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This book is dedicated to the Sum 41 fans. The Skumfuks. The Sum 41 family.

I’m only in a position to write a book because of you. In one way or another we’ve shared a bond through the words of my songs.

I’ve always written music honestly about my life, so an honest telling of my life story only seems fitting. I hope you can gain more meaning behind and understanding of those songs from the words in this book.

This is my life. The good, the bad, and the really fucking ugly.






INTRODUCTION

You always start out so innocent. You say to yourself, “Those rock star clichés, they’ll never be me.” But somehow they find you. The drugs and booze, the sex, the celebrity relationships, the failed marriages—all of it. The fights, the arrests, the near-death experiences, and in my case, surviving an active war zone. All the peaks and valleys of a life in rock ’n’ roll await you. As if it’s all predestined. And, for me, maybe it was. I was always in trouble growing up. If something went wrong, all fingers pointed at me, even if I had nothing to do with it. It was kind of like Calvin and Hobbes. I used to love that cartoon. I even modeled myself after Calvin, spiking my hair and wearing the same striped shirt.

Or maybe I was doomed because by the time I was thirteen years old my idols were Jim Morrison, Kurt Cobain, Guns N’ Roses, and the Sex Pistols. I remember watching the Oliver Stone movie The Doors—an epic account of Jim Morrison, the band, and their influence on music, culture, and counterculture—and being completely transfixed. The way of life, the chaos, the insanity, the ups and downs, and the wildness of success—it was all so exciting to me. And just as Nirvana came to change the world, I was coming of age in my own right and discovering just who I thought I was.

Picking up a guitar and writing songs for the first time, I knew I wanted to become a rock star one day—and I knew I would do it. There was no question in my mind that music and the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle were my path. I mean, what else is a kid who loves music and is always in trouble supposed to do?

I was in bands and on tour before I had a driver’s license. I signed a record deal when I was still a teenager. I had multiple hit songs on the radio around the world before I was twenty-four. I toured the world, partied with my heroes, played to sold-out crowds, night after night, had people singing my own words back to me, and I loved every second of it. I wanted it. I was ready for it. And then, I crashed and burned and nearly lost it all, along with my own life. I picked myself up, built it back from nothing, and did it all over again.
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CHAPTER 1 OPEN WATER


I was born on March 21, 1980, in Scarborough, Canada, in the east end of Toronto. My mum and I constantly moved to different apartments. By the time I was seventeen, I had moved nineteen times. One time, we moved into a building on a Friday and out on the Monday, because it was so awful. No wonder I was able to tour in vans and sleep in bad motels so easily. My mum, Michelle Whibley, dropped out of high school at the age of seventeen to raise me on her own. She was small, tough, and very pretty. A typical rebel teenager who was barreling down a bad path, hanging out with stoners and burnouts and going to too many high school parties. It was at one of those shitty parties where she met my dad. They had sex in a bathroom and then she was pregnant. It changed her life forever, but him? He stuck around just long enough to see me when I was first born and that was it. I don’t know whether it was too much for him or my mum didn’t want him involved, but either way he was out of my life for good. Part of me is surprised that I’ve never heard from him, but I had such a great relationship with my mum and grandparents that I didn’t really feel like I was missing out on anything. Plus, even back then I felt that if he didn’t want anything to do with me then good riddance.

For the first few years of my life, my mum and I lived with my grandparents John and Mary Whibley, or Nan and Papa. They are very British, very religious, and have always been lovely people. Born in the thirties, they grew up through World War II, my grandfather in London and my grandmother in Kent. I always loved hearing their stories of growing up during the war, even though they thought it was boring to talk about. Their stories fascinated me. During one of the late night air raid bombings over London a German incendiary bomb came through my grandfather’s roof and landed in his sister’s empty bed, but didn’t ignite. How is that boring?! My grandmother and her mother gave tea and sandwiches to the soldiers being rescued by civilian boats from Dunkirk. That’s part of history! Life in postwar England was tough, though, and when Nan and Papa were in their early thirties work dried up, so in 1966 they moved to Canada to raise their five children. My grandparents were a big part of my life as a child and I’ve remained close to them to this day. Even in their nineties they still come to the crazy Sum 41 shows every time we’re in town.



I was a one-year-old when my mum met a man named B.D. on a trip to Florida. By the time I was two, they had decided to get married, and boy, did she pick wrong! I’m sure in 1981 he looked kind of cool, with a mustache, cut-off sleeves, and a mullet, but he was anything but cool. He was a mean, abusive, petty drug-dealing homophobe who yelled and hit me for watching TV shows like Pee-wee’s Playhouse and The Care Bears, saying they were going to make me “turn out gay” and no son of his was going to be a “fxggot.” I’d then be sent to my room to await more punishment or just be out of his way so he could drink beer, watch M*A*S*H, or argue with my mum. Sometimes I would be sent to my room because his “friend” was coming over for a few minutes, which really meant a customer was buying weed in our apartment.

The only shows he’d let me watch were reruns of I Love Lucy, Gilligan’s Island, the old Batman with Adam West, and The Monkees. I loved The Monkees. I had no idea that it was an old show from the sixties and thought they were a current band. I have been obsessed with music for as long as I can remember. I spent so much time in my room listening to my dubbed cassette tapes of the Monkees, the Beatles, and whatever other classic rock tapes my parents gave me. I loved all the early classics. In the eighties, Shell ran a promo where if you spent a certain dollar amount on gas, you would get a free cassette from a collection called 50s & 60s Solid Gold Hits. My parents always made sure to fill up enough to get me another tape from the collection.

After Mum and B.D. got married, the three of us lived in a pretty rough part of town known as Tuxedo Court. It was a collection of six apartment buildings in an area that had long been considered a “gang area.” Years later I was told by some local cops that they didn’t even go into that neighborhood if they got a call. They just let that neighborhood sort itself out.

When I lived there, I was too young to realize that the majority of people living there (including us) were extremely low-income. I had no idea that it was a bad neighborhood. Well, other than the fact that the hallway always smelled like piss, and if we left anything on our first-floor balcony even for a few minutes it would be stolen. Life felt normal and I was a really happy kid. I was so young when they got married, that I had no idea B.D. wasn’t my biological father. B.D. was adopted and hated that he didn’t know his “real” parents. He wanted me to think he was my dad, so they never told me otherwise.

