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			“It is certain that we can’t escape anguish, for we are anguish” 

			—Sartre 
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			Foreword

			by Damian Abraham

			By the time Choking Victim showed up on my radar, ska was well into its third wave. All the vibrancy of the original Jamaican first wave and the uniqueness of the cultural cross-pollinating second wave UK Two-Tone scene was gone in my eyes. This time ska was grafted onto the sunny SoCal EpiFat punk that was the predominant punk sound of the time. Seemingly spurned on by the commercial breakthroughs of bands like No Doubt and Goldfinger, the ska bands of this new era seemed to be increasingly poppy and generic. By the late nineties, “ska-punk” had become a pejorative and an almost shorthand for disingenuous white suburban careerists that saw the path to rock stardom paved with syncopation and Warped Tour skank pits. 

			Released in the heady days of the summer of 1997, “Give Them the Boot” was a cheapo CD sampler to herald the arrival of Rancid’s Tim Armstrong’s Hellcat Records. With a fantastic mix of songs and a price point under five dollars, it became a staple in the CD collection of seemingly every kid I knew. At the time, I was helping out on a popular local punk radio show and we played the shit out of that thing! Of all the songs we played off it, the band that people responded to most was Choking Victim. 

			The band’s breakneck speed and the lyrical rawness hit differently than most of the other ska-punk making waves at the time. This wasn’t a pop song about good times or love, it was a punk song about having scabies. Much in the same way that Operation Ivy was a punk band that happened to love ska music, Choking Victims’ approach to music never seemed to be a genre exercise. The realness of it all seemed to bleed out of the speakers. And sure enough, as stories about them began to spread through the pre-internet punk network, it was clear very quickly that this was not a band doing any sort of cosplay. 

			And then it was over. Leaving behind a handful of singles and a posthumous LP, they seemed destined to follow in the footsteps of Operation Ivy and become a band whose legend would only grow with time. But in the same way Op Ivy was just prologue for what was to come, the demise of Choking Victim merely set the stage for what Sturgeon had planned for the next act. 

			As someone that can attest to the power of a visceral band name, few are as jarring as Leftover Crack and given the, by then, well-known relationship with drugs that certain band members had, it felt particularly blunt. At the same time, the name reflects the honesty that this band embodies. What Leftover Crack has to say might not always be pretty or even be something I personally agree with, but it is always their truth. The same can be said for this book, which is honest even when very ugly.

			Leftover Crack seems very much like the last of a certain type of New York band—pre-Giuliani—from a time when squats not condos went up in derelict buildings. The changing face of New York itself becomes a secondary character as this under acknowledged part of New York’s punk history is told in the background of this story: from Squat or Rot to Coney Island High to 9/11 and beyond.  

			This book has been absolutely essential for helping my understanding of, in my mind, one of punk’s most interesting bands. Tales of onstage blowups, getting banned from all manner of venues, and the general chaos that seemed to engulf the band are in endless supply. Touring in Fucked Up, we would hear stories from former roadies and promoters about how it became too much for them. Choking Victim is a band so storied that at times the myths can obscure the reality. 

			This book pulls back the lore enough to expose the actualities of things. As much as it is about one of punk’s wildest bands, it’s also a story steeped in tragedy and triumph. It’s the tale of a band whose sonic innovations have had world-wide reverberations all while remaining brutally uncompromising artistic.

			A couple of years ago, we got the chance to play with Leftover Crack at the Bouncing Souls 30th Anniversary show. I had known Brad Logan for a few years by that point but hadn’t ever had a chance to see them live. The show was fantastic! Sturgeon was on another level as a front person. After the show, I heard stories of an inter-band parking lot fight. No matter how much you try and separate the band’s creative output from the strife, one has to understand how it informs the music. That is the reason why their music has always stood out. Leftover Crack’s music is inseparable from the lives they lived. It is political and also intensely personal. 

			Great artists bring you into their world. They live in their art to the point that they become indivisible from it. They allow viewers to journey inside. Few punk bands have lived their art more than Leftover Crack and showed the world a more orthodox version of the punk experience.

			Damian Abraham 
of Fucked Up, Turned Out a Punk

			May 2021

		

	
		
			Prelude 

			Brad Logan (Hellcat Employee; Guitar—Leftover Crack, F-Minus): Sturgeon is curled up on a bench in Tompkins Square Park and his face is covered in blood. He has a black eye. Drugs are spilling out of his pockets. I’m supposed to be Hellcat Record’s “A&R” guy, and I’m supposed to be helping record Choking Victim’s album, which we just started.

			Sturgeon looks up at me and mumbles, “I’m not recording today, I quit! I walked over to Skwert’s house and he punched me! That’s it! It’s over!”

			I am supposed to fly back to California and tell Tim Armstrong that we recorded the Choking Victim album and it was amazing and everyone would love it. Instead, the band had gotten into a fistfight, the singer had gotten his ass kicked, and they were breaking up on the second day of recording.

			“So much for being an A&R guy,” I thought. How could anyone be in a band with these guys? How did I get in this situation? How could things get any worse?
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			Hellcat

			Brad Logan: I was an errand boy for Hellcat Records, which was Tim Armstrong’s label. That’s Tim from Rancid. I had been a roadie for Rancid for the past three years. I tuned guitars and set up band gear onstage. We were on tour continuously starting September 1995 with the Out Come the Wolves tour. Tim and I became pretty good friends and we got really close. One day Tim tells me, “I’m going to start a record label and I’m calling it Hellcat. I got this girl named The Wix who’s gonna run it, and if you want, you can work there too, between tours.” I didn’t think twice. I said, “Sounds like a great idea, count me in!”

