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Prelude

San francisco, June 24, 1995
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There was a sudden, awkward silence—Did he say what I think he just said?—and then came that sound, the low, buzzing hum that is the single most dread of every performer who has heard it even once: the sound made by fifty thousand people when they turn their attention away from the stage and start talking to their friends.

Stone and Jeff’s eyes met ever so briefly, worry passing between them in the sort of mute, telepathic exchange that’s second nature to two musicians who’ve worked together for a decade. Up until now, it had seemed as if they just might pull it off. Saturday had broken warm and sunny in San Francisco, not a single cloud marring the brilliant blue sky over Golden Gate Park. Fans had been lined up since six in the morning, and by eleven, Monkey Wrench Radio, the pirate station from which Eddie and a few pals had been broadcasting punk songs and commentary at recent Pearl Jam shows, had crackled to life from a white tent on Polo Field. The crowd had been good-natured and enthusiastic, even gracing opening act Bad Religion with a semirespectable mosh pit. Better yet, Neil Young had rumbled through the gates on his Harley a few hours ago, to enjoy the day and, more important, to sit in with Pearl Jam for a few songs from Mirror Ball, the album they’d just recorded together.

Eddie’s status had been iffy this morning. Stuck with what appeared to be a nasty stomach flu (later it would be diagnosed as food poisoning, contracted from a room service tuna sandwich), he’d been in the emergency room at three A.M., and this afternoon when Young had arrived,  there’d been Eddie, looking distinctly green, lying facedown on the floor of the band’s dressing room. Still, by the time two o‘clock rolled around and it was time for Pearl Jam to go on, Eddie had been convinced he’d make it through the set. It might not be the best show he ever did, but he ought to be able to manage a show, at least. Who wanted to disappoint a mob like this?

Certainly, Pearl Jam didn’t. There was much more at stake today than the newspaper reviews tomorrow. This whole wretched excuse for a tour had been plagued by screwups from the beginning, and in the last couple of weeks, even some of the band’s staunchest supporters had begun to question their loyalty. Faced with the thought of what might result from yet another cancellation, Eddie didn’t even feel he had a choice, other than to give a shaky go-ahead.

He’d come through, too, once they were in front of the crowd, not holding anything back, refusing to wimp out on the planned set list even though the first segment was stacked with energy gobblers, among them “Last Exit,” “Spin the Black Circle,” “Go,” and “Animal.”

He made it through seven songs.

In the middle of the last—“Not for You,” Eddie’s scalding message to the press, industry types, and money men he felt should be excluded from the Pearl Jam experience—the adrenaline wore off. With that, the nausea that had been roiling inside the singer woke up again and issued a cranky ultimatum.

Eddie stepped to the microphone after the song, hands hovering near the waist of his gray T-shirt as if suspended by invisible marionette strings, a peculiar mannerism fans had grown accustomed to ages ago.

“If I could talk to y‘all from my heart for a second ...” he began.

He paused for a moment. People in the crowd down front were shuffling around, craning their necks and stretching onto tiptoe so as not to miss a second of what looked to be an unfolding drama.

“This has been like the worst twenty-four hours I’ve ever had,” Eddie went on. “I got a real bad stomach flu last night at like three in the morning, and I went to the emergency room.... I’m just all fucked up. I think that might be it for me for a while. Lucky for you, Neil Young’s here, so he’s gonna take over for a bit....”

For a second or two, there were scattered cheers, followed by hushed confusion and that low, awful murmuring, rising up from the crowd and gaining in intensity. Then, with dawning horror, the other members of Pearl Jam watched as their singer walked away from the microphone and quit the stage.

They stood there, blinking at each other. Time slowed to a crawl.

The crew was already scrambling, trying to get a handle on Eddie’s condition—whether he just needed a breather, or whether this was it.  Young had been passing the time on a tour bus out back, and he’d begun making his way toward the stage as soon as he heard Eddie’s announcement. Still, by the time he’d made it up front and he and the band had formed some semblance of a game plan, twenty minutes had passed. For Pearl Jam, each of those twenty minutes felt like an hour.

Not that the situation was any less daunting for Young, who’d driven down from his ranch in the Santa Cruz Mountains expecting to make a relaxed guest appearance and now found himself responsible for the happiness of fifty thousand fans—not to mention fifty thousand angry fans, people who’d waited for two years to see their favorite band and who’d jumped through all sorts of hoops to obtain tickets, people who were so starved for a dose of live Pearl Jam that some of them had even coughed up airfare and planned entire vacations around this show. They’d gone to all this trouble to see Pearl Jam, and Pearl Jam wasn’t Pearl Jam without Eddie. Who cared about this Neil Young character, this tired, tie-dyed relic from their parents’ dippy hippie memories?

Young had his work cut out for him, although you’d never have known it from the easy self-assurance with which he took the stage.

“How ya doin‘?” Neil asked, looking out at the sea of faces before him, checking the crowd’s pulse. From the sound of things, these were not happy campers.

“Let’s just rock a little bit,” he suggested, the voice of calm, turning to the remaining members of Pearl Jam and attacking his black Les Paul, banging out the first choppy, serrated chords of “Big Green Country” from Mirror Ball. If the decision to begin with this particular song, with its opening lyric about a pack of wolves who want their money back, was a thinly veiled jab at the whinier members of the audience, nobody picked up on it. The energy that had dissipated so quickly with Eddie’s departure began to return almost immediately, and before long, flailing arms and legs—surely a blessed sight to Neil and the band—were visible in the pit at the front of the stage again.

Moving in typical herky-jerky style, slashing his fingers down across the strings, face scrunched up with emotion, Young led the band through the majority of the Mirror Ball songs they’d recorded together and a clutch of his older favorites, including “Powderfinger,” “Cortez the Killer,” a fat twenty-minute jam on “Down by the River,” and two different versions of “Rockin’ in the Free World,” a tune covered so often and so well by Pearl Jam over the years that some younger fans likely think theirs is the original version. By the time the festivities chugged to a halt just before five o‘clock, they’d also ripped through “Hey Hey, My My” and taken things down a notch with the plaintive Harvest classic, “Needle and the Damage Done.”

A few writers would later opine that this impromptu two-hour set was the finest they’d ever seen Neil Young play. To be sure, it was a powerhouse performance, and one that at least some in the audience appreciated.

For others, though, it just wasn’t enough.

Throughout the show, the members of Pearl Jam had occasionally cast glances toward the wings, as if they weren’t sure whether Eddie would reappear. Eventually, they learned that the singer had gone to the hospital in an ambulance not long after he left the stage.

The fans, though they’d been sated enough by the sterling “Neil Jam” performance to hold their tempers in check, hadn’t entirely given up on Eddie, either. And when Jeff approached the microphone to announce that Eddie wasn’t coming back, things got nasty. No matter Jeff’s apology, no matter his promise that the band would try to return to San Francisco and play another show at the end of the tour. When the crowd realized that they’d seen all of Eddie they were going to see that day, the full weight of their disappointment, in the form of a fusillade of loud boos, came crashing down on Jeff.

“Eddie Cheddar!” someone on the field hollered. A volley of exasperated catcalls—“Refund!” and “Fuck you!” and “Rip-off!”—cut through a lower-level drone of disgruntled muttering that was beginning to rise from the field like steam.

The bassist took a step back, crestfallen.

Jerry Pompili of Bill Graham Presents, who was emceeing the show, moved to the microphone. “This band has spent the last year and a half trying to do right by you,” he yelled. “You owe them a thank you, and I want to hear it right now!”

Not exactly the best choice when it comes to soothing the savage beast. The requested show of gratitude, not surprisingly, failed to materialize. Although the more die-hard fans present would later argue in defense of Pearl Jam, the majority who straggled out of Golden Gate Park were less forgiving about having been the victims of a rock & roll bait and switch.

As for Pearl Jam, the fact that they’d faced down a potentially disastrous situation and managed to emerge without a riot on their hands  must have seemed a hollow victory at best. This was a band that had always waved an egalitarian flag, always taken pride in putting its fans first. In fact, no stronger reflection of that ethic could be found than this tour itself, organized in alternative venues as a means of sidestepping Ticketmaster and, as a result, keeping concert tickets below the typical asking price. That it was all failing so miserably had to be a heavy blow.

