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			“Impossible is just a big word thrown around by small men who find it easier to live in the world they’ve been given than to explore the power they have to change it. Impossible is not a fact. It’s an opinion. Impossible is not a declaration. It’s a dare. Impossible is potential. Impossible is temporary. Impossible is nothing.”

			—Muhammad Ali
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			Foreword

			By Roger Miret

			“Vinnie is going to outlive everybody. He’s going to be the last person standing. If a nuclear bomb goes off, only roaches and Stigma will live. That’s it.” 

			Vinnie Stigma and I connected pretty much right away. He says he was dancing beside me at a show—I believe it was at the Peppermint Lounge—and liked my style in the pit. That’s where I had my first sort of encounter with him. I’d been watching him on the dance floor, and he would go against the grain, or just stand in the middle of everyone. You could tell he was a character right away just from watching him. We hadn’t spoken a word to one another yet; that was at some random CBGB show soon afterward. And I don’t think our conversation had anything to do with music or punk rock. I’m pretty sure he was in the midst of a conversation with someone, comparing who made the best meatballs or something ridiculous like that. He’s Italian, so…you know, a natural mamaluke.

			Vinnie was really easy to approach, especially for that time, when everyone was kinda crazy. You didn’t feel intimidated to speak to him or anything like that. He was friendly to everyone, as opposed to some other people on the scene who seemed like they had to get a little bit more comfortable with you first. He’s never been arrogant either, even though he probably had the right to be. Vinnie has never been like that, and he’s still not. He’s a very easy creature, a creature of habit. When he is hungry, he eats, when he is tired, he sleeps, but in the end, playing the show is always the biggest thing in the world to him. It doesn’t matter how you’re feeling, or what mood you’re in; for Vinnie, you have to forget about that, play your show, and entertain those who’ve paid to see you. We’ve both played shows while sick as dogs. He’s always like, “We have to play. The show must go on.” That time at CBGB when he split his head open, I was at the hospital with him while the show was still going on, and he told me, “No, you have to go back and play. We can’t disappoint anyone.” Early on, I recognized that attitude in him, and I know that’s what he believes when it comes to Agnostic Front. We share that attitude and so many other things.

			As far as winding up in a band together, things didn’t start to happen until one night at Great Gildersleeves, where I think the Angry Samoans were playing. I was in the pit doing my thing; stage diving, and just being a regular New York hardcore dancer or whatever. Vinnie and I had become friends by then, and that day, he had Adam (Mucci) and Raybeez approach me to join their band. I was a little bit confused, because, first of all, I wasn’t a straight-up vocalist. I always played bass and did a little bit of vocals in The Psychos. “Are you looking for a bass player?” Adam was already the bass player, so it was weird. They told me they wanted me to sing. I guess Stigma saw me going crazy on the dance floor and figured that’s what he needed me to do. Back then, as long as you looked good going crazy, that was enough. That’s how it used to be—no experience necessary. I don’t even think he asked me to try out, he just told me, “I really want you to be in the band.” He knew I was already with The Psychos, but at that time, people were always in multiple bands. It didn’t matter because we were all in it for the scene, so it wasn’t like, “Oh, you’re stealing somebody from my band.” Nobody thought about touring, nobody ever thought about anything more than just having fun and playing some songs, that’s it. 

			We eventually got together and started to rehearse at this little dungeon down by Vinnie, somewhere in NoHo. We would close the door and it would be steaming hot. Raybeez would be wearing seven layers of clothes. By the time we were done, he was down to just his underwear. We were doing songs that we each already had and brought to the group. 

			We’d all gravitated toward this American skinhead thing. That was our style. That’s what Negative Approach was doing and what SSD was doing and what Minor Threat was doing. It wasn’t like the UK skinhead look; it was more our own thing. We didn’t have Dr. Martens. You had to mail order those from England back then. Who had the money to do that? I still have my zipper combat boots; that’s what we wore. But then, being that we were in New York, it became edgier. At the time, we were more punk rock. We still had mohawks and spiked hair and stuff like that, but the scene was changing over to the American hardcore vibe those bands were doing. The whole skinhead thing was about trying to disassociate ourselves from the traditional punks that were like, “Fuck the world, fuck everything, live fast, die young….” We—not just Agnostic Front, but SSD, Minor Threat, Negative Approach—were all moving to disassociate from that and create our own thing. We were definitely, “Fuck this, fuck that,” but it was not about destroying everything. It was more like, “Let’s make a difference. Let’s make a change.” We were the younger generation. Later on, we even disassociated ourselves from what we became. The UK skinhead thing became really heavy, and we needed to separate ourselves from that also. You know the lyrics: “United and strong, blacks and white, punks and skins.” That’s where we were coming from.