			The Wix (Hellcat Employee #2): Tim Armstrong was renegotiating a new record deal with Brett Gurewitz and had said he’d stay with Epitaph if he could have his own label. He knew I worked for Moon/Ska Records and Vic Ruggerio had spoken highly of me. Tim had gotten to know me a little bit so he asked if I would be interested in running a label. 

			I asked Tim if I could sign bands that I liked and he said “well…yeah!” Tim is a really gracious guy and he’s really open. What I saw and learned a lot from him was a lot of humility and respect to everyone. He believed in me. Tim and I discussed it. We wanted the bands to have full artistic control, but we wanted to get them out there, and Epitaph had Sony distribution across the world. 

			Charlie Ackerman (Hellcat Employee #3): At Epitaph records, I did publicity, I did marketing, I did a magazine. Then, when I worked at Hellcat Records, I was the number three employee and The Wix was number two, before Chris LaSalle. Everyone at Hellcat was really tight knit. I was fourteen years old when I started there, and I was sixteen when I met Brad Logan. I literally grew up at Epitaph records. It was my high school and college.

			Christina White (Epitaph Records—Radio and Publicity Department): I think that Charlie Ackerman was one of the first people to have inside knowledge at the label. Charlie was a teenager—he was Brett’s cousin or nephew or some shit and that motherfucker was like fifteen or sixteen years old, rolling around with adult degenerate record label executives…if you could call us executives. “Executives.” I don’t think a lot of people had a lot of outside proper music industry experience. Most of us were kids out of the scene who were like, “Oh, I have a brain, and they saw something in us and thought we could do this.” And we thought, “oh, we could do this!” We were all making pretty good money and we were living in Hollywood and there was a bar scene.

			One day, it was like, “Oh, hey, so Brett’s doing a label with Tim. It’s called Hellcat and this is Chris and The Wix…” I don’t remember their titles except that The Wix was seeing one of the guys from the Slackers and Chris used to hang out with Run-DMC. That’s what I remember. I think that’s as far as it went. 

			Charlie Ackerman: So, I was talking to Brett and Brett told me that they had this thing going on with Tim. Brett was always very vague—he was also high as a kite at the time, which didn’t help. He said Tim was going to have his own label and it was described to me as the “punk rock Dr. Dre and Death Row.” That didn’t end well…neither one…one ended better than the other… 

			Then, one day, this crazy broad called “The Wix” shows up. I say crazy only in the most positive way, but…she was a crazy fuckin’ broad. And it was a whirlwind from there. Then we put out the fuckin’ Give ’em the Boot compilation that had Rancid, the Slackers, F-Minus on it. I compiled that. Tim would listen to everything a million times and overanalyze it and ask everyone’s opinion a million times. Wix made the cover in one night with Jesse Fisher—there was this version, there was that version—they did some ghetto Photoshop, made it look like a photocopy when it wasn’t a fuckin’ photocopy, and they banged it out in one night.

			The Wix was stressed out all the time, but I don’t know about what. She was the closest friend I had at the time, but I have no idea why she was stressed out.

			Brad Logan: I think the Wix had a lot of pressure on her as the manager of the newly formed Epitaph offshoot. I could be wrong, but I don’t remember her powers as being specifically defined. It must have been fucking anxiety inducing. As for me, my job description was rather ambiguous too, but I didn’t really give a shit. I was having fun. I was on the payroll but I’m not sure if Brett Gurewitz even knew who I was. 

			Seth Olenick (Photographer; Hellcat Records Intern): At the time at Epitaph, Brett Guerewitz wasn’t around. I never met him. Andy Kaulkin was running everything. Chris LaSalle was really good to me. And he’s good to you as long as you’re useful to him, and then, when you’re not… It’s funny, I was there a lot when it was, “Hey, Chris, this call is for you,” and he was like, “Yeah, tell them I’m in a meeting,” “Tell them I’m busy.” He was good to me…for a time… 

			The Wix: We didn’t really have employees so much. We used the infrastructure of Epitaph that was already there. They had a “bullpen.” They had a marketing team. They had an art department. Brett Gurewitz is a genius. It was a very cool atmosphere. There was a cactus garden and he encouraged people to take breaks. There were video games and there were massages every Friday. He would bring someone in to do the massages. It was the nineties. It was how I imagine Microsoft is like today. It was very relaxed. 

			Brad Logan: With Hellcat, I was always “on-call.” I didn’t have set hours. I wasn’t sure if I really had a job there, but I got a check every two weeks, so I guess I did?

			We even had pagers! But it was more like a crew than a job. We were all friends off the clock. Me, Tim, Wix, Charlie, and Chris LaSalle. We would roll together to go see bands or to taco stands, movies, all over. It was one of the best times of my life. I guess what I did for Hellcat was a little bit of everything. I say I “swept the floors” and “cleaned the toilets,” but really it was more like clerical things—help with ad artwork, running masters to the pressing plant, picking up finished orders, stuffing envelopes. And in some cases, like with Agnostic Front and Choking Victim, I was the go-between for band and label. At least initially. I didn’t have the power to sign anyone or discuss “business.” But I would just be sent out to meet bands, hang out with them, and get a feel for who they were as people, and convince them to sign to this label that I thought was totally great. 

			I think that’s why Tim wanted me out there—either that or he couldn’t find anything else for me to do. Most of the heavy lifting, business and production-wise, was done by the Epitaph staff.