It’s not hard to imagine how the members of Pearl Jam felt if they heard the vituperative commentary that peppered the radio airwaves following the concert—fans calling stations to spew 1-want-my-money-back diatribes, deejays speculating that Eddie had been drunk as a lord the night before the show and that his “flu” was, in fact, a bad hangover. True, for the last few years, the band—and especially Eddie—had been attempting to turn down the intensity of their fans’ worship, to get their audience to relate to them as people, not icons. At the same time, though, their intention had been to step off the pedestal themselves, not to be knocked off by a roundhouse punch, tossed into the “Down” elevator by the very people who’d pushed the penthouse button on them four years ago.

All of the adulation may have been disquieting at times, but to glimpse the other side of the coin was even more frightening. Just a few months ago, Pearl Jam had been David to Ticketmaster’s Goliath, lauded for their efforts on behalf of the little people, blessed with a legion of fans whose appreciation and affection was so ardent that it had sometimes bordered on suffocating.

Now, though, something had shifted. It had been almost indiscernible at first—a snide comment in some late-night comedian’s monologue, the occasional catty op-ed piece in the paper—but, in the last few weeks especially, it seemed as if they’d been standing under a gargantuan microscope, squirming under the watchful eye of a public that was inspecting their every move for some fault or imagined slight. The pressure was unbearable.

All they’d ever wanted was to play the music they loved and have people embrace it. And they’d realized that dream, more so than any of them had ever imagined—to the extent that it remained lodged in their grasp even when it began to feel more like a curse and they tried to pry it from their fingers. For four years, they’d seemed incapable of a single misstep; now they were walking on a minefield.

How on earth had it all come to this?




Part One
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Come on Down




One
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Corporate Rock Sucks / Early Days in Seattle: Punks on Parade / Green River / What, Are They Kidding?
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Punk rock was dead in America, or so they said.

Some claimed the last gasp came in 1977, when upscale New York department stores like Saks Fifth Avenue and Bonwit Teller began selling gold-plated safety pins at $100 a pop, and British designer Zandra Rhondes whipped up a collection of ripped, safety-pinned evening gowns—asking price, $1,150 each—for Bloomingdales. Others held out until Mademoiselle magazine did a four-page spread on punk fashion, and pop princess Linda Rondstadt got all gussied up with spiked hair for the cover of her Mad Love album. No matter when exactly it was that the coroner supposedly arrived, by the end of the Seventies a general consensus had been reached among the mainstream cognoscenti: Punk rock was over.

Americans may have embraced punk fashion, but when it came to the music—such a far cry from the insipid, bloated arena rock prevalent in the Seventies—most of them just hadn’t been ready for it. So wide was the gulf between those who “got” punk and those who didn’t that the major labels who’d taken a chance and signed groups like the Sex  Pistols and the Ramones had no idea how to sell them to the public. Rather than make any real effort to get the music heard, their solution was simply to cut their losses.

They never counted on the aftershocks. The first wave of punk—from hardcore progenitors like the MC5 and the Stooges and the glitter /glam New York Dolls, to the mid-Seventies CBGB contingent led by Television, the Dead Boys, and the Ramones, to the Sex Pistols and their British successors the Damned and Generation X—was deemed a commercial failure by the mainstream industry before many teenage rock fans in the United States even got to hear it. Actual, vinyl proof of what had come roaring and spitting out of New York and Britain wouldn’t filter down to fans in smaller U.S. towns until a few years later, about the time MTV was looming on the horizon to peddle the Go-Go’s as a fluffy pop “girl” group. In their haste to stage a funeral and move on to the next money-making trend, the industry had also overlooked punk’s most powerful, populist element: It was easy to play. So it was that, even as the mainstream tastemakers were tying on punk’s toe tag, the first stirrings of a response to the New York and British wave were already being heard on the West Coast. By the end of the Seventies, trail-blazing bands like Black Flag, X, and the Dead Kennedys, who put an angrier, darker spin on punk, had formed and were making records, and before long other bands had cropped up in their wake in cities across the United States, among them the Minutemen, the Circle Jerks, Fear, and Flipper from California; Hüsker Dü and the Replacements from Minneapolis; and Minor Threat from Washington, D.C.

Not that any of these bands were welcomed into the fold with open arms. Ignored by the mainstream music industry, by the media, by radio, and by the majority of rock club proprietors, the early torchbearers were forced to rely on nontraditional means of recording, distribution, and promotion. They formed their own labels and sold their records via mail order, spread the word via homemade fanzines, and painstakingly built their followings with incessant touring, mapping out routes that hit the small-town clubs that would have them, and sharing the names of hospitable club owners with their friends in other bands. Within a few years, they’d created their own infrastructure and were nurturing small pockets of fans across the country, many of whom would go on to start  their own bands.

One such fan, as fate would have it, was twenty-year-old Jeff Ament.

The strapping, contemplative son of a barber, Jeff had grown up in a  town called Big Sandy—population 740—a mere speck on the map not far from his birthplace of Havre, Montana. During his early years, Jeff’s exposure to music was rather limited. There were the dreaded piano lessons foisted upon him by his mom—to add insult to injury, he had to pay for them by mowing his teacher’s lawn—and there was church music: The Aments were strict Catholics, and Jeff served as an altar boy. But when it came to rock & roll, Big Sandy’s offerings were paltry. The town didn’t even boast a single record store, and for years Jeff subsisted on radio and on hand-me-down singles given him by his uncle, Pat.

“He gave me ‘Help,’ with ‘I’m Down’ on the other side, which I thought was an amazing song, and also ’Proud Mary,‘ ” Jeff recalled. “I thought Uncle Pat was one of the coolest people in the universe—he had long hair and sideburns, and his room had candles all over the place and Santana posters on the walls. I probably got as excited about hanging out with my uncle as I did about anything.”

In the eighth grade, having discovered Kiss, Jeff bought a guitar and began taking lessons. He liked the way he looked when he practiced his Gene Simmons moves in front of the mirror—his guitar, a cheap SG copy, even looked like Simmons’s bass—but wringing a respectable noise out of the instrument was another matter entirely. Like so many other children of Seventies album-oriented radio, Jeff had a special place in his heart for riff-rockers—Aerosmith, Led Zeppelin, Black Sabbath, Ted Nugent, and the aforementioned Kiss. He’d also been seduced by the new wave of British heavy metal, bands like Venom and Iron Maiden. These were the bands he wanted to sound like when he strapped on his guitar, but try as he might, nothing he played came close to the majestic kraaaaaaang he was aiming for. Unfamiliar with tricks of the trade like distortion boxes and barre chords, all Jeff could manage was a miserly plink-plink-plink. This was most unsatisfactory.

After a few months, he abandoned the guitar lessons and focused his ambition on basketball, one of his other loves. An avid fan and accomplished player, Jeff had been the starting point guard for his All-State team at Big Sandy High School, and when he enrolled at the University of Montana in Missoula to study art, he planned to play for that school as well. A month after he moved to Missoula, though, athletics once again took a backseat to his interest in music. He’d found a few basketball-playing, skateboarding, music-loving kindred spirits—among them a guitarist and Circle Jerks fan named Bruce Fairweather—and begun to explore the emerging music underground, collecting records and poring  over fanzines. Meanwhile, Jon Donahue, a friend in his dorm who played bass, had invited Jeff to jam. Before long, the two had switched instruments.

“Jon knew barre chords and could play a couple of things on guitar,” Jeff remembered, “so we’d spend weekend nights drinking beer, plugged into the same amp, playing Ramones and Clash songs. Later on we went to see a local pop-punk show, and we decided to wear makeup and boots and everything. The crowd in Missoula was all hippies, so they were freaking out about us. After the band finished their set, we asked if we could borrow their drummer and play. We played the Ramones’ ‘Blitzkrieg Bop’ and ’Pinhead,‘ and also a 999 song called ’Homicide.‘ Afterwards, the leader from the other band said that if we found a drummer, we could open up for them next time.” Hence the shaky genesis of Deranged Diction, whose lineup had shifted by 1982 to feature Jeff on bass, Fairweather on guitar, drummer Sergio Avenia, and vocalist Tom Kipp.

