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About the Book

R.E.M.’s public image has always been tightly controlled. Icons of anti-celebrity rock, who became huge celebrity rock stars, they were, according to the story, the first U.S. post new-wave band who were both commercially successful and cool. Drawing on exclusive interviews with Mike Mills, Peter Buck and other members of R.E.M.’s nuclear family, Fiction re-evaluates the music and career of a group who sold almost no records for the first half of their existence, then became ‘the biggest rock group in the world’ in the second half.
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For Louise and Elsa


INTRODUCTION: THE ENIGMA CODE

David Buckley: How do you feel about the whole process of people writing biographies about you? There’ve been quite a few now, most of them written by Brits.

Mike Mills: You always were the literary ones, weren’t you? [laughs] Well, I have a certain level of discomfort with it, but I would rather give you factual information than have you speculate. I certainly don’t plan to reveal deep dark secrets – there are things that no one needs to know. But at the same time, on a factual level, I’d rather you know certain things than to try and guess them. It’s just a question of how much. It’s fascinating for me as a rock’n’roll fan to read biographies, but, as a person, it just feels very strange that anyone would give a damn.

Fiction has no claims to be ‘complete’. In fact, it’s one of the inspirations behind this book that no objective truth can ever really be decided upon, for when we try and reconstruct the past all we’re often left with are competing, though equally valid, versions of personal ‘truths’. Of course, we can try to verify that certain things did happen, such as the fact that Peter Buck’s underpants were refrigerated in the early hours of 6 April, 1980 in Athens, Georgia (for more, do read on!). But ultimately the best a writer can do is to judiciously weigh up the competing oral testimonies of the key players. In the final analysis, there are silences and contradictions; the best one can hope for is to present one version of what happened, rather than the version. With R.E.M. some, but not all, of the leading figures refused to discuss crucial elements of the story on anything other than frustratingly superficial terms.

This book can therefore make no claim to be the sort of biography which trumpets the candid testimony that some rock biographies can mobilise (that would not, indeed, be R.E.M.’s style at all). Nor is Fiction interested in the multifarious side projects the band have been involved with for over twenty years (other books give in-depth coverage of these extra-curricular excursions). So, Peter Buck’s astonishing capacity to play on what seems like everyone else’s records, and Michael Stipe’s excursions into art, photography and filmmaking, are largely absent from the text, at least for now. Instead, Fiction charts the band’s history. It has had more co-operation from key figures than any previous work on R.E.M. But the gaps and silences remain, to be filled, perhaps, on another day, in another book, written after the group has ceased operations and is freer to discuss the past. In any case, I’ve always liked a sense of incompleteness. It seems so much more alluring to have things to wish for and wonder at, to provoke and to charm, rather than having life and culture spelt out and spoon-fed. And Michael Stipe knows all about that.

Michael Stipe is arguably the biggest rock icon of the last twenty years, an assertion perhaps only Bono could fairly challenge. The press-constructed version of him is a man whose eccentricities make him different from the rest of the population. To appropriate Winston Churchill’s tart assessment of Communist Russia, Stipe’s public know him as ‘a riddle wrapped up in a mystery inside an enigma’. And while it is undeniable that Stipe has had an aura of personal mystique created for him, and has at times himself sought to pull the enigmatic wool over his public’s eyes, he is ultimately only flesh and blood. Fiction portrays Stipe as a highly creative, sensitive, private man, but also, to some extent, a perfect pop mythologist.

I have no desire to preach to the R.E.M. converted. Enough of that goes on in the press already. Nor do I particularly care about the minutiae of what songs were played when, or what format which single was released in, or other nuggets of information which set some record collectors swooning. By this, I don’t mean to be disrespectful to those who are interested in such things (although probably I just have been). It’s simply that Fiction does not cater for this part of the (male?) psyche. Indeed, when I interviewed Mike Mills at length for this book, I was amused to find that the co-writer of some of the best rock songs of the late twentieth century misplaces songs in his own oeuvre with refreshing regularity, placing ‘It’s The End Of The World As We Know It’ on Green, and regularly seeking assurance as to which track was on what album. I found this charming, and it made me like Mills even more than I already did from reading his quotes and anecdotes in the press. The reality is that rock stars are not that different from the rest of us; they get muddled, they seek reassurance, they make mistakes. In fact, the disinterring of every shard of fact, every minute of their lives, every place accounted for, may to them feel more like surveillance than analysis. ‘I was a fan of The Beatles more than anyone when I was younger, and I still have problems trying to remember which songs are on Revolver and which ones are on Rubber Soul,’ admits Peter Buck. ‘Especially with our stuff. I’ll listen to a record and never listen to it again. Sometimes I can figure it out, sometimes not. I only ever go back and listen to stuff when I have to learn the song and remember what the chords are. The fans are more obsessive. I get fans asking me about things that I don’t remember doing, and I have a very good memory.’