			Charlie Ackerman: I’m not even sure what Brad did. But I had a bullshit job, too. I guess I was there for youthful exuberance. It almost felt like when some band would come to look at the office, we were there as the “flash cash on the drug deal” that was the record transaction.

			Tim was cool. He was a very unique individual. I think that Tim is a lovely man but I fancied him the Howard Hughes of punk rock. Very reclusive, very secretive, very mysterious. He still lives in a big house up on the hill. He was a really sweet dude and totally took care of me and looked out for me. But he was always very strange. 

			Normally, if you’re having a conversation—just two guys talking—maybe we want to do something, so we establish what to do without thinking that there may be an alternative plan…but not so with Tim. He always holds something back or is thinking that there is something else at work. But it’s gotta be hard for a dude. He was the biggest punk rock star at the time and everyone was trying to finagle something out of him, so I suppose you get a little suspicious. I lived at his house forever and was there constantly. He was always great to me. He was always kind. But he always seemed strange. 

			Brad Logan: Tim hears and sees things that most people miss. He can see potential in other people that I’m not sure that they can see in themselves. I think with some of the artists signed to Hellcat, he could see value in them when very few others could.
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			Victim Comes Alive

			Brad Logan: Hellcat received a demo cassette. It had “Choking Victim” written on the face of the tape and nothing else. Maybe it came with a note. Charlie said to me, “You gotta hear this shit! It’s amazing!” I think Tim had given it to him. The first thing I thought was, “Cool name!”

			I was blown away immediately. Tim already knew about them and had met Sturgeon before. I remember Tim saying to me, “They’re the only punk-ska band around that reminds me of what we were doing in Operation Ivy.” Well, I didn’t know shit about Operation Ivy, but I knew there were about a million crappy “ska-punk” bands at the time. And they all worshipped Op Ivy, so that was a heavy endorsement. On the demo was “500 Channels” and maybe a few more. Tim asked me if I would go to New York and contact the singer to get the ball rolling on making a Choking Victim record with Hellcat. 

			After that, I have no idea how I found Sturgeon. These were the days of landlines and pagers. No computers, no cell phones. Tim had handed me a crumpled piece of paper with a phone number scrawled on it. It turned out to be Sturgeons mom’s number. I phoned and left a message with her. A week later Sturgeon called me back. When I got to NYC, we arranged to meet in front of Coney Island High, which was a punk club on St. Marks between Second and Third Avenues. I walked down St. Marks and noticed a guy sitting on the ground in front the club. He looked like a young, dirty, homeless guy—dreadlocked and dressed in all black. “This has gotta be my guy,” I thought. It was!

			As we walked down the street chit-chatting, the first thing I noticed was that his speaking voice sounded just like his singing voice. He seemed highly intelligent, and possessed a warped sense of humor, just like mine. He was also one of the more politically conscious people I had met at the time. I think that was the first thing we connected on. We talked music, books, small talk mostly. He was well-read and had pretty good taste in music—eighties new wave, classic rock, weird shit for a young punk. You can tell a lot about a person by what they listen to, read, and watch on TV.

			Sturgeon (Singer/Guitar—No Commercial Value, Choking Victim, Leftover Crack, Star Fucking Hipsters): Brad and I have a chemistry. We’re good-humored people. In general, we’re not ill-natured or nasty mean people. When we are in conversation, we like to make people laugh. He’s quick-witted. That’s not something you can practice.

			Brad is a really honest person. He comes from Southern California and that is where people won’t tell you the truth to your face. Or they will act nice to you even if they don’t like you. In New York, you tell them to cut the shit because that’s not how things operate. 

			Brad goes off quickly like a powder keg. He can be very short tempered—especially if he hasn’t gotten enough sleep. If he’s angered, he’ll get upset over things that he probably shouldn’t get upset over. We usually yell for a minute or two and then usually, within a few minutes, we drop our anger and talk about it without remaining angry and work it out. I can’t remember arguing with Brad and it not being resolved quickly.

			Brad Logan: I’m probably the only guy in the band that has never physically attacked Sturgeon. 

			He and I would get into arguments and shouting matches. “Fuck you!” “No, fuck you!” “No, fuck you!” “No, fuck YOU!” “No, FUCK YOU!!!”

			But we would always resolve it. The bottom line is that we are friends and we always work it out. Sturgeon always needs to be right…but so do I…

			I think on the inside Sturgeon is a pretty sensitive guy. And the roots of these songs are based in a longing for a better world, one where people aren’t so shitty to one another. I mean, that’s what I see at least. 

			Ara Babajian (Drummer—Leftover Crack, Star Fucking Hipsters, the Slackers): Scott is the most lovable narcissist/sociopath you’ll ever meet. You’d die for him, but he wouldn’t die for anybody. I’ll give a couple examples of who he might really be, because honestly, I’m not sure who he really is. I remember a picture of him at his mom’s house that I always used to see—just a sweet eighth-grade boy. He could have been class president, staring back at me with all the hope in the world.

			I remember him coming to my apartment one time, using up all the ice in the ice trays, and refilling them only about halfway, as if to say, “Yeah, I understand your conventions. But I’m not going to follow them completely.” I remember when I worked in a bookstore in the East Village in the early nineties and he would come in and just sit on the floor for hours because C-Squat was freezing and he just wanted to be somewhere warm that had free water where he could read the latest issue of Eightball. 

