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I would like to dedicate this book to Billie, my soul mate and wife, without whose help and support I never would have made it this far. And to our amazing boys whose understanding and support of this lifestyle has been a blessing. I love you all.

In loving memory of Tony and Mary Perry



FOREWORD

by Johnny Depp

As I sit here before a most cacophonous piece of blank onion skin, which I ever so delicately stuffed into my sturdy Olympia typewriter, and which surely deserves a more appreciative and well-balanced operator, but alas, such is its lamentable fate to be clubbed by my inept and clumsy digits, the paper screams for me to make the first move.

My thoughts are charged with the challenge of writing a few words on a man. An artist. A significant, nay, eminent artist, not only for me but for many others. A guitarist extraordinaire. A hero whose immeasurable ability has sent him high onto every Greatest Guitar Player list going ever since he sliced through some of the most tasteful and raging notes to be unleashed on an unwitting world. A hero who I’ve been given the honor to call both friend and brother.

Pondering him—the man, the mentor—the flood of imagery is astounding. I am swarmed by visions, swept away, almost, happily catapulted backward into fond memories of a fucked-up youth, with everything and nothing to look forward to. Did I delve into all those clichéd Things That I Shouldn’t Have as a kid? Indeed, I fucking did. With great passion, pure ignorance, and fucking gusto. For a good while there, life for me was an endless, rickety, and dangerous train wreck just waiting to happen. But no self-medication, no booze or chemical what-have-you, has ever done what a solitary sliver of music could do. Not even close.

You see, this middle-aged fuck-up was once that fucked-up kid. Aged twelve, or thereabouts. Sitting in the backseat of my folks’ car. We were caught up in traffic outside the Publix supermarket and Eckerd drugstore, where there was some local to-do occurring in the parking lot. A band was playing. As we hit the stoplight, I watched the colors change around the musicians in silhouette with rapt attention. I was captivated. Wholly. And as the sound and vision imposed themselves upon the provincial, compact folds of that spun-out little brain, I knew. Suddenly, everything was in order. The song they were playing was “Dream On.” Never more had I needed that moment, that song, or that bat-shit realization, clarifying the very reason for my existence and what I needed to do in order to stay sane and alive: I needed a guitar . . . and quick!

With hard green cash never having bothered my pocket before, I managed to wrangle twenty-five bucks from my mom to pick up a Decca electric. The first Aerosmith record and a Mel Bay chord book had to be stuffed down my trousers and jacket. (Desperate measures and all that.) I played that record and studied the chord book as if it were some holy language. Puberty went by almost unnoticed. I shut myself off from the world, holed up in my little room, practicing, practicing, and practicing again. . . . I had to be note perfect.

And thus my life began.

Now, for me, as a shy, scruffy teen, the name Joe Perry would invoke a reverence for a species I had never known, especially in those early years when all teacher types, no matter how hard they tried, could not penetrate my brain enough to command any respect. Nothing in the world existed aside from the guitar and those who had mastered it as the ultimate form of expression . . . the perfect medium for a reclusive twelve-year-old to vent some serious spleen.

Joe Perry was one of the very few names back then—aside from everyone’s ultimate music maestro, Keith Richards—who could inspire any sense of genuine awe into my adolescent mind, galvanizing body and spirit into actually giving a fuck. They were of an ilk never before encountered. The idea of meeting these untouchable heroes in real life was absurd—akin to ordering government-approved marijuana and having it delivered to your door personally by Mr. Obama. Unlikely . . .

But every tinder needs its flint, after all, and in this case, the genius of Joe was able to fully bloom when fused with another musical genius, that of the profoundly fervent, nigh-evangelical showman Steven Tyler, who just so happened to harbor one of the finest, most soulful set of pipes ever to have existed, all accompanied and brought to the fore by the brilliant musicianship of Brad Whitford, Tom Hamilton, and Joey Kramer. One other, sometimes unspoken member of the band that I would like to salute is the legendary producer and all-around wonderful human being Jack Douglas, who sat at the helm for those early records, guiding them, directing them. No doubt his input proved to be beyond integral to their incredible success. Over the years, the band has suffered its ups and downs, as you will read much of here, but all in all they’ve outlasted the vast majority of their peers and are still going strong today, having survived and ultimately surpassed the many brief epochs and trends tended to far lesser entities than themselves.

Cut to 2010. Hollywood, California. Swing House Recording Studios, just off Sunset Boulevard. Steven Tyler prowls about the room like a high-octane jungle cat. He had kindly invited a friend and me to watch the band record a few tracks for the new album. And there is Joe Perry. Right there, in the corner, just visible in the dark. He called me over and we sat there, he indulging me, discussing guitars and showing me the effects he was using for what would eventually become Music from Another Dimension! It was a huge moment for me, to sit there in a room full of idols, with this particular idol paying me any attention whatsoever, let alone confiding in me. And since then, that impossible afternoon, I’ve experienced the immeasurable pleasure of playing the Hollywood Bowl, among other stages, with Joe, Steven, and the boys. Although the night that holds the most special place in my heart was when that formerly toxic twosome came and played music with my son, Jack, for his birthday party a few years ago. He and I were like a couple of fans—in total awe! I was that little kid again, nearly the same age as my son.

A poetic life was Joe’s fate. He was born with a style. He may have gleaned from the greats before him, as everyone must, but he transformed all that learning into his own signature sound. The way he uses musical notes is as personal and unique as any conversation you could ever have with the man. It’s how he communicates. He is a master of feel, and with guitar in hand, his muscular, rhythmic tones soar effortlessly, seizing all those in earshot, reflecting the inherent unpretentiousness of his ability. There is something primordial in the nature of his grooves that just flat-out fuckin’ rocks, inviting everyone to witness and experience. There’s no elitist guest list here. No VIPs. No backstage pass is needed.

If you’re holding this book in your hands then, aside from the music itself, you have all that you will ever need. The heart and soul of the man himself, hurled faithfully at the page. The wise, silent one finally speaks! You’ll note the sagacious nature of a wholly sapient man. No bullshit. Devoid of it. Plain and simple. All the shyness, the honesty, the love, sweat, tears, and humility of this mysterious creature awaits you, friends, from his beginnings all the way to the here and now . . . and whatever might still be to come.

This book is a gift. A sacred tome, even. A hitherto secret slice of life, beamed in directly from one of the greatest guitar gods to have ever walked the earth, or stepped on a stage, or raged inside the mind of a young soul searching for what the fuck it all means.

Before I leave you I have one final thought that I feel impelled to convey. While I was reading this tale I could not help but continually hear, as if on a loop, the last lines of William Saroyan’s brilliant preface to his play The Time of Your Life. Saroyan’s words beautifully sum up Joe the husband, the father, the man: “In the time of your life, live—so that in that wondrous time you shall not add to the misery and sorrow of the world, but shall smile to the infinite delight and mystery of it.”

	—Johnny Depp

	Boston, Massachusetts

	June 6, 2014



ROCKS

In July of 1959, a young mother is standing on the shore of Lake Sunapee in the mountainous terrain of New Hampshire. The sky is cloudless and almost blindingly blue. The day is peaceful but the woman is not. Her heart is beating like crazy. Her mouth is dry. With every passing second, she grows increasingly afraid. Her son has disappeared deep into the lake, and she fears he may be drowning. She’s afraid that this time she has let him go too far.

Early that morning he had shown her his makeshift diving rig with a homemade mask, tubes, pulleys, ropes, and cement blocks that would anchor him to the bottom of the lake and allow him to explore the fish life he finds so fascinating. Because she is a gym teacher and swimming instructor, she encourages his physical activities. She knows that, given his shy nature, he is more comfortable under rather than above water. She knows that he is an ingenious child. She likes how he wants to explore. But now this venture has taken an alarming turn. She knows that her son could stay underwater for three to four minutes. But now it’s minute five. With her own swimming mask in hand, she takes action. Not about to let her kid drown, she’s going after him. She’s positioned to take the dive when suddenly he surfaces. He’s breathing heavily, but he’s breathing. She sees exhaustion in his eyes but a smile on his face.

“It works great, Mom. I can stay down long enough that the fish come out of hiding. Soon as I catch my breath I’m going back down.”

A lifetime later, I’m puzzled by that story of Mom and me. I wonder how that nine-year-old kid, whose burning passion in life was to become a marine biologist and whose idol was Jacques Cousteau, turned into a guitarist. I’m puzzled by how someone who grew up in the upper-middle-class New England suburbs—born into a family with virtually no interest in music or art—wound up riding the tidal wave of rock and roll. I’m also puzzled by how I survived that tidal wave and lived to tell the story.



