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			For my lovely wife, Brenda, who had never heard the Ramones before we met. Within a few weeks, she was writing the lyrics to “Sheena Is a Punk Rocker” in the margins of her notebook. If that ain’t love, I don’t know what is.

			IN MEMORY OF BONNI MILLER
This book couldn’t have happened without you. 
In memory also of JOEY, JOHNNY, DEE DEE, and TOMMY. 
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			Overture

			The Kids Are All Hopped Up and Ready to Go

			(In 2000, a friend named Eric Strattman was soliciting contributions for a fanzine called Angst & Daisies. Like most writers, I’m always eager to write without actually getting paid for it, so I wrote the following in answer to the question posed to us: What was the album that changed your life?)

			The album that changed my life? Oh, no—we’ll have none of that in this corner! While this is certainly a popular question for this sort of exercise (a CD buyer’s guide to which I contributed a few years back peppered its regular listings with sidebars consisting of the replies given by various Famous People to that very same question), I personally reject it with the specific intent of setting it afire and going wee-wee all over its smoldering embers.

			It’s not that I don’t believe a record album can change one’s life; I do believe it, and anyway, I’ve read too many testimonials of such conversions to ever dismiss ’em all out of hand. And besides, a record did change my life. It just wasn’t an album that did the deed. It was a single, a 45-rpm single, the building block of rock ’n’ roll. One sublime song on a 7-inch slab o’ vinyl was all it took. Lemme tell ya ’bout it….

			As a child growing up in the sixties and seventies, my musical preferences were largely shaped by AM Top 40 radio. The Beatles, of course, were inescapable; when I was four years old, I saw A Hard Day’s Night at the local drive-in, so I’m all set whenever someone gets around to asking me about the movie that changed my life. A couple of years later, we had The Monkees on TV every week. We had that great, transcendent TV commercial for Radio Free Europe, wherein an Eastern European DJ used the Drifters’ “On Broadway” as the living, thriving embodiment of truth, justice, and the American way, baby.

			And we had the radio, pumping out an endless supply of rockin’ pop, from the Rolling Stones to the Archies, Herman’s Hermits, the American Breed, Gary Lewis and the Playboys, the Castaways, the Surfaris, Jefferson Airplane. We had “I Fought the Law” by the Bobby Fuller Four and “I Like It like That” by the Dave Clark Five, two songs that I only ever seemed to hear in my brother’s red convertible, thus convincing me that his was the only radio that played those songs. And that’s just the stuff that I specifically remember being aware of as a grade school kid.

			I continued to listen faithfully to AM radio right through my freshman and sophomore years in high school, rushing on a steady barrage of short, sharp songs that just had to be played over and over again. I had favorite albums, too—if you’d asked me today’s question in 1976 or ’77, I’d have dutifully answered Sgt. Pepper or Abbey Road, with an honorable mention for maybe the White Album, plus the Sweet’s Desolation Boulevard, the Monkees’ Pisces, Aquarius, Capricorn & Jones Ltd., even—believe it or not!—Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours. But these were all merely records that I liked to play, alongside my regular diet of 45s and compilation LPs. There was nothing here to really change my life. Yet.

			The seeds of the revolution were planted by a music tabloid called Phonograph Record Magazine. As a senior in high school, I picked up a couple of issues of PRM, which were sponsored as giveaways by WOUR-FM, the Utica, NY album-rock station that had stolen my loyalty away from the now-disco AM stations. (WOUR also played the Kinks, a band I’d recently discovered thanks to sage advice from my sister, so AM radio really couldn’t compete like it used to.) 

			PRM seemed to me like a communiqué from another world, especially with its coverage of something called punk rock, which intrigued me endlessly. To this day, I can’t explain the instant fascination I felt with this sound I’d never actually heard, and with groups I’d never heard of: Eddie and the Hot Rods. Blondie. The Sex Pistols. And, most importantly, the Ramones.

			The descriptions of the Ramones captivated me. They seemed like they must be horrible, degenerate, almost criminal. They also seemed like they might be the most exciting rock ’n’ roll band imaginable. I was scared of them, and I was hooked on ’em body and soul before I ever heard a note of their music.