My parents had good taste in music and my mum liked to play it loud. And why not? She was only in her early twenties. I would wake up to the sound of Rod Stewart or Cheap Trick or Patsy Cline coming through the walls of our apartment. Late nights were reserved for B.D.’s music: the Stones, the Beatles, and Pink Floyd. I still remember the sound of the big old twelve-inch speakers in the living room, and hearing incredible songs like “Help!” and “Paint It Black” for the first time.

B.D. drove an orange 1970 Plymouth Road Runner muscle car that looked like the General Lee from Dukes of Hazzard. People always stared when we drove around in it. He would take us on trips to different car shows, sometimes submitting his car, but never winning. In the summer of 1986, we went to a car show at Molson Park where I saw my first concert: the Monkees reunion with “Weird Al” Yankovic as the opener. I was in heaven. I sat on my dad’s shoulders peering over everyone’s head, watching the band from my favorite TV show. Seeing real people performing music left a major impression on me. I knew that someday, I wanted that to be me up there.

That same summer we moved again, this time to a nicer apartment complex in Scarborough. I was told that it even had its own outdoor pool! It was in the back of the building next to the parking lot surrounded by a huge chain-link fence. I ran up to it so fast with excitement only to find that it was absolutely filled to the top with actual garbage. Old furniture, garbage bags, chunks of two-by-fours were in there, and the walls of the pool were stained jet black. All my six-year-old’s dreams of being the kid with a pool and living the good life, the movie life, were completely shattered in an instant. While the area was a little better, the anger and abuse from “Dad” only got worse over the next couple of years. Then my mum caught him cheating on her and she kicked him out and filed for divorce. I was about seven when she sat me down and told me that they were splitting up. In my mind, even though I was scared of him, he was still my dad and I didn’t want to lose my family. I was upset and cried all day. The only thing that got me to stop crying was my mum promising me he’d be home the next day to say goodbye. He never showed. I didn’t see or hear from him again until years later when I ran into him as a teenager, but that’s a story for later.

With B.D. gone, my mum and I became a little team. I was eight and she was twenty-five, and our little apartment at 945 Midland Ave had finally become fun and peaceful. No more darkness. We didn’t have to worry about his anger and temper anymore. We ate junk food for dinner and watched movies every weekend. We watched everything from lighthearted comedies like The Goonies, Back to the Future, and Ferris Bueller to more mature movies like Stand By Me, Raising Arizona, and La Bamba, the story of Ritchie Valens. I watched Ferris Bueller and La Bamba over and over again, almost wearing out the copied VHS tapes. They both embodied everything that I felt inside. I knew I loved music and wanted it to be my life when I grew up, and I also thought I could be Ferris Bueller, the charming guy that fucks with all the powers that be, but somehow gets away with it.

At the same time my mum realized there was no relying on anyone else. She had to make her own way in the world and take care of the two of us. The first step was getting her high school diploma. She began taking night school classes and worked in the day as a secretary at the Shell office building in Toronto. Even still, it was tough to make ends meet and we needed a roommate to help pay rent. My uncle Tim lived with us for a bit and then my mum’s best friend from high school moved in. It was only a two-bedroom apartment so that meant the hallway closet became my bedroom. I enjoyed it, though, because it felt like my own little fort. It was such a small space that the mattress barely fit and one end curled up the wall. When the hall closet became too cramped for a growing kid, my mum took the closet and gave me the bigger room.

When I think back to those days now, I realize how hard it must have been for her. She was only in her mid-twenties, but already had a kid, had gotten divorced, had recently gone back to high school as an adult, and was working while raising a child. Only once I was in my twenties did I realize the pressure, the embarrassment, the fear of not surviving that she faced. I just couldn’t fathom the kind of strength she had. I knew there were times she needed help from my grandparents, and at some points we were on welfare or had to get groceries from the food banks at churches. As tough as it all must have been for her, she never let it show. She was always happy to do anything and everything to make me feel like life was great. There was never spare money, but she always made sure I had a good Christmas. Like in 1988, I nearly fainted when I opened a big box on Christmas morning to see that I had gotten a Nintendo. That was my mum! Somehow always making me feel like the most loved and special kid.

When my mum wanted to go back to school, she told me that with B.D. gone she needed me to be the man of the house. I was up for the challenge. Money seemed to be a constant hurdle for the Whibleys, and I wanted to start earning my share. I decided to start a business, offering to walk the younger kids to school for $5 a week. A few parents in the apartment building took me up on the offer, and soon I was raking in about $15 a week, which felt like a million to me.

One afternoon, my mum and I came home and noticed the apartment door was open. My mum slowly opened it the rest of the way, and we saw that our apartment had been ransacked. Instead of turning around and running, she picked up a hockey stick and went through the apartment to see the extent of the damage. I was terrified watching her creep down the hall into our bathroom, hockey stick held aloft, ripping open the shower curtain to see if anyone was hiding in there. Our entire apartment had been turned upside down, every drawer emptied, all of our belongings on the floor. We didn’t have much, but anything of any value was gone, including all the money I’d saved up. The incident left us both feeling violated and a little unsafe in the building. It also taught me at an early age that just when you think you’ve got it all, you can lose everything in an instant. It was a valuable lesson, and one that will become a recurring theme throughout the pages of this book.