PART I

GESTATION




THE WATER AND THE WOODS

In the essential dream of my childhood I’m in the water or the woods. I’m swimming through an ocean of startling clarity. I’m seeing a thousand varieties of fish; I’m feeling like a fish myself, aware that at any moment a bigger fish might swim my way—a shark or a barracuda. The thought is more exhilarating than frightening. I’m not scared of the possibility of danger. I almost welcome the encounter. I welcome surprise. Nature is nothing but surprise, a world of water whose vastness allows me to disappear into pure beauty.

The lure of the woods is its primitive beauty. My dream life in the woods has me lost in a grove of ancient trees. If I keep walking long enough I’ll find my way out, but I’m not sure I want out. Being lost in the wilds has a certain comfort. There is no destination, no home. I don’t know what’s around the bend—a wolf, a wildcat, a venomous snake. I like not knowing. I like the dense undergrowth, the sharp smells of the forest, the songs of the birds, the ever-changing weather, the dark clouds, the quickening of my heartbeat as I suddenly realize that I and I alone am responsible for my survival. For the rest of my life I will stare into the unknown.

In the water and the woods I face danger and discovery. In my real life, as a boy born on September 10, 1950, and raised in the small, quiet town of Hopedale, Massachusetts, I keep going back to the water and the woods. That’s where I seek anonymity. It’s where I can disappear into wordless, endless wonder.

I’m not saying that I’m able to completely disappear from the emotional ups and downs that characterize every childhood. I’m saying that I want to. My earliest memories all involve being drawn deep into nature, where I welcome, rather than fear, getting lost. I welcome the mysteries that lurk at the bottom of the sea and live inside the dark forest of night.

My parents were good and honorable people. They cared for their two children—my younger sister, Anne, and myself—with loving concern. My mother, Mary, was a graduate of Boston University with a master’s degree. She taught physical education in the public schools. Her mind was both curious and brilliant. She was always reading about everything from the earth’s chakras to the metaphysics of quantum theory to John Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley. She wore her hair short and exuded great confidence. As a strong and proud working mom of the 1950s, she was a woman of the future—a liberated woman decades before the movement began.

My father, Tony, was equally upstanding. He had gone to Kent State and graduated from Boston’s Northeastern University with a major in accounting. He had grown up in Lowell, Massachusetts, where his dad, a Portuguese immigrant from the island of Madeira off the coast of Morocco, worked in the factories and later owned a funky little grocery store. My dad was born in Lowell and when he was two the family moved back to Madeira where my dad spent his childhood before moving back to the States. After serving in the U.S. Army Air Forces at the end of World War II, Dad graduated from college and began working as an accountant, taking his first steps toward self-reinvention. The family name—Pereira—was shortened to Perry by his father. And rather than stay in Lowell, Dad moved to Hopedale, some thirty miles outside Boston, where the American dream had been set out in the form of suburban perfection. Hopedale was where my father entered the upper middle class.

Founded in 1842, Hopedale was one of the country’s first utopian communities. It began as a picture-perfect Norman Rockwell village of industrious dreams. In the 1850s the Draper Corporation, manufacturer of power looms for the textile industry, took over the town. In the 1950s my dad went to work for Draper as a cost accountant. He and Mom bought a duplex in Bancroft Park and rented out the other side.

Mom’s parents, the Ursillos, hailed from Naples, Italy, and would have loved to see their daughter enter a nunnery. She rejected most of their old-world notions about womanhood, but she accepted their Catholicism—at least to the point of attending Sunday mass and making sure that her husband and children did the same.

In our household there were few if any remnants of my parents’ Italian and Portuguese backgrounds. Only English was spoken. No philosophy but American pragmatism was practiced. Do what works. Adapt to reality. Improve your circumstances by applying yourself. I was raised inside the solid ethos of the Eisenhower 1950s. My mother’s child-raising bible was Dr. Spock’s Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care. The Perrys were all about common sense. Mom taught generations of children the benefits of exercise. Because of his common sense and sterling reputation, Dad was elected town treasurer. Mary and Tony were a well-respected couple. At home, they spoke to one another fondly. They were affectionate; they hugged; they kissed; they were girlfriend and boyfriend. Together, they comprised a formidable tennis doubles team.

I see them in their whites, out on the court during a fine New England afternoon in May, whacking the ball with studied determination. I am not part of their game but, standing close by, I feel their confidence.

I see them flying high in the cloudless sky in a seaplane that my father is piloting. I am not with them, but from the ground below, I feel their exhilaration as Dad buzzes the local baseball field to get a look at the score. The town officials chastise him for flying too low. He’s contrite but I know he doesn’t regret his joyride. Straitlaced accountants don’t break laws, even minor ones, but I’m glad to see that my dad, whose laces are always supertight, has some sense of rebellion.

He was the first guy in Hopedale to buy a Volkswagen Bug. Later he bought a BMW before anyone had heard of BMWs. The color, I remember well, was bright orange.

I also remember Dad talking about his buddies and World War II like it had just ended. He told stories about being a waist gunner on a B-17, the heavy-duty bomber, during the last months of the war. I pictured him standing at an open window on the side of a plane tearing through the sky at two hundred miles an hour, thirty-two thousand feet above the ground. The wind’s coming at an outside temperature of -32°. Dad’s face is covered by an oxygen mask and his chest protected only by a sheepskin jacket as he fires away at enemy aircraft. He realizes that such missions end with a 40 to 50 percent fatality rate. Yet he does what he has to do, a nineteen-year-old with balls of steel.

As a little boy, I would study a tattered black-and-white photo of his crew, amazed that my dad was once so young. He and his fellow soldiers looked into the camera with easy gazes. There was no fear in their eyes. They seemed relaxed about their mission, which, day after day, brought them to death’s door.

I saw my father as a man of quiet courage. His goal for his family was simple—a better life. Postwar America was all about optimism and economic mobility. The war had been won and prosperity was at hand. But prosperity had to be earned through skills forged in discipline. It took discipline to become a professional accountant. It took hard work for a woman in the 1940s to graduate from college. My parents lived disciplined lives. They were neither doting nor overly affectionate with their children, but they were dutiful and always present. Dinner was served on time. Bills were paid on time. We didn’t live beyond our means. We didn’t live on borrowed money. Education was valued. Education was seen as the key to greater prosperity.

My education became the first and greatest stumbling block, another reason why I longed to lose myself in the water and the woods. Like millions of other kids, I had a learning disability—attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)—that was neither understood nor treated. Reading was the only subject at which I excelled. I would much rather be reading James Fenimore Cooper than dealing with participles in French.

My poor school performance was puzzling because my parents saw that I possessed intelligence and curiosity. Marine biology became a passion. When I asked them to drive me to Boston to hear lectures by Jacques Cousteau, my first hero, they were happy to do so. They took me to the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution on Cape Cod, a paradise for a kid in love with water. I was obsessed with learning from those men who explored the deep. I wanted to go deep. I was told that if I kept up my grades I could come back one summer and intern at Woods Hole.

That never happened.

My grades were below average. That became the great mystery of my childhood: Why was I having such difficulty at school? I was deeply frustrated. I wanted to present my parents with good grades. I sensed their ambition for themselves and for me—and I wanted to realize those ambitions. I wanted to please them. The fact that I scored high on IQ tests only made things worse. I didn’t understand why I wasn’t doing better, and neither did they. They hired tutors but the tutors didn’t help. I read things three or four times without retaining a word. I was always told to try and focus, but that never worked. At school, I felt like I was living under a cloud.

That cloud extended to another area of my childhood: my dad’s health. The chronology is vague and the memories blurred, but the specter of cancer entered my childhood at an early date. Somewhere in my young years my father went to the hospital. He was gone for an extended time. The man who returned had a dark beard, and I didn’t recognize him. When I realized the stranger was my father, I burst into tears. The ugly scar across his back where they had reached in to remove his cancerous kidney frightened me even more.

Relief from my own struggles at school came from a dreamlike body of water set inside the woodsy landscape of western New Hampshire. Three hours north of Hopedale, Sunapee is a pure glacial lake, a natural wonder of luminous clarity and pristine beauty. The first time I faced the lake, my heart sang. I was a quiet kid, often shy, and not given to outward bursts of enthusiasm. But Lake Sunapee broke down my reserve and had me jumping for joy. To my young eyes, it was an undiscovered world to enter and explore. From the outside it was magnificent, but from the inside—diving under and skiing over its mountain-clear waters—it became even more miraculous. Sunapee became a refuge, a friend, a different and exciting second home, a place that turned my mundane world magical. Its magic turned my life around. Even now, writing from afar, I long to see it sparkling under the summer sun or frozen solid under a white winter moon. 	Eight miles long and a couple of miles wide, the lake is dotted with eight islands and a shoreline that extends some seventy miles. There are small peninsulas and little lake fingers and sandy beaches wherever you look. The outlying forest is dense with vegetation and animal life. On a night in fall, breathing in the crisp, cool air, you look up into a sky crowded with a hundred thousand stars. In the morning, with the rising sun, you see a hundred thousand trees whose leaves are shimmering gold.