Fiction takes its title from an interview Michael Stipe gave in 1991, in which he mentioned that this had been one of the original titles for the band’s global breakthrough album, Out Of Time. He wanted to make it plain, in artistic terms, that the songs of love (and love lost) on the album were in fact fictions, and not his own emotional map redrawn for public scrutiny. Stipe may, of course, have simply been lying for effect, which would have been more than fitting. When naughty Tom Junod admitted that the piece he wrote on Stipe for Esquire in 2001 was 50 per cent made up, and when Peter Buck waggishly commented to [image: image] that they should hire a fiction writer to make up their story, this simply confirmed the choice of title. The pre-fame Peter Buck even spoke on how to misinform the public, through making up parts of the story. Peter Buck told me, ‘I haven’t constructed a great myth for myself, but I’m a good storyteller. I try to do my best to try and tell the truth, but I never let that get in the way of livening up a good story!’ And as rock writer and former editor of Record Collector Peter Doggett wrote in 2001: ‘The art of the biographer – and, for that matter, the autobiographer as well – is to deliver a fictional re-enactment of real life that has the taste and smell of truth. And the limit of biography is that fiction, no matter how intelligent or well researched, is perhaps all it can ever hope to deliver.’

R.E.M. don’t feel as if their career should be treated as history, at least not yet. Biographies have a habit of hammering nails into coffins or proffering definitive stories of bands not yet ready to be definitive themselves. Fiction, I’d like to think, is work in progress, in the same way that R.E.M. is work in progress too. Unlike many fans and critics, I do not feel that this remarkable band’s glowing career is behind them, although I do feel that there will be an end in sight at some stage. I can’t see R.E.M. treading the boards at 55, playing their greatest hits – though I could possibly see them at 55 playing songs from a great new album. But it is more likely that the band will gradually, and gracefully, scale down its operations. To retain their level of popularity they need to commit to long and arduous world tours, and the years of feeling able to commit to such a schedule are already way behind them, as the three individuals settle down to parenthood, middle age and interests and loves outside of music.

I would, however, like to think that Fiction makes a first, tentative step towards assessing the band’s music in a detailed, though non-specialised, manner and to critique the group’s history in an affectionate but unfawning way. It’s a remarkable story of four boys who, for the first ten years of their existence, sold next to no records in industry terms and spent the next ten as global superstars. It’s also the story of some of the best rock music ever written. And it all starts in a second-hand record store many, many years ago.

NOTE ON METHODOLOGY

Fiction draws mainly on first-hand interviews and correspondence with the author, including interviews with Peter Buck and Mike Mills of R.E.M. When a secondary source has been used or referred to, in almost all cases a reference is given in the notes section here. Lyrical quotation is for the purpose of criticism only. For the lyrical transcriptions for all recorded material up to and including New Adventures In Hi-Fi, where, with the exception of one song, no official lyrics have been printed, I am indebted to a variety of internet sources, the most important of which is R.E.M. Guitar Archive (http://bubblegum.uark.edu/rem/) by Chris Bray (cbray@comp.uark.edu).
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THE ICE AGE, 1979–85
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I

SOMETIMES IT’S HARD to remember what an old-fashioned record store was actually like. In a twenty-first century of downloads and online purchasing, where formats are digitalised and shrinking in size yearly and popular music itself (according to the sociologists) increasingly means less and less to young people far keener to play on the Net than play some music, a depersonalised nature of acquiring and listening to music is the rule.1 A generation ago though, all was different. Not necessarily better, but certainly different.

A small record shop in, say, early 1979, when new wave was just starting to sell, would be very different from the anonymous sprawl of rows and rows of product in a megastore: the walls plastered with flyers, picture bags competing for space with sick-green and snow-white vinyl, Debbie Harry and Devo and Kate Bush and Suicide and the Clash and Wreckless Eric and Gary Numan all peering down from the sleeves pinned up on the walls. A new release was an event, and would provoke ‘listening sessions’, late-night disputation, fallings out and makings up. People cared.

Back in 1979, you also had to dig around for your information. Two years before MTV, and light-years away from the bland Internet-led celebrity culture of now, back in new-wave USA, the arrival of a new record was a real event, the appearance of a rock band on the television occasion to get in a six-pack and get drunk with a mate in front of the set, and the arrival of a bona fide new rock band in a venue near you something of an epiphanic moment. If you lived away from the big cities, and were too young or too intimidated to drive the huge distances to the nearest urban sprawl with a rock venue sizeable enough to play host to, say, Devo, then your actual contact with any sort of new music could be extremely minimal. Unless, that is, you worked at being informed.