Missoula, despite being a college town, offered pretty slim pickings when it came to gigs for an outfit like Deranged Diction. Most of the bands in town played Top Forty fare, but Jeff and his friends had pooled their influences and were spewing out Dead Kennedys, Circle Jerks, and Flipper covers. Still, they developed a respectable following, thinning out the cover versions in their set and adding more originals as time went on, even recording a half-live, half-studio cassette, No Art, No Cowboys,  No Rules, that featured titles like “Aspirin,” “Kill or Be Killed,” “Kokaine,” “Pruning,” and “I’m an American.” In a move he would repeat throughout his career, Jeff hand-designed the cover of the obscure cassette, which the band self-released in a limited edition of 100 copies.

It was a start anyway. But if you’re seriously pondering a career in music—which, by this time, Jeff was—Missoula wouldn’t exactly be your first choice as a launching pad. On top of that, college was a disappointment. Jeff hated the pervasive frat mentality, and he was equally disillusioned by his art classes, viewing the by-the-book approach of his teachers as a hindrance to his creative imagination. Before long, Jeff had decided to drop out, and he and the other members of Deranged Diction were weighing their options. If they were going to get anywhere with this band, they needed to relocate. Seattle, a hop across Idaho to the west, seemed the closest logical destination. It was a college town that was open to new music, larger and more vital than Missoula, but not so busy that it would be overrun with ambitious bands all fighting for club dates, like New York or Los Angeles. Tom Kipp opted to stay behind, but  Fairweather, Avenia, and Ament were game. In June 1983, they packed up and headed for Washington.

“We moved out because we thought we would actually make it with that band,” Fairweather would later remember. “That was kind of ridiculous, but we were really kind of young then.”
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What the trio found when they arrived in Seattle, much to their chagrin, was hardly the new music mecca they’d imagined. There was new music being made, but you had to know where to look in order to find it, and the members of Deranged Diction likely spent their first few months in the Pacific Northwest wishing they’d chosen a different destination. The visibility of Seattle’s music community, they would learn, seemed to rise or fall in proportion with the level of tolerance displayed by local law enforcement, and when Deranged Diction first set foot on Washington soil, at the tail end of a freak late Seventies, early Eighties punk and new wave boom, patience for young hooligans with guitars was at a low ebb.

In the Sixties, Seattle had been a hotbed of hippie activity, home to a number of psychedelic ballrooms and dozens of biker taverns, and a major tour stop for Woodstock-era musicians, among them Seattle native Jimi Hendrix, who left in 1964 to tour with the Isley Brothers and returned a star in 1968. Outdoor rock festivals were common as well; the most famous of these, held a week after Woodstock, was the 1969 Seattle Pop Festival, which drew fifty thousand fans to hear acts like the Doors, Led Zeppelin, Ike and Tina Turner, Alice Cooper, and Ten Years After.

In 1969, though, with the swearing in of a new mayor who had his heart set on revamping Seattle into a placid baby boomer wonderland, things began to bode ill for the city’s rock & rollers. One of Wes Uhlman’s first acts as mayor was a vigorous clampdown on Seattle’s bar scene. Prior to his whip-cracking influence, officials had tended to look the other way when it came to enforcing the liquor laws; underage drinking and clubs that served alcohol past the legal two A.M. cutoff point weren’t considered a major crisis. Under Uhlman, all of that changed. The local liquor statutes were adhered to with religious fervor, and club owners often found themselves hassled by the police or the fire department. Uhlman’s successors would carry his no-fun-for-kids torch well into the Eighties, with local laws like the odious Teen Dance Ordinance, a 1985 edict that imposed such excessive insurance and  security requirements on all-ages dance events that they became cost prohibitive for many of the city’s financially strapped promoters and club owners.

Fewer and fewer nightclubs booked original rock bands, fearing that they’d be raided. The clubs that did book live music usually opted for the inevitable Top Forty cover band approach. By 1977, tired of trying to convince the few club owners in town to book their bands—and raring to kick out the jams, thanks to a recent show by the Ramones, the first (and last) punk band ever to appear in the Georgian Room of the Olympic Hotel—the local teenagers had devised a way to sidestep the oppressive laws. In yet another twist on the DIY ethic, they began renting out halls and organizing their own shows. A string of punk and new wave groups started the trend, and a tiny, tight-knit scene began to revolve around impromptu shows staged in basements and rented party spaces. These self-promoted one-off gigs, advertised by photocopied flyers and word-of-mouth, were for a few years virtually the only means by which young, original bands could reach a live audience in Seattle, unless they happened to luck out and land a job as opening act for one of the touring bands that came through town to play the Paramount.

At least a few sympathetic entrepreneurs recognized the need for regular all-ages venues to showcase original music and set out to fill the void. Jim Lightfoot, the owner of Time Traveler Records on Second Avenue, rented out the Showbox Theater, an old ballroom on First Avenue next to the International Donut House that was currently being used as a bingo hall, and began staging weekly concerts there. After the Showbox began booking national bands—Iggy Pop, the Police, the Ramones, the Cramps, Gang of Four, Squeeze, the Dead Kennedys, Psychedelic Furs, Devo, and Black Flag would all perform there in the next year and a half, usually paired on bills with local favorites like the Blackouts and the Beakers—other Seattle restaurateurs and club owners tentatively began opening their doors to original local bands. The Gorilla Room, set up in the back room of a Chinese restaurant near Pioneer Square, began booking all-ages shows in March 1980. WREX, hastily converted from a gay bar, offered its stage to local bands two or three nights a week beginning in April of the same year.

Meanwhile, local radio had picked up the ball. KAOS, the student-run station at Evergreen State College in Olympia, had been pretty much the lone indie music station in the area since 1976, but in November 1979, KZAM, a Bellevue station, began transmitting a three-hour Monday night show called “Music for Moderns,” often giving airtime to tapes and self-recorded 45s submitted by local bands. In 1980, KCMU, the low-power University of Washington station, followed suit, deviating from its usual soft-rock format with nightly new music shows.

Seattle’s music-loving writers began setting pen to paper to chronicle the action. The Rocket, at first derided as too mainstream by the local punks but in later years recognized as the city’s preeminent alternative paper, began life in October 1979 as a monthly music pullout in the  Seattle Sun. Stacks of regional fanzines, some crudely reproduced, some more slickly designed, proliferated in punk-friendly record stores. Stelazine, Boy, Strictly Confidential, Twisted, Op (later to become Option),  and Punk Lust were among dozens of publications championing Seattle indie bands. And then there were Subterranean Pop, first put out in 1979 by Evergreen student and KAOS deejay Bruce Pavitt.

Pavitt, one of the prime catalysts for what would happen in Seattle in later years, was an interesting character. He’d grown up in Park Forest, Illinois, an upper-middle-class suburb of Chicago, and attended a progressive high school called the Active Learning Process Center. (Among Pavitt’s acquaintances in Park Forest were Kim Thayil and Hiro Yamamoto, who would eventually follow him to Seattle and wind up in Soundgarden, and Tom Zutaut, who would go on to an A&R career and sign Guns n’ Roses to Geffen Records.)

Once he was at Evergreen, Pavitt began championing the American independent underground with a vengeance. Subterranean Pop, the first cover of which was decorated with crayon, started as project for class credit and was devoted entirely to indie bands. A self-professed regional culture junkie, Pavitt put more emphasis on artists outside major industry centers like New York and Los Angeles. His goal from the beginning, as he put it, was to “decentralize” pop culture.

“People today don’t realize how stark the situation really was in regards to media attention,” Pavitt said in 1992. “I thought, in my own small way, if I started reviewing some of these records, then something would start to kick in.”

By the time he put out his third issue, Pavitt had abbreviated the name of the zine to Sub Pop and enlisted sometime-contributor Calvin Johnson, a fellow KAOS deejay who would go on to form the minimal ist pop trio Beat Happening and head up the band’s influential home, Olympia’s K Records. Two issues later, with Sub Pop 5, Pavitt began alternating the print format of the zine with an audio format, issuing cassette compilations culled from demo tapes sent to him by indie bands across the country. He also cut quite a dapper figure at gigs.

“He would show up wearing a black jumpsuit with fluorescent traffic-guard stripes, and stand in front of the band with his hand in the air like a Nazi salute, with no expression on his face,” one observer recalled. “Then all of a sudden he would start gyrating to the music. When the song ended, Bruce would stop and salute again.”