Coming to Sunapee as a child, I fell deeply and permanently in love. My love for the water and the woods never diminished. Later in life, I moved away, but I kept coming back. I couldn’t stay away from the place where, for the first and only time, everything made sense. Everything was right—the sky, the lake, the forest, the sense of calm, the feeling of natural order.

My parents began talking about buying lakefront property to build a cabin. They proceeded with the usual Perry MO: Save until the money is there; do not buy on credit; do not live above your means. After carefully surveying the region, they chose a prime piece of property—it featured a hundred feet of lake frontage, in an undeveloped area. It provided one of the best views on the lake. A foundation was poured. A shell was built. Because my grandfather also did some building, my dad used his tools to do a lot of the work himself. My parents were young and athletic and skilled at manual labor. My mom did the painting. It became a family project, and within a year or two we were living in the cabin. Because there was no water or heat, it served us only during the warm months. We closed it up during winter. But eventually we winterized it—a complicated operation that required running a pipe thirty feet out to the lake. The pipe had to be buried four feet down, below the frost line. I helped Dad dig the ditch with a pick and shovel, a job I usually hated, but I loved this one. I loved anything that would enable us to spend more time at Sunapee and work alongside my dad.

As a resort area, Lake Sunapee had a rich history. There had been many ups and downs. When I was old enough to hang out, I saw the remnants of the forties and fifties. Those were the old hotels that were bustling during and just after World War II—the days when Benny Goodman’s and Glenn Miller’s big bands stopped off to play on their way from New York to Montreal. When I was a kid, those same resorts, in various stages of decay, were still around. There was a decrepit theater, an old skating rink, a variety of old buildings rotting away. At the same time, there was a feeling of excitement from a new generation of kids who hung out at the harbor. The hot spot was an ice cream parlor/burger joint packed wall-to-wall with teenagers, their hot rods parked outside. Some old-money kids cruised up in their parents’ classic Chris-Craft speedboats. The yacht club was still up and running and a focal point for Sunapee’s high society.

My mother, an instructor for the Red Cross, taught me to swim. I took to it immediately. It makes sense that water meant security, because Mom taught water safety and had certified most of the kids in our cove as open-water swimmers.

Water-ski shows in the harbor attracted big crowds. In trying to imitate the fancy tricks, most times I’d wind up on my ass with a nose full of water, but I would keep trying until I mastered it. I was able to pull off most every trick in the water-ski manual—from two skis to one ski to no skis at all. Driving the boat as her son tried mastering these tricks, my mother demonstrated limitless patience. I saw water as the source of endless amusement. And then came that dark day when water became linked with death.

Friends and I were watching a water-ski show filled with the kind of danger and daring that I loved. It was a weekend when my relatives had come to the lake for a family barbecue. The proceedings were interrupted by a loudspeaker announcement: “There has been an accident. A doctor is needed. Will a doctor please come to the dock immediately?” I didn’t think much of it. No one in the show had suffered a fall. The accident must have happened somewhere else on the lake. After the show had ended, my sister and I went back to our cabin, where we saw a police car in our driveway. The atmosphere was quiet, cold. A crowd of people was down by the waterfront talking to my family—my parents plus cousins, aunts, and uncles. Dad quickly took Anne and me aside.

“Kids,” he said, “something awful has happened.”

I didn’t want to ask. I didn’t want to know. I stayed silent.

“Your grandfather had an accident. He fell from his boat. We’re afraid he’s drowned.”

I remember asking the ridiculous question “Is he all right?” and feeling stupid afterward. But the words had come out and I couldn’t take them back.

“I’m afraid not,” said Dad with what felt like emotional detachment, a quality I inherited from him. “We can’t find your grandfather. He’s gone.”

I wanted to ask where he had gone, but I knew. Gone meant dead. Drowned meant dead. Later I heard how, in spite of the rough water, my grandfather had insisted on going fishing in a canoe. Someone said he’d been drinking. Patrol boats went looking for him. It was two weeks before his body turned up.

For the first time I faced the fact that a person can be here one minute and gone the next. My dad’s dad was a strong presence, a man who did nothing to hide his immigrant demeanor. He wore big black work boots, heavy jackets, and frayed shirts. He spoke with a thick accent. The father of eleven children, he lived the life of a workman. As I got older, I heard stories about how he was actually an alcoholic who could turn violent against his wife and kids.

Yet the water in which he drowned continued to call to me. Maybe it was a way of daring or defying death, but in the aftermath of what happened to my grandfather I plunged deeper into Lake Sunapee. Water was my element. I didn’t want to come up. I wanted to stay submerged in silence.

Back in Hopedale, the woods close to our house held another kind of silence. No human talk, just rustling and chirping and scampering over leaves. I stalked through the bushes with my BB gun, a gift from my parents, a lever-action copy of a Winchester. I loved that gun. I loved my dog, a trusty beagle. I loved hunting chipmunks and squirrels and birds. I loved honing my skills as a junior woodsman. I couldn’t articulate the term, but I had visceral knowledge of what it meant to be self-reliant. I hadn’t yet read the New England writers and thinkers who had turned their dialogues with nature into philosophies, but their thoughts were in my blood. As a solitary creature in a forest where my problems in school didn’t matter, I felt at home. Wild animals lived in these woods. And so did I.


SOUNDS

There was the sound of my father playing “Turkey in the Straw” on his harmonica. There was the sound of my great-uncle strumming his Portuguese ukulele. The instrument, a small guitar with four strings, had a delicate and beautiful shape. They called it a cavaquinho. Later I’d learn that its history went back to the Grecian lyres that were supposedly gifts from the gods. The mythology cut deep. The sound caught my ear, held my attention, and excited my imagination. I leaned in to listen. I wanted to touch the instrument and see how the strings worked. I wanted to get right up next to the source of the sounds.

The most compelling source of music, though, came from the family who rented the other side of our duplex. They had two teenage boys who were sixteen or seventeen when I was six or seven. The sound of their electric guitars pierced through the common wall that joined our homes and entered my heart. The sound spoke to me in much the same way as the water and the woods. The sound said, Come here. Come closer. I have what you want.

Sometimes I’d sneak over and watch the guys play. To a little kid like me, their slicked-down James Dean/Elvis Presley black-leather-jacket look was exotic. Their guitars had the futuristic shapes of moon rockets or the fins of an El Dorado. One of their friends, another greaser, beat out a rhythm on a snare drum. They played Buddy Holly’s “That’ll Be the Day,” the Everly Brothers’ “All I Have to Do Is Dream,” and Bill Haley & the Comets’ “Rock Around the Clock.” I can’t say whether they played and sang in tune, but to me they sounded good. All I can say is that hearing them rearranged my heart. As a young boy, my heart sought solitude. Now, suddenly, my heart sought companionship in the form of music. The idea that three souls sitting around a room could create this kind of conversation without saying a word was not simply appealing, but overwhelming. I yearned to do exactly what they were doing.

It wasn’t entirely the music, and it wasn’t entirely their look. It was both. They went together. The music they played and the outfits they wore were not designed to please their parents. Both their image and their sound had sharp edges of defiance. They were cocky enough to take on the garb of the rebel without a cause. “I’m gonna rock around the clock” meant I don’t give a shit about doing my homework. “All I have to do is dream” meant Fuck mowing the lawn and taking out the trash.

I saw that it would not be difficult to adopt this look. It was just a matter of a white T-shirt, jeans, and gel for my hair. I also felt that the music, even as it captivated my heart, did not intimidate my mind. It seemed pretty simple and even possible that, were I to pick up a guitar, I might be able to start making similar sounds. In short, at this preteen age, I had a feeling that I could both walk the walk and talk the talk. I just had to try.

I approached the tasks—to adopt the look and learn the sound—in stages. It was relatively easy to convince my mom to let me wear jeans rather than khakis and a white T-shirt instead of a plaid shirt. But in these early years I saw that I had some unexplained interest in flair. I wanted to make a fashion statement of my own.

It wasn’t anger at unreasonable parents or an uprising against an unjust world. I didn’t harbor resentments. But I was beginning to realize that I had little interest in fulfilling the expectations of the world into which I was born. For example, when my Italian grandfather put me in the barber’s chair to cut my hair, I said, “I need sideburns like Elvis.”

“Joey, you’re not old enough for sideboard,” which is what he called them.

“Well, give me sideburns anyway.”

My grandpa chuckled, but I didn’t see it as a laughing matter. I didn’t get the sideburns and hated the buzz cut that my parents insisted upon. Those sideburns were important to me. So was clothing. I had to have a peacoat. When my parents said no, I remained adamant. They wanted to know why I had to have a peacoat. I couldn’t say, but it was a look that I needed. I hated wearing the uniform of button-down shirts and neatly pressed trousers. My clothes had to represent my spirit, and my spirit, now excited by music, was curious and unsettled.