			In the summer of ’77, the year I graduated from high school, I heard punk rock for the first time when WOUR played the Sex Pistols’ new single, “God Save the Queen.” It didn’t quite change my life, but the seeds were taking root. During a vacation in Cleveland, I saw some of the records I’d been reading about but couldn’t quite make the commitment to actually buy them yet. That fall, I started college in Brockport, NY, and the campus radio station finally allowed me to hear Blondie, Television, and the Ramones. I didn’t immediately fall as hard for the Ramones as I thought I might, but I was still hooked. And I finally gave in and bought my first two punk rock singles. One was the import single of the Sex Pistols’ “God Save the Queen,” which I remembered from its spin on WOUR. The other was a Ramones record that I hadn’t yet heard: “Sheena Is a Punk Rocker.”

			I didn’t even own a stereo at the time. So, I had to wait until Thanksgiving break to actually hear my new acquisitions. Back home for the holidays, I played “God Save the Queen,” and it was good. And then I played “Sheena Is a Punk Rocker” for the first time.

			It played. And I stared at the record, watching it spin as it played. The record ended.

			And I got up and played it again. And again. And again. And several more agains after that.

			I swear to God, I suddenly felt taller. Colors seemed brighter. The confusing world of a seventeen-year-old all at once…well, nothing can make sense of a seventeen-year-old’s world, but clarity seemed within reach. I had never heard anything like this record! I played it again. And I played it again.

			It sounded like the Beach Boys, like the AM pop music that I always loved, and continued to love. But it was faster, fuller, innately louder even at low volume. Everything was different. Nothing was the same. My life, like Lou Reed (almost) said, was changed by rock ’n’ roll. 

			About a month after first hearing “Sheena Is a Punk Rocker,” I wrote my first essay on rock ’n’ roll music, extolling the virtues of punk rock in general and the Ramones in particular. It was published as an emeritus contribution in my high school newspaper (a far cooler publication than the reactionary rag at my college, which reviewed the Sex Pistols’ album by saying something to the effect that, “Put simply, this record sucks.”). My essay became the focal point for the nascent punk scene at my alma mater. A few months later, Bomp! magazine published a special issue devoted to power pop, a label that seemed to perfectly describe the type of music I loved the most; Bomp! even listed “Sheena Is a Punk Rocker” as one of power pop’s definitive records.

			In between, in January of 1978, I saw a local punk/power pop group called the Flashcubes, and my fate was sealed. I’d found my music, and I would preach its virtues forevermore. Many factors led to this point, from the British Invasion and its aftermath in the sixties, to my vicarious fascination with punk via Phonograph Record Magazine. But it was “Sheena Is a Punk Rocker” that accomplished the change. And, right now, it’s high time I played that record again. And again. And again. 

			—

			In 1994, I was a frequent freelance contributor to Goldmine magazine, a bi-weekly tabloid produced for record collectors. Goldmine was edited at the time by a gentleman named Jeff Tamarkin, and in 1994, Jeff was actively looking for articles to tie in with the magazine’s year-long celebration of its twentieth anniversary. Since the Ramones were also hitting the twenty-year mark in ’94, I pitched Jeff on the sheer inevitability of a Ramones cover story, and he agreed. Jeff contacted the Ramones’ people; the group’s publicist, the wonderful Ida Langsam, set me up for phone interviews with each of them: I could call Joey at this number at this time; I could not call Johnny at all, but should expect a call from him precisely at this time. Johnny called right on schedule; Joey wasn’t even home when I called.

			Disappointed that the interview was apparently not going to happen, I left a message on Joey’s answering machine. Joey called me back, apologized profusely, and asked me if we could still do the interview, like, maybe an hour from now, ya know? I was delighted to comply. 

			(After speaking with Joey for something like two and a half hours that night, I was stunned when he called me back unexpectedly a week later. Having covered the Ramones’ history in our initial conversation, Joey wanted to be sure I knew about his other current projects: a duet with General Johnson [formerly of the Chairmen of the Board] on a Southern beach music cover of “Rockaway Beach,” which would be included on a compilation called Godchildren of Soul; a recording project with his brother, Mickey Leigh, billed as Sibling Rivalry, covering Blodwyn Pig’s “See My Way”; his appearance on a songwriters’ showcase compilation called In Their Own Words, singing “I Wanna Be Sedated” with musical support from Andy Shernoff of the Dictators; and his desire to work again with Holly Beth Vincent [ex of Holly and the Italians], with whom Joey had dueted on a cover of Sonny and Cher’s “I Got You Babe” for single release back in 1982. Unprepared for the call, I didn’t have a cassette ready to record the conversation, so I just scribbled notes as fast as I could. It still ranks as one of the most pleasant surprise phone calls I’ve ever received, to pick up the receiver and hear, “Hi, Carl? It’s Joey Ramone.”)