Between 1979 and mid-1981, new bands—like Solger, X-15, the Fastbacks, the Fartz, the U-Men, Maggot Brains, and the Silly Killers—were forming all the time; at one point, there were forty or fifty bands playing around Seattle, each putting their own unique stamp on the punk-new wave-hardcore theme. And for the first time in over a decade, there seemed to be enough willing venues in town to support all of them. It was inevitable, with so many kids having so much in-your-face fun, that the local save-the-children forces would start paying closer attention.

At first, aside from the odd penchant that testosterone-and-beer-fueled punkers seemed to have for ripping restroom sinks off the walls, or the occasional display of really bad taste—like the night when the Re fuzors’ Mike Lambert hurled a dead cat into the crowd at Danceland USA to punctuate the band’s song, “Splat Goes the Cat”—there hadn’t been anything taking place at shows that was tangible enough for the authorities to latch on to. But gradually, as more and more teens got turned on to the Los Angeles hardcore bands and misinterpreted the music as a soundtrack for head busting, the scene got rougher and more and more shows became the setting for brawls. Though the band abhorred violence, shows by the Fartz-featuring future Guns n’ Roses bassist Duff McKagan, who is jokingly said to have played at one time or another in every band ever to have come out of Seattle—became a constant target for such trouble. One memorable evening culminated in the Gorilla Room’s being turned upside down by a chain-wielding Vancouver hard core gang.

Friction was also arising more and more often from a long-simmering hatred between the Seattle punks and the “donut kids,” a rough-and-tumble crew of runaway street kids, prostitutes, and drug dealers who hung out at the International Donut House. Soundgarden bassist Ben Shepherd, who was about twelve years old at the time, still remembers a run-in he and his siblings had with a group of Donut Kids before a Dead Kennedys/Hüsker Dü/Fartz gig at the Showbox.

“There were four guys, and every one of ‘em had a knife,” Shepherd  said in 1994. “We started walking toward the Showbox, and all of a sudden they grabbed my sister and put a knife up to her throat. My brother talked ’em out of it. Then we were waiting in line to get into the show and they started coming back. I was just instantly hating society. We were getting all this shit because they thought we were punk rockers, just because we listened to this music.”

Like Shepherd, many of those who went to the early punk shows were irritated by the trendy violence that had infiltrated the scene. They viewed it mostly as a necessary evil that accompanied the real draw: the  music. The media, though—not just in Seattle, but everywhere that punk had taken root—had already begun playing up any skirmish as if violence were the main attraction, guaranteed to break out at every show. Their target audience was comprised of boomer parents, who’d spent the Sixties and Seventies getting their ya-yas out and were now paying for it with a whopping divorce epidemic. Single-parent households had become twice as common, and even in those families that had managed to stay together, both adults were usually working. With so many parents preoccupied with their careers, unable to supervise their kids as closely as they would have liked, any variation on the Teens-On-The-Rampage theme made for hopping ratings, playing right into every parent’s deepest fears.

By 1981, even as Seattle’s zine writers were condemning violent incidents at shows and urging their unrulier peers to shape up, the mainstream media were trumpeting out hysterical reports on the Growing Punk Threat. The dreaded Killjoy Kops began turning up at shows again, and the tiny freedoms the local teens had been racking up began falling like dominos. The Gorilla Room was shut down by the Liquor Board in September; WREX bit the dirt five months later, closing its doors in February 1982. Oldies and mainstream hard rock began to squeeze out local bands on the airwaves, and club proprietors returned to their old reluctance to book original bands. Scared off by the threat of violence, even the once-friendly rental hall owners began balking when it came to booking punk bands. Some of the bands resorted to desperate measures to get gigs. The Fartz, in an attempt to ditch their reputation for attracting a rowdy element, changed their name to 10 Minute Warning after a lineup shift. Other local bands gave up on Seattle altogether, fleeing to more youth-tolerant cities.

This was the rather forbidding environment that greeted Jeff Ament and his Deranged Diction cohorts when they arrived in Seattle in 1983, hoping to take the world by storm.
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Jeff took a low-paying job pulling shots of espresso and began sniffing around in search of musically like-minded people. There weren’t many of them.

“The scene at the time wasn’t anywhere near what it’s perceived as,” Soundgarden frontman Chris Cornell recalled in 1994. “There were as many effeminate, almost European-influenced bands as there were bands with broken guitars with Kiss stickers on them.”

Most of the latter hung around a knot of Pioneer Square venues that hadn’t yet been targeted by the authorities—the Gray Door, the all-ages Metropolis (booked at the time by future Soundgarden manager Susan Silver), and the Central Tavern, which primarily offered jazz and R&B but had just begun testing the water with underground rock bands. There were also a few local art galleries—like Ground Zero and Graven Image—that had begun showcasing music. When all else failed, there were always the lifesaving basements and garages, and makeshift all-ages venues like Munro’s Dance Palace, a ballroom dance studio where Deranged Diction played one of their earliest gigs.

Diction’s sound morphed from straight hardcore into something more like Paranoid-era Black Sabbath soon after they arrived in Seattle, and opinion on the band was mixed. Some of the stauncher punk loyalists took delight in ribbing Jeff—who’d grown his hair long and sometimes appeared onstage in eyeliner and a kilt—for his traitorous metal leanings. Among those hurling barbs were the Melvins, a trio from the lumber town of Montesano who would later be credited with infecting Seattle with dirge fever.

“Jeff was a Venom fan,” the Melvins’ drummer, Dale Crover, snickered in 1993. “We used to make fun of him.”

Still, Diction piqued the interest of at least three locals: Mark Arm, Steve Turner, and Alex Vincent, whose own bands—Mr. Epp and the Calculations, the Limp Richerds, and Spluii Numa—also played on the Pioneer Square circuit.

Mr. Epp, which featured both Turner and Arm on guitar and has been described by Arm as “the worst band in Seattle,” nonetheless had the distinction of having made a few records, most notably a 7-inch EP called Of Course I’m Happy, Why?, released in 1982 on the Pravda label. The Richerds, also featuring Arm, were a jokier outfit led by Dave Middleton, a fellow immortalized by Arm as “the spazziest, freaked out lead singer you could imagine.” (Turner joined Arm in the Limp Richerds for  a few rehearsals, but the band split up before he got a chance to perform with them.) Spluii Numa, the short-lived melodic punk band for which Vincent was drumming, is remembered fondly by many who were around at the time, although the ever-blunt Arm viewed Spluii Numa as a cheap Social Distortion rip-off.

All three bands had petered out by 1984, and Arm, Turner, and Vincent were looking to put together something new. When it came time to recruit a bassist, they began pursuing Jeff Ament. Initially, Jeff shunned their advances, telling Turner quite plainly that he thought Mr. Epp stank. But when Deranged Diction fizzled out in June of ‘84, Arm and Turner’s hounding seemed more welcome, and Jeff finally agreed. After a few basement sessions, the foursome decided to make it official. At Turner’s suggestion, they named themselves after a serial killer whose prostitute victims had been turning up on the bank of a nearby river, and the seminal Green River was born.
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Green River had only played a few shows, the first of which saw them serving as opening act for art-rockers Positive Mental Attitude at a private Capitol Hill party, before Arm gave up playing guitar in the band so he could polish up his more crucial role as vocalist and frontman. Reluctant to forfeit their meaty twin-guitar attack, Green River decided to start scouting for a replacement. Conveniently, Turner and Vincent happened to know just the man for the job.

The two had first met Stone Gossard at Northwestern School of the Arts, a tony Capitol Hill private school whose corridors, teachers like to boast, were the real birthplace of grunge. (Headmistress Ellen Taussig, who kept an acoustic guitar in her office for the students’ use, would in later years be the proud recipient of one gold and two platinum album awards for Pearl Jam’s debut album, Ten, courtesy of grateful alumnus Stone.)

Stone (his given name) tended to have a wise-ass sense of humor, but he’d always been a good-natured kid. His father a prominent Seattle attorney and his mother employed by the city government, he’d had a decidedly comfortable, upper-middle-class upbringing, unmarred by divorce or any of the usual unpleasantness. Fond of school, he was quick to make friends. The only real bane of Stone’s childhood appears to have been a stuffed chimpanzee with cracked plastic eyes and missing fingers that’s on display as part of an exhibit at Seattle’s Pacific Science Center. The monkey is accompanied by a card bearing the legend PEOPLE TELL ME I WAS AFRAID OF THIS.