			Greg Daly (Tour manager—Leftover Crack, Choking Victim, Napalm Death, many others): Sturgeon’s really smart. He can be crazy. But you can look back lyrically at what he’s been singing for two or three decades, and he’s not wrong about a lot of things. You wish he was for our sake, but he’s not.

			Jack Terricloth (Singer—World/Inferno Friendship Society): Sturgeon is a singer and he’s playing a character that is unhappy with himself. But don’t all singers? Sturgeon is coming from a place of angst. I think Sturgeon is just expressing himself. In actuality, I don’t think he is actually unhappy. I think he is very happy with himself in real life. I’ve had this conversation with other members of World/Inferno while Leftover Crack was on stage. Sturgeon’s a performer. He’s like a Ziggy Stardust as opposed to a David Bowie.

			Alice Hour (Singer—In Evil Hour): Sturgeon is an incredibly intelligent, talented individual, and he’s a fucking great songwriter. He also has the ability to distill a topic in a way that is accessible to people with a layer of offense that is absolutely delightful to people. The man is pure unrestrained id. He just does without thinking. He is impulsive, reactionary, unpredictable, and that’s what we like him for. He definitely does not always get it right, but that’s what we like him for, too.

			Mikey Erg (Drummer—Star Fucking Hipsters, The Ergs, Direct Hit!, Worriers, 7,419 other bands): Sturgeon’s so well-rounded, musically. That made so much sense as to why I was drawn to his bands in the first place. He likes everything. He can take in a lot of musical information and can put it out so it doesn’t sound like the same old punk rock stuff.

			Pete Steinkopf (Guitar—Bouncing Souls; Producer): Leftover Crack are not afraid to talk about the darker side of life—but they always keep some sort of positivity in their message. That’s something that people miss. They balance concepts and musical ideas that no one else could.

			Joe Jack Talcum (Vocals/Guitar—Dead Milkmen, Low Budgets): Leftover Crack and Choking Victim always seemed like normal people to me. I think Sturgeon’s normal. Maybe what’s normal to me isn’t normal to other people? I’ve played shows with Leftover Crack and Sturgeon. It always went well and nothing happened. I think Sturgeon is an amazing songwriter. He writes catchy songs that are easy to sing along to. He has a lot of humor in his songs, like Dead Milkemen do, sometimes—dark humor. That’s one of the reasons I like his music.

			Jesse Cannon (Producer/Engineer): Between Choking Victim and Leftover Crack, you never get that many people that have that much vision in one band that are also stubborn as fuck about achieving that vision—so it’s no wonder the people in those bands can never get along with each other.

			Skwert (Drummer—Choking Victim): When I first heard about Scott, I didn’t really care about what people thought of him, because…people maybe thought I was a jerk, too. One of my friends, who is now dead, was not cool with him. He was like, “Man, fuck that guy!” And I was like, “Why?” But I never really could get to the bottom of it. When I met Sturgeon, we just clicked musically and that was it. Jon Dolan, the Choking Victim drummer before me, gave me the sticks. He said, “Alright, I’m out,” he didn’t say why, and I was in. We were more musical collaborators than we were friends.

			When we first had contact with Hellcat records, Hellcat had reservations because we were some young little shits. They didn’t know us, and they didn’t know what they were getting into. We were less a solid bet than the Pietasters or Slackers. Those are bands that were working, or professional. We were just…just a ball of energy, if you will.

			Sturgeon: The first time I met Skwert he was in a band called the Foul-Mouthed Elves from Boston. The only thing that I remember about them is that they played a cover of Dead Kennedy’s “Moon Over Marin” and it sounded really good. I feel like I never paid attention to that song before. I used to go to C-Squat after school and jam with people. I didn’t know that C-Squat had only been there for about a year.

			I had no idea that the muddiness of the basement was due to the building only being open for a year. Popeye would be down there and maybe Webbie, and whoever else was a musician. I didn’t actually play with Skwert for a while. 

			Denise Vertucci (Head of Fistolo Records; Mischief Brew contributor): Whenever Choking Victim would play in Baltimore, Sturgeon would end up staying at my dorm in Loyola. I remember him looking at my wall, which had Rancid posters on it, or maybe just a magazine article with Tim Armstrong, and Sturgeon thought it was so funny that he was signed to the label of the guy that was on my wall.

			It was always fun when Sturgeon came down because he and my roommate wouldn’t get along. She’s awesome, but she was definitely not a punk and she’s very opinionated and he’s very opinionated so they always clashed. It was actually comical. What set her over the edge was she, Sturgeon, and I were coming back from the movies in suburban Baltimore and maybe she was speeding and…we got pulled over. I saw the cop walking up to the car and he was looking at Sturgeon and I was like, “Oooh nooo…” The cop said to Sturgeon, “Is that a real tattoo?” and Sturgeon said, “Is that a real gun?”

			I was like, “Oh, my God, we are all going to jail.” She wasn’t really happy with him after that.

			Brad Logan: Choking Victim got on the Give ’em the Boot compilation, which was put together by Tim, the Wix, and Charlie. It had bands on the Hellcat roster and a few others.

			Charlie Ackerman: Then, just after Give ’em the Boot came out, all of the Choking Victim dudes just showed up at Hellcat! It was Sturgeon, Skwert, and Shayne plus Skwert’s girlfriend and two giant fuckin’ dogs—they all just showed up uninvited…I think Tim had talked to Sturgeon by saying “you should come out” with no actual invitation intended and they just posted up. They came out and it was like…what?

			Sturgeon: Hellcat was dragging its feet and we had nothing to do with our lives. We went out there uninvited and showed up.