My mum filled all the roles in my life, so I’d completely forgotten about B.D. by the time I was nine and she finally decided to tell me that he wasn’t my real dad. I was sad that I had been lied to, but happy that I had no blood relation to B.D. In fact, I was ecstatic that I didn’t have his genes. It also explained why his whole side of the family—the people I thought were my aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents—never spoke to us again, just overnight. It all made sense now, but none of it bothered me. In fact, it made me feel strong. I felt both “fuck ’em, I don’t need ’em” and “one day I’ll show them!” Maybe a therapist would say that’s where my drive and determination started. Of course, the only time I’ve talked to a therapist it’s been mostly about the “band problems,” but we’re not there yet. Being discarded early in life gives you one of two things: incredible abandonment issues or a huge sense of independence knowing that you cannot rely on anyone else to get you where you’re trying to go. Looking at myself honestly and objectively, I can confidently state that for me it’s the latter. When someone walks out of my life or burns me, I move on almost instantly. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a subconscious drive to prove I can do it without them. I don’t spend too much time analyzing it. If I was unhappy, I would try to figure it out, but I’ve always been comfortable in my own skin. I genuinely enjoy my life. Maybe it’s just the way I’m wired or how my brain works but my default is always happy when I wake up in the morning. Of course I go through all the human emotions and I can be horribly upset, angry, or sad, but those feelings don’t usually last that long. As an adult I sometimes feel guilty for how happy I am because so many people that I know are not happy. I often find myself playing down my joy to certain friends for fear that I seem like I’m rubbing it in. I know it sounds stupid and I do feel strange doing it, but sometimes I leave out really positive things that are happening in my life or focus on the downside of things with people in hopes that I can be more relatable. I’ve learned that life can change quickly, so I do my best to live every day like it’s my last. Several times, in my case, it nearly was.

I enjoyed school in the early years. My school friends were mostly kids from the apartment complex. We’d play typical apartment games like nicky nicky nine doors, pushing all the buttons in the elevators, and racing up and down the stairwells. I lived on the twelfth floor, so we used my balcony to try to spit on people walking down below, which eventually progressed to throwing eggs or water balloons onto parked cars in the outdoor lot. All of this fun came to an abrupt end when my mum told me we were moving again, this time to live with Nan and Papa up north. They had moved about an hour and a half north to Keene, a town so small that it wasn’t actually considered a town. The village of Keene was only 1.2 miles end to end, with one main road, one general store, one school, and a few small businesses in old houses surrounded by trees, a river, and a huge lake. That was it. Moving from the endless city to the endless forest was a culture shock.

What I didn’t know at the time was that my mum was being harassed by B.D. and because of his temper she was afraid for her life. She wanted to get away from him and the city. As a ten-year-old kid, I just knew it would be another year with new surroundings, new friends, new school, and new bullies. I was used to getting picked on due to my small size and frequently being the new kid. In my old neighborhood in the city, I had a knife pulled on me when I was just seven. It was only a kitchen steak knife, but when a thirteen-year-old tough kid holds a serrated blade to your neck, it leaves an impression. I figured that if I didn’t show people I was tough I’d be beat on mercilessly. So out of fear of getting my ass kicked, on my first day of school, I went up and punched a big kid in the face. He was stunned but fought back. The fight got broken up quickly, and because kids are kids, we actually became good friends later. Keene wasn’t “tough” like that, though. They were mellower, kinder kids, mostly into fishing, dirt biking, and four wheeling in the forests.

My best friend was the kid who lived next door to Nan and Papa, who was also in my class at school. His name was Jake McConnell and he was even more into music than I was. At that time I mostly listened to rap music like Run-D.M.C., LL Cool J, and the Beastie Boys, but Jake seemed to know everything about hard rock. He got me into bands like Mötley Crüe, Guns N’ Roses, AC/DC, and other eighties glam rock bands. This was back when no one had heard the name Nirvana yet and hair metal ruled the day. Jake and I even did a lip-sync performance of “Unskinny Bop” by Poison in front of our whole school for the talent show and we won!

Living with Nan and Papa was only temporary, and soon Mum and I found a spot of our own. Well, sort of. We moved onto Indian River Lodge, a campground made up of a series of small wooden cabins tucked into a huge forest a few hundred feet from the river. We lived in the maid’s quarters of this big old farmhouse that was built in the 1800s and belonged to the family that owned the lodge. Now, instead of playing in the stairwells of the apartment building, I was getting up early in the morning and going fishing before school, catching rock bass, perch, or trout.

The owner, Al, had a few kids, including a six-year-old boy named Shawn who became my little partner. We would catch frogs, play army in the forests, jump off bridges into the river, and sometimes ride out on the lake with his dad in their little wooden single-motor fishing boat. One late summer evening, the weather was perfect, so Al took me and Shawn out on the lake to fish. As we headed farther out to where the big fish lived, we passed a local man in his boat. We waved as we zipped by, but he didn’t really acknowledge us, which was typical for him. He never waved, never said hi. When we reached a good spot, we threw out the anchor and started fishing. Within minutes the weather changed drastically—the sky turned dark purple, heavy rain poured down, the wind picked up, and the waves intensified. As the storm roared around us, we wanted to head back to shore, but the anchor was caught in a pile of seaweed. The wind whipped around us and waves crashed onto the boat as Shawn and I huddled under the bow. Al kept pulling and pulling, trying to get the anchor up. He pulled so hard that in all the wind and the rain, he slipped, falling out of the boat and into the water. Shawn was terrified, screaming for his dad. As the big kid, I was trying to comfort him, but I was just as shocked as we watched Al struggle to get back into the boat. For the first time in my life, I was convinced I was about to die. I didn’t feel scared, but I was really sad that I wasn’t going to see my mum or grandparents anymore. As the rain and wind lashed us, Al managed to drag himself back on board. He finally managed to get the anchor up, but the engine was completely waterlogged and wouldn’t start. Al was only about six feet away, and it was so dark that I could barely make him out, but I could see he was desperate. I closed my eyes and gave up hope. Just then, I felt a jolt and the boat started moving. We were being towed to safety by someone. As quickly as it came, the storm disappeared, and when we docked, I finally saw the person who had come to our rescue and saved our lives—it was the man who never smiled or waved at us. He must have realized our little boat was no match for that storm, turned around, and brought us back to safety. We thanked him profusely, but he hardly uttered a word. He just tied his boat up, gave us a nod, and went on his way.

Needless to say, after that I’m not a fan of boats or open water. I’m not afraid, I just don’t enjoy it. I never do those rock-show boat cruises either. When our agents and managers send me offers, I always say, “Fuck that shit, I hate water and I hate boats.” If they tell me that I can treat it like vacation, I reply, “I hate those, too!” At the time of this writing, I’ve never actually been on a real vacation in my life. The closest I came was my honeymoon with Avril, and what did we do? We went on a fucking boat for a week! More on that later.