Although in later years Stone would become a rabid fan of rap, Seventies funk, and the Stax R&B and soul bands—and studies in music theory, jazz, and chorus at Northwestern exposed him to a healthy dose of more traditional fare—he was more interested at the time in mastering the canon of the same Seventies hard-rockers that Jeff loved.

“When I met Stoney, he liked commercial hard rock,” Steve Turner later remembered. “He was a metal dude and I was a punk dude. He’d play me early Alice Cooper and Mötörhead records, and I’d play him Black Flag. He also got into Southern California punk bands like Bad Religion and Social Distortion.”

Inevitably, Kiss was in the mix, too. Gossard was such a huge Kiss fan that at one point he tried to make Kiss shoes for himself, nailing two-by-fours to a pair of thin-soled Capezios. Bob Whittaker, Mudhoney’s manager and the gatekeeper of this little snippet of history, has said that he doesn’t recall whether Stone ever got up the nerve to wear the things in public.

During their senior year at Northwestern, Turner and Gossard, along with a classmate named Jeff Covell, had formed a band called the Ducky Boys, but the band had never made it out of the basement, only lasting six months or so. After the Duckys had called it quits and Turner moved on to join Arm in Mr. Epp, Ben Shepherd had invited Stone to join his band, an abrasive speedcore outfit called March of Crimes.

Stone joined eagerly. Not only were the guys in March of Crimes keeping company with the much-admired Melvins, they were gigging regularly. “We played a lot of shows at the Metropolis,” Shepherd recalled. “And we played the very first show at Gorilla Gardens, where Soundgarden played their second show ever. That was like the place where all the out of town bands would play all-ages shows. A total rip-off joint.”

Stone’s stint in March of Crimes lasted about a nanosecond. Although he and Shepherd got along fine, he clashed with the other band members (“I was trying to have my second-rate Van Halen licks involved,” Stone said later), and they fired him the first chance they got. A man without a band, he was pondering his next move when Turner and Vincent approached him about joining Green River. Stone accepted—no doubt gratefully—and, their lineup complete, Green River got down to business.

The band’s first show with Stone took place at the Gray Door, a sleazy  unlicensed basement club that was notorious for open drug use and lousy plumbing—the lone Porta Potti that sufficed as a restroom was never emptied. A few months later, in October 1984, Green River landed a much more prestigious gig, opening for the Dead Kennedys at the Moore Theater. Some went home that evening impressed, but others in attendance took one look at Jeff’s flashy New York Dolls getup—the abundant scarves, the big hair, and all that makeup—and let fly with a hail of ice and popcorn, tossing in an occasional shoe for good measure. “There were a lot of rules that bands had to conform to as far as tempo and attitude and how they looked,” Bruce Pavitt would later recall. “Green River was looser, probably a little more sexual, more rooted in the Stooges than a lot of political dogma. It went against the grain of what was happening at the time, and they stood out because of that.”

One individual who took notice was Gerard Cosloy, who’d created the widely circulated fanzine Conflict and was now running Homestead Records, the independent New York label that also recorded the U-Men. Cosloy arranged for Green River to make their first record, Come On Down. Two months after the Moore Theater show, together with producer Chris Hanzsek, they went into Crow Studios and recorded the half-dozen songs that would appear on the EP.

In later years, after a number of Seattle artists had risen to fame and Green River began receiving credit as one of the scene’s pioneering bands, superlatives about Come On Down would come spewing out of word processors at an alarming rate, some writers pressing the notion that the album was a thing of brilliance, the Holy Grail of Grunge. In truth, Come On Down was remarkable only as a harbinger of things to come. The album captured Green River in the period just before the band’s sound melded into the cohesive punk and metal marriage they would later be lauded for, and as a result seems more like a song-by-song pissing match between Stone, Jeff, and Alex Vincent, with their head-banging tendencies, and the Arm-Turner contingent, who favored hard core. Tracks like “Ride of Your Life” are crisscrossed with the scars of Jeff’s high school Iron Maiden fixation, while the EP’s one caterwauling stroke of brilliance, the Turner-penned “Swallow My Pride,” harks back to classic Iggy and the Stooges, Arm doing his sneering best to pay tribute to the World’s Forgotten Boy.

Because of scheduling problems at Homestead, Come On Down  wouldn’t be released until late 1985. Turner—a fan of Sixties garage-rock acts who is said to have been disgusted by the metal elements that were threatening to overtake Green River—would no longer be in the  band when the EP finally emerged. He quit in August 1985 to attend Western Washington University and was quickly replaced by Jeff’s old Deranged Diction band mate, Bruce Fairweather. As it turned out, while Turner was away at school he also missed out on the moment when a number of other bands in the Seattle community decided that Green River were onto something and that it was acceptable to embrace the Seventies hard rock they’d all grown up on.

As recently as 1981, Seattle’s punk and metal camps had been split down the middle. “I realize how difficult this is to believe, but I swear it’s true,” local critic Dawn Anderson wrote in her music paper, Backlash. “Heavy metal and punk were thought to have nothing to do with each other at all.”

By the time Turner left for college, though, Green River wasn’t the only band gigging around Seattle that was infusing punk with hard rock. The Melvins were still around, and, inspired by bands like San Francisco’s Flipper, they were experimenting with a mutated version of hardcore, the tempo stopped down to a low, throbbing drone that seemed to ooze out of the amps. Soundgarden had just sprung from the ashes of a goofy, short-lived cover band called the Shemps. Skin Yard, formed in early 1985, was a virtual cornucopia of later Seattle notables, teaming bassist and future C/Z Records owner Daniel House with drummer Matt Cameron (later to join Soundgarden), vocalist Ben McMillan (later of Gruntruck), and guitarist Mike Giacondino, a.k.a. Jack Endino, who would go on to produce most of the records—among them the debut albums of Soundgarden, Mudhoney, and Nirvana—that later put the Sub Pop label on the map. All of these bands had distinctly different sounds, but they were the first to confound local audiences with the dark blend of hard rock and hardcore that caused a major shift in the community.

“It was really bizarre,” Dawn Anderson later recalled of an early Gorilla Gardens show that paired Soundgarden and the Melvins with headliner Hüsker Dü. “Everybody was staring at them, going, ‘What, are they kidding?’ They were playing this wild, really heavy, dense music, and everybody was just staring at them going, ‘Duh. ’”

Green River, Soundgarden, Skin Yard, and the Melvins weren’t the only groups stumping the locals. Hailing from a suburb half an hour from Seattle by ferry was Malfunkshun, led by an incredibly gifted young man named Andrew Wood, who would in the span of a few years change Stone and Jeff’s lives irrevocably and who had been industriously executing his own plan for total world domination.




Two

[image: 012]

Landrew the love Child l Deep Six  and Sub Pop / Green River Dries Up
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About nine miles west of Seattle, within the Puget Sound Basin and just east of the Kitsap Peninsula, is Bainbridge Island, a quiet harbor city that spans three and a half miles at its widest point. A busy logging and shipbuilding center in the late nineteenth century, Bainbridge is a high-rent suburb today, its main thoroughfare carved through heavy forest of fir, maple, and alder. The island has little to offer for thrill seekers, but its popularity with cyclists and nature lovers, along with its fortuitous location-just across the Agate Pass Bridge from the burial site of Chief Sealth, the Suquamish and Duquamish tribal leader who was Seattle’s namesake—usually earns it at least a few lines in the travel guides.

In some circles, though, Bainbridge Island’s biggest claim to fame will always be that it unleashed Landrew the Love Child upon the world.

By the late Seventies, when Air Force officer David Wood and his wife, Toni, settled their family on Bainbridge, their youngest son, Andrew, had seen more of the world than most boys his age. He had also,  by most accounts, already come to the conclusion that it was his to conquer. Andy had always been an outgoing child—a trait that served him well, given the sink-or-swim nature of grade school friendships and the military transfers that had taken the Wood family from his birthplace of Columbus, Mississippi, to Washington, D.C., to Maine, and then to Germany before they moved to Bainbridge. He loved being the center of attention.

When the elder Wood served in Vietnam, one of the “talking” letters on cassette that his boys mailed him featured a song written and sung by a three-year-old Andy. When Andy was ten, he began proclaiming that he was going to be a deejay; his father remembers him carting around a microphone that transmitted through a radio, pestering his siblings for interviews. It was in 1977, though, at the age of eleven, that Andy settled on the showbiz goal he would pursue for the rest of his life. According to legend, the epiphany took place at a Kiss concert at the Seattle Coliseum. Just after opening act Cheap Trick left the stage, Andy turned to his older brother Kevin and said matter-of-factly, “I want to be a rock star.”