			Vinnie played guitar. He actually used to be the bass player with The Eliminators, and then he switched to guitar. He had all the gear too: everything for everybody. Nobody else owned anything. He had bass gear, then he decided to get his guitar and an amp. He bought the drums…. We would just take it all to CBGB to play, then back again. Vinnie’s drum kit was the house drum kit at CBs for the longest, A7 too. 

			As far as Vinnie’s playing style as a guitarist, it was great. There wasn’t, and still isn’t, anyone like him. He had this unique way of playing. I mean, if you notice, a lot of songs on United Blood and Victim in Pain are completely out of tune. If you were to ask Don Fury, he’d tell you that he had the hardest time trying to keep Vinnie’s guitar in tune. It wasn’t the guitar, it was the way Vinnie plays. He grabs those strings and bends the shit out of them! His pinkie is always floating behind the fretboard. He’s also pressing his thumb through the fretboard on the backside, and all the other fingers, minus his pinkie, are counterpressuring from the other side. It’s wild. But back then, people didn’t really care about how great a musician anyone was. Agnostic Front was not a great band musically. We were like watching a controlled train wreck. It was about the show, and we got that from Stigma. You had to watch what was going on. It was theatrical more than anything. We were a laughingstock as far as musicianship, but in the end, we prevailed over all of the other early NYHC bands because we were genuine. We were real people doing real things. It wasn’t about the best technical playing, or politics, or any of this other bullshit. It was just about, “Hey, you want to see a real fucking band? This is real hardcore. These guys are nuts. They’re jumping on you, they’re doing all this stuff, and they’re barely playing the fucking song.”

			A funny story about our song “Power” from Victim in Pain: It was introduced to us by Vinnie right before we recorded that album. It had originally been an Eliminators song, and we loved it. It was a bit odd for us because we were more classic American hardcore punk, and “Power” was our version of an Oi! kind of thing. I don’t know what possessed me to yell “Stigma” just before the lead Vinnie plays. I created a fucking monster with that. I created my own Eddie from Iron Maiden just by yelling “Stigma” during that song. Seriously, it was just me having fun and being a jerk, just like, “Stigma, my guitar hero!” It kinda turned him into one.

			Around the time of Victim in Pain, I can remember the day I felt like Vinnie and I were finally making an impact with the band. It was a show we played at the Jane Street Rock Hotel with Kraut. We went on before them, and the place went nuts! Then Kraut went on and it seemed like nobody cared. It was really weird too because I always loved Kraut, but this time, it was about us. Then, the next time we played a show at CBGB—the first time with Victim in Pain out—I’d never seen CBs so full. People came from all over. We were already kind of a local favorite in New York City, but then, all of a sudden, people showed up from beyond our friend group at A7. People had really come to see us from places like Jersey, Connecticut, Pennsylvania…. I remember thinking, Maybe we’re doing something good here. Maybe we’re on to something.

			Fast-forward all these years, and I think the bond between me and Vinnie has lasted for good reason. Other guys who’ve been in Agnostic Front always wound up having different things going on in their lives. Some started having kids, or they just moved on. I did the same thing, but I had my first kid and never moved on. Vinnie and I have always been passionate about this thing. Our friendship is very passionate, and we love our band. It means a lot to us, and we still enjoy what we do. It’s genuine love and true sincerity. That’s what has kept us together as friends all these years, and also as a band. We simply love what we do and want to keep doing it.

			For a long time, I was living in abandoned buildings or in a van and often in Vinnie’s apartment during the harsh, cold winters. That’s where I had my showers, where I escaped the more difficult times. Vinnie had the headquarters. He had 285 Mott Street, and he had the phone. We organized everything for the band there. We assembled the United Blood single there. All the band mail would come to Vinnie’s. We needed a stable place, and Vinnie had that stable place for people to know how to contact us. He had our gear there too. We created this tight relationship that worked for both of us. We never argued about anything; religion was never anything for us, money was never anything. It’s all been trust and love.