New wave music was written about in the hellfire club of Lester Bangs’ Creem, under the custody of fevered fanzine partisans, stocked by specialist record shops and played by a few buccaneering DJs on college radio, but essentially, even as late as 1979, for most of the USA, challenging, emotional, motive, new music was firmly a minority interest, underground and buried beneath a pile of Rod Stewart, Journey, Elton John and Fleetwood Mac. For the new-wave-minded kid, this sense of excitement was felt even more keenly in seventies USA. UK glam rock filtered through, but a year or two after the event, so when a scene all their own emerged on the East Coast and spread and spread, for the Americans it was a culture-shaking event, a big thing. Buying these new artefacts was a difficult enterprise: walk into a shop to buy the latest Patti Smith, and the teenage, gum-chewing assistant would have most likely redirected you to the nearest Lynyrd Skynyrd. New wave had to be sought out and ordered, purchasing planned. It was like being in on a secret, a member of a Masonic lodge of music lovers.

By 1979, popular music had a history rich enough to fuel these teenage spats, those late-night disputations about the worth of each other’s record collections. In fact, by this time, pop history was not so much progressing in linear time but folding in on itself. The signs that pop was meant to replicate had been there from the mid-1960s. UK writer Jon Savage’s brilliant deconstruction of the Beatles’ 1966 song ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ in his book Time Travel pinpoints the moment when pop time changed from linear to serial, ‘when directional was replaced by circular motion’.2 Here, with ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’, was a record based on a rebounding rhythm – a pattern that recycled rather than moved forward – that made a mockery of the formal three-minute pop/rock structure. It did so by repeating time. It sounded nothing like the Beatles had ever recorded before. It sounded nothing like any pop artist had recorded before. A moment of high innovation, it presaged an era of pop time which moved in a complicated process of re-articulation.

Sometimes this took the form of pastiche or mimicry, sometimes brilliant collages of thoughts and ideas. What is certain is that by 1979 there was such a variety of genres and styles available to the pop performer that making new music was, for some, an act of musical archaeology as opposed to innovation. And those racks, stuffed full of Fleetwood Mac, of Joni Mitchell, of Kiss and of the Eagles, represented a library of recorded sound for the wannabe pop musician. And, if you scratched around, the racks also revealed Gang Of Four, Wire, the Sex Pistols, Suicide and the New York Dolls too. A great rock group now needed not just a sexy singer, a great virtuoso, or a sussed marketing scam to raise it above the thousands of others competing for needle time on a radio near you. It needed a pop historian, someone with a sense of what had happened and what could be done with it that might interest us. It may not have to be new or innovative in reality, but it had at least to appear to be different.

It’s usually men who want to catalogue. You won’t find many women with poorly-recorded hissy cassettes archived from 1 to 960, proudly presented in 24 rickety wooden cases. What’s more, a tiny minority of male record buyers become bona fide rock aficionados. ‘You mean you don’t know who Henry Kaiser is?’ they will ask in disbelief. ‘Or Lee Clayton?’ ‘Or Fred Frith?’ ‘You mean you haven’t got the bootleg of the Beach Boys’ Smile? Have you really never heard Blondie’s live version of “Heroes”? It really has got Robert Fripp on guitar, you know.’

One such person was undoubtedly a tall, good-looking boy called Peter Buck. With his high cheekbones and tall, sleek frame, Buck had the makings of a Keith Richard. He cut a raffish figure. A self-educated man, Buck had a short fuse and a withering line in put-downs for every occasion. ‘Definitely a very intelligent guy,’ was one opinion of him.3 ‘He could be rather sharp-tongued also, but he had a good sense of humour and leavened the sharp tongue with that and self-deprecation.’ ‘Peter is real funny and very well read,’ was another assessment. ‘He’d sooner read than watch TV. He’s read a whole lot of books and is real good at being able to quote some literature.’

Like many self-taught people, Buck had a fierce, unconventional intelligence. Twenty-three and hyperactive, he presumably also had one of the largest record collections in Georgia. He was the kind of person who pored over sleeve notes, listening for hours to all sorts of music and sharply defending his likes and dislikes. For him, it was all in the detail. ‘I’m a big fan of minutiae,’ he later said. ‘Fuck the whole concept of the record – what kind of guitar do you use on that song?’ Those of an uncharitable disposition would brand such a man a sad, anally retentive muso, the sort of man who, in the 1990s, certain thirty-something British novelists would turn into someone weirdly admirable. Buck himself would disagree, perhaps rightly: ‘I’m not one of those anal types of collector though that wants every different matrix number. I play records at parties when I’m drunk.’4 What was certain was that Buck was on some sort of mission. He wanted to turn the library of sounds inside his brain into something with form, with feeling. But, how to do it?