Four years later, in 1981, he skipped out on his family’s Easter dinner and got started.

Malfunkshun—Andrew on vocals, Kevin on guitar, bassist Dave Reese and drummer David Hunt—sprang from that first rehearsal, but they only managed to put on one show, at a party, before Reese and Hunt quit to join another band. Andrew assumed the departed Reese’s bass chores, and he and Kevin pressed on, swiping drummer Regan Hagar from Maggot Brains to replace the departed Hunt. Malfunkshun was soon ready to roll again, and by August they’d landed their first real gig, at Bainbridge Island’s Blackberry Jam festival.

Within a few years, Andy’s world revolved around the band. According to his father, if it hadn’t been for an eleventh-hour stint of hard work with his high school counselors, Andy’s single-minded pursuit of all things musical would have cost him his graduation. By 1984, Malfunkshun were regularly gigging around Seattle, and their sound had begun to change. In the beginning—mainly because they hadn’t yet mastered their instruments—they’d been playing pure hardcore, little more than distortion and screaming. But after Andy’s discovery of glam gods T-Rex and the practice afforded by a few years of hard-won gigs (still under twenty-one, they weren’t allowed in clubs and were limited to all-ages venues), they’d taken on a more melodic, heavy rock sheen.

Malfunkshun’s look had changed, too, after Andy snuck into Bainbridge High’s theater department and walked out with a cache of stolen makeup. He experimented with it until he was satisfied with the white-faced, pouty-lipped visage looking back at him in the mirror, and a silver lame cape, feather boa, and platform shoes completed the ensemble. Later, he would often appear on stage wearing a top hat, or huge sunglasses and a thick fake-fur coat. The new Andrew, he reasoned, needed a new name, and before long, he was referring to himself as “Landrew,” short for “Landrew the Love Child.”

Landrew wasn’t just an empty, visually oriented persona—he came with his own philosophy. At the time, scowling, pseudo-Satanic heavy metal bands were becoming popular, and Andy resolved that Malfunkshun wouldn’t be a part of such dour chicanery. Rather, he vowed to anyone who would listen, he and Malfunkshun would make it their life’s work to spread “antidevil” sentiment. The antithesis of all the schlocky bands who were building their images around the 666-is-the-number-of-the-beast credo, Malfunkshun was to be Seattle’s first “333” band, their music classified by Andy as ”love rock.“

People weren’t sure what to make of Malfunkshun. Andy’s androgy nous mode of dress caused some confusion, for one thing: At the first Malfunkshun show he witnessed, the Melvins’ Dale Crover watched Andy take the stage and thought the fur-bedecked vision of loveliness before him was a “pretty huge” girl. Neither did those on the punk circuit know how to respond to the band’s full-out glitter rock feel. “When we opened for bands like the Silly Killers,” Andy recalled in 1986, “people thought we were a novelty comedy band.”

Before long, though, Andy’s giddy, outlandish charm had made a name for him around Seattle. When he wasn’t performing with Malfunkshun, he would do solo gigs, performing the Elton John-influenced piano ballads of which he wrote dozens, or singing along to backing tapes. Sometimes, he served as an informal master of ceremonies for other bands at their shows. Always, his enthusiasm and childlike lack of inhibition won over potential detractors in the audience. Only Andy had the nerve to gallop across the stage at a near-empty club and holler, “Hellooooooo, Seattle!” as if he were addressing thousands. He took the arena-rock pretensions of his heroes to such obvious extremes that, whether you thought you were witnessing a campy send-up or a genuine display of Ted Nugent worship run amuck, you couldn’t help but like him.

“Andy was just the greatest guy,” says Sheri Fineman, who was friendly with some of the regulars on the scene and would later work as  a nanny for Pearl Jam manager Kelly Curtis and his wife, Peggy. “I worked at this deli downtown, and he worked for the messenger service across the street, and he used to come in all the time. Andy was definitely something. He was the show. Andy was always like, ‘Hey, let’s party, let’s smoke pot, let’s just everybody be happy.’ It was just straight in your face: ‘Okay, I’m gonna go on stage now! I’m here to have a good time, let’s do it!’”

As upbeat and cheeky as Andrew was, though, the people who were closest to him knew that his game-show-host antics and campy stage wear masked extremely low self-esteem. The sunny disposition Andy had displayed as a child was still there, but bubbling beneath the surface were deep insecurities that had plagued him since adolescence.

“He was scared about simple things—living socially and working,” Chris Cornell said of Andy. “He was probably just more afraid of being alive than anybody would realize, because he was so outgoing that you never saw that side of him. He was guarded. He was always ‘on.’ At his worst times, he was laughing about it.”

Those fears made Andy a natural candidate for drug addiction. Worse still, the most numbing illicit drug on the street—and the one Andy probably saw as darkly glamorous, since so many full-blown rock stars had had public battles with it—was also the most insidious of them all.

It’s believed that Andrew first began dabbling with heroin in his senior year at high school, introduced to the drug by a new acquaintance, a girl nobody knew who lived in Seattle and had begun to turn up with him at parties in Bainbridge. At first, when his use was minimal, he’d been able to hide it from his friends and family. But by the time he was nineteen and living in Seattle, he’d developed a serious habit, tracks on his arms bearing witness to the frequent mainlining that would soon result in another telltale symptom: hepatitis contracted from dirty needles. In the summer of 1985, jaundiced, sick, and scared, Andrew returned to his parents’ home, where his frightened family talked him into entering a drug rehab program at Cabrini Hospital.

When the newly detoxed Andy left Cabrini, he’d planned on moving back in with his parents, but Chris Cornell, who’d just rented a house in Seattle and was scouting for a roommate, presented a second option. Thinking that Andy needed to get back into a daily routine and that holing up on Bainbridge would be depressing for him, Cornell asked Andy to room with him, and Andy welcomed the idea. Once he’d moved in, he returned to his music with an enthusiasm and prolificacy that left  Cornell overwhelmed. Working on a home four-track, Andy often made cassettes of his songs that he sold through local record stores and gave away to friends. According to his brother Kevin, he didn’t seriously pursue selling them, but if someone sent money to his post office box, he’d make them a cassette. For one project, which Andy called Melodies and Dreams, he made tapes for a few dozen people, the selection of songs and the hand-designed cover on each copy unique from all the others.

Andy lived with Cornell for only a short time; not long after he moved in, he met—and promptly fell in love with—Xana LaFuente, a dark-eyed, dark-haired beauty who worked in a vintage clothing shop. About a month after they met, Andy and Xana rented a house together on Melrose Avenue East, a wooded, rather isolated stretch of Capitol Hill. (In 1986, when Xana and Andy vacated the house to take an apartment in the Queen Anne neighborhood, Cornell moved in, turning the house into a practice space for Soundgarden.)

Malfunkshun, temporarily disabled by Andy’s rehabilitation, had regrouped as well, and were a galvanizing fixture on the scene, the swirly, star-festooned posters that Andy drew to advertise gigs now a familiar sight around town. “In my mind, Andy and Malfunkshun were the originators of the alleged ‘Seattle sound,’ in that that sound is a parody, a send-up of all those Seventies bands and clichés,” Jonathan Poneman, future cochair of the Sub Pop label, opined. “No one was more totally into that, or more convincing, than Andy.”

By now, it was rare that you went to a Malfunkshun or Soundgarden show without finding members of Green River or Skin Yard in the audience. A feeling of camaraderie had begun to develop among the half-dozen misfit bands that were thumbing their noses at Seattle’s punk-and-rock-don’ t-mix mandate.

“Everyone I knew who moved here from Park Forest would run around with people from Kitsap County, on the other side of the water,” Soundgarden guitarist Kim Thayil recalled. “Ben McMillan and Jack Endino from Skin Yard, Andy and his brothers, Ben Shepherd—it was just strange. All of us were kind of weird people who would make friends and then lose them because they thought we were really uncool or no fun. There was a certain trippy specialness, you know? You’d go check out all your friends, the guys in Green River and Skin Yard and the Melvins, and it was just sort of like, ‘Wow, this is cool.’”

