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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Hey folks, it is a given in almost every rock band that there is some form of substance abuse. D.O.A. was no exception to this. At times, it was rampant with members of the band as well as people working with the band. At times, substance abuse led to people being forced out of playing and working with D.O.A. I’ve lost too many friends to put up with that shit.

But out of respect for people’s privacy, and because stories about people being drunk and stoned are a waste of time, I’m not going into detail about it in this book.
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D.O.A. touring Hardcore 81. photo: Bev Davies




FOREWORD
WE‘RE ALL D.O.A.!

Jack Rabid

Joey Shithead is a Canadian institution. He’s the man who put the Canadian underground rock/punk scene on the map. He’s also damn interesting and hilariously funny. His perseverance in the face of constant chaos and adversity has been crucial to the survival and ultimate triumph of his band D.O.A. (Well, that plus more than his share of Molsons, Mooseheads, Labatts, the occasional American swill, and lots of stronger brew overseas.) Were it not for Joe, most of us in the East Coast wouldn’t even know the geography of Western Canada, let alone the musical riches of the city of Vancouver.

Joey Shithead? That’s Joey Keithley to you! Whereas I still get to call him the old name – my rights are grandfathered, kind of like the old hockey players who played without helmets after the rule change. Then again, the one time my wife and I visited him in Vancouver, it seemed as if he knew every passerby in town, as one and all alike called out from across the street, “Hey, Shithead!” Some things you can’t outlive.

Anyway, I first met the Mr Shithead in question over two decades ago (May 8, 1981) when the original lineup of D.O.A. made its third foray to New York. (And what a rewarding acquaintance that has been since, both personally and musically!) I introduced myself to him in-between their two long, hardworking, awe-inspiring sets that night at the Peppermint Lounge, a historic old joint off Times Square on 45th Street (of Joey Dee & the Starlighters 1961 #1 hit “Peppermint Twist” fame). Nowadays, amazingly enough, D.O.A. sells a DVD called Greatest Shits with vivid footage from that night, showing them playing a typically hellacious version of “Get Out of My Life.” I just about fell down laughing when I watched this recently, and saw the back of my 19-year-old head and torso as it pogoed senselessly in my customary place, at the front of the six-foot stage! But, given the blistering assault captured so well in that footage, who could have done anything else?

I’d seen this incredible band before, though I was still stuck in high school in the suburbs. I still thought of touring musicians as grand exalted wizards sequestered in magical, hidden, sidestage drawing rooms full of free alcohol and girls, and had no access. But by 1981 I was in college and in a local punk band myself. I was also putting out my own fanzine. So by 1981, I thought it nothing to just saunter right into the sanctum, where they were indeed consuming copious amounts of their beer allowance along with their old West Coast friend Jello Biafra – in town for his own smokin’ Dead Kennedys shows. While giving Joe issue five of Big Takeover, I told him that the copy of the brand new D.O.A. second LP Hardcore 81 he’d thrown off the stage into the crowd had been wrestled out of my hand by some jerk twice my size. (The cover got all twisted and bent, served the jerk right.) So Joe promptly just handed me another one. Hey, thanks Joe! I think that copy is worth a few hundred bucks now. What a pal!
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I wish there was some way to convey how truly stunning a D.O.A. show was back then. There was only one other band in the world who could touch them, and that was the (early) Bad Brains, who thankfully shared New York stages with D.O.A. twice. The effect of the original lineup of Joe on guitar and lead vocals, Dave Gregg on second guitar, Randy Rampage on bass, and Chuck Biscuits on drums was like being thrown off a bridge and living to tell about it. They were an absolute whirlwind of lightning guitars, gut-smacking bass lines, and the hottest drumming I’ve ever seen in twenty-five years of live concerts. (I never saw The Who’s Keith Moon, but from movies like The Kids Are Alright, I swear the young Biscuits gave the young Moon a run for his money.) No one could forget the band’s raw abandon on stage: I think Rampage leaped so high so many times he nearly hit the balcony overhang to his right. And clad in his usual Airborne T-shirt, Joe was putting his considerable chest into his vocals, as Gregg was bent over (he appeared to be giving birth) from playing so hard.

And D.O.A. weren’t just hitting you over the head for fun. It’s also impossible to forget the band’s utter conviction. Whether playing politically aware anthems such as “New Age” or “The Enemy” in the best Clash and Stiff Little Fingers tradition, or belting out their equally charged hardcore thrash-rockers such as “Slumlord” (“It’s all laid out like a prison plot/Each little peasant with their plot/Slumlord your title fits your deed!”), or showing off their bonhomie with their clownish-yet-high-octane cover of Led Zeppelin’s “Whole Lotta Love” and wry party tunes such as “Middle Class Television Family Daughter” – D.O.A. were always the most formidable thing I’ve witnessed on a stage.

They made you proud to say you were a punk rocker while all your clueless classmates were still thinking that the Doobie Brothers and Kansas and Foghat and Foreigner were, like, rock ‘n’ roll, man. D.O.A. were straight up moonshine whiskey in a Bartles and James’ world. And the most amazing thing is that pretty much every lineup of D.O.A. that has succeeded that seminal first one has also been fucking great live, right up to the distant present. Thus, for a quarter century, they’ve had a massive effect on the worldwide audiences they’ve roasted.

It is impossible to underestimate the band’s impact on the underground rock community. Firstly because they’ve played in more countries than there are pages to fill on a dozen passports, inspiring thousands of bands to form and take a stand for what they believe in – a far more important concept in the less apolitical and apathetic parts of the world that ours. But the group has had an equally trailblazing impact here, because D.O.A. toured the U.S. and Canada more than anyone in punk back when that just wasn’t done!

I could count on two hands the number of West Coast punk bands that came to New York to play back before 1980 (among them X, Zeroes, Screamers, Dils, original lineup Dead Kennedys, and Plugz). Most of these groups either flew straight here or played only a handful of gigs on their way and back. It’s not that they were lazy, it’s just there were so few established gigs to be had, since there was so little precedent for punk outside the half-dozen cities with actual thriving punk scenes – Austin, Toronto, Cleveland, New York, Boston, L.A., and San Francisco. Whereas, as you’ll read in these pages, D.O.A. were constantly going where no other independent-label-affiliated, politically oriented punk-rock group had gone before. With a band this great, with a message this strong, they were bound to plant some pretty big seeds. They showed by brute example what could be done if you didn’t mind a starvation diet, uncertain transport, accommodations that might be called “Triple z” (as opposed to AAA), and gigs whose actual existence could never be assured, booked as they were through shady and often criminal promoters whose payouts often failed to match their contractual promises.

Indeed, it’s a shame how few were driven to test those inhospitable waters. Someday someone will write a book about the wonderful Vancouver scene of 1978–1981 of which D.O.A. were the biggest stars, and which remains the best kept secret in North American underground music history. This is probably because only the two best bands of that scene, D.O.A. and the Subhumans, ever made it east of the Mississippi to play (and the Subhumans only did it once)! How I wish we could have seen all the other Vancouver bands these two spawned, like Young Canadians, Pointed Sticks, Modernettes, Wasted Lives, Dishrags, Active Dog, Uj3rk5, I Braineater, Dave Gregg’s old band Private School, and their funny sidebands like Sgt. Nick Penis Band and Rude Norton. But this point just underscores how lucky we were that D.O.A. put up with all the crap, to use Joey’s favorite word, out of a pure unadulterated desire to spread the punk rock ethic, and have done it so long. (When I was djing at their big Rock Hotel shows, I would make a point of playing all these too-obscure Vancouver bands songs before D.O.A. went on, to help psyche them up for the show. And people would keep coming up to the booth, saying excitedly, “Who is this?!”)