			Charlie Ackerman: They had fuckin’ nowhere to go. I was like sixteen living at my mom’s house in the valley. I was like, “You can crash at my mom’s house, I guess.” I had all of fucking Choking Victim living in my mom’s poolroom for the better part of…it was a minute. They actually lived in the poolroom in the backyard.

			Seth Olenick: The first time I met Sturgeon was 1998. I was an intern at Hellcat at the time. He was staying at Charlie’s place and Charlie was my boss even though Charlie was younger than me. Sturgeon would come in every now and then.

			I had to drive him around at one point. He stunk. He smelled like rotten ass. Over the years, I would go to C-Squat. Eventually, you do get used to the squatter smells.

			He never changed his clothes when I saw him. As far as I know, he stayed in those clothes. I shot a lot of the early Leftover Crack shows. Looking back at the pictures, his clothes were always the same. 

			Mike Trujillo (Producer): With Sturgeon, there are immediate aromatic aspects. He was a little crusty, a little stinky. That’s certainly something. At the time, he was probably using drugs more. So when I first met him, he just seemed enthusiastic and was basically squatting in LA—he may have been popping pills—that might have impacted his presence. When you’re scavenging and you’re a squatter you’re always trying to figure out where you’re going to stay or eat or get a ride somewhere—so that sort of energy was around him.

			Charlie Ackerman: Sturgeon was always just Sturgeon—pilled out of his fuckin’ mind constantly. On Klonopins all the time. I did not like Sturgeon when I met him. It felt like he was always trying to get one over on me, take advantage of something. And the culture at Epitaph was that “you take care of your bands, you take care of your artists, and you do whatever you can do.” I tried to do that and it always felt like he was reaching into my pocket. “Can I get one more thing? Can I get one more thing?”

			I remember Skwert was pissed because he thought they were coming out to do something, and they were not in fact doing anything. I liked Skwert. Shayne was sweet. Sturgeon just fucked up the whole thing. A crackly ass junked-out mess of a giant Klonopin.

			I think they ended up at The Wix’s place. Then, they moved to Brad’s garage.

			Sturgeon: We eventually ended up living in Brad Logan’s garage when we were waiting. Living in Brad’s garage was not a party. It wasn’t a garage attached to a house. There was no toilet or running water. There wasn’t even a normal door. We had to manually hoist up the rusty garage door and slam it down to get in and out. We would go and panhandle across the street at 7-Eleven and then we would walk the mile plus in the oppressive LA heat in our all black, long sleeve, long pants, dirty squatter clothes to the Epitpah offices and hang out there all day, stinking up their offices.

			So, the Wix paid for us to stay at the Olive motel, a crack motel across from Hellcat. It was probably the last one of two crack motels on Sunset. It’s a now a boutique hotel, which is just a shitty motel with carpet and paint. We each had our own room. It was twenty-five bucks a night, but if you stayed a week it was twenty bucks a night. There was a fancier hotel that was like ten bucks more a night, so I never stayed there. I was like, “Fuck this! I’m gonna stay at the twenty-five-bucks-a-night hotel.” Then, I was like, “Damn, that’s a lot of money!” Now, you can’t get a thirty-dollar hotel anywhere. 

			Once, we heard shots. We’re musicians and we’re not getting up before noon. But somebody drove behind the Olive Motel and got in a standoff with the LAPD. It sounded like fireworks. Gunshots just started. Somebody got shot like fifty times. It didn’t even make the news because those things didn’t make the news then.

			I got up and went to Skwert’s room and there was a bullet hole in the window. I think the parking lot from behind the hotel room was a little higher than the hotel, so the cops didn’t mind spraying the wall. So, if you were eight feet tall…or getting an airplane ride from your daddy…you’d have gotten shot.
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			Epitaph Records

			Mike Trujillo: I ran into Sturgeon and he said, “I really want to record some songs right now,” and I had just purchased my first digital sixteen-track recorder to start recording bands. I asked if he wanted to come record for free in my garage.

			We did a cover of “Money Changes Everything,” “Fucked Reality,” and “Hate Yer State.” Two of the songs were released as the Victim Comes Alive seven-inch.

			Charlie Ackerman: When they finally got the record contract together, they’re over at Mike Trujillo’s place in Highland Park. I lived in Highland Park, too. Sturgeon had nowhere to go and they didn’t give him enough money in his contract—they left the homeless guy to be homeless and roam around. “Here’s money to record your record and that’s it.” So, I was like, “Alright, dude, you can stay at my pad.” 

			I had Sturgeon come over to the house. I have my roommate there, so I jokingly said to him, “You can take a shower three times a week and stay inside or you can sleep on the patio.” Motherfucker spent two months on the patio! After he leaves, there are piss buckets and piss bottles and I’m like, “Motherfucker, the bathroom was right THERE, dude!” Ya know?

			Sturgeon: I only stayed at Charlie’s place for a week. We might have stayed at his mother’s a couple of times. I don’t remember whom he lived with, but Charlie did not understand where we came from or why we were homeless. 

			A sixteen-year-old, he’s going to be, “I’m going to use strong language when it comes to Sturgeon’s smell.” I remember the first time I was in an enclosed space with a squatter. I followed a friend into the hallways in an apartment above San Loco and the stench was potent. 

			I didn’t like it at first, but as time went on, I grew to not notice and then embrace it. If someone is going to piss themselves or shit their pants, that’s a different level. But if you are keeping it clean and wiping your ass with toilet paper and not neglecting anything, the odor is not that bad. Something about human stench—it somehow equalizes when you don’t shower for a while. Your body gets to know that it’s not showering and dampens down and turns into a different animal that really is not that unpleasant.