The music in my house was the usual middle-class fare of the fifties—the sound track from South Pacific and Carousel, the pop tunes of Patti Page, background music with sweet little melodies, flaccid rhythms, and harmless messages. Easy listening, though, was not easy for me. I wanted something harder and stronger. When my parents saw that my initial encounter with the Portuguese cavaquinho had led to my interest in the guitar, they suggested the piano instead.

There was a spinet in our living room and I was encouraged to take lessons. Nothing interested me less. The piano was safe, the guitar dangerous. I wanted the guitar. I had heard other kids practicing scales and dealing with sheet music. I wanted nothing to do with notations on a page. I had no interest in memorizing scales. That felt like torture. I was looking for thrills. Thrills came from a guitar. I wanted the guitar—and that deep, unfettered music. Rock and roll hit me below the belt before I knew what below the belt meant.

I didn’t get a guitar for a long while, but music kept calling me, especially the music I heard at dance parties. As I sat in the corner and watched, I saw the effect that the rhythms and rhymes were having on my peers. I loved rock and roll the most but noticed how ballads affected the girls. They were a perfect excuse for close dancing.

I got a Heathkit radio that made me hunger for a guitar even more. At the end of the fifties, when I was approaching ten, I searched for and found the songs that got me going. I heard “Hound Dog” on the radio and saw Elvis on television. When his songs came on the air, I heard girls whispering and giggling. I knew that his sound was thrilling them. Elvis was daring and dangerous. His mystique was magnified by the fact that our parents found him unacceptable. Elvis’s music was great, but I didn’t find it transformative. The music that really rocked my world came from Chuck Berry.

As a grown man who has come to appreciate good books, I look back at this period and consider Chuck Berry the Ernest Hemingway of rock and roll. He was strong, simple, and manly—a force of nature who created a musical lexicon all his own. He broke it down to the most essential elements. He had two voices—his singing voice and the voice of his guitar. His singing voice was insistent and compelling, the storytelling voice that let you know that Johnny B. Goode never learned to read or write so well but he could play a guitar like ringing a bell. Well, I wasn’t the best student at school and I sure as hell wanted to play a guitar like ringing a bell. The guitar voice was the voice of his heart, his rhythm voice, the fuel that made the song blistering hot.

One month I was a kid fantasizing about being Jacques Cousteau and the next I was a kid dreaming of being Johnny B. Goode. It was an easy transition because they had something in common: They were mysterious strangers, gunslingers who stood outside conventional society. They had places to go and stories to tell. I had wanted to follow Paladin, the gunslinger in the TV show Have Gun—Will Travel, as he chased down the bad guys with his sharp wit, wisdom, and, of course, a six-gun. Now I wanted to follow along with Chuck Berry as he led me into rock-and-roll music, any old time you use it, with a backbeat you can’t lose it. He was the pied piper luring the kids with something far more seductive than a flute. He had his rough-and-ready guitar; he had the rockin’ pneumonia; he needed a shot of rhythm and blues; he said, “Roll over, Beethoven, and tell Tchaikovsky the news.”

As the fifties turned into the sixties, I was knee-deep in rock and roll and rhythm and blues. Just the sound of those words was enough to get me going, running back to the Heathkit to get a load of Chuck Berry’s playing and Roy Orbison’s singing. At the same time, my BB gun let me pretend that I was Paladin. Now I had to have a guitar of my own so I could become Johnny B. Goode.

My parents wanted me to take dance lessons where the waltz and the fox-trot were still being taught. Dance class was hell—the boys on one side of the room, the girls on the other. Awkwardness ruled. My hands sweaty, my heart heavy, my eyes fixed on the floor, I hated every minute but was determined to stick with it because it was a chance to meet girls.

My parents urged me to choose an instrument for the school band. The school band bored me and so did the instrument I was given—the clarinet. I later learned that the clarinet was the high-pitched voice of my parents’ generation of music. Jimmy Dorsey and Benny Goodman played the clarinet. I didn’t give a shit about the clarinet. After a few weeks I turned in the instrument and went back to begging.

“Get me a guitar—please. I need a guitar.”

My parents finally relented. One blessed day a guitar arrived. The box came from Sears. I knew by the shape that it contained a guitar. My heart beat like crazy. I pulled out the instrument. The first thing I did was look for the cord that would let me plug it in. There was no cord. My heart sank. I knew it wasn’t electric, but the fact that it was a guitar—an actual guitar!—was reason enough to celebrate.

Yet I still wanted electricity; I wanted volume; I wanted to try to make the sounds I heard on records by Bo Diddley. When I looked in the window of the record store and studied Bo Diddley’s album Bo Diddley Is a Gunslinger, he was dressed in a black cowboy hat, black cowboy shirt, black boots, and double-holster pistols. He was standing in a corral. A horse stood nearby. In front of Bo was a streamlined electric guitar. Right then and there I saw the connection between rock and roll and the outlaw life.

The even bigger revelation, though, was the noise I could make with my first guitar. Getting even close to hearing the sounds in my head was more exciting than putting on a cowboy hat or leather jacket. The sounds coming from these six strings made me grateful to my parents for putting this instrument in my hands.

The instrument was a $12.95 Silvertone student model that came packaged as part of a complete kit. I took the box up to my room. In addition to the guitar there was a red, white, and blue strap, a small illustrated manual, a 45-rpm instructional record, and a plectrum, commonly known as a pick. Where to start?

Even watching my teenage neighbors play guitar, I never paid attention to which hand was doing what. So being left-handed, I naturally took the neck in my right hand and strummed with my left. It didn’t sound like anything. When I put on the record, I was instructed to do the opposite—put the neck in my left hand and the pick in my right. That’s what I did. After a quick lesson in tuning, I began fingering the strings. My fingers quickly grew sore, but I kept on. Something was sounding like chords. It didn’t matter how sore my skin was—the sound of chords was enough to keep me going for hours.

A lifetime later, people are always asking me why, as a lefty, I play right-handed. My answer goes back to my first guitar. Playing those first chords, I was naively following that instructional record. Little did I know that I was playing backward—and would do so for the rest of my life. I ask myself today: What kind of guitarist would I be if I had not conformed to a method designed for right-handers? I have no idea.

All I know is that, backward or not, I was learning some basic chord changes. I could start playing along with pop songs. Then came the unfortunate day that I leaned the Silvertone against the wall. I was playing tag with my younger sister and accidentally knocked it over, breaking off the headstock. Bummed out, I put the pieces in a box and the box in the closet. There it stayed for close to a year until . . .

The Beatles!

The Beatles exploded in 1963. When I first saw their name in print, an adult told me that their name was incorrectly spelled. That made it even better. They represented a new kind of show business. We were used to seeing Topo Gigio on The Ed Sullivan Show, but the Beatles rocked the TV set off the living room floor. The Beatles were raucous and exciting. They were unfettered energy. When the Beatles appeared on Sullivan, it was like a national holiday. The Beatles represented the start of the British Invasion, and smashed down a door through which I was ready to walk. There was an undercurrent of sexuality that felt primal in its rhythms and hit me—a thirteen-year-old—right in the groin. In a subtle but powerful way, this band completed the picture. What I had heard at those teen parties started making more sense to me. With every song I heard, the connection between sex and music was becoming clearer.

My parents might have admonished me with “Turn that down!” when I blasted “She Loves You” on my 45 record player, but they never forbade me from listening. Hell, for all I know, they may have liked it. Much later on my mom told me that my dad’s favorite Beatles song was “Hey Jude.” They never told me to stop as I tried to work out every last Beatles song on my guitar. I was the diligent student, strumming to “I Saw Her Standing There” while my sister, Anne, and I sang the lyrics.

It was the Beatles who caused me to ask my father to epoxy my broken guitar back together. When he was able to do it, I was off and running. By then I had been rubbing elbows with other friends who had guitars. That gave me the chance to play on higher-quality instruments. The difference was remarkable. Now I needed a better guitar—and an argument to get my parents to buy me one.

When my parents had wanted me to play clarinet, they had made me take lessons. The same was true when they urged me to play piano. So when I presented my case for a better guitar, my promise to take lessons broke the ice. Mom and I went to Constantino’s, a music store owned by her cousin in Lawrence, where she bought me a decent acoustic. Naturally I still wanted an electric, but I was glad to get my hands on any upgrade.

My parents were trying to protect me from the rising teen culture that, more and more, was defined by screaming electric guitars. The culture of motorcycles, tattoos, deviants, and delinquents was abhorrent to upwardly mobile people like the Perrys. Our town prided itself on being clean and white. Rock and roll was seen as dirty and black. Our town put a premium on conformity. Rock and roll was about rebellion. It was the sound track of the upcoming political, social, and sexual revolution. It was going to have the power of a tidal wave—and no one saw it coming.