Frankly, if anything is clear in this book, it’s that nothing, repeat, nothing, stopped (stops) D.O.A. (Not even the worst sad calamities, like fire and death.) Even breaking up after eleven years failed to slay them – they came back shortly thereafter with a vengeance, and are plotting yet another huge tour and another album as I write this. Which can only mean a second book’s worth of incredible stories of having to change on the fly (another hockey term), of improvising when everything goes wrong, and most of all, of living up to their most sacred creed, “Talk minus action equals zero.” Few have talked more – that’s for sure! – and few have acted more, either, and not just when it was convenient or safe to do it. I’ve often thought it was a good thing that through the years nearly every member of D.O.A. has been so physically imposing. They’ve sure had their share of dealing with drunks, skunks, skinheads, pinheads, creeps, sheep, cops, border guards, promoters, and even firemen who’ve wanted to start something with them, and often did.

How different all this is to today! Here we are in a time when punk rock is just another peer-approved lifestyle or ho hum musical choice, for an-easily bored MTV generation who has little idea how substantive, radical, and small the movement once was. Now indie rock in general is a safe and predictable pursuit. Hundreds of punk and indie bands have strong, efficient, and even deep-pocketed record labels that put them on the road playing clubs that book this sort of thing all the time, with good vans, clean hotel rooms, CDS in the store, and support from local radio and Internet-fed fanbases. Whereas none of that was out there when D.O.A. bravely hit the road. They traveled with little more than their unshakeable belief in their music and the punk rock scene. Not only did they make friends with everyone everywhere they went, D.O.A. exchanged ideas and music and furthered the whole “alternative” (in the real sense of the word) culture. In their songs, stances, and benefit concerts, their world was very unlike the one I was used to as a kid in the suburbs. It was and is one where we actually confront our problems societally, culturally, politically, and globally, instead of just getting stoned and buying what the ads tell us to. It was both the absolute spirit of those amazing punk rock times, when so much of the point of the new movement was to meet and congregate with the few others around who knew about and loved this phenomenal (but “uncommercial!” ha!) music, as well as a measure of the man.

Joe is, after all, gregarious, a great ambassador/commentator for the music and the causes he supports. He’s a big, warm-hearted, funny bear of a man who plays and sings on stage with amazing intensity and tells tall tales off it. Joe has more ribald remembrances of crazy stunts, wild behavior, bizarre depravations, hangover cruelties, and comical-in-retrospect tour nightmares than anyone I’ve even met. And Joe has no intention of giving you a dry history of his band or his life, though he peppers his commentary with the relevant facts, dates, names, places, and events required to give you the total picture. What he’s clearly more interested in is relating the total experience . . . of all the amazing places his belief in punk, rock ‘n’ roll in general, and social justice has taken him, all the great shows and great people he’s met and played with, and, most of all, all the nutty things that have happened to him and his bandmates. Pure entertainment, at that.

Some I can vouch for myself. I was there when the fire department tried to shut down the World show with the Dead Kennedys, and the wee morning jam with Steve Jones of the Sex Pistols at a7, and the huge Staten Island Paramount concert, and the Ritz Rock Hotel shows where they blew everyone away. Heck, my friend Sumishta Brahm and I almost got D.O.A. killed in L.A. the night of a 1982 Whiskey-a-Go-Go show, driving them around the steep Hollywood Hills in a tiny car they barely fit in (big lugs), a car which had brakes that were nearly failing from the strain. (Now that was a white-knuckle ride!) So lest you disbelieve what you read herein, guess again! If anything, Joe’s left out some of the craziness for space, rather than embellishing anything. You know what’s really amazing? It’s that Joe is still alive, after all the rigors, beer, and travel, the proud papa of three sharp and aware children, and here to tell his tale.

Enjoy this book, it really is a surefire pleasure. And if you want to get another laugh, ask Joe about the first time his eldest son Jake came home from school saying the kids down there claimed his dad used to have a different last name.

I, Shithead, indeed. We are all shitheads, all proud members of the extended, worldwide Shithead family. And as their Hardcore 81 classic exclaims, “We’re all D.O.A.!”

Jack Rabid has been the editor and publisher of The Big Takeover since 1980.
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D.O.A. Joey Shithead Keithley, Prisoner Publishing




To Laura, Jake, Georgia, and Clayton
All my love
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PRELUDE

It was January 1978. My first punk band, the Skulls, had broken up, and I’d just moved back to Vancouver from Toronto. I was glad to be home. The winter and the attitude had really sucked out there. Yeah, I was back home, but I was completely broke with few prospects. It was obvious I was never going to fit into the regular world. I had dropped out of university two years earlier, and I would never be the civil rights lawyer I had dreamed of being. None of that stuff was going to work for me. I just didn’t fit in.

But the short-lived career of the Skulls had been fucking great. I knew that. It was great because punk was great. The mainstream music scene was full of pretenders – bands like Styx and Journey and my own personal least-favourite, Prism – that were enough to make you gag. To top it off, disco was at its peak. It should have been mandatory to make free barf bags available on every corner.

Punk was different. It was anti-establishment, it made fun of everything, and it was powerful, loud, and obnoxious, the way rock was meant to be. Punk was political, too. But what the fuck was I going to do? It took me less than a week to figure it out: I needed to start a new band. The only things I had going for me were my trusty old Gibson SG guitar and my intuition. But punks were rebellious and believed we could change the world. I set out to prove that theory right. I didn’t know I was in for twenty-five years of trouble-making.
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CHAPTER ONE
GROWING UP

Like Bob Marley said, “In this bright future, you can’t forget your past,” and I have not. I grew up in Burnaby, British Columbia. At the time it was known as Canada’s biggest suburb. What a fucking claim to fame! We lived on Burnaby Mountain. It was a rural outpost then, complete with small farms, swamps, bears, and cougars, even though it was only ten miles from downtown Vancouver.

I was an average kid, with an older brother, Jef, and an older sister, Karen. My parents were worn out from raising kids by then, I think, so they didn’t pay much attention to me. My early years were directionless, you might say, but by the time I was eight, some influential things had started to happen. We were seeing the Vietnam war on TV every night. Sucked into the brainwashing, I would get out my toy machine gun and crouch and shoot those Viet Cong.

When I was ten we got a colour TV, and things suddenly became a lot more graphic. Right in our front room, in full living colour, were images of soldiers holding their guts in with dinner plates and monks setting themselves on fire. We saw neighbourhoods burning during the race riots in Watts and Detroit, and hundreds of thousands of people protesting the war in Washington. It all made a deep impression on me.

The other event that had a profound effect was my sister Karen’s wedding in 1965, when I was nine. That was the night I fell in love with music. As the wedding guests danced and partied, I sat with my eyes glued to the drummer, banging along on the chair beside me to keep time.


	Warmonger

I was 8 years old
I watched a black & white TV
I had a toy machine gun
And I aimed it at the screen
I shot at Viet Cong
While the general’s medal gleamed
They stood there like heroes
While the napalm dropped like rain

chorus:
Warmonger – don’t make us count the dead
Warmonger – waste your own life instead
I hope you get, get what you deserve
Warmonger – will you help us to bury the dead

When I turned 10 years old
We got a colour TV
And it showed how a tin plate
Could hold a soldier’s guts inside

And it showed monks burning
And villages ripped apart
And it showed me hatred
Every nite at 6 o’clock

chorus

Joey Shithead Keithley, Prisoner Publishing




From then on, I wanted a drum kit. My brother agreed to let me work part of his paper route to get the dough. I did the steepest third of his route for ten percent of his pay. (Jef has since gone on to be a great union organizer and negotiator.) Finally I had saved up $125, half of what I needed. I asked my parents for the rest.

My dad yelled and screamed. “You want to become a drummer? Goddammit! You’ll end up being a hophead like Gene Kruppa.” Not knowing what a hophead was, I wasn’t deterred one bit. A couple of days later, when my father was at work, my dear old mom took me down to the music shop. She made up the cash shortfall, and I had my first drum kit. The drum lessons started, and then the practicing, which, over the next few years, would just about drive my parents nuts.

Shortly after I got to high school, some friends and I started our first band. Scott Flear and Ken McLeod were the only two guys I knew who had guitars and amps. We called ourselves Lead Balloon; that was definitely the way we were going to go over, because we sucked so much. We chickened out of our first and only gig.