			I’ll never forget when I picked him up in the van to leave for one of our first tours, right after he quit his job. He had literally just finished beating the shit out of his foreman. He was dying to beat that guy up. I think he hit him with a fucking two-by-four. He was just looking for that moment for us to hit the road. 

			Vinnie is like family, still is and always will be. My mother considers Vinnie family, my brothers consider Vinnie family, my sister…I mean, all of them talk to him constantly, texting each other and all that. Vinnie has no brothers or sisters. I am his brother. He has no other living person as close to him as I am. 

			Think about the situation with my brother Freddy, when Vinnie basically had to become his guardian for a while. Imagine, Freddy’s a teenager, and I needed to leave him—my younger brother—at Vinnie’s place to live and be in his care. Amy and I didn’t have a great living situation together with Freddy, so he needed to leave. Vinnie welcomed him in. He needed to be going to school, so Vinnie was like, “Don’t worry about it, Roger, I got this.” He’d call my mom and check in all the time. That’s how it was. That’s a whole different level of friendship and trust and love. He helped raise my brother. Vinnie wasn’t always the most responsible person, but he became extremely responsible when it came to Freddy. He knew he couldn’t fuck that up. 

			Stigma’s always been a strange creature. He will purposely sabotage something so that he never has to do it again. For example, driving: he almost fucking drove the band off a cliff, so we never asked him to drive again. He did shit like that purposely. With interviews, ask him whatever you want, but he’s probably just going to talk about the Pittsburgh Steelers. He has a way of doing stuff like that. I remember when he and his mom would get into these crazy arguments. He just would not do what she asked, and she’d never ask him again. He’s no dummy. Thankfully, with Freddy, the last thing he wanted to do was fuck anything up with my mom or my brothers or me. That’s how much respect he’s always had for us. Vinnie loves his sleep, but he’d get up with Freddy every morning and tell him, “You gotta go to school.” Freddy never wanted to go, but Vinnie would be like, “Goddammit, you gotta go to school!” People talk about bonds of friendship and all this stuff, but talk is just talk. That’s something real about Agnostic Front—and me and Vinnie. We’ve always walked the walk. We’ve lived it.

			Our foundation is as strong as it could ever be. It’s been knocked down a few times, and it’s been a wild roller-coaster ride with way-ups and way-downs. It still goes up and down. And I learned from Vinnie that you better be nice to people, because you’re going to see the same people on the way up that you see on the way down. If you were a jackass on the way up, and now things aren’t going so well, they’re gonna be up there laughing at you. Together, we’ve enjoyed every bit of the ups and downs and have enjoyed everywhere we’ve gone. 

			Every time we go to a different country, we want to eat what the local people eat. For instance, we’ve had guys in the band, and still do, who are like, “Oh, I don’t eat Japanese food.” I mean, we’re in fucking Japan! Or we’re in Mexico; “I don’t eat Mexican food.” Just eat what the people eat, because we come from a background where, for a while, there was nothing. In the beginning, the meal we ate religiously, three times a day, was two hot dogs and a Coke from 7-Eleven. Why? Because we only had five dollars a day to eat. It’s crazy to think that now, at many of the festival shows we play overseas, there are actual chefs who cook for us. 

			Touring the world several times over with Vinnie has been super easy. It’s one thing to be in a local band where you go home and sleep in your own bed after a show. It’s a whole different animal to take the show on the road. You learn quickly who’s tour-worthy and who’s not. I’ve worked with some great people: great musicians, great friends, but you can’t take a lot of them on tour. Vinnie is easygoing. I honestly don’t remember any complaints from that guy. We’ve always moved as a unit. I don’t necessarily think of our adventures as if I’ve been seeing the world with, say, my wife, or something like that, but it’s actually been kind of like that. It’s sort of like here we are as a family, and we’re doing this together. Doing all of this with Stigma has been very special. We never believed we’d do anything like this. I mean, I didn’t know there was anything beyond New York City. I didn’t even know there was a Buffalo, New York, let alone having the opportunity to see all of the US, or Europe, or Asia, or South America. Back then, Stigma and I probably would’ve laughed in your face if you told us what we’d do. People start bands now, and they expect to get an instant fan base because of the internet. They’ve never had to be in a van or deal with what comes along with that. They don’t know what it’s like to have to build something from the ground up. All these years later, nobody knows how to do it better than me and Vinnie.
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			He’s just a great person, and there’s never a dull moment with this man. Shit, I looked on the internet the other day, and he was actually wrestling at a real wrestling event. Wrestling! I mean, he just celebrates his life. There’s no ill will in Vinnie Stigma; there’s nothing mean. If you cross him, he could have issues with you, but he’s a genuinely happy person and lives his life by happy means. He doesn’t want any confrontation. He hates it. He wants no schism. He wants everybody to be happy, he wants everybody to get along. He doesn’t understand the seriousness of situations sometimes, and we have to let him know, “Vinnie, this is serious.” To him, it’s almost never serious. He just genuinely wants to live his life to its fullest. I’ve never met anybody who lives like Vinnie; never a worry or concern, it’s amazing. We joke about it, but it’s the truth: Vinnie Stigma really is the most interesting man in the world, and there’s no better entertainer out there than him. 