In the early sixties we moved to a single-family home in a more rural part of town. I loved that it was surrounded by four acres of dense forest. It was also a ten-minute walk to the first tee of the golf course that my dad and mom, along with other fanatical golfers, had built with their own hands. It was in that house on Mill Street that I got increasingly obsessed with procuring an electric guitar.

At every birthday and Christmas I looked for the one gift my parents knew I wanted above all others. It was never there. How could I get one? Pray? Not really. I wasn’t the praying kind. Even though we attended the neighborhood Catholic church as a family, we were hardly devoted believers. We went to Sunday services because that was what a good upstanding American family did. Neither God nor Jesus nor Mother Mary nor the holy saints spoke to me. I didn’t seek or feel their spirits. I felt bored. I also felt the imposition of a certain moral code. I didn’t know how to fight it, so I absorbed it. That code, which insisted that premarital sex was wrong, led to a whole battery of weighty emotions.

Strange, but even a kid like me who didn’t take his Catholicism seriously was seriously impacted by it. As my body began awakening to sexual feelings, I thought those feelings were wrong or negative or even evil. I was confused about what it would mean to act on those feelings. I did know, of course, that Catholicism requires you to confess your sins. Masturbation is seen as a sin. To confess it is to wipe the slate clean, even if you have to do time in purgatory. Well, I have heavy time to do in purgatory.

The line separating the sanitized white-bread culture of Hopedale and the funky rock-and-roll culture of the wider world was blurred. I loved my parents. My parents loved me. I loved music. And my parents, despite their doubts, allowed me to listen to all the music I wanted to. Driving over those two-lane highways to Lake Sunapee, my parents let me play the guitar in the backseat to my heart’s content. If I wanted to figure out the guitar licks to Chuck Berry’s “School Days,” they didn’t stop me. And if I sang lyrics about dropping coins in slots and hearing something hot, lyrics about hail hail rock and roll that will deliver me from the days of old, I wasn’t restrained. My sister, Anne, smiled and sang along. My mom and dad continued discussing their upcoming tennis match or dad’s golf handicap. The guitar was not taken from me—not once, not ever—and became, like my dog and my BB rifle, my constant companion.

Aiming to keep my promise about lessons, I took down the name of an elderly gentleman that my folks knew. He lived around the corner and played flamenco guitar—whatever that was—and was willing to teach me. The man was kind and patient. I was fascinated to watch his fingers move over the frets. In our first lesson, he showed me some basic positions. He mentioned scales. As he and I played a few notes together, I was thrilled by the richness of his tone. It was strong and true and satisfying to the ear.

“I know you like that rock and roll,” he said, “and that’s fine, but let’s first learn the fundamentals. Once you get the basics down, you can take it wherever you like.”

I didn’t like the way this was going. It reminded me of piano and clarinet lessons. I had no interest in spending years learning songs that I didn’t like. I wanted to get to the heart of rock and roll. But I had made a commitment to my parents and was determined to stick with it. Forty-five minutes a week was a small price to pay for my new guitar.

The following week’s lesson was on a Tuesday. The school bus that brought me home passed by my guitar teacher’s house. I had brought my guitar to school and, anxious to get to my lesson, I asked the driver to drop me off at my teacher’s house. When the bus pulled up, I saw that a hearse was parked out front. It didn’t take long to learn that the hearse had come for my teacher. He had suffered a fatal heart attack the night before. There was no more talk about guitar lessons after that.

The Lake Sunapee summers became a staple of my childhood. It was just me and Mom and Anne in our cabin all week until Dad drove up from Hopedale for the weekend. Waiting for him to arrive on those Friday nights, it was always an anxious time for me. I kept playing my guitar, but the guitar didn’t make me less nervous. Dad should have arrived by eight, but now it was nine, now it was ten, and I grew afraid. I was scared that Dad wouldn’t come, scared that, as it had his father and my teacher, death would snatch him away. A car wreck would kill him. So when he finally arrived, at midnight, I ran to the door and hugged him with all my might.

Those summers were all about the water, the woods, and the guitar. I lived inside the lake, every day diving deeper, my imagination absorbed by the underwater life swimming around me. I bought scuba-diving magazines and fantasized about adventuring to the Great Barrier Reef in a sea of coral splendor off the coast of Australia. My BB shot improved considerably. I stalked through the bushes, pretending to be living in an earlier period of history when man hunted his food and survived on his ability to deal with the wild.

At summer’s end, I felt a certain dread. I didn’t want to leave Sunapee. Hopedale meant school and school meant misery. My performance hadn’t improved. I liked reading, but reading about diving gear. I liked flipping the pages of music magazines and stopping at every ad for every guitar. My own playing had advanced to the point that I could play most of the pop songs of the day. In terms of the instrument itself, I focused on what I wanted: a semi-hollow solid-body Gibson cutaway. I liked the full shape. I had seen Chuck Berry play variations on classic Gibsons. I loved the sexy shape of those models. Looking back, I realize it’s probably due to my Italian DNA. A full-body Gibson 335 brought to mind a picture of the full-­bodied Sophia Loren, my voluptuously curved, big-breasted dream woman, the one who kept adding time to my future debt in purgatory and confessing to the priest every Saturday, “Father, this week I saw a woman on TV . . .”

Chuck Berry continued to be my imaginary mentor. Of course, Elvis made an impression. Along with a hundred million other kids, I had loved “Hound Dog” and “Blue Suede Shoes” and “Jailhouse Rock.” Elvis was cool. There was nothing about him that I didn’t like, but it wasn’t until later in life that I came to appreciate him fully. As a kid, Chuck was the first musician whom I saw in a heroic light. His language, both in his lyrics and riffs, made sense. Whenever he was on television, I ran to our Sylvania console. As a performer, he had the looks and the moves. He had the duck walk. He had the attitude, the swag, the internal combustion. He sang as well as he played. He also had the brand of guitar—a Gibson—that I wanted.

“If you want it bad enough, you’ll work for it,” said Dad, who, unhappy with my poor grades, seemed to be distancing himself from me. Because he had done well in school and advanced himself in the professional world, he expected me to do the same. He couldn’t deny that I was a good kid. I wasn’t a bully, I didn’t get in trouble, and I did as I was told. Yet despite my best efforts, I couldn’t be the kid he wanted—the kid who made all A’s. Instead I was a kid who kept bugging him for an electric guitar. And in his mind, that meant a switchblade in your right pocket and a greasy comb in your left.

I wanted the electric guitar so badly that I set out to do something I hated—mow lawns—to save up money. It was only the image of the Gibson that got me through the monotony of mowing. I sweated through the work, Chuck Berry’s “Almost Grown” playing inside my head. I sweated each day at school, never knowing when I’d be called to the principal’s office, where I’d be chastised for inferior grades and told that I needed tutoring and extra time in study hall.

When I turned fourteen in 1964, the major event in my life was the Beatles’ Hard Day’s Night. I was already obsessed with the band’s music, but the film ignited my obsession. I loved every minute of that movie—four rebels running from the stage to the hotel while being chased by hordes of screaming girls; four outsiders bonded by their music, their humor, and their determination to live life on their own terms. That was what I wanted. I left the theater with one thought: I need to have a band, I need to play in a band, I need to find some guys who love music as much as me and form a band.

That band would require electricity. In spite of my odd jobs—mowing lawns, shoveling snow, selling greeting cards, throwing newspapers—I still hadn’t put away enough money for the electric guitar. Meanwhile, I was intrigued that the Rolling Stones’ first album, out that same year, was practically all covers of blues and rhythm-and-blues songs. They did Chuck Berry’s “Carol” and Jimmy Reed’s “Honest I Do.” Unlike the Beatles, the Stones, like the bluesmen before them, sang about how they lived on the edge. Compared to other groups coming out of England like the Dave Clark Five, the Stones were painting a picture that was darker, wilder, and more dangerous. Musically, their original song lyrics spoke to issues of the time that still hold up today.

I began playing along with these records and, still without an electric guitar, I formed my first band, Chimes of Freedom. The name came from a lyric by Bob Dylan, another artist I had recently discovered. Dylan caught my ear because his voice was unconventional. I heard his voice as conversational—he seemed to be talking as much as he was singing. He felt authentic. I liked when he went from guitar to harmonica. Most important was his message. Every time I heard their lyrics I would discover something new and different, like the Rolling Stones. I took their words as poetry that didn’t have to rhyme. I also learned that you didn’t have to have a Paul Anka or Barbra Streisand voice to make great music. You could grunt, growl, or talk your way through a song.

The drive to play music at any cost became the central force in my life. Once I put together my first band, that urge never diminished. Ironically, that drive came from my father, who preached, If you want something badly and work hard enough, you can get it. Talent was never mentioned as part of that equation. Looking back, I know I had a modicum of talent, but hard work was the key.

I never dreamt of becoming a big star and playing in front of tens of thousands of people. I never dreamt of glory, or fame, or even fortune. I just dreamt of playing music and, more specifically, playing in a group. It was the group feeling that I loved so much. It was the group miracle that I sought—the sheer thrill of three or four or five musicians conducting a raucous conversation with their instruments.