By the time I was sixteen, though, a core part of the future punk rock scene in Vancouver had started jamming together. Brian Goble, Gerry Hannah, and I had all been friends since grade two, and Ken had moved into the area when I was eleven. Brian and I played a lot of hockey. I was a rough and tumble defenseman; penalties seemed to be my specialty. Brian was a good digger on the forward line, but he wasn’t loud or brash. I also spent every summer playing lacrosse. Gerry was the hip outcast among us. He had long hair and sideburns and occassionally got kicked out of school. He was also the only one of our pals who managed to get a girlfriend. Ken was the unhip outcast. He had long hair and fucked-up clothes and his family were really different: they were the only Americans in our neighbourhood.

At fifteen, Ken ran away to Alberta with his pal Dave Noga for six months. They lied about their age and got jobs working in an asylum. When he came back, he had changed. He called Brian and me “rubbernecks,” a term for kids who were really regular, with short hair; I was the only guy in school with a crew cut. He had turned onto mind-altering substances. But he also discovered something else that was mind-blowing. He had a copy of the epic album Paranoid by Black Sabbath. We had never heard anything like it.

Soon we were jamming every chance we could get. Our instrumentation was bizarre; the only part that made sense was the drumming. Ken and I both had drum kits. Brian played a chord organ. (If you’ve never heard one, let’s just say it is one of the worst-sounding pieces of shit going.) Brian also had an acoustic six-string guitar until the top half of the neck broke off. We just strummed the three remaining strings. If we were over at Gerry’s house, Gerry would play the organ that his ultra-religious mother practiced on for church. Nobody had an amp, so the drums drowned everything else out. We had no vehicle either, so we constantly carried our drum sets up and down the mountain.

Our practices drove my father so insane that he rigged up a separate power switch for my room. Whenever he had had enough, he would hit the switch and cut our power, then yell at the top of his lungs, “Goddammit, Joe! I can’t hear myself think!” That was always our cue to move on.

Sometimes we practiced at Brian’s place on the back porch. I remember us doing a tortured version of “Sweet Leaf” by Black Sabbath there. But sooner or later Brian’s father would come running out and implore us to quit because the noise stopped the chickens from laying eggs. Chickens, for christ’s sake, when we were trying to make rock ‘n’ roll history. Next we would try Ken’s garage, but his dad would scream, “Kenny, what is this awful fuckin’ noise? Why don’t you get a real trade? You won’t get anywhere with this music bullshit!” So that would leave Gerry’s place, and we could only go there when his mom was at church or working at the hospital. As soon as we got the green light, Gerry would bust out with the massive water pipe and the wild jam would start.

After a while, we managed to borrow an Ace Tone amp and an electric guitar. We would plug the organ, guitar, and vocals into this poor defenseless amp, then max the distortion. Gerry, who had developed into our singer, lived on the main road to Simon Fraser University, built on top of Burnaby Mountain in 1965. On a hot summer day, with the SFU students walking up and down the hill, the real fun would begin. The students always looked perplexed as our wildly distorted jam blared out the open windows. Inside, Gerry would be writhing around on the floor, screaming, “Burn in hell! Burn in hell!”

Around this time, in 1971, the U.S. government announced that they were planning to test a series of nuclear devices on Amchitka Island, part of the Aleutian Islands chain off the tip of Alaska. Members of Greenpeace, which had been founded in Vancouver a few years earlier, started passing out pamphlets, urging people to come to the American consulate in Vancouver and demonstrate against the nuclear testing. They also approached local high schools with the idea that kids from each area would march down to the consulate on a rotating basis. Every day that week, high-school students from all over Greater Vancouver marched and chanted at the consulate. It was an all-out barrage. When our day came, about 300 students from Burnaby North and Kensington high schools walked out of their classes and headed downtown. Our route led us past some other Burnaby and East Vancouver schools, and we shouted up to the kids in their classes to join us. By the time we arrived at the U.S. consulate, we were 1,500 strong. What made it even more special for us was that Ken Montgomery had strapped on his bass drum and was leading the demonstration.

The next day, actor John Wayne, “the Duke,” happened to be in town, on his way to a fishing trip somewhere in B.C. He stopped in at a local radio station to talk to right-wing smear-tactic host Pat Burns. Burns asked Wayne what he thought about all these Vancouver kids voicing their opinions, to which the Duke replied, “I think these goddamn Canadians should mind their own goddamn business!” That was infuriating and funny, but the topper for me was when I got home from school that afternoon and I checked the Vancouver Sun for coverage of the demonstration. My father read the paper fanatically; he was the type of guy who would berate the paperboy if our paper was so much as five minutes late. That day I beat my father home, though, and you can imagine my panic when I discovered a picture of Ken and me on the front page, leading the fucking march! I hadn’t told my parents I’d skipped school to go, and at that moment I thought I was a dead fifteen-year-old. So I grabbed the paper and hid it in my closet. You should have heard my old man ranting and raving that night about his missing newspaper. Little did he know!

That demonstration really politicized me. Like John Sinclair said, “You got to decide if you’re part of the problem or part of the solution.” Another thing that changed my perspective on the world was my trip to Jamaica. My brother Jef had gone to a little town there to teach building construction to high school students, and in the summer of ‘73 my parents and I flew down to visit him. What a culture shock. Jamaica is a great country, but what really got me was the music. I had never listened to reggae or even heard of Rasta culture. My brother loaded me up with a bunch of a records like the soundtrack to The Harder They Come, and I was hooked. Little did I realize that a whole amalgamation of reggae and punk rock lay just a couple of years down the road.

High school eventually came to an end. I had a good idea of what I wanted to do: go to Simon Fraser University to become a lawyer. Not a slimy corporate hack who twisted and deflated the truth for his own ill-gotten gains, but rather a man with principles, a civil rights lawyer like William Kunstler, famous for defending the Chicago Seven. SFU appealed to me not only because I knew every inch of Burnaby Mountain, but because radical students had occupied the campus there in the early seventies. I wanted to be one of them.

In the summer of 1974, I worked on the green chain in a sawmill, pulling 2x4s and 2x6s off the conveyor belt. I quit when my dad, a machinist, got me a job working with him at Osborne Propellers. I love my father, but working with him was tough sledding. He had this unending temper which he inherited from his own father, an English salesman and miner who had been the black sheep of his family back in Yorkshire. I was lucky there was a balance, though; I got my compassionate side from my mother and her family of Finnish immigrants, who had been involved in the radical Fisherman’s Union.

The day after I enrolled at SFU, I bought my first guitar from San Francisco Pawnbrokers on Hastings Street. During the fall, I worked a lot harder at learning to play it than I did at my courses. I spent too much time at the school pub and the university radio station, and it seemed as if the radical element that had drawn me there had either left or gone silent. I dropped out after four months – so much for being a lawyer.

I idled away the first few months of 1975 at my parents’ house. Then Gerry Hannah started talking about moving out of the city to the country. Brian, Ken, and I were stunned.

“How the fuck are we going to be a rock band out in the country?” we demanded.

Gerry had an answer for that. “We’ll all play acoustic instruments, and that way we won’t be supporting the evil BC Hydro power corporation and their ability to flood valleys at the drop of a kilowatt. Back to the land, man!”

Gerry started to peruse the Georgia Straight, Vancouver’s local alternative weekly, for places in the country. Before long, we got word from some commune (this was way before punk rock, remember!) that a forty-acre farm near Lumby, in British Columbia’s interior, was going to be open for squatting.

Me and Fast Eddie, another colourful character from north Burnaby, were the vanguard. So we hitchhiked up there. Now, if you’ve never been to a small, forestry-based town in British Columbia, you haven’t missed much. Lumby is one of those towns. The first thing you see when you drive into it are thousands and thousands of dead trees, and everybody in the whole fucking place is proud of it.