			Charlie Ackerman: He’d come inside to hang out. He was there for two months and was just pilled-out the whole time. You could always tell because his voice would just go to crap: “Krrrkkrkrkrkrkrr!” “Jesus Christ, he’s fucked up again, bro!” But, I’ve had worse houseguests. I don’t think he stole anything.

			Brad Logan: Sturgeon’s not a thief. He might steal from a chain store, but he’s not a thief. 

			Christina White: My office was upstairs at Epitaph, in the balcony. It was big open sky windows, lots of light. It was me, Kim-Chi, and Charlie. We had these big desks and this big, beautiful, gorgeous down-couch. Sturgeon’s ass rolls up and wants to take a nap.

			Sturgeon starts to lay on my big, beautiful couch and I say, “Nuh-uh, buddy, no way. You can get your stinky ass off the couch…so, no way.” Sturgeon’s like, “Yeah fine, well, fuck you, whatever,” and he goes downstairs to the mailroom. He picks out a cardboard box and then flattens out the cardboard box and brings it upstairs and lays it on the couch and then lies down. I was so impressed with his tenacity. That’s pretty ingenious, you know? “This bitch doesn’t want me to dirty up her couch, so I’ll lie down on this cardboard!”

			And then it got around the office, “Oh, did you hear what Trashy said to Sturgeon?” and it sort of made me look prissy, which I am.

			To be really fucking honest, I had never engaged in any of that kind of behavior, like squatting. I wasn’t a crust punk or a train punk, so I just knew that they were staying with The Wix, or sleeping in the cactus garden, and when they got some money they’d stay at the Olive.

			Sturgeon: Pennywise was on a skateboard video game where you would stand on the skateboard and jump around, sweating your ass off. They had that in the Epitaph boardroom and we would sit there and play on that all day. We would make long-distance calls and use their computers. We would make copies. We treated it like a drop-in center. We probably annoyed most people working there. But at the time we didn’t care.

			I might have sold some copies of The Gang’s All Here and the Suffer to a record store on Hollywood Boulevard. They had to have known I was doing that. I think they had an informant at the store because whenever an intern did that, they would get fired. But I guess they couldn’t fire me.

			At some point, I noticed that food would be in the fridge for days, a whole week, and then it would disappear because the cleaning people would throw it out on Friday. I would try to eat all the leftovers at the end of the week. But I got so used to that, that the last time we visited Epitaph and were playing a show, I was like, “this could be a leftover,” and I ate it, and someone walked past, looking like a sad puppy dog, and I was like, “I crossed the line…I think I just ate someone’s lunch…”

			Mike Trujillo: Sturgeon was sleeping at Epitaph. People at Epitaph weren’t ready for that level of punk rock. It was polished southern California punk bands that were relatively well-off and here comes this scavenging, off-putting guy and who didn’t give a shit, and who was probably a little more punk rock, or a lot more, than the other bands. He got a reputation quickly. He had a little camping setup that you need to survive, which sort of weirded people out. People would see him with his utensils and see him washing up in the bathroom. People couldn’t handle it. People couldn’t handle him washing up outside. It was like having a homeless person around.

			Sturgeon: We didn’t have the internet at the Olive Motel. We’d go over to Epitaph and say, “Oh, I’m gonna go to a website,” and type in the website. It’s loading. Go into the bathroom and shoot up. Come out fifteen minutes later…still loading! Everyone probably knew I was doing a bunch of heroin at Epitaph because Mr. Brett was doing heroin, too! It has a stinky smell! It’s a stinky drug!

			Mike Trujillo: As liberal as punk rockers think they are, this quickly challenged aspects of their identity that they hadn’t confronted before. Sturgeon kind of didn’t give a shit. Tim Armstrong wanted to produce the record, and Sturgeon didn’t give a shit. You’re supposed to be punk rock, but you can’t escape the social capital of people who have a certain esteem—Brett Gurewitz and Tim Armstrong—but he didn’t give a fuck about either of them or being near them, or gaining that social capital for esteem. He didn’t need to perform in certain ways.

			Charlie Ackerman: Sturgeons a fuckin’ dick. But it’s been twenty years. I was listening to his records recently. He hits some solid points. The message stands. 
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			Crack Rock Steady

			Sturgeon: In Choking Victim, the term “Crack Rock Steady” came up and that has stuck with my bands. I don’t dislike it. It’s something that I made up. It’s not like I thought about it that much. It became a thing and a Choking Victim song. I never was like, “I should have called it this.” It was silly at the time and it’s still a silly thing. It’s not supposed to be serious. It’s reggae and ska music on crack. It wasn’t supposed to relate to anybody’s drug use. It was just something that was made up to be funny and clever—I don’t know if it is clever.

			I probably listened to Jamaican music before two-tone music, but I was a fan of two-tone before I recognized the difference between Jamaican rocksteady and two-tone. I listened to old Bob Marley and the Wailing Wailers. I didn’t know it was called rocksteady. 

			During that time, when that crack rock steady phrase came to be, I was best friends with Jungle John. He’s not alive anymore. He died in the late nineties and I don’t even know his last name. He was called Jungle John because he liked jungle music. He went out to the West Coast and I heard that he died.