Aside from the boating and the lake, I felt at home in Keene. The village was a great change of pace, but it only lasted for about two years. Just as I was getting used to living there, my mum told me we were moving again, this time to a town called Ajax, the place where I would eventually meet my future bandmates.
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CHAPTER 2 CRIME DOESN’T PAY FOR THOSE ABOUT TO ROCK


Twenty-five minutes east of Toronto is a small pass-through city called Ajax. It was once farmland, but eventually became an affordable and safe community for people who worked in the city but wanted suburban life for their kids. There was no downtown. There was no mall. There was no movie theater. There are no restaurants other than suburban outposts of strip-mall chains like Red Lobster and Pizza Hut. The only thing Ajax had to offer was houses and schools. I hated living in Ajax. It felt like a barren wasteland of adult conformity. The film SLC Punk! comes to mind. Except Salt Lake City is actually a cool city! I missed seeing the Toronto skyline from my bedroom window like I did in Scarborough. It made me dream of a bigger life. I felt like one day I would take over that city.

One good thing about Ajax was that we had family. My aunts and uncles and five cousins lived down the street from us now, as did our family friends with their son, Mike, who was like a kid brother to me. We all went to school together and hung out on weekends. I actually felt like I had brothers and sisters for once. I loved having close family around, especially since my mum had started going to nursing school full-time, but being the new kid in town again was hard.

I found myself in the same old routine of getting bullied, having no real friends, and getting into fights. I didn’t know it at the time, but my school had a bit of a reputation for having some tough kids in it. To me it just felt like the same old thing. When you grow up poor, you don’t know any different. Everyone around you is poor and no one has more or less than you do. Everything is even. It was during these years that I got into a series of fights that made me never want to fight again. I had gotten bigger, and so had my bullies. At twelve and thirteen years old, we were able to actually hurt each other. In one fight, a kid came at me and I gave him a hard kick. When he tried to block it, my foot jammed his fingers, breaking one. The fight was over instantly and I felt fucking terrible that I actually hurt someone. The last time I ever punched someone (outside of self-defense) was another pointless schoolyard fight. I can still see the fear in his eyes and hear the sound of my fist connecting with his face. As he fell to the ground, he yelled, “Why are you doing this?” I instantly felt sick. I knew this wasn’t me. I decided I would leave fighting to others.

I couldn’t have understood it at the time, but the boredom of Ajax was actually a blessing. Boredom breeds creativity, which is probably why it was while I was living there that I started to get interested in writing my own music. At eleven, I formed my first band with my twelve-year-old cousin, Joe. We had a rap group called Powerful Young Hustlers. Of course at that age we had no real life experiences to rap about, so we made up songs about witnessing a fictitious murder or our nonexistent girl problems. My mum would give us each a dollar to perform for her on weekends. It was my first paying gig!

My mum and I still moved around a lot within Ajax, but it was a good thing, because it always felt like each place was a step up from the last. I was very excited when I found we were moving into a townhouse (not an apartment!) and I’d have a real bedroom on the second floor. Of course, it was in the worst part of Ajax, known as Monarch Mews, just below an industrial area, and had a tough reputation, but I didn’t know any different. After we moved in, a few houses down from us, a family’s garage just burst into flames one afternoon. They were known drug dealers so I guess it was kind of obvious what had happened, and no one paid much attention. Fights were common on my block, too. There was a guy who didn’t belong in the neighborhood, who strolled through acting tough and mouthing off to people. It didn’t take long before one of my neighbors came along to shut him up. It was fast and ugly. He got roundhouse kicked so hard in the face that it actually tore his nose off. Blood sprayed everywhere, and the people watching, including me, gasped out loud. His nose was barely hanging on as he took off running to get patched up by that free, no-questions-asked Canadian health care system.

We moved to the townhouse when I was halfway through seventh grade. Our next-door neighbor was a drug dealer named Ashley Rodriguez, who was large in both stature and reputation. He was in his mid-twenties and treated me like a little brother, taking me under his wing. We’d watch Rambo movies at his house and he’d tell me to be smart. “Don’t fuck up, don’t do drugs, stay in school and get your education,” he’d say while packing up baggies of weed and coke to sell. Having Ashley on my side gave me protection, making me “a made guy” who no one wanted to fuck with. Well, no one except for the fucking skinheads from the Falby Court area that would walk around Ajax with novelty-sized baseball bats, the kind you’d get at Toronto Blue Jays games, hidden under their sleeves. These guys didn’t fear Ashley; in fact, those racists hated him because he and his crew were black and brown. As I said before, Ajax is a boring and generally safe little suburb, but these two pockets of lower-income housing complexes were my world and they certainly had their issues. The skinheads were the one thing I feared most the entire time I lived there. Years later when I was seventeen, I did in fact get jumped by four of these guys in the lobby of the Falby Court apartment complex. It just happened to be bad timing late one night after a Sum 41 show. They started making comments about my spiked hair and the next thing I knew I was on the ground getting pummeled. I managed to land a few punches of my own, which actually made them stop and back off. Unfortunately, Ashley was not around when I needed him then.

In general life was good, if boring, in Ajax. My mum had started her first serious relationship since B.D. Kevin was funny and dorky, but also a kind and generous man. He was recently divorced and had a six-year-old son, so they were taking their relationship slow. He still lived and worked in the city and would come out to Ajax on the weekends. I was happy to see my mum moving on and doing well in life now. I really liked Kevin, but I couldn’t help feeling like I was losing the connection with my mum a little, too.