My cohorts were Dave Meade, playing his big brother’s bass; John Alden on drums; and sometimes Bill Wright on tambourine and guitar. We covered the Byrds, the Beatles, Dylan, and Chuck. We had no real gigs. Our repertoire consisted of just a few songs. We found the courage to set up in a distant corner at some living room party. Even that made me nervous, but it also gave me comfort; I knew that I wouldn’t have to dance. You could say that it was at those parties that I lost my musical virginity years before I lost my sexual virginity. To play out loud before a group of partygoers, even if they were only thirteen-year-old girls, was an act of courage. It took additional courage to play the guitar and sing, because I didn’t think that I was very good. Yet I learned the songs off the records and was able to create a rough facsimile of what I heard. None of the girls laughed or booed. None of them made fun of me. They appreciated my willingness to get up there and play for them. Their appreciation added to my courage.

Dave Meade’s big brother had a record collection that widened my world. He was a college student with advanced taste in music. In his collection were five albums that changed my life: John Mayall’s Blues Breakers with Eric Clapton; Having a Rave Up with the Yardbirds; Chuck Berry Is on Top; the Kinks’ first live record; and a “best of” John Lee Hooker album.

When I borrowed the Mayall album and brought it home, my father happened to glance at the cover. Four guys were sitting in front of a concrete wall with some slight graffiti. You couldn’t call their hair long—just a little shaggy. One of the four guys—Clapton—was reading a Beano comic book. They were dressed in ordinary-looking jeans.

“Why would young men want to look like that?” was my dad’s only comment.

I had no answer. I didn’t bother to tell him that Mayall and Clapton, along with the Yardbirds, had cracked open my head and heart to an English-­confected blues-based music that was changing my life. I didn’t say that the sounds they made actually gave me a physical charge of energy. I didn’t explain how Clapton’s guitar made more sense to me than any book I had read, in or out of school. I didn’t say how I listened to those records with unrestrained joy and insatiable curiosity.

I saw that those sources and songs were all American—Muddy Waters and Little Walter, Sonny Boy Williamson and Howlin’ Wolf, Freddie King and Otis Rush, Ray Charles and Robert Johnson. And because my main man Chuck Berry was the ultimate American rocker, I clearly saw—and felt—that the bottom line was black American blues.

As much as I loved listening to the blues masters, it was the English rockers who caught my attention. They played these old songs with the explosive energy of young men with something to prove. The English students of American blues became my teachers and role models. Because they were white and only a few years older than me, I related. I looked up to them as hip older brothers. Like them, I was searching for the Holy Grail hidden deep inside black blues.

I felt that the line between hard rock and up-tempo blues was blurry. To my ears, excitement and sexuality lurked behind every backbeat and chord change of both styles.

John Alden, my friend who was a drummer, added to my musical education. Because Dave Clark was a drummer, John related to the Dave Clark Five, one of the most important bands in the British Invasion. John and I went to a show—the Caravan of Stars—at the Boston Armory. I didn’t know it at the time, but I was witnessing history. The Beatles had stopped touring, as had the Stones. I had missed them both. So to catch the Dave Clark Five as the last touring act of the first wave of the British Invasion was lucky timing. The place was half empty, but, man, I felt an excitement I’d never felt before. When the show was over, I knew that I couldn’t live life without having a band.

At fourteen or fifteen, I was a loner, yet music kept me from feeling lonely. I was an outsider, and yet music put me on the inside. I was not into team sports. I spent most of my time after school walking the woods with my dog and BB gun or sitting on my bed practicing guitar.

Mom being a girls’ gym teacher gave me special access to the fair sex. When she coached the girls’ basketball or field hockey teams, I’d go along as her assistant. Early on I developed friendships with girls, most of them older. They didn’t look twice when I walked through the locker room to have a word with Mom. They were comfortable with me, and I felt safe in their presence.

This was a huge advantage. At a time when other guys were objectifying women, I saw them as equals—and as friends. When they saw me coming to their games with a guitar under my arm, they saw it as a sign of coolness. Unlike today, not everyone had a guitar then. The guitar was a great conversation starter. But that conversation usually ended up with me singing a Bob Dylan song, as opposed to a hot encounter under the bleachers.

I definitely wanted a girlfriend, but I wanted an electric guitar even more. Every Christmas morning I’d run downstairs hoping to find the object of my dreams. On my fourteenth Christmas, I saw an enormous box waiting for me. It didn’t have the shape of a guitar, but maybe it contained one anyway. It didn’t. It was a Wollensak stereo reel-to-reel tape recorder. I liked it; I liked mechanics and especially mechanics related to music. But I was also bewildered. What the hell was this? The recorder had to have cost as much as an electric guitar. Knowing how desperately I wanted the guitar, why would Mom and Dad get me a recorder instead? Maybe it was their way of telling me, Here’s a way to record your electric guitar. Maybe my main gift—the electric guitar—was hidden in a closet or under my bed. I immediately set out and searched every corner of the house, but it wasn’t there.

“You look disappointed,” my mom said. “We thought you’d love the recorder.”

“The recorder’s great,” I said, “but it’s not a guitar.”

“You have a guitar.”

“It’s not electric.”

“It’s a guitar,” my dad said emphatically. “Be grateful for what you have.”

There was no arguing with that, so I kept quiet. I didn’t want to seem ungrateful, especially in light of having received this high-tech tape recorder. But, damn it, I wanted what I wanted.

A year later my dream finally came true. I had saved enough lawn-mowing money to convince my parents to throw in the rest. Mom took me back to Constantino’s music store in Lawrence. There among the accordions, mandolins, and violins was a small selection of electric guitars. There was one Gibson, a 335, the model used by Chuck Berry—just what I wanted. But it was fifty dollars more than a Guild Starfire IV.

“Please, Mom,” I begged.

“The Guild looks fine,” she said, “and the Guild costs less. We’ll take the Guild.”

I took it, held it, stroked it, and came to terms with the compromise. I was overjoyed that, at long last, I could realize those high, piercing sounds that I had yearned to make. Once I got home and plugged it into my small amp, I played for hours on end. The sound made my family crazy but I didn’t care. By then I was gone.

Soon I found another guy who gave lessons, Steve Rose, considered the best guitarist around. He was probably nineteen and had a band called the Wild Cats. I’m not sure I knew the word avant-garde then, but that’s how I saw Steve. He was ahead of his time. His hair was a lot longer than anyone else’s, he had a decided swagger, and, most importantly, he could play. His licks were smoothed-out and self-assured. When I later learned something about the blues and listened to masters like Freddie King, I saw where Steve was coming from. At the time I met him, though, I simply saw him as someone a lot further down the road than I was. His siblings and parents were musical. In fact, the family home was set up like a music store. They were a dealership for several instrument makers. Besides taking lessons there, you could buy a piano or saxophone. You could also hire the family to play at your bar mitzvah or wedding. Steve Rose was the first businessman/musician to come into my life.

He taught me the names of chords and walked me through the Beatles fake book. He kept saying that his main job was to teach me to teach myself.

“All you need is a different guitar,” he said.

“Which one?”

“This is the one.” And with that he pulled out a Fender catalogue and pointed to a Stratocaster, the wildest guitar I had ever seen. But given its price tag, he might as well have told me to buy a Bentley.

One Friday night I went to see Steve’s band. It was inspiring to hear guys I knew playing the hits of the day. During a break, Steven took me backstage and showed me his latest acquisition.

“It’s handmade,” said Steve.

When he opened the case and I saw the instrument, I felt the stirrings of a hard-on. The smell—the heady aroma of new wood mixed with plush felt lining—was as stimulating as the instrument.

“Isn’t that what George Harrison plays?” I asked.

“It is,” said Steve. “A Gretsch Country Gentleman. Double-cutaway hollow body. What do you think?”

“I think I’m in love,” I said.

I left Steve’s with extreme guitar envy, realizing that not only did I love the instrument in its many configurations, I actually lusted for guitars. It was a lust, unlike the lust for sex, that carried no guilt, no mixed feelings, no fear, and no confusion. It was a lust that has strengthened over the decades and even now, a half century later, burns with the same flaming heat that engulfed me as a boy.


PREP

I was a high school sophomore with no interest in high school. My grades weren’t getting any better. I took advantage of all the extra help the school had to offer. Because my parents were so conscientious, I had been given every sort of test—academic, physical, and psychological. I had been given tutors. I had taken preparation courses to help me with college entrance tests. Yet nothing seemed to help. That’s when my parents decided that I needed more hands-on attention. If I were to get into college, I’d need a prep school, a boarding school, a place where I could finally realize my intellectual potential.

I wasn’t happy about leaving my friends and my family. It took me a while to get over it. My parents made it clear I had no choice in the matter. At the same time, the idea of skipping out of Hopedale and living in a dorm free of my parents’ supervision was appealing.