			Ida was only able to set up interviews with the then-current members of the band. I also very much wanted to interview Tommy Ramone and Richie Ramone, and I was dying to get in touch with Dee Dee Ramone. But these were not to be. That said, the interviews with Joey, Johnny, Marky, and C. J. were everything I could hope they’d be. My wife Brenda helped me transcribe the hours of tapes, and then I tried to assemble them all into something resembling a conversation, creating the illusion of all four Ramones sitting and chatting together at the same time.

			At the time, no one knew how unlikely that would be, to ever have all the Ramones together, sitting and chatting at the same time. In later years, we’d find out that Joey and Johnny hated each other, that they virtually never spoke to each other, that tension was a way of life if you were a Ramone. There are hints of that tension in these interviews, but it was still a secret and none of the brudderhood was prepared to reveal that to outsiders. Semper Fi.

			I went into this project unapologetically starry-eyed. Still am, really. I had always felt that the Ramones did not get their just due, and I wanted to give them a spotlight, a cover story, a big ol’ showcase for the members of the band to tell their own tale. Goldmine’s managing editor Bonni Miller somehow made it all fit within one single, glorious issue. 

			The resulting piece, “Twenty Years of ‘Gabba Gabba Hey’: The Few, the Proud, the Ramones,” was published in the September 30, 1994, issue of Goldmine. Management secured permission to wrap it all up with a cartoon cover by The Simpsons’ creator Matt Groening, depicting Homer Simpson cheering the Ramones on. I had requested that cover but didn’t learn it had happened until I saw the issue on the stands. What a great, fulfilling memory.

			When the Ramones were inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 2002, the hall’s website cited my original article in its short list of “Recommended Reading” on the Ramones. (How short was the list? Three items. The list consisted of Jim Bessman’s terrific book Ramones: An American Band, a late seventies article from Rolling Stone, and my Goldmine piece. I’ll risk the sin of pride and say that’s kind of a big deal.)

			Periodicals have a limited shelf life, so this material has effectively been out of print for nearly thirty years. It’s time we fixed that. Hell, it’s time we expanded that. What follows is not the article that appeared in Goldmine—I had no interest in merely reprising that—but rather a fuller representation of my interviews with some guys who shared the stage surname Ramone. It’s too big a record for just a magazine. We need a whole book here.

			Hey-ho…ya know?

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Hey-Ho, Let’s Go!

			The Ramones are arguably the single most influential rock ’n’ roll act to emerge from that curious muddle of magic and mediocrity called the 1970s. If you think it’s strange to refer to a noisy quartet of willful misfits—a group whose minimalist approach may seem to border on parody and/or simple ineptitude, a group which never had any hit records, a group which rarely received radio play outside of college stations, a group that was still waiting to break through to mass popular recognition when it finally cashed in its chips after more than twenty years of bubbling under—and if you just can’t understand why anyone could consider this three-chord band of glue-sniffing punks so friggin’ important, then you better sit down, kids, ’cause it’s time for your history lesson right here at Rock ’n’ Roll High School.

			The Ramones were unlike any rock ’n’ roll band the world had ever heard before. Oh, they had obvious antecedents; MC5, the Stooges, the New York Dolls, and the Dictators each provided early models of thunderous amateurism and out-for-kicks abandon. But the Ramones reinterpreted all of that—plus myriad influences encompassing Freddy “Boom Boom” Cannon, the Beach Boys, Alice Cooper, the Ohio Express, the Who, the Ronettes, and Herman’s Hermits—at the garage-band level. In the process, they revved-up the tempo, stripping the music of all extraneous clutter, surrendering all waste to the exhilarating thrill of the forward thrust. The Ramones didn’t just play songs; they pummeled their way through them with the piledriving determination of Sgt. Fury and his Howling Commandos moving through occupied Europe.