Musically, I wasn’t listening to rap anymore and getting into much harder rock music. Nirvana’s Nevermind, Metallica’s Black Album, and Guns N’ Roses’ Appetite and Illusion albums were the only thing on my radar. There was something about the way Slash played the Les Paul that got me interested in the guitar and made me want more. I soon discovered Hendrix, Zeppelin, and other guitar heavy bands. One afternoon at my uncle Tim’s house, I heard some serious Eddie Van Halen−style guitar shredding coming from a bedroom upstairs. I had to find the source and walked upstairs to find the person unleashing holy hell on his guitar. I stood in the doorway and just stared, mesmerized, until he finally looked up to see some creepy kid he’d never seen before watching him. He uncomfortably said, “Hello and who are you?” I explained that Tim was my uncle and he introduced himself as Phil and explained that Tim was dating his sister. There was an awkward pause until I blurted out the only thing on my mind, “Can you teach me?” He rolled his eyes, but begrudgingly agreed. “What would you like to play?” The first and only song I could think of was “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door” by Guns N’ Roses. He scoffed and muttered something about it not being Guns N’ Roses, which at the time was lost on me. I had no idea it was actually a Bob Dylan song, nor did I care, because Slash was a god and this guy was going to show me how to play a Guns N’ fuckin’ Roses song! He showed me the three basic chords, and while it was hard, it didn’t seem that difficult and I knew I could learn it. The lesson lasted all of ten minutes, but it was a huge moment for me.

That Christmas, Uncle Tim bought me a basic El Degas acoustic guitar for about $100, so I could practice on my own, and that’s all I did. I played every day till my fingers bled. It sounds like a cliché, but that’s what happens until you build calluses. After learning the chords and changes, I quickly realized I was more interested in writing my own music than playing other people’s songs. After playing the El Degas for about a year, I needed to ditch the acoustic and get an electric, so I could play rock ’n’ roll. My mum didn’t have the money for that, though, and when I told her I wanted a real guitar, all she said was “You better start saving.” I had around $80 dollars in my bank account, but I needed at least $150 to $200 for a shitty used electric. I realized that the quickest method to earn money would be gambling. My uncle Phil was a big gambler and taught me how to play poker and shoot pool. He was good at both, and I started getting good, too, which was important because he always liked to play for money, even with us kids. I got good enough that I started beating him, especially when he’d had a few too many beers. After a few months of beating my family at the pool table, I raised enough cash to buy a $150 red Ibanez Roadstar II Series guitar from the “Buy & Sell” section of the newspaper. I was ready to rock!

I wanted to play like Slash, but I knew that even with years and years of practice, I still probably wouldn’t come close to playing like him. What I really wanted to do was write music and I wanted to write it now. Kurt Cobain, my other idol, was writing incredible songs with only three chords. Those songs spoke to me more than shredding and soloing, so I started writing my own lyrics. I didn’t have a band, though, so I did the only thing that made sense and told my best friends to learn how to play instruments. We only needed to be a three-piece like Nirvana. My buddy Jay Thompson had an older brother that played drums, so I told him to learn from him. Our best friend Robbie Wallace would learn the bass since that was the easiest instrument. They asked their parents for their instruments for Christmas and by New Year’s of ’94 we were a band! After some quick debating we named ourselves Eternal Death. We played a noisy mess of thrash rock in my unfinished basement, which was set up as the ultimate teenage hang out/jam room plastered with posters of our favorite artists and cutouts from skate and music magazines, and outfitted with hand-me-down furniture and stuff we’d found out on the street. After school we’d put on little mini concerts for our friends. We had a few stand-out songs, called “Killer” and “Billy,” that sounded kind of similar to the songs on Nirvana’s Bleach.

In a short period of time, I’d picked up a guitar, learned to play, and now I had a band. Life was good. The only looming concern was high school. It was rapidly approaching, and I didn’t know how I felt about it. Was I scared? Was I excited? When I entered Exeter High School in 1994, I was just another small, insignificant ninth-grader primed for being picked on by jocks and older students, like every ninth-grader that came before me. Luckily, I quickly found some friends to make high school bearable. On the first day of school, I sat next to a girl named Shannon Boehlke in Computer Tech who became one of my best friends for the first few years of high school, and eventually Cone’s wife (more on him below). In my second class, Auto Tech, I sat next to a super-friendly chatty guy who happened to be a guitar player, too. We hit it off right away by talking about our bands and musical interests. He was into metal music like Anthrax and Metallica. This, of course, was Dave “Brownsound” Baksh, who at the time had his own heavy metal band called Embodiment. My first day of school gave me one more friend: Jason “Cone” McCaslin. He’s always been a creature of habit, and he earned the name a few years later by having “The Great Canadian Cone” every day for lunch. After seeing him eat that same goddamn plain vanilla ice cream cone every day for a year, I finally just started calling him “Cone.” It’s funny how stupid the back stories are for earning nicknames. Dave named me “Bizzy D” in the tenth grade, because I was always in a rush, moving quickly, bouncing around from his house to record his band, then over to Cone’s house to record his band, plus doing my own music as well. One day he just said, “Man, I’m gonna call you Bizzy D from now on.” It stuck! Steve Jocz got the name “Stevo32” because he was the anti-jock, who would score on his own team by accident. Since all the jocks in our high school called each other by their numbers, even off the field, we started calling him Stevo32. Dave was always just called “Baksh” in high school. He was the guy who was friends with everyone, and no one had a bad thing to say about him. He was caring, friendly, and also athletic, which made him pretty popular. I was the complete opposite. I was introverted, quiet, and stuck with my same friends from my old school. Although I spoke to Cone and Dave in class, at first we never really saw each other outside of school.

In addition to meeting my future bandmates, that first year of high school was very pivotal for me. I was getting into trouble while hanging around the crew from my old school. Our crew consisted of my Eternal Death bandmates along with a couple other guys we went to school with in seventh and eighth grade. We went from pulling stupid teenage pranks like egging houses and breaking windows in abandoned buildings to breaking into cars and setting fires to the factories behind my housing complex. One afternoon during our March break, we broke into a parked school bus, attacked the seats of the bus with a small hatchet, set off a fire extinguisher, and tried to slash the tires. A man saw us and started chasing after us, so we ran away with the hatchet in hand. We hid in some bushes for a while, reemerging when we felt like the coast was clear. A police cruiser pulled up right behind us. We tried to act cool and keep calm, but he hit the sirens and pulled right in front of us, barking at us, “Get in the car.” All five of us piled into the back of the cruiser, and he drove us straight back to the school bus, where another cop was assessing the damage. The officer made us all get out and show him the soles of our shoes. Turns out that my friend and I had left perfect footprints in the powder from the fire extinguisher on the bus.