The farm was four miles out of town, on Cooper Mountain, and it had two cabins, no running water, and no electricity. Eddie and I squatted it, and shortly after, we were joined by Brian, Ken, Gerry, and Bruce Coleman, another neighbourhood friend. They had all quit high school just short of graduation for this idyllic paradise. (Really bloody smart.) The best thing on the farm was the outhouse; you could leave the door open as you did your business and enjoy a panoramic view of surrounding mountains. Sometimes when I would be taking a crap, Gerry would nudge the outhouse with his truck while honking the horn.

We were like junior hippies, and as we got to know the townsfolk, we found ourselves growing more unpopular by the day. The town had two cops; the head of the constabulary had apparently been demoted because of a despicable incident that involved kicking a sixty-year-old First Nations man to death in the mud. The other cop we nicknamed Carl the Cow, since he bore an uncanny resemblance to a cow we had run into. I looked up “redneck town” in the dictionary, and there was a picture of Lumby.

To make things worse, there was a brewery strike that summer. Hardly a drop of beer to be got in the entire province. Everybody was desperate. There were huge lineups at the liquor store whenever word got out that a rare shipment of suds was coming in from Alberta. People even lined up for American beer. Like I said, they were desperate.

After the strike had been going for a while, somebody stole the only beer truck to reach our area in over a month. A day or two later, a cop car roared up Cooper Mountain. Carl the Cow jumped out with a bovine look of satisfaction on his face. He started shouting at us. “All right! Come clean with me! Where’s that beer truck?”

We could only look bewildered and collectively scratch our heads, which further infuriated him. Right around the time the beer truck was stolen, somebody had seen Gerry’s truck in town, Carl explained accusingly. We told him to check the local garage, where Gerry’s truck had been in pieces for the last week. Now he was really pissed. He jumped back in his cruiser and raced off. Great bit of police work. (Carl was an inspiration when I wrote the D.O.A. song “Royal Police.”)

After three months of ongoing tension with the locals, including threats that they were going to beat the crap out of us and rip off all our musical gear – by this point, we had told Gerry to screw the accoustic thing and rented some electric amps – we got evicted. We were turfed because some real hippie had rented the farm legally. Shit! Imagine that!

We decided to move further into the Monashee Mountains, to a tiny burg called Cherryville. The only things there were a general store, a community hall, and a bridge. But the place we rented five miles up the road was huge; it had power and water, and we could make as much noise as we wanted with our obnoxious rock band. Nobody had a job, but Gerry and I were collecting unemployment enjoyment. We had lots of time to practice.

We landed our first gig at a wake at the Cherryville Hall. The name of our band at that point was The Resurrection; maybe that’s why they hired us. The wake was for a logger who had been crushed by a tree in the bush, and it was attended by everybody in the vicinity: aunts, uncles, grandmothers, you name it. There were maybe a hundred people all told.

The first musicians on stage were the Foise Family Band. The band featured the entire fucking Foise family, right down to grandpa on the fiddle and the little kid on the drums. Then it was our turn to play. We played one Beatles song, one Black Sabbath song, and a couple of others. After each song, the crowd stood and stared in disbelief. One guy clapped, but it was our friend Derek, the guitar repairman, and eventually he stopped, too. After the fourth song, we were asked to stop playing altogether. To add to the embarrassment, the next band, the Cherryvillains, went over like gangbusters. Shit! What a first gig.

As the months went by, we landed a few more shows, and got into plenty of hassles with the cops and the locals, who just didn’t get us. One night our house was attacked by a bunch of drunk rednecks. We started up the chainsaw to chase them away, and you could almost hear them shitting their pants as they took off.

Fall turned to winter, and it got very, very cold. First we ran out of money, then firewood. One night we were drinking and smoking at the Lumby Hotel, and when we got kicked out I was way too loaded for the twenty-mile car ride back to Cherryville. I slept in the doorway of the hotel that night. About five in the morning I woke up feeling like a Popsicle. I had on an old ratty coat, and there was about a foot of snow on the ground. I had eleven cents in my pocket. That was it – I couldn’t take that clean country living any more. So I decided to hitchhike back to Vancouver.

It was 250 miles to get home. It usually took three to four hitched rides to make it back, maybe ten hours. On this frozen January day, it took me a day and a half and eleven stinkin’ rides, the same number of pennies I had in my pocket. One well-groomed young couple kicked me out in the middle of nowhere after I told them I was an atheist. I got off one good line when they insisted on calling me a Satanist: “I’d rather be a king in hell, than a stooge in heaven!”

Soon thereafter, the rest of the gang moved back to NorthBurnaby as well. Brian, Ken, Gerry, and I rented a big house and kept practicing. We played a few high schools as Stone Crazy. When we were forced to move by our slumlords, we found a new house farther out in the suburbs, in a town called Coquitlam.
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Stone Crazy (l-r Brad Kent, Brian Goble, Joe Keithley, Ken Montgomery), 1976.

To keep ourselves going, the four of us got hired on at Royal City Foods, a food processing company. They would hire anybody. Brad Kent, a rock ‘n’ roller from South Burnaby who we had met in Cherryville and who would become our lead guitar player, also worked at Royal City. Brad would chuck his cigarette butts into the blueberry hopper for fun. Ken worked in the room where they made creamed corn. It was a mundane job; at more or less the appropriate time, he was supposed to dump certain ingredients into the vat: a hundred-pound sack of cornstarch, a fifty-pound sack of sugar, and so on. One night, he came home from the late shift and said, “Hey, you guys. Guess what? I pissed into the vat of creamed corn!” Like I said, they hired anybody. To this day I have never eaten another can of the stuff.

Finally, Stone Crazy got its first paying gig, four nights at the Grasslands Motor Inn in Merritt, B.C., for the royal sum of $125 a night. By this point, we had changed the line-up. There was Ken, Brian, Gerry, and I as usual, as well as a new guitar player, Simon Werner. Originally a Brit, Simon had been in Canada for a while, but he never lost that dry, English wit. We drove to Merritt on my twenty-first birthday, June 3, 1977. It’s another one of those towns where the first thing you see is piles of dead trees. The Grasslands’ manager, Big Joe, demanded that we play a Steve Miller song during the sound check, so we launched into a shakey rendition of “Rock ‘N Me” (“Keep on-a rockin’ me, baby”). He was suitably unimpressed.

Nighttime drew in swiftly, and we headed on stage for the first of four sets. I can’t remember exactly when the booing and the catcalling started. Let me think . . . was it after our first song, or our second? What a way to start! Big Joe, the nauseating prick boss, came backstage and threatened us if we didn’t get better. But our second set proved to be even worse. Snuck into the set, along with the predictable rock standards of the day, was our cover of “Beat on the Brat” by the Ramones, and the first song I ever wrote: “Disco Sucks.” These gems went over like Scud missiles. Then we launched into “Paranoid.” As we got to the lead section, a solo by me, I reached over to my Marshall amp and cranked everything up to ten. When the song was over, two huge lumberjacks jumped up on the stage, yelling, “Turn it down or we’ll tear it down!” Not impressed, I told them to fuck off. One of the lumberjacks, now frothing at the mouth, shouted back, “Turn it down or we’ll cut you down like a Douglas Fir!” Despite this, we managed to get to the end of our set, exiting to a chorus of boos.

Unfortunately, all the excitement caused me to take temporary leave of my senses. I walked back on stage and grabbed the mike. “The problem with you people is, you don’t have the balls to accept this kind of music!” I yelled. As I walked off, one of the lumberjacks in the audience yelled: “I’ll have your balls for bookends, buddy!” Backstage, the rest of the band admonished me. “Joe, are you fucking crazy? You’re going to get us killed!”

That night, Big Joe fired us. When I protested that we had a contract for four nights, he laughed in my face and threw thirty bucks at me. Shit! That wouldn’t cover the gas, let alone the van rental. The next day, as we were being thrown out of the hotel, Joe came around one last time. “I’m gonna be a nice guy,” he said. “You only have to pay half on your meal last night.” Goddamn it! Fuck Big Joe and fuck Merritt. On our way back to Vancouver, we stopped at a high mountain pass and talked about the whole experience. “This rock ‘n’ roll trip ain’t all it’s cracked up to be,” somebody said. The rest of us seconded that. Then Simon said, “Maybe we should become a punk rock band.”