The shift was seismic. Vermont Academy, in Saxtons River, was considered an excellent all-boys prep school with a fine faculty and high academic standards. Unfortunately, neither the faculty nor the standards interested me. I was drawn to the misfits like myself.

The misfits were many. For the first time in my life, I was in the middle of a multiethnic mix. There were Jews, blacks, Latinos, WASPs, and budding hippies. There were kids who took their studies seriously and kids who ran wild. There were spoiled kids from rich families who’d drifted from prep school to prep school. They were also wise guys who, because of my ethnic looks, liked to call me Kike Catholic. Never having been exposed to prejudice before, I laughed. It rolled right off my back. And when they saw it had no effect on me, they stopped the taunting. I got along with everyone.

My parents proved to be right about prep school. I would learn all kinds of new things, but not the things that my mother and father had in mind. For example, a kid from New York City brought the Village Voice, with long articles about a musical group called the Velvet Underground. Another kid from New Jersey had the Underground’s first album. A kid from California had a joint and gave me my first hit. I didn’t love it or hate it. I was more interested in how it helped me hear a radical East Village rock band called the Fugs.

There was a dress code at Vermont Academy—chinos and corduroys, blazers and loafers. In defiance, I wore my shirt outside my trousers and made sure that my shoes were scruffy.

I didn’t become the super student that my parents were hoping for, but I did encounter books—like On the Road—that spoke to me. I couldn’t explain why Jack Kerouac’s writing seemed to have nothing and yet everything to do with the lyrics of Chuck Berry and Bob Dylan. My connection with Kerouac was Dad’s brother Uncle Bing, who had lived on the same street in Lowell with him and had known him since childhood.

I met other guys who turned me on to the Young Rascals. A white kid from Colorado was listening to James Brown’s “Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag.” A black kid from Harlem was listening to the Four Seasons’ “Rag Doll.”

Vermont Academy was where I learned to party. There was one time an older kid indoctrinated me into his ritual of getting high—or low—on Robitussin, the cough syrup laced with codeine. One Saturday afternoon I followed him around from dorm room to dorm room, where he’d finagle underclassmen into giving us their cough syrup. Given Vermont’s cold climate, everyone suffered from coughs and everyone had Robitussin. By the end of the day, we had an ample supply. The Saturday night football game became a lot more interesting.

Sports were mandatory. I joined the ski team. We had our own slope on campus. I was good enough to compete but always messed up the time trials on purpose so I wouldn’t have to race. I got all the benefits of being on the ski team, including trips to Okemo Mountain, one of the great ski areas in Vermont.

As a sophomore, I found myself hanging out almost exclusively with the outsider seniors, the ones who smoked and drank and listened to loud rock. They pointed me in the direction of the best band put together by Vermont Academy students—Just Us. Seeing that I was a passable guitarist with enough chops to play some lead, I was admitted. If their version of “Twist and Shout” was closer to the Isley Brothers’ original than the Beatles’ cover—the version I had learned—I quickly adapted. The band gave me a certain status among the deviant population.

Back home over the holidays, my parents asked me, as parents do, about my new life at Vermont Academy.

“What do you have to say about your new school?” asked Mom.

“It’s okay.”

“Well, are you liking it?”

“Liking it okay.”

“How you getting on with the other kids?”

“Okay.”

“How about your teachers?”

“They’re okay.”

“Joe,” said Dad, showing some frustration, “can you give us a little better idea of what’s going on up there other than one-word answers?”

I couldn’t. I didn’t. When it came to discussing things, I resorted to the stock teen jargon of monosyllabic responses. I knew that the real excitement I had discovered at prep school—the turn-on to the radical new music coming out of London, New York, and Los Angeles—wasn’t anything they wanted to hear about. They wanted to hear that I had fallen into a good-grade groove, that I was passing tests with flying colors and finally fulfilling my potential as a student.

I wish I could have explained to them what was happening inside my mind, but I couldn’t even come close. I cloaked it all with an “it’s okay” or “everything’s fine” or “there’s nothing to worry about.” How could I say that the one thing that kept me from the boredom of school was this new band called the Jimi Hendrix Experience and their new single called “Hey Joe,” which had me wandering around in a daze, amazed at what this guy was doing with a guitar. Hendrix thrilled me and motivated me but mainly obsessed me and convinced me that this instrument was at once the simplest and most complicated source of wild creative pleasure that I could ever imagine. When I listened to Cream’s “I Feel Free,” it made me feel free.

Sex, of course, was the other pleasure that I had in mind. Wasn’t it time that I lost the burden of my virginity? As the other guys in school boasted about their exploits, I could only sit in silence. I wasn’t interested in boasting—boasting was never my style—but I was horny and hungry for experience. At seventeen, I remained unconfident in that area, and my seduction skills were nonexistent. Being in an all-boys school further lessened my chances.

Vermont Academy required that we each adopt a hobby. I chose photography. I liked it not only for its artistic and mechanical properties but because it fulfilled the requirement of belonging to a club. It also allowed me to maintain my loner status. I took photography seriously and learned how to develop my own prints in the darkroom and even roll my own 35-mm cartridges. Best of all, it gave me an excuse to wander the woods.

Fall in Vermont is paradise on earth. The natural world takes on a startling radiance. Each tree becomes a wondrous piece of sculpture. With camera in hand, I never tired of walking through the woods and snapping pictures. No matter how much film I brought, it was never enough. I wanted to photograph everything I saw. And then I saw her.

She was one of the few girls who lived in Saxtons River, and I was fortunate to meet her. There were precious few girls in this all-boys environment. It turned out she went to an all-girls prep school and was on a break. She had long, chestnut-colored hair and light brown eyes. Her faded blue jeans fit her snugly. I couldn’t deny that she was looking at me as I passed by her small woodsy house. She was raking leaves off the lawn. I wanted to say something but, as usual, words failed me.

“You go to school at the academy?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said.

“I’m Betsy.”

“I’m Joe.”

“I think I’ve seen you on my way home from school.”

“Oh,” was all I could manage.

“You taking pictures of the birds?”

“I’m taking pictures of everything.”

“Does that include people?”

“Well . . .”

Seeing that I was shy, she said, “I’m just messing with you.”

“I’d like to take a picture of you,” I said. “I really would.”

“You don’t have to take a picture of me, but if you’re interested in nature photography I can show you some cool spots. I grew up in these woods.”

“I’d love that.”

As we walked along the hidden trails, she spoke more than I did. That was fine with me. Every now and then we’d stop so I could take a picture. She was in every single one. As much as I loved the sight of the distant mountain covered with snow, I loved the sight of her face even more.

Our encounters went on for some time. They almost always involved walks through the woods. I would have gladly gone all the way had Betsy allowed me, but just having a female friend was a precious gift.

Summertime at Sunapee continued to be the highlight of the year, not only because I could return to the lake and the land that I loved so deeply, but because the area was alive with music. I got a job at the Anchorage, the local burger joint, where the jukebox, one of those great old monstrosities from the fifties, was always rocking great music. There was something about jukebox speakers that gave music an extra buzz. Maybe it was the blinking lights; maybe it was the robotics of the eager arm grabbing the disc; maybe it was the needle pouncing on the vinyl. Whatever it was, the jukebox was beautiful. Because I worked there, my boss would give me a fistful of quarters. Every week after the jukebox guy put in the latest 45s, I became the de facto DJ at the Anchorage. It was one job I didn’t mind. I couldn’t go wrong: the Mamas & the Papas’ “Monday Monday” or “California Dreaming,” The Troggs’ “Wild Thing,” the Beach Boys’ “Good Vibrations,” the Beatles’ “Paperback Writer,” the Stones’ “Paint It Black,” the Lovin’ Spoonful’s “Summer in the City.” The music made my kitchen chores tolerable and gave them a rhythm. The French fries fried quicker to Donovan’s “Sunshine Superman” and the cheeseburgers grilled greasier to the Temptations’ “Ain’t Too Proud to Beg.”

I did everything at the Anchorage from sweeping the floors to unloading ice cream off the delivery trucks. Most of my work was in the kitchen. I had a little window where I’d place freshly washed dishes and bus up the dirty ones. That window was perfectly placed, giving me not only a great view of all the goings-on in the Anchorage but also a clear view of Lake Sunapee harbor. I can still smell that intoxicating brew of motorboat exhaust and fried clams.

Everyone came through the Anchorage, including a kid a few years younger than me who stopped by the window to strike up a conversation. His name was David Scott, but he was called Pudge, despite his skinniness. His dad was the commodore of the yacht club.

“You play guitar, right?” he asked.

“Right,” I answered.

“I play drums.”

“Cool. I wanna put a band together.”

“I’m in. I also know another guy who plays guitar. He teaches tennis at the yacht club.”

“Bring him by.”