Peter had been listening to music obsessively since the age of six. He grew up in California to the sounds of the Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin, the Beatles, the Beach Boys, Jimi Hendrix and the Who, sounds which dominated non-commercial FM radio in the late 1960s and early 1970s. These staples of classic rock-radio formatting hot-wired the pre-teen Buck. In this, he was like millions of other kids of his generation. However, what was different was Buck’s curmudgeonly eclecticism. Scrape away the veneer of hit radio and classic rock that was the given of the times, and musical tributaries are revealed, as well as sounds of different genres ripe for exploration for the music-hound too. On the recommendation of one of his high school teachers, Buck’s musical ambit soon spread to contemporary jazz. As a 15-year-old, Buck bought John Coltrane’s A Love Supreme. Years later, when he was just another middle-aged rock star reminiscing for the benefit of the nostalgia culture of American rock journalism rather than a Young Turk about to enter the music business, Buck told journalists Alan Reder and John Baxter that Coltrane ‘was like a blast from another planet for me … In retrospect, a lot of the sounds and ideas that come across in the music are almost philosophical in a sense. There are a lot of pictures of America in that thing, without him making any kind of conscious political statement.’5 So, at an early age, Peter Buck was already fascinated by American imagery, the images that made his country distinctive and special. He would go on to develop the rare gift of being able to paint such images in sound.

Buck the connoisseur also had a taste for the Easybeats, the Troggs, the Monkees and the Yardbirds, who were perhaps not so much part of the musical terrain in late-seventies America. He also connected with the new, British, glam rock. Buck saw Bowie, T. Rex and Slade live, and had a particular liking for Ian Hunter’s rockier glam outfit, Mott The Hoople. Glam was ‘probably the last teen musical form I really liked’, he would later concede.6

In 1992, he told British journalist Mat Snow: ‘When Marc Bolan came out, I was about 14 and I thought, wow, this makes sense. I saw T. Rex live and everything. I thought, “That’s what being a pop star is about – wearing feather boas and velvet pants and going on Top of the Pops swilling champagne.” As an image, that was really cool, and living in Georgia, it was like Martians, a message from another planet. If people found his records in your collection, you were ostracised. In Georgia I had one other friend who liked Marc Bolan. We wore eye make-up and he had one thumbnail painted black. I had the New York Dolls and T. Rex and the Velvet Underground as well as Lynyrd Skynyrd. Marc Bolan summed up the whole English thing, like I guess people in England are fascinated by Southern blues, the whole voodoo thing.’7

Buck was a highly acquisitive and inquisitive man. He’d read the hip beat novels (Kerouac’s On the Road was a prerequisite for an itinerant career in rock), seen the best films, was politically sussed and, more importantly, had soaked up the words of the rock journo gods as they came pouring out of the likes of Creem magazine, mixed with the sputa of Lester Bangs’ twisted world. With so little decent rock music on the television, and so few gigs close enough to attend, the printed word was all. ‘I got a huge amount of information from the print media,’ Peter Buck confirms. ‘I subscribed to the Village Voice for a couple of years, luckily enough for me, right when punk started happening in about ’74, ’75 and ’76. I always had access to the Voice. So I was reading Robert Christgau, and Lester Bangs writing about Blondie – I think he reviewed the first Blondie record. I found out about Television. I was buying those records the day they came out, which for Georgia was pretty different. I read Creem magazine. I hadn’t discovered the English papers yet, because I don’t think they came to Georgia in those days. Creem was a big one, because they liked Iggy and The Stooges. So I got turned on to a lot of stuff.’8

Indeed, the acquisition of glam and new wave records carried with it a surprising risk factor. Today we are quite inured to the grotesque and the abject, and regard it as schlock irony, even if it isn’t, as the mainstream success of Marilyn Manson shows. Back then, the purchase of an album whose cover depicted grown men in make-up (not Kiss, who were so obviously masculine in their war paint) was a terrifying prospect for punter and vendor alike. One music fan from the time remembers:

When I was at high school my first interest in all this stuff was probably germinated by reading Creem magazine back when Lester Bangs was editor. Like a lot of people from that particular generation who got into music that was a big inspiration for me, just the way he wrote and the general tone of Creem magazine, which was very disparaging. I’d never heard of the Velvet Underground and the Stooges; it seemed really interesting but no one knew about them. Lynyrd Skynyrd were very big and when I graduated from high school in 1976, Kiss were really big too. There had been people into the country rock stuff, like the Marshall Tucker Band, and definitely the Allman brothers were quite big. Commercial hard rock like Deep Purple and Bad Company was everywhere too, not to mention the kind of artier stuff like ELP and Yes. And, yes, I can even remember people who thought David Bowie was pretty cool and also Lou Reed, who’d had a big hit with ‘Walk On The Wild Side’ around that time. They knew who David Bowie was for sure, but it was kind of like, ‘Ahem, I don’t know about that guy!’ I can remember that, at our high school in ’74, ’75, we had a little bookstore there with a small record rack. What should end up at the front of the record rack but the New York Dolls’ first album, where they’re all dressed up in drag, and I remember that it sat there and no one bought it, including me! It would have been more than my life was worth to have bought something like that!