Simon was right. That would be cool.
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Stone Crazy (l-r Joe Keithley, Brian Goble, Ken Montgomery, Brad Kent), 1976.
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The Georgia Straight’s punk rock issue, October 27, 1977.




CHAPTER TWO
THE SKULLS

It was a raunchy scene around our joint on North Road in Coquitlam in 1977. The neighbourhood had a bus loop, a mall, five fast-food joints, and a bar, the Caribou Hotel, where we hung out nightly. Various lowlifes were always coming by our place, trying to sell us hot goods or to rip us off when the house was empty. We practiced a lot, blasting day and night, and anybody who was walking by or had heard about the band house would feel free to pop in the door with a case of beer and start partying. We would pay Ken’s fourteen-year-old brother Chuck and fifteen-year-old Bill Chobatar to guard the place while we were at work. They would skip school and jam all day long or just plain slack.

At that point, there was no punk scene in Vancouver, as far as we knew. We’d been listening to the Ramones’ first album and to a bunch of stuff by Iggy Pop, the greatest stage guy/wildman I have ever seen. We had also seen short news clips of the Damned, the Clash, and the Sex Pistols. We figured that punk rock was the snarling, confrontational, kick-in-the-teeth rebellion that rock ‘n’ roll was always meant to be. Punk was the antithesis of the rock business that included performers so despicable they made us feel embarassed to be a member of the human race. Gerry wasn’t too heavy into punk, though, so we needed a new singer. We put an ad in the Georgia Straight, and we ended up with Lee Kendall, a lunatic Australian. What other kind are there?

Now we had a line-up. We called ourselves the Skulls. It was mean! What we needed next were punk rock nicknames; our given names would never do. Ken suggested the name “Joey Shithead and the Marching Morons” for the band, and I gratefully adopted Shithead for myself. Simon figured that Brian looked like the famous chess master La Bourdonnais. It was a poor punk name, but you have to start somewhere. Ken thought up his own moniker: Dimwit. He and I tried to give Simon the name Ring Wormer, but Simon wouldn’t go for it. He was a little touchy, as well as a bit of a Bible thumper. Lee was just plain Lee. Brad Kent became Brad Kunt.

As summer rolled along, I heard something that would change my life forever. A local radio station announced that the Ramones were going to play Vancouver’s Commodore Ballroom, Canada’s best live venue. The great thing was that the tickets were free. They had only sold about 100 tickets for a venue that holds 1,200 people, so it was time to paper the place. Fuckin-A! Bubba! The Ramones for free!

We got down there at eight PM, along with about 400 other would-be punks and thrillseekers. The Ramones came on stage an hour later, and they blew the doors off that fuckin’ joint. I had never seen anything so alive in all my life. They played for thirty-five minutes, and then it was over. Everybody was drenched with sweat and bruised from all the fun on the dance floor. For me, that was it. I knew I was on the right path.

The Skulls’ first gig as a punk band was a free show on the beach at White Rock, twenty miles south of Vancouver. When we arrived in mid-afternoon, Art Bergmann (the K-Tels, the Young Canadians, Los Popularos) was already on stage with his band, the Smorgs. The audience was a mix of people to be sure, but the most prominent type was what I would call the greaseball hippie: you know, guys with long greasy hair and beards and Jack Daniel’s T-shirts who like to sit on the beach and smoke and drink away as many brain cells as possible.

Our set consisted of a few early originals that all of us had written together. They had a heavy punk sound. We also played some Iggy and some Ramones covers. Those greaseball hippies sure weren’t ready for it. After a couple of songs, they started hucking their garbage at us. Soon the bandshell was littered. Lee, our Australian lead singer, started throwing the garbage right back at the crowd and telling them to fuck off. At one point, Buck Cherry (AKA John Armstrong of the Modernettes) jumped up on stage and tried to sing along on Brad Kunt’s mike. A pushing and shoving match ensued, and Buck was ejected from the stage. More garbage was thrown, there was more pushing and shoving, and general ill will set in.
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The Skulls (l-r Dimwit, Shithead, Wimpy), 1977.
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The Skulls (l-r Wimpy, Dimwit, Simon, Shithead), 1977.

After the show, we figured we needed some publicity, so the next day I phoned Tom Harrison, a Vancouver rock critic who wrote for the Georgia Straight at the time. “Tom,” I said, “I want to tell you about a big riot that happened at the open air show in White Rock on Sunday with my band, the Skulls.”

Tom said, “Who is this?”

I gulped, never having said my new stage name aloud. I finally stammered, “This is Joey Sh- Sh- Sh- Shithead.”

“Well, Mr Shithead,” Tom said, “can you tell me what happened?”

The following Thursday we raced out to grab the new issue of the Straight. There it was, in black and white, an article on the Skulls. “The Skulls, undoubtedly Vancouver’s most hated rock band, started a riot in White Rock last Sunday,” Tom had written. The article went on to say that Brad Kunt had shoved local musician Buck Cherry off the stage and told him he’d have it out with him anywhere anytime anyplace. As I read Tom’s article aloud, everybody screamed and guffawed. Then we all looked at each other. Wow! Vancouver’s most hated band! We’re on our way, motherfuckers!

Shortly after this, both Lee and Brad left the band. Lee did the usual wandering Australian thing and Brad just didn’t fit in. He was never really a punk. The Skulls became streamlined: Simon on guitar, Brian on bass, Dimwit on drums, and me on vocals.

Vancouver had its first local punk rock show on July 30, 1977 at the Japanese Hall. It featured the Furies, the city’s first punk rock band, and Dee Dee and the Dishrags, the first punk band from Victoria, just across the water. I missed that show, but soon we heard about another one, scheduled for September 2 at the Japanese Hall. The posters were already up, but I phoned and got us on the bill. The Lewd were the headliners, and the Furies had the middle spot. Dee and the Dishrags were supposed to open, but we, the last-minute addition, opened for them. None of the bands had really developed a following, but lots of curious music fans came to the show. The Skulls started the show. We played fourteen songs, seven covers, a mix of Sex Pistols and Iggy songs, and seven original songs. I had played maybe ten shows in my lifetime, always as the rhythm guitar player. This was the first time I had been the front man, the lead singer, the shit disturber. I can’t remember much about the show, except that I was screaming a lot. I do remember feeling fucking exhilarated. But we were starting to get some cohesion as a band. Simon was good on guitar, and Brian’s bass playing was really coming along. Dimwit was well on his way to becoming one of the top five drummers Canada has ever produced.

The Dishrags came on second, and were incredibly rough and amazing at the same time. These three fifteen-year-old Victoria girls ripped it up. The Furies were on third, with Chris Arnett on guitar, Malcolm Hasman (later Simon Werner’s older brother Jonathan) on bass, and Jim Walker (PiL) on drums. They seemed a little out of sync to me. The show was headlined by the obviously more experienced band, theLewd, from Seattle, who played a slicker set than the rest of us.
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The most memorable part of the night for me occurred after the show. The Labour Day weekend was coming up, and the Satan’s Angels (who later became the Vancouver chapter of the Hell’s Angels) had hired the Furies, the Lewd, and the Skulls to play at a giant gathering they were holding on a farm in Matsqui, forty miles east of Vancouver. The bikers had heard about the burgeoning punk scene, but they were under the major misconception that the Furies were actually called the Fuhrers, as in Adolf. As for the other two bands, I think they just liked our names.