That kid was Tom Hamilton, who grew up in New London, one of the towns bordering Lake Sunapee. He had a wry sense of humor, was smart, and liked to party. Most importantly, we dug the same music. Tom and I became fast friends.

I started hanging out with Pudge and Tom. With a case of beer and the radio blasting, we’d chug off into the middle of the lake. We also started jamming in Pudge’s basement. Often his parents were out of town. But even when they were there they’d let us play long into the night. Because I had a few more notches on my guitar, Tom switched to bass and the Jam Band was born: Tom, Pudge, and I.

Tom also had a winter band, Plastic Glass, that included a hard-core blues lover, John McGuire. John was a harp player who refused to wear shoes and worshipped black blues. Like Eric Clapton, he held the attitude that the blues should never be corrupted. I didn’t argue, because I loved the blues, but I also loved loud, guitar-based rock, whether it wandered away from the blues or not. And since the blues was an impure form itself—I saw the blues as a beautiful mongrel—how could anyone make the case that the blues should be pure? These were the discussions in which we engaged, young fledgling musicians in half-formed bands, our heads exploding from Pudge’s parents’ whisky or the newly discovered Romilar cough syrup that took us to a place of woozy reflection.

Sometimes John would share lead vocals with me in the Jam Band. Sometimes he’d play harp. It didn’t take long for us to develop a set list of rocking songs. In no time we were playing actual gigs. One of the early ones was at the Barn, the Sunapee music venue owned by John Conrad, the first gay man I ever encountered. John was also a stone-cold alcoholic who woke every day at noon and began drinking Chablis out of a gallon jug. He sat cross-legged in the Barn’s kitchen, where he held court in the hallowed space that back in the forties had attracted the big bands of Count Basie and Gene Krupa. As John spoke, his favorite employee, Louise, an eighty-year-old woman who was strong as an ox, scrubbed the floors and washed the windows. You could also rent a room at the adjacent hotel, the Conrad Manor, and, if you were so inclined, come to Sunapee during one of John’s gala gay weekends. In these months, just before the Stonewall Riots helped launch gay liberation from Greenwich Village, John, high on wine, was already liberated. He couldn’t have cared less if some tourists recoiled at the sight of men in satin short shorts.

Beyond the Barn, we played boathouse parties, backyard parties—hell, we’d play anywhere. Pay was nice but not essential. For many summers the Jam Band was the house band of Sunapee. I remember one late September night when we played on a flatbed truck illuminated by the beams of car headlights. It was so cold that it actually snowed. But we didn’t give a shit. Long live rock and roll!

On a clear summer’s day, looking out at the Lake, Tom Hamilton and I would sit under the shade of a great oak tree and talk about the future. The future concerned music and music alone. Fantasies of being onstage in front of a mountain of Marshall amps. Fantasies of traveling to the Fillmore in San Francisco to see bands with names like Jefferson Airplane and Quicksilver Messenger Service. Fantasies of fleeing our home lives, our parents, our schools, our provincial New England prison.

I got a glimpse of what lay beyond those borders in 1967 when I found myself in a little theater in Boston watching a movie called Blow-Up. I didn’t know anything about Michelangelo Antonioni. All I knew was that the Yardbirds were in the film playing a version of “The Train Kept a-Rollin’,” rewritten for the movie. Even more amazing was the short-lived lineup of guitarists Jimmy Page and Jeff Beck. The movie was a strange and startling portrait of a London fashion photographer in which mystery, sex, rock, and rebellion all came together. I had read about the ultrahip Flash scene and now, seated in this art-house cinema, I was watching the scene come alive before my eyes. My ears were even more thrilled when Page and Beck appeared at a critical moment and took over. I’d never heard guitar sounds like that before. Those few minutes of film showed me how to mesh two searing guitars in the same band. Little did I know that I was watching proto-Aerosmith.

Even though I had come to see Blow-Up because of the Yardbirds, I wound up loving the movie just as much. Cutting-edge music, cutting-edge cinema.

I loved this Flash art/music scene coming out of England—the energy of cockney East London clashing with the art school dandies, Keith Moon’s bass drum bombs, the mock mod attitude of Kenny Jones in Small Faces. Beyond London, though, I loved this era of lightning-fast changes and quirky metamorphoses. I loved the psychedelic drones, the massive feedback fed by bass-bottomed R&B, the sight of Hendrix praying at the fiery altar of his flaming Stratocaster at Monterey.

There was a revolution happening right outside my door, and it all seemed connected in a disconnected way—the Kennedy assassinations, MLK, the Vietnam War, Timothy Leary, civil rights marches, and sexual freedom. All I knew was that the music of Jeff Beck and Jimi Hendrix and Jimmy Page’s Led Zeppelin captured all that confusion. It was the call of rock and roll—a call I had to answer.

Everything was changing in the world, but nothing was changing at Vermont Academy. My grades got worse as my musicianship got better and my hair got longer. Having heard Jeff Beck and Jimmy Page, I concentrated on my guitar with a new ferocity. In my junior year I took over Just Us, the prep school band, as both lead guitarist and singer. I was making good musical progress, even as I was making no progress in school. My parents protested.

“What’s wrong?” asked Mom, calling from home.

“Nothing.”

“What can we do to help you?”

“Nothing.”

“When are we going to be seeing some improvement on your report cards?”

“I don’t know.”

Dad called and said the school didn’t like the length of my hair. “They wrote us and said it was too long.”

“I want it longer,” I admitted.

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“I want you to cut it, Joe.”

“I won’t.”

“You have to. Are you listening to me? Will you cut it?”

“I won’t.”

I didn’t.

My contempt for the conventions that required boring dress codes grew. And so did my hair.

That summer a kid from California came through Sunapee with some purple mescaline tablets that, at five dollars a pop, provided a gateway to still another territory. Tom Hamilton and I got high together. I can’t report that I saw God or stepped out of my ego like a baby chick stepping out of its egg, but during a walk through the woods the leaves spoke to the wind and the grass had a greenness that nearly blinded me.

Style was always under discussion. John McGuire, the champion for uncontaminated blues, was still around. He was in Tom’s band in the winter and a part-time Jam Bander.

“I think it matters what we wear onstage,” I said.

“What matters is the blues,” said John. “True bluesmen don’t give a shit what they wear. You really wanna wear funny white shoes and play through Marshall amps?”

“Are you kidding? Of course. Fuck yes,” Tom and I said, laughing.

Steven Tallarico, a local rocker, had been coming up to Sunapee for years. His parents had a family connection with one of the resorts, Trow-Rico. Every summer he’d blow in from Greenwich Village with a different band to do two- or three-week runs at the Barn. In most of these bands he was the drummer who sang. His drumming always blew me away. A lot of bands passed through, but Tallarico’s were always the best, especially the Strangeurs. They covered Beatles, Stones, and Byrds songs note for note. Everyone looked forward to seeing the Strangeurs, who actually had a song on the Anchorage’s jukebox, “The Sun.” The tune was professional sounding but too poppy for me. Still, I was impressed that these guys had actually been in a recording studio.

The first time I encountered one of Tallarico’s bands in person, I was not left with a positive impression. They came into the Anchorage acting like they owned the place. Big fish in a small pond. They were wearing super-glam rock star clothes in the middle of the day when everyone else was in T-shirts and shorts. They took over a booth and stayed for hours. Loud and obnoxious, they ran most of the other customers out of the place. From time to time, Steven would break out in a fake English accent. Their meal culminated in a food fight. Whipped cream was flying everywhere. They left a mess that I had to clean up. I wasn’t happy, but I had no choice. I guessed that was how obnoxious rock stars from New York acted. Little did I know. . . .

Her typical pose was to position herself in front of the pinball machine at the Anchorage so that sunlight caught the luster of her dark hair. She was beautiful. She wore edgy clothes. She attacked the machine with a certain confidence and aggression not typical of a teenage girl. While she played, I’d sneak peeks from the kitchen. I liked to watch her manipulate the flippers. She was focused. She rocked the machine hard yet instinctively knew how to prevent a tilt. She maintained the game’s high score, frustrating the most determined men. The ceaseless bells and whistles and pings, celebrating her skill at keeping the pinball in play, became the sexy sound track to her little drama.

The drama continued when she moved over to the jukebox. She stood there casually puffing on a cigarette, surveying her choices. Her choices were inevitably hip and usually English. She favored the same groups I did. When she first spoke to me, it was about music.

“You play guitar, don’t you?” she asked.

“How’d you know?”

“I usually hear about anything that has to do with music. I love music. My dad teaches music at Cambridge High. He plays in a band.”

“What kind of music?”

“He can play any kind. He started out playing jazz. Ever hear of Billie Holiday?”

I hadn’t.

“Well, he played with her and Dizzy Gillespie. And my uncle’s a famous musician. Ever hear the theme song from Batman?”

I had.

“He wrote it. His name is Neal Hefti.”
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