We were hauled to the police station and charged with breaking and entering, theft, vandalism, and mischief. I had been brought home by the cops in the past, but this was much different than my usual scrapes with the law. I was being charged with four separate crimes and would need a lawyer. We were able to leave the station on our own, but they would be informing our parents soon. I didn’t know how the fuck I was going to tell my mum. This was serious enough that it could really affect my life. I was terrified and figured I’d sit on it a few days while thinking of the best way to break it to her. The next day, I was on my way to meet friends when I saw a cop car pull into the complex and right up to my house. My stomach dropped as I watched my mum answer the door. I knew in that moment I was completely fucked. I went back home to face the music. My mum was heartbroken. I knew we had no money, and now she had to hire a lawyer to represent her fifteen-year-old son. For the rest of the year it was back and forth to court. She had to take off days from nursing school. I was so ashamed of myself. The judge couldn’t do anything that was going to make me feel any worse than how I felt on those long silent drives to and from the courthouse with her.

In the end, I was lucky and the judge gave me a light punishment of two years’ probation, community service, writing an essay, and making a poster about how “Crime Doesn’t Pay.” On my poster I drew a giant Jim Morrison in handcuffs with the words “Crime Doesn’t Pay” written across the top. After a year of lawyers, cops, and courtrooms, I was ready to leave that shit behind me.

The experience helped me realize that I’d been hanging around the wrong people. Soon after I had gotten charged, I decided to cut off everyone I knew from my old school. The next day, I went to high school and just walked by my usual group as they stood outside smoking cigarettes. As I walked by them, they called out to me, “Hey Deryck, what the fuck?” I just ignored them and kept on walking. It quickly turned into name calling and threats. On one hand I knew I was doing the right thing for my future, but at the same time I was giving up all friends, my protection, and my band, which was a terrifying thing to do in the middle of ninth grade.

Having given up my friends, I had nothing else but my guitar and my music. I got used to being a loner. Right before the summer break, I met a guy in my class who I’d somehow never seen before. His name was Gary MacMillan and he played bass. How did it take so long for me to meet this guy? We instantly became close friends. He was into more “indie” music, which was new to me, but we bonded over Smashing Pumpkins and Weezer. This was pre-internet and Gary knew about fanzines, different ways of finding new music from independent record shops, and cool all-ages clubs where we could go see local live bands. He lived in the nicer, more upscale part of Ajax, down by the lake. His house had a pool and a finished basement where we could jam and play music together. The only odd thing about him was, his parents were nudists. They would walk around the house fully naked, and some weekends I wouldn’t be allowed over, because it was mandatory “naked family swim day,” whatever the fuck that meant. All I know is Gary hated it and was always embarrassed by his mum and dad.

The summer finally arrived, and Gary and I knew we needed to start a band. However, there weren’t many people in our school, or even Ajax, that liked rock music. Most people listened to bad R&B or new hip hop, but not the good stuff like N.W.A or Tribe Called Quest. After LL Cool J, Ice-T, and all the eighties rap, hip hop just wasn’t fun anymore. It was all slow and looked too flashy. It lost its humor and swagger. Worse than all that the “rock music” that ruled the day were bands like Everclear, Better Than Ezra, Tonic, and Collective Soul. Other than Smashing Pumpkins, Weezer, and Green Day, I was only interested in punk rock. Everything else was meaningless. I had taped a special that aired on MuchMusic (which was Canada’s answer to MTV) all about the history of punk. That VHS meant everything to me and I watched it religiously. That’s where I discovered Iggy Pop, the Clash, the Ramones, and the Sex Pistols, whose raw energy awoke something inside of me. Kurt Cobain had died that year and those punk bands helped fill that huge void. Punk said everything I felt inside and I wanted in. I had long hair like Cobain, but after finding punk, I cut it all off, spiked it, and dyed it blue using the food coloring that we had in the kitchen cabinet. I didn’t have gloves, so my hands were completely blue for weeks. When I went to school the next day, people noticed me—and they didn’t like what they saw. I was ridiculed and called a freak; it was provocative and I loved it. I hated all the kids in my class anyway. They were all jocks and losers as far as I was concerned. Dying my hair blue was a line in the sand, a statement that said, “FUCK YOU ALL! I AM NOTHING LIKE YOU!”



That freedom was a pivotal moment for me. Another came later that year when my mum took me to a friend’s Christmas Eve party. It was a get-together for adults and I was the only teenager there and bored out of my mind. I noticed a familiar-looking man standing across the room, but I couldn’t place him. He glanced my way, but didn’t acknowledge me or my mum. He soon ended his conversation, walked right past us, and went out the front door. I only realized who he was when my mum’s friend apologized saying, “I’m sorry, we didn’t know B.D. was going to be here.” I was stunned. This was the first time I’d seen my “dad” since before the divorce. For a second, I felt hurt, but the pain quickly turned into embarrassment, for him. What a coward, I thought. He still can’t even speak to me. Before I could get lost in thought, the owner of the house came up with the perfect distraction. He was getting rid of his entire, massive collection of vinyl records in favor of the CD revolution that had fully taken over by this point. I was free to pick out whatever I wanted. I spent the rest of the night going through hundreds of records without another thought of B.D. I picked out as many records as I could stack into the car. It was the biggest music discovery gold mine I had ever known. Each day, I couldn’t wait to get home from school and dive into new records. There was everything—Zappa, Zeppelin, the Doors, the Cars, the Stones, Stevie Wonder, Elton John, Billy Joel. It was endless. Every great record from every essential artist in rock history and I had it all in my hands for the first time.