After the show at the Japanese Hall, one of the head Angels showed up backstage. He had liked the show, and he wanted to confirm that we would all be at the bikers’ event. “Fuck, yeah!” I said. It sounded great to me – $200 a day and all the beer we could drink; three days of straight nonstop party. When the Angel turned to the Furies’ Chris Arnett, however, Chris looked kind of pale. He mumbled something, then said, “I have to fly to South America tomorrow,” one of the lamest excuses I have ever heard. The biker called Chris on his bullshit and started to chase him around the room. He caught Chris and smacked him a couple of times. Finally Chris managed to wriggle out of the room and escape a royal boot fucking. I just looked at the Angel and said, “See you tomorrow.”

My only previous dealings with a bike gang had been as a gas jerk a few years earlier. One quiet summer’s day, forty bikes and a parts truck pulled into the full-serve station where I worked. That was a lot of filling to do. Bike tanks are small, and the design painted on the tank is really fucking important; it’s where the owner shows off the bike’s soul, so to speak. While filling the first guy’s tank, I accidentally spilled gas on his tank. He swore at me and gave me a look that said, “I am going to cut your balls off and shove them down your throat as soon as I am finished cleaning this up!” He grabbed the nozzle from me, and at that moment we became a self-serve station.

But I digress. I got a ride out to the Labour Day bike run with my friend Brett in his Mustang. As soon as we pulled off the highway, we were met by two RCMP officers who were noting everybody coming and going. Further up the road, we ran into a biker lying down on the seat of his bike. He was like the palace guard. Once we identified ourselves, he let us pass without incident. We didn’t get another 100 metres, though, before we were assailed by a gang of bikers. I got out of the car, and a guy starts yelling, “Hey, it’s Shithead and the Skulls.” Then they all yelled, “Hey, Shithead!” and stuff like “Are you going to take a shit on stage?” (I gave that a try later in the weekend, but I was not able to duplicate the feat of the mighty Frank Zappa.)

Now we had to wait for the rest of the band. So far there was only Dimwit, Bill Chobatar, my girlfriend Cheryl Thompson (whom I had met a couple of months earlier at the Coquitlam jam house), myself, and the gear. Brett headed back to Vancouver to pick up Simon and Brian, but we learned later he was scared shitless of the bikers and refused to come back; Simon and Brian had to bum a ride with someone else. The only other entertainer there at the time was Dave Freeburn, a solo piano act. Dave started the show off with some raunchy blues, but when he was done, the Lewd still hadn’t showed up. The bikers were restless and demanded music, so Dimwit, Chobatar (who was just along for the ride), and I got up and did a makeshift set.

Eventually Simon and Brian arrived. Now the crowd – 600 to 700 bikers and various hangers-on – wanted to hear the Skulls. No problem, we said, but first we needed the libations we had been promised. I walked down to the farm utility building that housed the bar, the prize Harley that somebody was going to win that weekend, and round-the-clock blue movies. The guy behind the bar was about 6’5” and must have weighed about 300 pounds. I went up to him and said, “Hey, I’m in the Skulls, and we need some beer.” He looked at me with violent disgust. “It’s two bucks a beer, puke!” I knew I had to stick to my guns or get run out of the joint. So I shot back, “Hey, I’m in the band, man, and we’re supposed to get free beer.”

He was having none of it. “Two bucks a beer, puke!”

“No, no, no. It’s all the beer we can drink.”

“It’s two bucks, kid.”

A small crowd had started to gather, and I figured I was in for a right pounding. Finally, the bartender smiled, then handed me a case of beer. “Have a good time, kid!” he said with a laugh.

I got back to the stage and we launched into our set. It got a mixed reaction, but the event was young, and we were still warming up. The stage was a flatbed trailer up on a hill looking north across the Fraser River. They had a huge sound system that was cranked. It must have been torture on the other side of the river in those God-fearing little farmhouses. It was as if satanic beasts were roaring out a call for all pagans to come and join in the ritual.

The Lewd were scheduled to go on after us, but there was a bit of a hold up. It seems that their manager, Robert the Weasel, was busy trying to renegotiate the deal the band had made with the bikers. Instead of $200, they wanted $300, so the Weasel had suggested that the Skulls’ fee be cut back to $100 to make up the difference. The negotiations were being conducted in a helicopter, since a helicopter jockey was giving the bikers rides for twenty dollars a pop, and the Weasel was lucky he didn’t get a Bre-X kind of ride down. When the copter landed, a few bikers told me about the Weasel’s sliminess.

The Lewd got up and played their set. It was cool, but I’m not sure the crowd liked it much. Part of the problem was that the Lewd only had one set, and they were scheduled to play all night. The other part was that they dressed a little on the New Wave side. Some of the crowd was cat-calling the band and calling them fags.

I’m not certain if the Lewd got paid, but I do know one thing. They played one set that night and then made an unceremonious exit. After their last song, they threw their gear into their van as fast as they could and then jumped in after it. As their van pulled away, some of the bikers started to chase it, hurling beer bottles and swearing at them. The van bumped wildly across the field with about twenty guys in pursuit. I don’t think I ever saw the Lewd back in Canada again.

So the Skulls and Dave Freeburn were left to entertain the troops. We only had one set of tunes, but all we had to do was change the order we played them. We played set after set till about four in the morning. My girlfriend Cheryl and I wanted to crash out, but it was tough to sleep on the stage, with the gas-powered generator roaring beside us, not to mention the general mayhem still going on. It looked like a fine night for sleeping under the stars, so we grabbed our sleeping bags and headed out across the field. It was very peaceful till about five in the morning, when a rainstorm passed over us and we got fucking soaked. We headed back to the stage where the rest of the band was passed out, and used Dimwit’s dirty drum carpet (that doubled as a spittoon) as a blanket. Lovely.

We enjoyed a restful hour, till six AM, when about a dozen bikers came up and started banging their beer bottles on the stage, yelling, “Wake up music! Wake up music!” Finally Dave Freeburn got up and played “Saran Wrap” by the Fugs on his electric piano. That got the day started.

We met a friend of Freeburn’s that weekend who became a lifelong friend of mine and Dimwit’s. He was Al Steadman, but we quickly gave him the nickname, Al Dopeman. Al would play a key role in some early D.O.A. trips.

We alternated with Freeburn, basically playing the same set all day long. The only sustenance around was an endless supply of pills and beer. Brian got so wasted that he would pass out between sets on the side of the stage. He didn’t bother taking his bass off, but just lay there there comatose with the bass across his gut.

One benefit of playing the same songs over and over again was that the crowd got to know them and began yelling for their favourites. We finished our final set at around four-thirty in the morning on Sunday, with a half dozen bikers up on stage, singing along and beating on the mikestands with spare drumsticks. They were really getting the hang of it by the end. I have never done anything like that since. That was one of the wildest gangs I’ve ever encountered. What an extraordinary weekend!

Like any young new band, the Skulls needed more shows, but we had no manager, no booking agent, not even a scummy, run-down, roach-infested club to play in. It was a desert out there. So I decided to take matters into my own hands. These days, people always ask me, “What did punk rock accomplish?” Let me tell you, punk went a long ways towards reinventing and reinforcing the DIY ethic: DO IT YOURSELF. We realized we could achieve many things by running our own lives and rejecting the modern western version of the “slave” mentality.


	Disco Sucks

I was walkin’, walkin’ around
walkin’ round, round downtown
saw some people stompin’ around,
sayin’ disco sucks, like shit
lots of plastic people
building a plastic steeple
disco sucks, disco sucks, disco sucks, like shit

Joey Shithead Keithley, Prisoner Publishing





In September 1977, I went out and rented a hall, the Port Moody Legion Hall, to be exact. I told the old guy who ran it that we were putting on a young people’s concert. Next I got Bob Montgomery – Dimwit andChuck’s middle brother and a fine fellow in his own right – to design a poster. “Piss on You Productions presents the Skulls,” it read. It featured caricatures of each of us, and there were flies buzzing around the Shithead likeness.
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My old man had always drilled a work ethic into me, so I was a real go-getter. I knew things had to get done, so I put in the time and the elbow-grease that was required.I phoned the local papers, then began postering the city. I would jam my backpack full of posters, squeezing in a bag of flour and a staple gun, and take along my trusty bucket. Then I would hop on a bus and go to it. When there was nowhere to use the staple gun, I would stop at a gas station for some water and mix up a thick, gooey mixture of flour and water. I’d spread the goo on metal light standards with my hands, and stick up the poster. Voilà! (Some of those posters stayed up for years, which is saying something when you think of the long periods of rain we endure on the West Coast.) After a short while my jeans and leather jacket were so covered with the shit I looked like a drywaller. On the return trip, I always got my own seat on the bus, no problem.

