distance, a small article in a UK music magazine, an import single we had to hunt for, an oldie that had escaped us the first time around only to become a total obsession. Sometimes we thought we were alone, that no one else was experiencing this. We listened in darkened rooms to the drop of the needle on the vinyl and the yowl that followed: the Velvet Underground, the Ramones, Eddie Cochran, the Pretty Things, Suicide, the sounds of defiance and danger that we were drawn to. We felt isolated but yearned for connection.


*  *  *


Musicians had to compress everything they needed to say into around 165 seconds. Maybe as much as 250, but not much more. The greatness of rock is that it rewards those of us with short attention spans. That’s how it can get its (literal) hooks into us when we’re kids.


*  *  *


So that’s how it started for me, before I knew almost anything else, before I was aware of my brain, my body, the outside world, anything beyond my room and my family, I went where the music took me. You don’t start off by thinking about it as a lifelong journey. You really don’t think at all. You simply respond.





50 ESSENTIAL ROCK ALBUMS:


THE ’60s


The Band


The Beach Boys—Pet Sounds


The Beatles—Rubber Soul


The Beatles—The White Album


Buffalo Springfield 1


Byrds—Younger Than Yesterday


Chicago—Chicago Transit Authority


Cream—Disraeli Gears


Creedence Clearwater Revival—Green River


Crosby, Stills and Nash


The Dave Clark 5—Greatest Hits


Donovan’s Greatest Hits


The Doors—Strange Days


Bob Dylan—Blonde on Blonde


The Hollies—Greatest Hits


Jeff Beck Group—Truth


Jefferson Airplane—Surrealistic Pillow


The Jimi Hendrix Experience—Axis: Bold As Love


The Kinks—Face to Face


Led Zeppelin


Led Zeppelin II


Love—Forever Changes


The Lovin’ Spoonful—Hums of the Lovin’ Spoonful


MC5—Kick Out the Jams


Moby Grape


The Monkees—Headquarters


The Music Machine—(Turn On) The Music Machine


Pink Floyd—The Piper at the Gates of Dawn


The Rascals—Time Peace


Otis Redding—The History of Otis Redding


Quicksilver Messenger Service


The Rolling Stones—Through The Past, Darkly (Big Hits, Vol. 2)


The Rolling Stones—Beggars Banquet


Simon and Garfunkel—Bookends


Sly and the Family Stone—Stand!


Small Faces—Ogdens’ Nut Gone Flake


Steppenwolf—The Second


The Stooges 1


Ten Years After—Ssssh


Traffic


Scott Walker—Scott 3


Vanilla Fudge


The Velvet Underground—The Velvet Underground & Nico


The Velvet Underground


The Who—The Who Sell Out


The Who—Meaty Beaty Big and Bouncy


Yardbirds—Having a Rave up with the Yardbirds


Neil Young—Everybody Knows This Is Nowhere


Zombies—Odessey and Oracle


Nuggets: Original Artyfacts from the First Psychedelic Era





Metal Gurus and Other Discoveries
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Early days of my Bowie fandom








A four-LP compilation album came out when I was twelve, Superstars of the 70’s. As its title implies, it was an eclectic hodgepodge of music across the rock and pop spectrum, kind of what the Now That’s What I Call Music series is: a crash course in What’s Happening. One of my neighbors bought it off a TV ad, and I borrowed it. Come to think of it, I probably never gave it back. You wouldn’t think a slapped-together collection of random tracks could be so influential, but to me it was like opening a treasure chest. I played that album constantly; it had the Stones, Hendrix, the Dead, the Allman Brothers, and Faces; soul music (Aretha, Otis) and folkie stuff (Judy Collins, Arlo Guthrie); prog-rock (Yes, ELP) and pop (the Bee Gees, the Beach Boys). I studied it all, every single cut on all eight sides. That was where I discovered Black Sabbath’s “Paranoid” and James Taylor’s “Fire and Rain.” It was like my encyclopedia. It had cool oddities like Jo Jo Gunne’s “Run Run Run” and “Hush” by Deep Purple.