			I don’t know that much about him, but he was my best friend for four months. Four months is a lifetime when you are in your early twenties. We were walking down Avenue B between Eighth and Seventh street and I looked up and said, “Leftover Crack—that’s a really good oxymoron!” He agreed. For all I know, he said it, but it doesn’t matter. Already, I was pretty sure that my next band was going to be called Leftover Crack. I wasn’t sure how it would go down.

			We had hung out all winter. It was winter ’96-’97, I think. We were drug buddies. We would panhandle and make money to buy drugs. We would do that and spend the rest of the day hanging out. We would spend a lot of time playing pool. 

			We were doing heroin. But I don’t feel like we did a lot. We would get our money together, we did it, and then we hung out. I don’t remember it being on our mind all day. We just hung out all day.

			At the time, it was a really cold winter and no one had heat and we were both in different squats, and heroin is very warming. You wake up in the morning, cold as hell, and you’d do drugs and feel good all day. You’d get warm in the bars and you wouldn’t worry about the cold that most people worry about. We had a food supply or we’d go around looking in the garbage. My friend, she let John stay on the floor, and she’d bring back sandwiches every day from her job at a bank. Lunch was catered and the uneaten food was thrown in the trash. She’d grab them and we’d go back and eat the sandwiches. Then we would split up and that would be the end of the evening for us.

			Skwert: The music of Choking Victim wasn’t calculated. It really was just a reaction of people getting together and wailing on something. It was “here’s one riff, here’s another riff.”

			I always thought the satanic thing in Choking Victim was parody. It was the most outrageous thing we could think of. The three elements—satanic, crack smoking, cop killing—they just seemed so ridiculous to me. You’re punk rock and you’re doing things to be outrageous. I’m not a Satanist. If you believe that stuff, well, hey. I don’t personally believe in that stuff. It was tongue-in-cheek, at least for me. The ska part only magnifies that.

			I’ve been into the ska scene since I was thirteen or fourteen. I had a lot of skinhead friends and grew up listening to dancehall and reggae. A lot of the ska sound from Choking Victim had to do with me. I wasn’t just playing a punk beat on ska. I was trying to fuse a rock sound with a ska drumbeat.

			When we first started playing, Sturgeon had a serious quality of depth. The songs were right from the heart and everybody could gravitate to them. If a little kid can bop up and down, which is my test, then you’ve got a good song. That was the majority of our songs.

			Sturgeon: Around that time, I met Ezra, who was also living at C-Squat. He was a nice guy. I must have heard him play guitar. He was really good. That’s how I hired everyone for Choking Victim. If they could play and they seemed like they had nothing to do, and ended up at C-Squat, that worked.

			He was probably a lot more reliable than other candidates to be in our band. We also realized that we had similar tastes in music. It was always a plus if someone lived in C-Squat. Choking Victim didn’t really have people that didn’t live in C-Squat or live at a squat within a block of C-Squat.

			One of our mutual friends said that Ezra was interested if we were doing anything. I ran into him in the hall one day. I said, “We’re practicing tomorrow, do you want to listen to this stuff and try playing guitar on it?” I think the first thing he said to me was, “I’ll come as long as you don’t mind having a balding band member.” He was very concerned about being bald. This was over twenty years ago and he never really balded. Up through today, he hasn’t balded as far as I know.

			Ara Babajian: When I first met Ezra, he was always wearing a hoodie and came across as kind of spooky. He would lock and unlock his rehearsal space for us to use late at night on Twenty-Third Street. He would kind of appear out of the mist and then retreat back into it. 

			Skwert: Ezra joined Choking Victim about six months before the end of the band. The funny part about Ezra, he was the first guy in the scene that I knew that did his taxes. He was deep thinking and I’m just not sure where his head was at. I don’t know if I ever met the “real” Ezra. 
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			“Artistic Differences”

			Mike Trujillo: I got a call from Choking Victim and Tim Armstrong was pushing to produce their album. They didn’t want to work with him. They called me and asked me if I wanted to come to New York to record their album.

			Brad Logan: One day Sturgeon calls me up and says, “Hey, Choking Victim is playing a show in York, Pennsylvania. Do you want to come with us?” It was me, Sturgeon, Skwert, Shayne, and Mike Dreg—he drove. We piled into Mike’s pickup truck and drove four hours, four fucking hours. I couldn’t believe we were driving four hours from New York City for one gig only to turn around and drive four hours back. 

			When we got there, we found out that the opener was Kiss It Goodbye, a Revelation Records metalcore band. The bill couldn’t have been more mismatched. It was the era of the earnest, deadly serious hardcore guy and Choking Victim were a bunch of stumblefuck ska-punkers.

			There were maybe twenty people there. As we were watching Kiss It Goodbye, Sturgeon kept shouting “play some ska!” between the songs. They were visibly annoyed, but didn’t respond…or play any ska. The drummer played the entire set with his back to the crowd with the drum set facing the back wall. What the fuck is the drummer thinking? Where I come from, that means someone is going to lob a beer can at your head for sure.

			Mike Trujillo: I remember for the Choking Victim record, somehow Brad came along and I remember not being sure why—it was almost like they wanted a label representative to just be there. He just came out to New York and he didn’t really do anything. Here’s this nice guy who wants to be involved, but the actual purpose of it wasn’t clear.

			Sturgeon: We were all set to record the Choking Victim album at the squat around the corner where Skwert lived, called Serenity. 

			Pezent Shayne (Bass—Choking Victim): We had to record at Serenity because that’s where Skwert had all the stuff. If we had recorded at C-Squat, there would be cats and homeless kids just crawling all over the wiring. It would have been a mess. 