Peter Buck has similar fond memories. ‘I’d be the only 13-year-old on the block going, “I think I need to buy this Iggy and the Stooges record.” The guys at the counter would be like, “You better wear rubber gloves when you hold this album, kid.”’9

The UK rather warmed to glam rock, but, in the USA, particularly the south, such outrage was not necessarily viewed with the sense of irony intended. Earlier in the 1970s, David Bowie had fallen foul of American ‘good ole boys’ for arriving on a promotional tour wearing a dress. In the American south, denim and plaid shirts were for many a uniform, and southern boogie the only music that mattered. ‘Everyone liked the Allman Brothers,’ Buck would later say. ‘I can’t tell you why – that’s all there was to it. It was a law.’10 Deviations from the norm were deemed by some to be severe blows to the very moral fabric of society. It was in this climate of conservatism that the punk and post-punk generations of fans and musicians had to work to make alternative music heard.

II

Peter Buck himself was not from the South. He was born Peter Lawrence Buck on 6 December 1956 in Berkeley, California, and moved to the San Francisco suburb of Richmond when he was a toddler. In the mid-1960s, the Bucks relocated to Indiana for four years, then LA for about three, before moving to Roswell, Georgia in 1971. ‘My best friend in high school was Charles Buckley,’ recalls Buck. ‘We looked exactly alike, exact same height, and exact same clothes. Unfortunately he dropped dead of an aneurysm at the age of 17. I think he had been in a car wreck a couple years earlier, but it might have been congenital. He just died and I was really sad.’

The teenage Buck may have been music mad, but it was his younger brother who showed the real talent as a musician. Quieter and more reflective than the quick-witted and quick-tempered Buck, Ken Buck, who went on to become a talented classical musician, outshone his big brother with his prodigious talent on classical guitar. Peter left school in the summer of 1975, and, just shy of his 19th birthday, enrolled at Emory University, with a vague plan to become an English teacher. He soon found a job in a local record store, Doo Dah’s in Emory Village, to finance his studies, and began the search for the perfect education in sound, rather than the formal one in the lecture hall. By the spring of 1977 Buck had effectively dropped out of university, although his student days officially terminated in 1978, when he was hijacked by the lure of unlimited rock records at Wuxtry.

Via a short stint working at a record distribution company, Peter Buck found himself doing what he liked most: listening to records. In January 1979, he began work as a clerk at Wuxtry records in the Classic City, Athens, Georgia. ‘I went to the Wuxtry in Decatur and they liked me because I had shopped there. I said, “I’m kind of between jobs, and I’m wondering what to do.” So, I drove up and took it and, for me, it was a great education. I got to listen to records I would never hear, sitting in a place with piles of records from ten to six. It was a pretty loose job. I could dress any way I wanted to, and drink on the job if I so desired.’ Buck didn’t give up completely on his education (he also enrolled at night school at the university), but, for the whole of 1979, his main vocation was servicing the local population’s musical needs.

Most small cities in America or the UK had their own version of the Wuxtry. Small shops selling new, rare and used records and promoting local music, they were pioneering businesses on the side of the home-produced talent, capturing and encapsulating any scene that was happening. However, this particular record shop was quite remarkable in one respect: it became the venue for a meeting of the minds that would help redraw the map of American rock.

Wuxtry Records (named after an old comic book) had shops in both Athens and Atlanta. Buck had originally applied to work at the store in Atlanta, run by Mark Methe, but Methe mentioned to Buck the existence of the Athens branch, which had two stores in the late 1970s, and Buck was keen to move down. His brother Ken was already a student at the University of Georgia in Athens (UGA), an institution which dominated Athenian life. Proprietor and co-owner of Wuxtry, Dan Wall, initially gave Buck a job as a clerk in his shop on Baxter Street in early 1978.

‘We have always picked the “brightest” from amongst the kids who hang out,’ remembers Wall. ‘Knowledgeable and articulate – he seemed as if he could absorb our pioneering and unorthodox way of running a record store.’ Soon he was asked to manage the smaller, second-hand record store in East Clayton Street, in the heart of town right next to the university. Buck listened to music all day long, bought anything new that filtered through to Athens from the various sites of new wave activity within the States, or came in on import from the UK, and, in his spare time, played guitar along to these thousands of records he encountered during his three and a half years at Wuxtry.

‘At that point in time we carried mainly used records, comic books and sci-fi paperbacks,’ recollects proprietor Dan Wall. ‘Later, in our current location as well as our Atlanta store, we began carrying select domestic new releases and imports mainly in what was known at that time as the “new wave” genre. To Pete’s delight, we were the only store in the Southeast to have a huge selection of 45s. We were also known for jazz and a huge domestic Beatles collection.’ By 1979, Peter Buck turned himself into a one-man rock’n’roll almanac of sounds and songs.