Finally the day of the gig arrived. We drove out to the hall and started setting up our gear. We hadn’t been there long when two guys in ill-fitting suits came in. “Who’s in charge of this shindig?” one of them asked. After a pregnant pause, I turned around and said, “I guess I am.” The two turned out to be plainsclothes policemen. The first one continued, “We’ve been seeing your posters everywhere, and you know what?”

“What?”

“They’re obscene.”

I played dumb. “What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean,” the cop snarled. “This is sick stuff, really sick stuff!”

The hall was silent as we glared at each other.

“You better run a tight ship tonight. We’ll be keeping a close eye on the hall!” With that, the cops left in a huff. That was the last we saw of them.

Before we knew it, it was time to open the doors. We got about forty people: twenty punks and twenty bikers, who sat on opposite sides of the hall. Cheryl, ever the loudmouth, almost got me killed by taking the largest biker’s chair and telling him to get another one. He said, “That’s my fucking chair!”
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“There’s another bloody chair right there!” Cheryl yelled back. I took her by the hand and we got out of there.

But then the same biker came backstage and saw that Dimwit had a fake hypodermic needle pinned to his shirt. The hulking mass of a man irately ripped the hypo off Dimwit’s shirt and grabbed him by the throat. “I ought to shove this down your throat!” he barked, but nothing came of it.

Somehow, the show went off okay, and I put on a few more hall shows that fall. At one of them, a bunch of the bikers showed up and offered to run the door for me. That was a tough offer to refuse. It worked okay until the bikers started charging kids to get in the door, and then charging them on the way out as well.

Meanwhile, I had to make some decisions. I wasn’t making a dime off the music, so I needed another job. One day Al Dopeman suggested I go along with him and become a taxi driver. The company he worked for said they would hire me, but not until I got a cab licence. Al said that was no problem, though, since he and Dave Freeburn, who also drove cabs for the company, didn’t have licences either. The company never bothered to check. All you had to do was go to the motor vehicle office and tell them you’d lost your driver’s licence. When you got the temporary one, you could put a little sticker over the part of the licence that specified what class it was, then write in the one you wanted to have. Instant licence! Instant job!

I started with the night shift. Every night the same thing: drunken loogans who could barely remember where they lived and had often drunk away the money to pay the fare. At least I got beer as a tip almost every night. My caper finally ended when a Port Moody cop pulled me over for an illegal turn and suspected that my licence was phony. He gave me three hours to come back with a proper one. But I never did. For the next month, the Port Moody cops pulled over every single Coquitlam cab looking for me. I wasn’t in any of them.

The Skulls had written a bunch of original songs by this point, and we decided to make a demo. We went to Psi-cord Studios, an 8-track outfit in Vancouver. I had a hand in writing or had written the three songs we recorded: “No Escape,” “Waiting for You,” and “Fucked Up Baby.” We sent the tape to Bomb Records in Toronto, but nothing ever came of it.

Near the end of October 1977, the Georgia Straight invited us to play at their tenth anniversary bash, to be held at the Commodore Ballroom. There were a few other bands there too, the standard boring rock shit of the day. The Skulls were out to cause trouble that night, but we didn’t have to try very hard. When we hit the stage, the collective jaw of the audience immediately dropped. The joint was full of Vancouver’s old hippie establishment. These people had never heard of punk rock, and it was obvious they were not going to like it anytime soon.

During our fourth song, the club turned the power off. By then, about a third of the audience had already left the venue. Dimwit kept drumming. I ran over and got into a screaming match with the stage manager. He and I ended up in a tug of war with our power supply box. Then it turned into a pushing and shoving match. That was it. We told the organizers to fuck off and left.
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At this point we decided we were not going to get anywhere by hanging out in Vancouver. So we made a plan. We would all keep working at Royal City Foods and save up some dough. Then we’d move to Toronto for a while and then on to London, the punk rock capital of the world, to make our big break. Cheryl and I decided we would stay together and she would come along. This was not greeted by a chorus of cheers by the rest of the band.

By the time we were ready to hit the road for Toronto, Gerry Hannah had fuck all to do in Vancouver, so he came along for the ride. Gerry, Dimwit, Brian, and I were still the “gang of four.”

We decided to put on one last show in Vancouver, and it turned out to be a seminal one for Vancouver punk rock. It was a punk show and we were the only punk band in town, so everyone connected to the scene showed up. Since the Furies’ last line-up (with Jim Walker on drums) had broken up, there were no other bands to play with. So we just traded instruments and started another band. This gave birth to what Vancouver calls a “fuck band”: a band dedicated to pure fun. We became Victorian Pork, with Dimwit on bass, Brad Kunt on guitar, Dave Noga on vocals, and me on drums as “Flab Jiggle.” (Victorian Pork still play to this day, albeit with a completely different line-up.)

We lined up a “drive-through” motorhome to take us and our gear to Toronto. (It used to be easy to get these; you’d drive a rental vehicle back to its point of origin, having to pay only for the gas.) It was November 1977, and it was the first time any of us had traversed our home and native land. We soon found out what a big-ass country Canada is. The ground in Saskatchewan was covered with snow, and it was so fucking flat that you could see a grain elevator miles away. It looked like the earth had been run over by a giant bulldozer! Let’s just say the beauty of the heartland is an acquired taste. The road was like a skating rink through eastern Manitoba. I drove through a flotilla of cop cars and tow trucks, my knuckles white from grippin’ the wheel.

Finally, we arrived in Toronto. Hogtown. The Big Smoke, as First Nations people used to call it back when it was still Fort Toronto. We had no place to stay, no gigs, and no jobs. As Road Warrior’s Lord Humungous, the ruler of the wasteland, would say, “What a puny plan.” We ended up in what was then the most beat-up area of the city, Lawrence Avenue, and got six beds at the Lawrence Hotel. Boy, it was cheap – $2.33 per person per night. A real luxury joint. The only drawback was that you had to step over the puddles of blood in the doorway of the common bathroom and the guys passed out in the hall. As it turned out, Toronto was entering the coldest winter it had had for thirty years, and in the room Cheryl and I had, there were two small holes in the window. (I don’t know if they were from bullets or not.) When I complained, the hotel gave us a blanket that was half my height. Just ducky.

On our second night in town, we decided to cruise Yonge Street, the main drag, hoping like hell our guitars and amps would not get ripped off from the hotel in our absence. Yonge Street, the longest and most famous street in the country, is completely overrated by Torontonians. We walked by Maple Leaf Gardens, just off the strip, and past the Eaton’s Centre shopping mall before coming to a hoary old rock club called the Gasworks. On stage was a famous Canadian band called GODDO, fronted by a bass player named Greg Godovitz. Their music was the typical rock of the day.

Then the band stopped, and Greg announced that they were going to do their “punk” set. We sure as hell paid attention. But the music sounded just like their other stuff, only sped up a bit. When they had done a couple of songs, I ran up to the stage and said to Greg, “Hey! Why don’t you let a real punk band get up there and play?” To my surprise, he said sure.

We hopped up on stage and ripped into a mini-set using goddo’s gear. The audience – well, talk about a bunch of slack-jawed gawkers. Those rock fans were shocked. After about five songs, somebody from the management came up and screamed for us to stop. Apparently, all alcohol sales had ground to a standstill. We gave up, thanked the band for letting us play, and left. I’ve got to say that was ultra-cool of them; for all they knew, we might have pulled a “Who” on their gear.