		


		
			Introduction

			If I had a dollar for every instance in which someone said to me, “The first time I went to a CBGB hardcore matinee, I met Vinnie Stigma,” I’d likely top Forbes’s list of wealthiest Americans. In fact, during my own virgin voyage to 315 Bowery on a Sunday afternoon in 1984, Vinnie served as an unofficial welcoming committee. As I loitered alone in front of the legendary venue between bands at a show headlined by New Jersey’s Adrenalin O.D., mere feet from the joint’s decrepit front doors, Vin approached me, asking in his unmistakable New-Yo-talian dialect, “Hey! You here to see the show?” He must have seen the metalhead-transitioning-to-hardcore-kid written all over me. I probably responded chock full of corniness, exclaiming, “Fuck yeah,” or something like that. He chirped back with, “Good! Glad you came. See you inside.” I knew who he was, but was shocked that he was speaking to me. Countless others recall similar encounters with this icon; presenting as a New York City–style skinhead, complete with neck tattoo—the first I’d ever seen in person—openly welcoming one and all complete strangers into his universe. An environment which would quickly become ours too for decades to come, in no small part thanks to Vinnie Stigma.

			Vinnie is rightfully recognized as one of NYC hardcore’s elder statesmen. He is Agnostic Front’s founder and guitarist, in addition to being one of the Big Apple’s earliest punk rockers. There are few more beloved and respected figures in the history of the city that never sleeps than this man. He made his bones on Mott Street in Little Italy among the tight-knit immigrant families, and even a few of the wise guys who resided among them. To call Vinnie a character understates the obvious. Born Vincent Capuccio on December 3, 1955, “Stigma,” as his countless friends and fans lovingly refer to him, has glided through his almost seven decades on earth as youthfully and purposefully as anyone ever has. To many, he is the everyman, yet to others, he is a superhero. His thick accent is charming as hell, and his manner is every bit as inviting. He is someone who respects and loves tradition, yet wholeheartedly embraces progress. Vinnie is your paesan, and you are his. Whether onstage armed with his trusty Gibson SG, or sharing a bowl of lovingly prepared ravioli with a guest in his home, there’s nowhere you’d rather be than in his presence.

			On stage, Stigma is simply unlike any performer you’ve ever laid eyes on. He displays little regard for anything other than entertaining those before him, even if it means removing his instrument mid-song to mosh with the “kids” as he affectionately calls them. This is Vinnie’s modus operandi; to entertain no matter the platform or the conditions. Most charmingly, Stigma applies the same MO to his conversations with friends, family, and fans: not dissimilarly to your favorite uncle or grandparent before whom the brood gathers at each and every holiday celebration, so as to embrace grand, colorful tales of yesteryear and magnificently imparted wisdom. Each nugget dispensed in a manner only such a charmingly idiosyncratic voice as Vinnie’s can do justice to. 

			Pull up a seat and sponge a few anecdotes about old New York, or maybe the birth of punk rock, or his love for Frank Sinatra, Jimi Hendrix, and Bruce Lee, or the story about how he cheated death while getting his first tattoo in Harlem. He might let you in on how the downtown mafioso coexisted with the other immigrants in his beloved Little Italy when he was growing up. Of course he’ll discuss his life as an international touring musician, and all the places and amazing things he’s experienced.

			No one sees or describes the world quite like Vinnie Stigma. You are soon to cherish these tales, as I and so many others have. Whether you are a hardcore OG, new jack, or somewhere in between, this gem of a human being is—if he hasn’t already—going to occupy a little bit of emotional real estate within you.

			—Howie Abrams
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