At various times in the 1980s Buck would go back to working for Wuxtry, even after he became a successful musician. Buck would ‘guest clerk’ for the odd day until his celebrity status meant the demand for autographs blunted the sheer enjoyment he got from mooching around the record store listening to vinyl upon vinyl. ‘I guest-clerked around 1986,’ says Buck. ‘I worked one day a week, Monday from ten till six and basically just got paid in used records.’

Buck had theories on musical history spilling out of him and could fight his corner on the merits and demerits of the most obscure of bands. If Buck had failed as a professional musician, he would surely have made a brilliant rock journalist. He simply adored music and was happy to turn any of his crash pads into junkshop record stores. Ten years later, when Buck was a millionaire, journalists and friends reported that his house was still essentially a record store writ large, containing tens of thousands of vinyl records. Buck could give you the history of each one of those records too.

Buck and Wall would spend hours in listening sessions, dissecting, analysing, categorising, and playing. Wall himself played in a variety of bands over two decades in Athens. In this small, close-knit community, musicians formed a floating population of entertainers who would play professionally or just for fun at cafés, bars and parties. Before long, Buck was a competent, albeit limited, guitarist. ‘Peter could play,’ affirms Wall. ‘He taught me Freddie King’s “The Stumble”.’ They would talk music too.

One of the themes that came up was the lie within the truth of popular music. To make it in the music world, a certain mythology was essential. ‘I’ve seen things in print that I know are definitely not true,’ says Wall. ‘Peter and I discussed that before he was ever famous. We did have conversations about how it was important to lie to the press to build your own myth. It was just kind of a joke amongst us, how do you handle this, what do you say to critics and reporters? Just generally, to build a myth about yourself is the thing to do. I think when we were talking we would allude to the fact that Bob Dylan always claimed that he was in minstrel shows with Woody Guthrie out West. In reality, they didn’t meet until Woody was on his deathbed in New York City, so it was all made up, and that kind of thing Peter was well aware of.’

‘I haven’t constructed a great myth for myself, but I’m a good storyteller,’ is how Buck now puts it. ‘I try to do my best and tell the truth, but never let that get in the way of livening up a good story!’

The Side Effects’ Paul Butchart is one of R.E.M.’s staunchest supporters. In fact, you can see him bobbing around on the first row of the audience on their live video, Road Movie. He’s helped restore and decorate many of the local properties eventually bought up by the band and its entourage over the years. Back in 1979 he was just another young musician, the kind of guy who fooled around and skinny-dipped with the likes of Peter Buck and Mike Mills when they were all just ordinary folk. He cut a distinctive figure with his moustache and, despite his youthful years, his receding hairline. Later he’d be there when the band played their first gigs, pulling faces at them from the side of the stage. Today he’s still a denizen of Athens and writes about the scene for various Athens-related Internet sites. He remembers the old Wuxtry fondly:

In 1979, the location of the Athens Wuxtry where the small Wuxtry now is was in the black wooden building next to the main Wuxtry. Its front door faces College Avenue, whereas the main Wuxtry’s front door faces Clayton Street. The layout is very similar to this current store on College Avenue, as is the exterior appearance, which even retains the awning that was painted by local artist and musician George Davidson, though it is somewhat peeling. Twenty-plus years ago the entire side of the building would have been covered with posters of the various bands around town who had played in the last three months or so. There were so many staples in the wall that we used to joke how terrible it would be to be rubbed up against the building! The inside is so similar to the way it used to be that there are even posters hanging on the wall that I know have been there since 1980.

As you walked in the front door of the Wuxtry circa 1979, you’d find yourself in a room about 10 feet wide and 20 feet long. There was a shelf of records directly in front of the door and a shelf of albums along the wall just to the right. Just to your left was a glass display counter, behind which sat the ancient record player we used to listen to records on. The shelves had two layers, with the less popular recordings stored at the bottom. Another interesting architectural item is the step in the middle of the room that one must be careful not to trip over while perusing the selections. If I remember correctly, there were albums hanging on little wire hangers mounted in pegboard above the row of records on the right side of the room. A vast majority of the albums were used or promotional copies.

1980 was a great time to be collecting records, and many of us had huge collections of music from the sixties that we heard while growing up, as well as a very nice selection of the latest singles coming out of Europe and other enclaves of creativity from around the world which we had purchased at the Wuxtry and supplemented at Potters House. By that time I was listening to bands such as the Ramones, Television, Stranglers, Ultravox, X-ray Spex, Gang of Four, and Ventures, a combination of new wave sprinkled with sixties dance/popular music. I would have to say that this was the music most of us were listening to, rebelling from what was then the current mainstream. I remember going to the Wuxtry to trade my high-school Boston, Styx and Foreigner albums for Richard Hell and the Voidoids. It was easier for Wuxtry to sell those so they would give us a good price for them. It was there that many of us would hear the newest sounds and catch up on the latest gossip. It was here also where I first met Peter, though he later moved to the other store on Baxter Street, where he worked pretty much until he started making money while touring. That store carried more comics and most of the rejects and overstock from the other store. I remember visiting Peter here and showing him how I played ‘Ghost Riders in the Sky’ on guitar. I only knew a basic riff, but he quickly figured out the rest of the tune. There was a nickname for each of the two Wuxtrys. Downtown was known as ‘Chuckstry’ for Chuck Conley, who worked there and was in Athens’ first ‘punk’ band, the $windle$. Baxter Street was known as the ‘Buckstry’ for Peter Buck who worked primarily there.