			If you doubt the pervasiveness of the Ramones’ influence on pop music, look at the top of the pops. Sure, you’ve never seen “I Wanna Be Sedated” or “Judy Is a Punk” in the Top 40 listings but consider the differences between some of the chart-toppers of 1974 and the popular music of 1994, when these interviews were conducted. Some things may have remained unchanged, but there’s simply no way to get from “(You’re) Having My Baby” and “I Honestly Love You” to “Smells Like Teen Spirit” and—God knows!—Green Day without at least considering the Ramones as a significant contributing factor. 

			And now? It wouldn’t surprise me if you saw some random kid today, someone far too young to remember the Ramones first-hand, nonetheless sporting a Ramones T-shirt. It doesn’t even matter if such kids really know the Ramones or if they just think the damned shirt looks cool. It’s evidence of the Ramones’ assimilation into the greater pop culture. In the seventies, they were outsiders, square pegs. Today, the Ramones are the Beatles, Bob Marley, Jimi Hendrix, the Doors, AC/DC, Nirvana, Batman. The Ramones are everywhere.

			It sure is a long way from the Ramones’ secret origin in 1974. What, not even fifty years ago? Man, it was a million years ago.

			In 1974, four guys from Forest Hills, Queens, became the Ramones. Guitarist Johnny Cummings and drummer Tommy Erdelyi had been in a high school group called Tangerine Puppets (playing bass and guitar, respectively). Tangerine Puppets broke up while the pair were still in high school. Erdelyi went on to become a recording engineer at the Record Plant in Manhattan, where he would work on Jimi Hendrix’s Band of Gypsys album, and on records by Mountain and John McLaughlin.

			Meanwhile, Cummings had formed his new band with two neighbors, Douglas Colvin on bass and vocals, and lanky Jeffrey Hyman on drums. Hyman had sung for a glitter band called Sniper, and soon moved from the drum seat to the lead vocal spot in this new group. Erdelyi expressed interest in becoming the group’s manager; frustration with the fruitless search for an appropriately minimalist drummer led him to occupy the drum spot himself, even though he had never drummed before. A fifth member, identified only as Ritchie, was in and out of the group in the blink of an eye.

			The group gelled—primitive, amateur, and untrained, but possessed of an unmatched adrenaline buzz. There remained one final rite of passage. Seeking a group identity, the band members discarded their surnames in favor of a uniform nom du guerre, inspired by a pseudonym once used by Paul McCartney. Johnny Cummings, Jeffrey Hyman, Tommy Erdelyi, and Douglas Colvin ceased to exist; in their place were Johnny, Joey, Tommy, and Dee Dee Ramone. The Ramones had been born, and there was nothing anyone could do about it.

			They were far from an immediate hit. Audiences didn’t know what to make of this loud, bizarre group. But the Ramones persevered. They got tighter and, of course, faster! They began playing at a filthy Bowery club called CBGB’s and developed a following. Word of mouth spread, and an unlikely scene began to develop at both CBGB’s and another club, Max’s Kansas City—a scene centered around the varied talents of groups like the Heartbreakers (featuring former New York Dolls Johnny Thunders and Jerry Nolan), Blondie, Talking Heads, Richard Hell and the Voidoids, and Television. Somebody applied the name “punk” to the scene, recalling cantankerous sixties groups like the Standells and the Shadows of Knight. No band embodied that scene quite like the Ramones did.

			The Ramones acquired a manager, former MC5 publicist and 16 Magazine coeditor, Danny Fields. The group signed a record deal with Sire Records, an independent record company run by the near-visionary Seymour Stein. Their first album, Ramones, was released in 1976.

			The galvanizing “Hey-ho, let’s go!” chant of “Blitzkrieg Bop” kicked off Ramones, a record that was raw, jarring, and much, much more primal than the polished sounds of the day. Song titles like “Now I Wanna Sniff Some Glue” and “Today Your Love, Tomorrow the World” conveyed a cartoon depravity, and the Ramones reveled in their own fascination with American junk culture, from B-grade horror films to fast food and 7-11s.

			Ramones also displayed the group’s own bizarre Top 40/bubblegum aspirations, as the almost-jangly (sort of) “I Wanna Be Your Boyfriend” and a cover of Chris Montez’s “Let’s Dance” reflected undisguised pop sensibilities. The album may not have seemed like a professional product by the slick standards of radio, but it was a revelation nonetheless.
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