			Skwert: Serenity was lower east side hippies and artists and activists. They were people that had their shit together. They knew how to fight eviction and all that. With C-Squat, the squat itself was peripheral. You might not have a window, no electricity or water. You were living in a godforsaken building. By ’93, C-Squat might have had running water. There were times where it was just cut off and you weren’t getting it for a while.

			C-Squat was run by people that were into punk, but weren’t just “punks.” It was train-hopping, hobo-ey, art kind of people. There was a contrast between serenity and C-Squat. Serenity had its shit together and C-Squat was everybody just getting fucked up and everybody just doing whatever they wanted.

			Serenity, initially, was kind of a hippie…or yippie…scene. This is one thing you have to remember before Choking Victim and all these other bands—punks weren’t allowed into the real squats.Serenity was one of those squats where there were no punk rockers for a while. Bat from Public Nuisance was the first punk that they let live at Serenity. A guy called Horsehead might have been there before Bat. He was more in line with that scene. Serenity was more of a real squat in that it had running water and electricity. My wife and I had a kid and so we moved into that place. 

			Because of the way it was set up, we decided to record No Gods/No Managers at Serenity.

			Sturgeon: I wasn’t living at C-Squat at the time. I was living at my friend’s house in the Bronx. That was Eugenio from 2000 Dirty Squatters. It was a long commute…maybe an hour and a half. I got there on time and nobody else was there and the other two members lived at C-Squat, just down the block. I said to Skwert, “I’m outta here!” which meant that I was going to go walk around the block. He thought it meant “I quit,” which wasn’t the case.

			Then, he sucker punched me and I fell down. He hit me or kicked me a few more times and I was pretty beat up. I stumbled out of there and down the block and lay in the street.

			I was lying on Ninth Street between Avenue C and Avenue D. Then, Mike Trujillo came up to me. I had a bloody nose and was lying there. I was like, “Skwert beat me up!” He continued on to the squat. I realized that if I lay there, people from the band were going to keep coming up to me all day. So, I walked up to Tompkins Square Park toward Avenue A and Ninth Street, which was not an area that is commonly walked through by the crusties of that era. I went up there and lay on a bench. 

			Brad Logan: Choking Victim broke up the second day into recording No Gods/No Managers. We had arranged to go out and record the band in Skwert’s room at Serenity. It was across the street from C-Squat. I flew out to NYC with Mike Trujillo from Epitaph the day before. He had a rack of out-board recording gear about the size of a large suitcase. I was also there to film “raw footage” for a possible Hellcat video. I was filming them setting up, rolling joints, talkin’ shit, walking to the store. Everyday things. The band started in on their first day of recording. I was staying somewhere else in the city, so after they tracked for a bit, I took off. The next day around noon I went down to C-Squat to see what was up for the day. When I got there the other three guys from the band were standing in front, kind of looking at the ground, bummed out. I was like, “What’s up? Where’s Sturgeon? Aren’t you guys excited to do this? This is going to be great!”

			Someone mumbled, “Sturgeon and Skwert got in a fight. Then Skwert punched out Sturgeon. We don’t know where he went. We think he went to Tompkins Square Park.”

			I was like, “You’re fucking kidding me.” 

			So, I go to Tompkins Square Park, walk through all the trails, and I come up on Sturgeon. He’s lying on one of the benches there with a black eye and dried blood on his face. Syringes and drugs were spilling out his pockets in broad daylight. I was like, “Dude, what the fuck?”

			He goes, “I’m not recording today, I quit! I walked over to Skwert’s house and he punched me! That’s it! It’s over!”

			I remember thinking, “It’s over before it even began.” Then, I’m thinking, “Shit, this isn’t good. What kind of band does this the second fucking day of recording?” Then I thought, “What the hell am I gonna tell Hellcat?!” So, I go back to the stoop at C-Squat and tell the rest of the band, “I think Sturgeon’s quitting, I’m going to go get some lunch.” So much for being an A&R guy.

			Mike Trujillo: We were only recording Choking Victim for two days. Skwert and Scott got in a fight. I showed up the second day of recording. Sturgeon was sitting out front the door. Sturgeon had been waiting out front and was pissed and grumpy. Skwert and Sturgeon had antagonism already. Skwert is intense and Sturgeon is a grumpy dude.

			When Sturgeon got to C-Squat, I was going to run to the store and Sturgeon was going up to call up to Skwert. And I hear Skwert’s dog barking. Three minutes later, Sturgeon comes stumbling out the door with blood pouring out of his face. He hobbles away and I’m like, “Fuck!”

			I think what happened was Sturgeon was up there and there was some antagonism, and at some point, Sturgeon said to Skwert, “Fuck this record!” It was something they had argued about and Skwert just started beating the shit out of Sturgeon. Sturgeon said that he was on the ground and was like, “Okay, this beating should stop at some moment,” and it just didn’t stop. It was this insane violent response from Skwert. I think Skwert was tired of Sturgeon complaining about stuff and he just lost it. They had enough back-and-forth over this thing and that just set Skwert off. But I’m guessing that there was more to the conversation. 

			Sturgeon: When people that you invest heavily in your life…there’s a trust lost when someone is violent. I knew Skwert was a violent person, but he had never turned on me. The second he did, I lost a lot of trust in him and I think he knew that. I think he knew that once he laid a finger on me, things were over, and I think he knew there was nothing he could do to make it better. Back then getting punched was a new and terrifying thing to me. Now, it’s just another Tuesday night. 
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