The Wuxtry clientele consisted of the ‘townies’, indigenous Athens folk into their music, and maybe a few of the conservatively clad prepies from the University of Georgia, whose taste in music stopped with the beach party music of the Drifters, Tams, Four Tops and Archie Bell & The Drells. The fraternity folk were sartorially irredeemable, as Paul Butchart remembers:

They wore polo shirts with little alligators on and khaki pants. That was kind of their uniform. Whereas we would all shop at thrift stores and buy peg-legged cotton trousers with cuffs at the bottom, and shirts and skinny ties, so our style sort of emulated what was coming out of England, sort of like the group Madness. It would be go-go dresses for the girls and these sort of fifties-looking dresses too. The fraternity people all shopped at Sears while we all were buying at thrift stores.

‘I’m sure every one of us had attended a party in a frock once in a while’, says Peter Buck. ‘I tended to wear it over jeans or something. I used to wear my girlfriend’s clothes too – I was younger and thinner then. It was a party thing – it wasn’t something I would wear to a premiere or out on the streets. I guess it’s one of those transgressive boundaries which is always gonna set you outside of society a little bit. I can do this because I can. If you sell insurance you can’t do that, but if you’re in rock, you have a little more freedom and it’s also saying, these boundaries don’t mean anything to me.’

An important market for Wuxtry consisted of that small group of around 150 young people who would later be dubbed the ‘scenesters’, men and women in their early twenties, most of them enrolled in university classes and many of them attached to the University’s vibrant and respected fine art faculty. The scenesters replaced ‘Under the Boardwalk’ with ‘Mongoloid’ and ‘God Save The Queen’, and hitched or drove up to Atlanta to take in gigs by Ohio’s Devo or the Sex Pistols’ show in Atlanta on 5 January 1978, a gig Peter Buck gatecrashed and was ejected from three songs in. It was this ‘scene’ that became a distinctive subculture within Athens. The scenesters dressed differently, they listened differently, and they even talked differently with little catch phrases, buzzwords and cool words. Paul Butchart:

The scenesters, people who were not in the new bands, consisted primarily of people who attended the University of Georgia Art Department, though there were also people who were not artists. A vast majority of them were students, as opposed to locals who were not in school. An art professor at the University used to host go-go dance parties out in the country at his home outside of town. People also heard the latest tunes from New York at a club known as Episode 247, and on WUOG, the university radio station which had begun to change its format from jazz to the newer sounds coming from the underground, beginning in the spring of 1978 with the show New Wave News hosted by Kurt Wood and another DJ called Bill. We would all attend the same shows and gradually got to know and recognise each other, though at the beginning we were all a bunch of individuals with no real group spirit. As the underground grew so did our camaraderie. We all felt that we were sharing in something special, something unique and different from the preppy, fraternity/sorority social lifestyle that ruled the University. Another unifying factor were the local record stores, where we would bump into people and catch up on the latest sounds. Both Wuxtry and Chapter 3 Records carried the latest imports from England and new music from across America, keeping us up with the growing worldwide underground.

Betsy Dorminey, now a successful lawyer and still active on the arts scene in Athens, remembers the Wuxtry clerk with affection:

I always thought Pete was cute. I found him attractive and I’m not the only one I’m sure. He was selling records in Wuxtry when I was at Law School and I have to tell you I hated every minute of Law School. If I had survived another week of Law School, on a Friday afternoon I would take myself to the second-hand record department where Pete presided and I would pick out a record for myself and bring it home. That was the reward for having endured another week of this deplorable experience that was Law School. Music was just in the air; everyone was in sixteen bands and we all wanted to play. I had bought this ratty old bass guitar. It weighed a ton and I fell over forwards when I held this thing. I wanted to play some music and I knew Pete was one of these people who would play guitar for hours, just doodle and doodle with it. He’d listen to uncounted hours of music and play and play and play. And I said, ‘Pete, let’s play sometime, I’ll play my bass and you play your guitar,’ and Pete said, ‘No, I’m not going to play with anybody until it’s serious’ and you know, it worked out for him!