After about a week in Toronto, we found a house to rent on the west side. It was an Italian neighbourhood with lots of churches. Cheryl and I had the upper floor, the rest of the band moved into the basement, and smack dab in the middle was Ed, our drunken fifty-five-year-old landlord. At first Ed was cool; he would come downstairs and dance around with a beer in one hand and a smoke in the other while we were practicing. But before long he started calling the cops on us whenever we practiced or had parties. Sometimes he would knock on our door and ask to use the bathroom, saying, “I think I just shit my pants.” He must have thought we were going to kill him, because he would push his mattress and chair up against his door when he went to bed.

The Skulls finally got on a bill. We opened for the Viletones and the Ugly at Club David’s, a gay club that showcased punk a couple of nights a week. Right in the centre of the club was a reproduction of Michelangelo’s David pissing into a fountain. It was a good bill. The Ugly and the Viletones both had a lot of energy on stage. We played well, but we got the cold shoulder from the Toronto punks. We came across like a bunch of lumberjacks, I guess, and most of the people in the scene liked to act as if they were from New York. But we had our way of making a mark. One night at David’s I dragged Nazi Dog (Steven Leckie) of the Viletones through a pool of urine I had deposited on the dance floor.

I became quite fond of spraypainting in Toronto, and I always had my handy-dandy can at the ready. It was the one thing I could do to drum up some publicity for the band. The power of intelligent grafitti cannot be underestimated. I’m not sure mine fell into that category, but graffiti is the voice of the people nonetheless. I would spraypaint the band’s name and various slogans outside clubs, on churches, on walls, anywhere I could. It was fun to be provocative and destructive at the same time. A rumour started around town that the cops were looking for the Skulls, but I guess they never bothered to look at the street posters. We were not too bloody hard to find.

In one sense Toronto was like Vancouver: there were very few places to play. We had heard about the Crash ‘n’ Burn, a place the Diodes had helped make famous, but it was closed by the time we arrived. We did go to a couple of parties the Diodes threw, but they came across as art school posers to me.

We continued to play at David’s once in a while, and also at another establishment called the Shock Theatre. Our first show there, we opened for what must have been the original line-up of the Misfits. I hadn’t heard of them, but I knew they had driven up from New York City. About forty people showed up for the show. While on stage in between songs I found the Misfits set list that they had left during soundcheck. I thought it was an old set list from some previous gig and I started reading out and ridiculing the song titles, then I ripped them up. When we were finished, some big guy from the Misfits gave me a hard time about it. It turns out the set list was theirs and he was downright pissed, you might say, in the American sense of the word.

[image: Image]

I don’t know what it was about our gang, but we seemed to rub people the wrong way. A lot of Toronto punks hated us, although we got along with most of the bands. We really liked the Ugly, and played three or four shows with them. Most of the band later relocated toVancouver. Mike Nightmare, their singer, came up with one of the great rock ‘n’ roll quotes of all time on his thirtieth birthday when he told me, “Fuck, Joey! I’m thirty years old, and what have I got? A beat-up car and a bunch of scratched Iggy Pop records!” That should be in the Official Rock ‘n’ Roll Book of Quotes. They should put his quote right next to mine.

[image: Image]

We hunted around Toronto for a record deal but never got a bite. Gerry Hannah was working on some cool songs there, though, and he penned two classics while playing bass in our basement: “Slave to My Dick” and “Fuck You.” Gerry had no band of his own, so we formed Wimpy and the Bloated Cows: Gerry on bass, Simon on guitar, and me, Flab Jiggle, on drums. Brian was the vocalist, becoming Wimpy, his first punk nickname at last. (Brian’s middle name is Roy, so later he took to calling himself Wimpy Roy, sometimes Sunny Boy Roy.) Hannah also got his punk name at this time, becoming Gerry Useless.

Now we had two punk bands and a fanzine I had put together called Drones. We only ever put out one issue; it had photos and stories about the local punk scene from the Skulls’ warped point of view. We needed a show of our own, though, so we got Billy from the Shock Theatre to book us. We started postering like mad; on the poster, we announced that the opening act was Wimpy and the Bloated Cows “from London.” We figured if anybody called us on the “London” thing, we would say we meant London, Ontario. But the day of our show, Billy phoned up and said he was cancelling the gig. He claimed that people were mad about the “London” bullshit. Piss on them. And on Billy!

Somewhere along the way, we learned that there was another band called the Skulls, from Los Angeles. “Shit!” we said collectively. “They’re from L.A., they’ll get a bunch of free publicity, and we’ll be fucked.” So we toyed with the idea of changing our name. We came up with the Numbskulls, then the Red Skulls. In the end it didn’t matter; the end was near. (Strangely enough, D.O.A. played a show at the Tiki Bar in Costa Mesa, California, in November 2002 with a reformed version of L.A.’s Skulls. They were good.)

We had been in Toronto for five months, and our time there was coming swiftly to an end. Simon and Wimpy caught a flight to the U.K., as originally planned, and Dimwit and I were supposed to join them soon after. But Dimwit and I changed our minds. Cheryl and I caught a flight back to Vancouver. Dimwit hung out in Toronto for a bit. I think his last act was to host a bowling tournament at our house on Edwin Avenue. He and our friend Kier took all the ketchup bottles we had been saving – there were lots, because we lived on potatoes and ketchup – and smashed them together to get back at our landlord Ed.

Wimpy and Simon stayed for a while in a squat in Brixton. Wimpy finally got tired of freezing and starving and waiting for Dimwit and me, so he caught the plane back home. Simon was so broke that he took Wimpy’s bass to a pawn shop.

And that was it. The Skulls were kaputsville, finito, done like dinner. It was a funny thing. Even though Dimwit and I were the fuckheads who broke up the Skulls, somehow I got all the blame. Well, Jesus H. Christ. I didn’t worry about it too much. It just set the table for the feast of fury to come.



[image: Image]

D.O.A. (l-r Randy Rampage, Joey Shithead, Chuck Biscuits, Dave Gregg)
at the Greyhound Club in London (U.K.), 1981. photo: Bev Davies
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They rock out. They blow the roof off.
Some of the best shows I've seen in my
life were D.0.A. gigs. I've never seen
D.0.A. not be amazing.

~ Henry Rollins (Black Flag, Rollins Band)

The proper medicine growing young
minds needed.

~ Jello Biafra (Dead Kennedys)

Joey Shithead casts a long shadow.
~ John Doe (X)

They've changed a lot of people’s lives.
~ Dave Grohl (Nirvana, Foo Fighters)

Joey Shithead Keithley,
‘the founder of D.0.A. and
Sudden Death Records
(suddendeath.com),

has long been an activist

in music, politics, and the
environment. He lives in
Vancouver with his wife and

their three children.

MUSIC AUTOBIOGRAPHY
Us$17.95 | cons21.95
158N 978-1-55152-148-0

91781551521 480 w—

Joey Keithley, AKA Joey Shithead, founded legendary
punk pioneers D.0.A. in 1978 - punk kings who spread
punk counterculture around the world and have been
cited as influences by Red Hot Chili Peppers, Green Day,
Rancid, The Offspring, and others.

But punk is more than a style of music: it's a state of
mind. D.0.A. has always had a social conscience, and has
performed in support of Greenpeace, rape relief, prisoner
rights, and anti-nuke and anti-globalization organizations.

Twenty-five years later D.0.A. has played with bands
including The Clash, The Ramones, The Dead Kennedys,
Black Flag, Nirvana, PiL, Minor Threat, and many others.
They are also the subject of two tribute albums.

I, Shithead is Joey's recollections of a life in punk,
starting with a bunch of kids in Vancouver transfixed
with the burgeoning punk movement, and traversing a
generation disillusioned with the status quo - stories of

riots, travelling, playing, and conquering all manner of
obstacles through sheer determination. And through it
all, Joey reveals that the D.0.A. slogan, TALK - ACTION =0,
is, for him, more than a soundbyte.

With an introduction by Jack Rabid, publisher of
seminal New York music magazine The Big Takeover.
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