By the time summer break rolled around, all that music had made my desire to start a new band even greater. Luckily, Gary remembered a rich kid named Chris Shaw who lived down at the lake with his dad, Ken Shaw, a semi-celebrity who had been the Toronto TV News anchorman since the eighties. Chris couldn’t play drums all that well, but he had a brand-new kit and was a super-nice guy. We called ourselves Kaspir, a name we thought fit in with the cool band names of that era like Cracker, Clover, Rusty, and Limblifter. Our music was a cross between Weezer’s Blue Album and Green Day’s Dookie and, because we added darker chords, a little Nirvana, too. I would write songs that we would jam to in Chris’s basement and then go hang out at the park, where people would smoke weed, drink, or skate. It was there that I met this loud, obnoxious, attention-hogging kid with a dumb voice. This guy had been talking so loud for so long that I later learned he’d gotten nodules on his vocal cords, but just continued talking. The result was a damaged, hoarse, scratchy, dumb-sounding voice. On top of that he smoked cigarettes and a lot of weed. I hated everything that came out of his mouth. I asked Gary, “Who is this guy? I kind of hate him instantly.” Gary knew him from elementary school. “His name is Steve Jocz,” he said, explaining that he was a year younger than us and would start at our school in September. He added that he was a killer drummer for his age and played in a band called Thrall. I had already heard that this band were supposedly really good musicians with really good equipment. The more times I saw Steve that summer, the more I disliked him. Even if he was some great drummer, I just thought he was a total burnout with a stupid voice who needed to shut the fuck up.

When school started back up, I saw him in the halls, but I didn’t speak to him. I had ditched my old crew, but still hung out with Jimmy, this tough guy from my neighborhood. He was a notorious fighter and came to me one day saying, “Hey you know that new kid with the dumb voice? I’m going to kick his ass.” That was enough of a reason for Jimmy. He just liked to pick fights. He walked over to Steve in the hall and pushed him to the lockers, making it seem like it was actually Steve’s fault. Jimmy’s plan was to beat the shit out of Steve after school for bumping into him earlier. While I had always hated Steve, for some reason, I told Jimmy to leave him alone. “Why? Do you know him?” Jimmy said, confused. I pretended like I knew him and that he was a cool guy and he should be left alone. Jimmy said, “Oh shit, I’m sorry, man. I won’t let anyone fuck with him.” To this day I still don’t know what prompted me to save some kid I didn’t even like. Maybe it was because Steve was a musician and a skater. Or maybe it was because Steve was just a small, doughy kid that obviously didn’t stand a chance against a seasoned street fighter like Jimmy. Or maybe it was because, deep in my soul, I knew Steve and I would become best friends and take over the world together someday. Either way, I put an end to it. Even though Stevo had no idea how close he came to getting pummeled, I decided to go and say hello to him.

Once I got past his voice, he was actually a nice guy and pretty funny, too. We started hanging out more and eventually I got to see him play drums. Everything I had heard about him was true. He was an incredible drummer for his age, his band was really good, and they had great equipment. Way better than we did. In high school the dream was to have big amp stacks like Slash or AC/DC, so I suggested that our bands should practice in the same space so we could combine our gear. It wasn’t hard to convince Steve to let us all practice at his house. As with everything with Steve in those days, he just said, in his burned-out stoner voice, “Sure, whatever.” The next day Gary and I loaded all of our gear into his basement, stacked it up, and plugged it all in. To test it out and make sure it all worked, we asked Steve to play along to one of our songs. “I know your song, ‘Wet Cow,’ ” he said, enthusiastically. We were surprised he knew the song because he’d only heard us play it once when we were jamming in Chris Shaw’s basement before we went out skateboarding. We launched into the song, and with the power of the stacked up amps and Stevo’s incredible drumming, we sounded like a band that had been playing together for years. It clicked right away. I could barely contain myself from tearing up as we ran through my song. This was the first moment in my life where I actually sounded like I was in a real band. We finished the song and said thanks, Steve, we’ll see you tomorrow. Before we got to the end of his driveway, I turned to Gary and said, “We need him in our band!” Gary agreed, and we came up with a plan where I asked Steve to join, if Gary would kick out Chris Shaw. It was actually simple, because Chris didn’t seem to care that much and Steve just said, “Sure, whatever.” And just like that the three of us were Kaspir.
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CHAPTER 3 THE SUM OF 41


Now that the lineup in Kaspir was solidified, Gary and I poured everything we had into making a name for the band. Gary was great at getting us gigs by cold-calling venues and talking his way into opening slots for bar bands, signing us up for a local battle of the bands, or tapping into the underground scene (playing at basement parties). We were earning our chops, playing in front of strangers for the first time, which I had never done before. We were also putting our own money into it wherever we could. I had saved up a pretty decent amount of cash from all my jobs, including a paper route, working a kiosk selling pins at the local craft shows in Keene, and working for a florist, holding a sign out on the street that said “Roses 9.99” while wearing a full clown costume with makeup, curly wig, and red nose. That last one was humiliating, and I was only getting $5 an hour! Gary had a good job working at a gas station and eventually got me hired there. We just had to sit in the kiosk and take cash and credit cards from people.

Gary and another coworker had a little scheme going, because they had realized that the owner was really checked out. As long as the numbers of what came in and went out matched, the owner never noticed if a little bit of money was missing at the end of the day. Since my life of crime had already forced me into the court system, I didn’t want anything to do with this scheme. I wasn’t opposed to enjoying the riches of their crimes, though! When they first started, they swiped a few twenties here and there, but by the time I was working at the gas station, they were taking hundreds and sometimes thousands a day from that place. Being high school students, they had money to burn but nowhere to spend it. We knew if we started buying amps, guitars, and recording equipment, or started a record label, our parents would have questions. Instead we just lived like kings in ways that our parents wouldn’t notice. Gary started taking cabs to school. We took a limo to the mall and had it wait for us while we bought subs from the food court with $100 bills, telling cashiers to “keep the change.” We felt like we were in the Mafia with garbage bags full of money hidden in Gary’s basement, so we decided to take it to the next level and bought pin-striped suits and trench coats and wore them to school. Kids in class already thought we were weird, so no one even questioned our new style. We gave Steve cartons and cartons of cigarettes that he stashed in his room. While his mom knew he was a smoker, she flipped out when she saw the cartons piled high in his bedroom and he said they were from me. She already didn’t like me, always thinking I was up to something, which was true in a sense, but the only thing I was up to was trying to make this band successful. So much for keeping a low profile!