You can begin with “Hush” and Blue Cheer’s “Summertime Blues” and trace their skid marks to Iron Butterfly, Grand Funk, and Spinal Tap and all the way to Korn and Slipknot. Throw in “Born to Be Wild” by Steppenwolf (with the line “I like smoke and lightning / Heavy metal thunder”), also from ’68, and you have the ABC of metal. I didn’t quite get Deep Purple off the bat (all three of their first singles were covers), and Sabbath was one of the bands that I may have been too young to grasp (confession: I was frightened of them), but on those four LPs, there was so much to explore. I will never forget how Alice Cooper’s “School’s Out” kicked it off, and then how the mood abruptly changed with Seals and Crofts’ “Summer Breeze”: this album was programmed, apparently, by a primitive form of the iPod shuffle setting.


*  *  *


I remember those albums so vividly and the impression they made on me. People might not imagine me as a “Seals and Crofts guy,” but at that age, I found something to latch on to in almost every song, even if it was only the sound of the guitar on “Summer Breeze.” It’s all a matter of when songs come into your life. Decades later, I was in New Orleans with a British A&R guy, and a super cute girl came up to me in a bar on Bourbon Street. We started making out, and when we were dancing, Seals and Crofts came on the jukebox, and I instantly flashed back to that collection. Those things imprint on you.


Stephen Stills’s “Love the One You’re With” is on that compilation, and my dick got hard. It’s not the sexiest record in the world, but the idea of grabbing the girl closest to you and touching her, it got me aroused. Hey, you can’t control that, especially not at twelve, so thanks, Stephen. As random as those discs are, if you play me any cut I can still tell you what the tracks are right before or after it. The last songs on side one of the third disc were Jackson Browne’s “Doctor My Eyes” and Black Sabbath’s “Paranoid,” two songs that you’d never otherwise think of in succession.


I may not have known what the word paranoid meant, but I did look it up, and I knew I had to get the Paranoid album. It’d been out a while by then, but how would I ever have known about it? No one was playing “War Pigs” on the radio. What was this? “Rat Salad,” “Electric Funeral,” “Hand of Doom,” “Iron Man” . . . the guy with the shield and blurry sword on the cover. Back then there was no parental screening process, no WARNING: EXPLICIT LYRICS stamped across album covers. Thank God. I’d bring edgy albums into the house and play them in private listening ceremonies. It was like sneaking into an adults-only movie, or finding an issue of Penthouse, the thrill of the illicit.


There weren’t as many musical subcultures then. I was drawn to what you might consider protometal, records with loud, crunching guitars and vocals straining to be heard above the din, but it wasn’t like I would have called myself a metal kid, as much as I was drawn to the angst and the energy. I was a big fan of rock with riffs, and at the same time I loved the Dead’s American Beauty but wasn’t a mini-Deadhead. There wasn’t that much of a division between the metal kids and the hippie kids. The kids who listened to the Dead also listened to Led Zeppelin and Black Sabbath, the same way free-form FM radio would play “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida” and maybe a Marvin Gaye track or the debut album by Chicago (back when they were still called Chicago Transit Authority). I never self-identified with a single genre, I was just a musical sponge. I’d go over to a friend’s house, and it wouldn’t matter if he had a Ping-Pong table or a pool table, if we were playing Rock ’Em Sock ’Em Robots or Battling Tops, what I cared about was what music was playing. The activity was the backdrop, music was in the foreground. I’d bring over my own records, and raid their collections.


With these early metal antecedents, there was an element of, This is too weird for my parents, too weird for Top 40 radio, too angry, too aggressive—and that was why I liked it. It was trickier for me to get into Sabbath than it had been with Led Zeppelin, because at least Led Zeppelin was more blues and rock. It wasn’t that far from the Stones and the Yardbirds; Sabbath moved the needle further into the red. “Paranoid” is to me one of the greatest songs ever recorded, and it was almost an afterthought. It has the brevity of a single—it’s under three minutes—so you almost don’t have the time to absorb it. It crashes into you and speeds off like a musical hit-and-run.

OEBPS/images/f0025-01.jpg
0%
e







OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ALL THESE
THINGS THAT
I'VE DONE

MY INSANE, IMPROBABLE ROCK LIFE

Matt Pinfield

with Mitchell Cohen

RRRRRRRR














OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781476793924.jpg
Matt Pinfield

THINGS THAT |’VE
IMPROBABLE ROCK LIFE