Sensing something in the air, recording engineer Chris Hanzsek and his partner, Tina Casale, decided to capture it for posterity. In August 1985, they began booking sessions at Ironwood Studios with the bands  they saw as being at the vanguard of an emerging scene: Malfunkshun, the U-Men, Green River, Soundgarden, Skin Yard, and the Melvins. Stuck with a meager indie budget, Hanzsek and Casale set up house rules: Each band was limited to only a few hours in the studio, and only one member of each band was allowed to meddle in the control room.

A few of the musicians would bitch about this recording setup later, claiming that their tracks would have been better if they’d had more say in the production. Nonetheless, Deep Six, the compilation that arose from those August and September sessions, was groundbreaking.

The U-Men’s “They” was a miasma of chugging, mud-coated rocka billy. Green River contributed “10,000 Things” and “Your Own Best Friend,” a pair of dank, dark, rusty-nail scorchers shot through with Arm’s creepy moaning and screaming. The Melvins bounced between bludgeoning dirge and breakneck hardcore on “Scared,” “Blessing the Operation,” “Grinding Process,” and “She Waits.” Malfunkshun’s tracks saw Andy memorializing his bout with hepatitis on the Sabbath-tinged “With Yo’ Heart (Not Yo‘) Hands,” and the band nearly buried in the chaotic fast blues and frantic upper-register guitar of “Stars-N-You.” Skin Yard were more arty, sporting an obvious Brian Eno influence, their phenomenal “Throb” all dissonance and disembodied vocals, “The Birds” atmospheric and haunting, with a lone, sinuous sax weaving through the mix. Soundgarden offered the sinister “All Your Lies,” a spiky, belligerent track called “Heretic,” and the blistering hardcore treatise “Tears to Forget.” It was all there, showcasing for the first time what the isolation and inbreeding of Seattle’s underground scene had wrought. Released on April Fool’s Day 1986 on Hanzsek and Casale’s new C/Z label (soon to be taken over by Skin Yard’s Daniel House), Deep Six would later be widely hailed as the definitive first salvo in Seattle’s collective assault on the music world.

In October 198, just after they recorded their Deep Six tracks, Green River piled into a van and set off for their first “tour,” a run of seven shows cobbled together by Jeff, who had by now become the band’s defacto business manager. They all worked to save money for the tour, which was considered big news, earning them a write-up in Rocket—in those days, few local bands even made it as far as Portland—but which turned out to be something of a letdown.

Since Come On Down hadn’t yet been released, nobody outside Seattle was even aware of Green River’s existence, and it seemed to the band that some in the sparse audiences they played to that fall didn’t want to know they existed. A pair of shows opening for future Nirvana producer  Steve Albini’s band, Big Black, went well, as did a gig at Maxwell‘s, in Hoboken, New Jersey. But when Green River gave it all they had within the hallowed walls of New York’s punk church, CBGB, only six people were in the audience, and two of them were employees. A Halloween date in Detroit, opening for Samhain, Glenn Danzig’s post-Misfits outfit, was sheer hell. The band had been excited about playing in the hometown of the Stooges and the MC5, but they quickly realized that they were unwelcome.

“Everyone had this bad-ass attitude,” Arm remembered. “These people just wanted everything fast. Jeff was wearing a pink tank top with ‘San Francisco’ in purple letters, and with his hair ... well, you can imagine. Midway through Green River’s set, the sneering skepticism of the crowd gave way to a more physical show of disapproval, audience members spitting on the band and trying to pull them off the stage. After a husky-looking goon grabbed Jeff and dragged him into the crowd, and the more slightly built Arm made an unsuccessful attempt to jump into the tangle of bodies and rescue him, a policeman had to intervene, and the show ground to a halt.

The band’s next tour, following the release of Come On Down at the end of the year, saw them faring better: Aerosmith guitarist Joe Perry happened to be in the crowd when they returned to CBGB during the jaunt, a momentous occurrence that delighted the band to no end. For months after Green River returned home, Seattle’s rumor mill had it that Perry had kept in touch with the band and was going to produce their next record—scuttlebutt no doubt fueled by the band members themselves.

In March 1986, while they waited for Perry to show up with the promised brass ring, the band teamed with Jack Endino to record a single they would later release on their own ICP label, pairing the Green River original “Together We’ll Never” with a cover of the Dead Boys’ “Ain’t Nothin’ to Do.” At Arm’s suggestion, Green River reportedly attempted to record a cover of the Stooges standard, “Dirt” around the same time, but had to abandon the session when aspiring virtuoso Jeff denounced the bass line as too easy and refused to play it.

Lack of finances would keep the “Together We’ll Never” single on the shelf for another eight months. When it was finally released in November, its sleeve would bear a joke production credit of “J. Perry,” the band having admitted to the Rocket a few months prior that the rumors of Joe Perry producing Green River’s next record had been a little premature. They’d glibly intimated to the paper that they would still consider  working with Perry “if we’re in the right place at the right time with the right kind of money,” but in truth, they’d probably given up on any help from Perry at that point, evidenced by the fact that the “next record” in question was already finished.

Dry As a Bone, the five-song EP Green River had recorded in June with Jack Endino at his new Reciprocal Recording, saw the band fulfilling the thrashy, trashy promise they’d only hinted at on Come On Down.  From the thunderous gothic overtones, whiplash snare and cymbal, and wet-cat shrieks of “P.C.C.” to the pensive, dark “Baby Takes,” an ode to a vampirish lover from which the EP’s title was lifted, to “Unwind,” which kicked off with bottom-heavy blues and unspooled into a lost companion to Aerosmith’s “Toys in the Attic,” Dry As a Bone show-cased a band that had finally settled into a sense of its own identity. A bonus track, released only on the cassette version, saw them vamping it up on a distortion-laden cover of David Bowie’s “Queen Bitch,” Arm drawling and stuttering atop the walls of guitars with streetwise aplomb.

The raw, live feel Endino got out of Green River on Dry As a Bone—typical of the work that would soon make him the producer of choice around Seattle—was partially a product of limited time and money. Most of the early records Endino helmed were done on eight-track, which made multilayered vocal and guitar tracks unfeasible and served to put the kibosh on self-indulgence. But his skill at capturing the raunchy essence of bands like Green River was also a function of his familiarity with and love for the music he was recording.

“I had a pretty good notion of how to record a grungy, sloppy guitar,” Endino told the Rocket in 1992, “because that’s the kind of guitar I played myself. I realized early on that I had a terrible guitar sound, and how was I going to record it? Then I ended up recording about a hundred bands that had equally terrible guitar sounds, and a new aesthetic was born. What sounded horrible back then is now a standard.”

Who needed Joe Perry, anyway? If Green River were disappointed over the absence of that hoped-for “Produced by Joe Perry” credit on the sleeve of Dry As a Bone, they’d soon get over it. As it happened, the mere timing of the EP’s release would reap more notoriety for them than the fabled Joe Perry partnership would have, anyway. When it was finally issued, Dry As a Bone would have the distinction of being the first individual band release on a label that would within a few years be perceived as Seattle’s Motown.

[image: 014]

Bruce Pavitt hadn’t been sitting idle while Green River and friends were slogging it out in the clubs. As always, he’d had his ear to the ground. A few years earlier, in 1983, Pavitt had moved to Seattle and turned his fanzine and cassette series into a monthly column—“Sub Pop U.S.A.: A Guide to U.S. Independents”—for the Rocket. He’d also begun doing a weekly “Sub Pop” radio show on KCMU, devoted to independent bands.

Meanwhile, he’d taken a job working in the warehouse at Yesco, a Seattle elevator music company that was about to be bought out by the Muzak Corporation. In the ultimate ironic twist, a number of the city’s hardest-hitting musicians did menial work at Yesco, duping tapes or moving boxes to buy guitar strings and pay their rent. Among Pavitt’s coworkers were Mark Arm, Ron Rudzitis of Room Nine (later of Love Battery), and Tad frontman Tad Doyle.

“We infiltrated that place,” Doyle said later. “I know it sounds funny, but that’s where the Sub Pop community really started. A lot of us worked there, and we hung out together. We’d go to the same clubs, play the same places, and support each other.”