Gary got us a show at the SuperNova Battle of the Bands at a famous Toronto venue called The Opera House. That’s where Nirvana, Green Day, Smashing Pumpkins, and other huge bands played, so I was excited. The scam with SuperNova was they would have fifty bands perform on one night, and every band would sell tickets. The band that sold the most tickets got a professional photo shoot or a demo recording of one song. Gary had the genius to use the gas station funds to purchase a shitload of tickets, give them away to people at school, and rent a school bus to take everyone to and from the show. We instantly won the professional photo shoot. Here’s the scam, though: Even though we sold more tickets than any other band, they still put us on first at 5 p.m. (the worst slot) and then never returned our phone calls when we tried to set up our photo shoot. Fuckers! Gary knew where one of the promoters lived, so when they never answered our calls, we went by his house and egged it. We carried that grudge all the way into Sum 41 and trash-talked them when people were finally listening, because yes, we were that immature.

Nothing lasts forever, though, and everyone at the gas station eventually got handed a pink slip. It wasn’t that surprising really. Someone up top must have realized things were not adding up. The news of my unemployment came while I was playing foosball at our new favorite spot in Ajax called the Chameleon Cafe. Gary, Steve, and I discovered this place while walking down a small back road in the industrial area. It wasn’t even open yet, but looked like a place we wanted to hang out in, especially because there were no hangout spots or cafes in town and this place had a cool Bohemian vibe and pool tables, foosball, and a small foot-high stage in the corner. The place was empty except for a woman who was wiping down the bar. She gave us a wary look and said, “Sorry, we’re not open.” We asked her about the place and she said it was going to be a bar and not an all-ages hangout. She let us sit down and buy a nonalcoholic strawberry kiwi fizzy drink that we’d never heard of. It was the coolest place we’d ever seen, and we asked if we could come hang out until they opened for real. The owners agreed, but warned us we wouldn’t be allowed in once it was a bar.

Over the next few weeks we were there every day and told everyone at school about it, so more and more kids started showing up. By the time they were ready to open, there were so many kids hanging around, that they just kept it an all-ages spot. We had successfully turned this place into our own hangout and became the Chameleon Cafe darlings. Naturally, we convinced them to have live bands perform there, so we could play. They were hesitant at first, but as soon as they started allowing bands, it took off. All of a sudden, the Chameleon became a major spot, and bands from all around the country made sure to play there when they were coming through Toronto. To be there at the beginning and watch it grow based on the little ideas of fifteen-year-olds was pretty amazing.

The space had been a mechanic shop and it still had garages with big roll-down doors. Years later they turned those garages into rehearsal rooms for bands, and when we finally had some money after signing our record deal, we rented out one of those spaces to put together songs for Half Hour of Power and All Killer No Filler. At one point I even thought, if we ever made it, I would buy the Chameleon and turn it into my own compound and park my car in the living room! Of course, once I made enough money to actually do that, I realized the last place I wanted to live was an old mechanic shop in the industrial area of Ajax.

I loved having the Chameleon Cafe as a refuge. My mum and her boyfriend Kevin had been together for a few years, and we had all moved in together. As they formed a family, I started to feel less at home in what was now their house. The lighthearted, fun Kevin that I knew had become a hard-ass and angry whenever I was around. He handed me a list of “house rules” that were so ridiculous to me that I can’t even remember them. It felt like he was exerting authority for authority’s sake. The result was that I either stayed in the basement with my guitar or escaped to Stevo’s or the Chameleon Cafe.

Kaspir was playing a few shows around town and we were making a small name for ourselves. Through the band and skateboarding, we started making new friends at the other high school in town, including this cool-looking punk chick I had seen around named Sofia Makrenos. We started hanging out in the basement of her parents’ house, and that was where I first heard “modern punk rock” bands like Pennywise, Lagwagon, and Good Riddance. This music was so different than the classic punk rock I loved. It was much faster and had a different kind of energy and paired well with the skate and snowboard videos we watched all the time. One band in particular hit me the same way the Sex Pistols and Nirvana did, but I didn’t know their name and didn’t want Sofia to think I was lame if I asked. I finally got Stevo to tell me it was a band called NOFX. I asked Sofia if I could borrow her CD so I could dub it. I guess she thought it was cool that we liked the same music, because not only did she dub a few other punk CDs for me, but we also started hooking up. It always seemed like my life went from one cool situation to the next. (In fact it still does to this day.)

I dove headfirst into all this new music. I learned all about NOFX and how its singer, Fat Mike, started his own record label, Fat Wreck Chords, and signed all of these other great bands like Strung Out, No Use for a Name, a Japanese band called Hi-Standard, and the amazing Canadian band Propaghandi. The mid-nineties seemed to have an endless supply of great punk rock bands. Bad Religion, Rancid, the Offspring, and Social Distortion all had big records, and the suburbs of Toronto had an incredible emerging punk scene. This music completely took me over.

Near the end of tenth grade, I saw a guy walk into the school cafeteria who I’d never seen before, which was weird because our school was small. He stood out even more, because he was a skater kid while most of the school was jocks, preps, and other douches. Having been the new kid so many fucking times, I felt bad for him and went up and introduced myself. His name was Jon Marshall and his family had just moved into town. We realized we had everything in common. He played guitar, loved old school hip hop, and was somehow even more obsessed with NOFX and punk rock than I was. From that day on we hung out at Jon’s apartment every day, eating Kraft dinner, watching The Simpsons, playing video games, and, of course, listening to music and jamming on guitar. Although I was still in Kaspir, Jon and I kept talking about starting another band that was strictly going to be a punk rock band.

As school ended and summer rolled in, we heard that a music festival called the Warped Tour was coming to town. When we saw the lineup, we lost our shit: Pennywise, Face to Face, Unwritten Law, Rocket from the Crypt, and our favorite band of all—the band we thought we would never see in our lifetime—NOFX! There was no way we were going to miss this. July 27, 1996, was a hot and humid day, but we got to the festival early, because we didn’t want to miss a single thing. Stevo, Gary, Jon, and I watched motocross and skateboarding events and grabbed a ton of free stickers as we waited for the bands to start playing. We even caught a glimpse of NOFX coming off their tour bus that was parked near the crowd, so anyone could just walk up to their bus. We watched as swarms of punks pestered Fat Mike while he yelled at them, “I just fucking woke up! Leave me alone, fuck!” He was exactly like we’d thought!
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