Perhaps inspired by the release of the Deep Six compilation and by his friend Calvin Johnson’s K Records, which had become a hub of musical activity in Olympia, Pavitt had decided to reignite the audio arm of his old fanzine, this time as a proper record label under the Sub Pop logo. Using the Yesco offices as home base, he’d scraped up enough money to issue his first vinyl compilation, Sub Pop 100, which included tracks by Sonic Youth, Scratch Acid, the Wipers, the U-Men, Skinny Puppy, Shonen Knife, and Naked Raygun, as well as a selection called “Spoken Word Intro Thing” gratis of Big Black’s Steve Albini. In one of the quirky touches that would go on to lend Sub Pop a special mystique, the side of the album featuring the Shonen Knife and Skinny Puppy tracks had MACHINES etched into its run-out groove, while the other side, featuring Scratch Acid, the Wipers, Sonic Youth, and the U-Men, was etched with the word GUITARS.

No doubt availing himself of the Yesco mailroom, Pavitt sent Sub  Pop 100—which boasted a garish black, green, and yellow cover created by one of his Rocket acquaintances, contributing designer Dale Yarger—to as many media outlets as he could think of. Enclosed with each was a hand-signed letter (“Love, Bruce,” he scrawled in red marker) announcing the label’s formation and entreating reporters to “have fun and be sure to write something upbeat and positive about the new Sub Pop 100  record.”

“And hey,” Pavitt crowed in his press release, “Sub Pop will also release solo projects from totally cool Seattle bands. Stay tuned for a new Green River LP!!!” As a means of whetting appetites for Dry As a Bone, his next scheduled release, Pavitt slipped copies of Green River’s “Together We’ll Never/Ain’t Nothin’ to Do” 45 (“A total Stooges/Dead Boys rip-off!!! It kills!!!”) into some of the Sub Pop 100 packages he mailed out. You only got one if you were, as Pavitt put it, “one of the lucky ones.”

Dry As a Bone, which had been in the can for several months when  Sub Pop 100 was released in late 1986, wasn’t the only record Pavitt was itching to put out. Soundgarden were already working with Endino at Reciprocal, laying down the tracks that would wind up on their first single (“Hunted Down”/“Nothing to Say”) and their Screaming Life EP. He also wanted to record locals Blood Circus and Swallow. Unfortunately, Pavitt’s ambitions at that point were out of kilter with his bank account; it didn’t help matters that he blew most of the profit from Sub Pop 100  on a trip to Amsterdam. Another seven months would pass before he finally borrowed $2,000 from his father to pay for the pressing of Dry As a Bone and the Soundgarden 7-inch. Even with the loan, Pavitt managed to swing the July 1987 releases only after a Canadian manufacturer agreed to let him have the Green River album jackets before he’d paid the bill. Subsequent Sub Pop releases, like Soundgarden’s Screaming Life EP, would be put on hold until late 1987, when Kim Thayil saved the day and suggested that Pavitt hook up with Jonathan Poneman, the financially savvy KCMU deejay and talent booker who had money of his own to invest and who also had a knack for wheedling money out of  other people. Once Poneman came on board, Sub Pop’s release schedule would even out a bit, and eventually the two would be confident enough about the future of the partnership to quit their day jobs, take out a loan, hire a few employees, and rent office space at the Terminal Sales Building, although it would be years before they were solvent.

While they awaited the release of Dry As a Bone, Green River continued gigging around Seattle, earning a reputation for goofy chaos that probably served to draw as many spectators as their music did. They got banned from the Central Tavern and stuck with a fine for damages after one show disintegrated into a boisterous food fight, audience members flinging hunks of Spam at Green River and the band dropping their instruments in mid-song to retaliate. Not even decorated punk veterans were spared from their prankishness: When they served as opening act for former Sex Pistol John Lydon’s band, Public Image Ltd.; at a Paramount gig in late 1986, Arm capped Green River’s set by telling the audience to stick around if they wanted to “see what happens to somebody who’s completely sold out.” While Public Image Ltd. were on stage, Green River crept into Lydon’s dressing room and decimated it, smuggling the cherished reclining chair Lydon lugged around on tour with him out of the theater in the bargain.

Not everything was fun and games, though. By this time the tension over musical direction that had been simmering between the members of Green River had begun to cause serious arguments. Jeff, in particular, wanted to push the band in a more commercial direction and lobby for a major label deal, while Mark Arm still adhered to the punk school that saw major labels as the scourge of the earth. Arm was also reportedly incensed when Jeff and Stone casually suggested he might want to think about taking singing lessons. “Jeff and Stone want to be rock stars, and I think Bruce does too,” Arm would opine to Slur in 1988. “I think they realized that they could not get as famous as possible with a singer like me. I don’t have a commercial voice.”

Back at Sub Pop, Pavitt had been nudging Poneman for money to record another Green River album, but Poneman was reluctant to fork it over. “I thought they sucked,” Poneman recalled. “While I could appreciate their sensibilities and their sense of humor, live, they always came to a point which I associated with jock rock. Originally they were a post-hardcore rock band, but as they developed, they became something which was more immediately derivative of the Seventies. I just didn’t get it.”

Poneman finally came around after Green River’s performance at their record release party for Dry As a Bone, held at the Scoundrel’s Lair, a club he was booking. “The party was one of those events when it was total anarchy and total control at the same time,” he told Goldmine.  “You had a feeling that if Mark said, ‘Destroy the room,’ people would have.” In July 1987, just after the party, Green River went into Reciprocal with Jack Endino to begin recording Rehab Doll, which would be their last album.

The clash between the commercial and anticommercial factions in Green River reappeared during the sessions for Rehab Doll. In August, after Endino had recorded the basic tracks, the band switched gears and went into a posher, 24-track studio, Steve Lawson Productions, to finish  the album with producer Bruce Calder. Calder’s tracks were much more glossy and layered than the rawer, more live-sounding tracks done by Endino, which Arm later claimed he’d been happier with. Although Rehab Doll—which wouldn’t see release until the following year, after Green River had folded-still successfully captured the band in its element, a few of the tracks suffered from Calder’s airbrush treatment, especially “Swallow My Pride.” A talk-singing guest appearance by Sonic Youth’s Kim Gordon did much to redeem the track, but the sped-up, more metalized version on Rehab Doll was much less meaty and thudding than the earlier version included on Come On Down.

“Some of the other members of the band started getting the idea they could be popular, and began to think, ‘Well, I’m getting to be twenty-four, so what am I going to be doing the rest of my life?’” said Arm. “Green River got into the idea of signing to a major, and Rehab Doll was recorded with that in mind. But for me, too many compromises were made. I was listening to far simpler stuff, like basic Stooges.”

The rift widened when Green River embarked on their third and final tour, a five-day West Coast trip that saw them open for Jane’s Addiction—delicately described by Arm in Slur as “one of the worst bands I’ve ever heard in my life”—at a Los Angeles club called the Scream.

“We had a guest list of ten people, all of whom were from major labels,” Arm told the Rocket of the show. “Only two of them came. Meanwhile, I wanted to get my friends in and they said, ‘No, it’s really important that we get these industry people in.’ But these people didn’t give a shit about us. I’d rather have had my friends come in for free.” The argument reportedly culminated in a near-fistfight between Jeff and Mark in the dressing room after the show.

After that outing, it became clear to everyone involved that Green River was on its last legs. Although the band members went through the motions and Green River limped along for another few months, all of them had begun looking for greener pastures. Arm was playing occasional gigs with his old pal Steve Turner in a gross-out band called the Thrown Ups. Jeff, Stone, and Bruce, meanwhile, were hell-bent on success, holding regular meetings in the Cloud Room, a piano bar at the Camlin Hotel. According to one observer, these gatherings “reeked of L.A.-ism, and of chicks who smelled money.”

The three had also begun spending a lot of time with Andy Wood. By this time, they knew Andy well. Malfunkshun had been sharing rehearsal space with Green River, sometimes even borrowing Green River’s P.A. for gigs. Andy had commercial aspirations more in line with  their goals, and as a vocalist and writer, he was better suited for the musical direction they wanted to take. Soon, Stone, Jeff, and Bruce were holding casual jams with Andy and Malfunkshun drummer Regan Hagar, and the results were encouraging. On Halloween 1987, Mark Arm walked into Green River’s rehearsal and the others, after some hemming and hawing, broke the news that they were through with the band.

“Okay, cool,” said Arm, not very surprised. He’d seen it coming.
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