III

If Pete Buck wasn’t ready to form a band, a previous incumbent of the clerking job at Wuxtry Athens had already done so. Her name was Kate Pierson and her wacky art-school band the B-52’s had broken out of the mid-seventies Athens scene to achieve international success. ‘Kate did not officially clerk but hung out every day after her work across the street at the Banner-Herald,’ recalls Dan Wall. ‘She always smelled of newsprint. Yes, she occasionally waited on customers. The main objective, however, was to climb the old elevator shaft up to the roof to smoke pot!’

The B-52’s showed that, amazingly, the world could be brought to listen to a band from one of the unhippest regions of the USA.

On the face of it, Athens was a totally unremarkable town and few, back in the mid-1970s, would have predicted that it would become one of the USA’s coolest rock venues. The Classic City, so named because of its abundance of architecture in neo-Grecian style, was a southern backwater, situated on the Oconee River and the Piedmont Plateau, 65 miles northeast of Hartsfield International Airport in Atlanta. Perennially hot and humid, Athens is a seemingly inconspicuous town surrounded by small farm holdings. Some find the lushness of the landscape agreeable. For others, the scenery amounts to a disorientatingly endless supersaturating green, as writer Geoff Ward remembers:

Green. Trailing green. Miles and miles of it, between Atlanta (where our plane touched down) and Athens, Georgia. The airport at Atlanta is as big as a European town. It’s a shock to hit the freeway and have everything dissipate into this endless monotonous greenness. The occasional Baptist chapel shining whitely, or some odd farm building with a corrugated iron roof. Guys who look like ZZ Top driving pick-up trucks, with fishing rods and guns in the back. It’s ALL THE SAME, for mile after mile until I began to wonder irrationally if the driver had somehow taken us in a circle. Paradoxically, this open road gives you claustrophobia … It isn’t the rolling, alluring green of the UK or France, but a broken, slightly parched horizontality of trailing kudzu. A seeming infinity of scratchy broken netting. So when you get to Athens it’s a relief. Taco Bell and the Bank of America and the mall and the parking lots and gantries and all the other signals of American sameness look like soaring minarets must look after a camel ride through desert, or like one of those Spanish cities that suddenly rises out of the plain. The heart lifts.

In fact, Athens was late to feel the full force of the consumerist boom: it only gained its first shopping centre in 1961. Its economic and social rationale was interlinked with the University of Georgia, founded in 1785 and established in Athens in 1806. Athens had grown in commercial and industrial prominence throughout the nineteenth century. The Athens Railway Company was founded in 1870 and by the 1890s the seat of Clarke County local government administrative region had moved there from nearby Wakinsville. Although a hearty textile industry powered the Athens economy, it would be the reputation of the University that secured the town’s importance. A 1980 census confirmed that of the total Athens population of 42,449, over half were students.

The University was liberal and peacenik in the 1960s and early 1970s. ‘Several students even occupied the university president’s office,’ recalls Paul Butchart, but by 1975, in the post-Vietnam, post-Nixon era, the campus had quietened down politically, if not sexually. Ray Stevens’ 1974 ‘novelty’ hit ‘The Streak’ had turned millions over the world on to the questionable delights of revealing all in public places. Athens, ever the good-time town, organised the world’s largest ever streak as thousands of students ran bare-butted through the campus. Athens was also well known in the gay subculture as progressive and accommodating. There was still, however, pretty much nowhere for the night-owl partygoer to go: ‘By 5.30 p.m. there was not a soul on the streets,’ remembers one Athenian. ‘Athens was only a happening town to those in the know. The Freddies and Susies [fraternity and sorority members] didn’t know what was going on. They were too busy listening to their beach music.’11

The University is situated downtown, and most of the clubs, bars and venues that developed in the late 1970s and 1980s were within walking distance of the campus. Although firmly in the Bible Belt, Athens and the University had a tradition of free thinking. ‘Athens is a pleasant, easygoing city,’ opines writer and academic Geoff Ward. The city of today is ‘college-dominated, but not in the edgy, town-gown sense you sometimes get in England, but in consumer terms – full of cafés, bars, unstuffy restaurants. My sense of Athens was of a predominantly white culture, a youth culture, car-owning.’ Indeed, the black community, such as it exists, appears marginal to, the life of the city. Few of the indigenous Athens rock bands that made their mark in the post-punk era attempted any racial barrier-breaking, or sought to reflect southern forms such as soul or gospel.

According to cultural theorists Richard King and Helen Taylor, this lack of racial cultural exchange is unusual in the ‘new’ American South, with its ‘rich and variegated culture’. However, what Athenian pop culture does undoubtedly exemplify is the new eclecticism of the South. ‘Contemporary Southern culture shows a healthy, latitudinarian attitude toward the attempt to mix high and popular culture … and [seeks] to deploy the present to interrogate the past.’12 It is in this spirit of the desire to combine disparate elements to form something radical and new that Athenian popular culture became distinctive and vital. Not just music, but film-making, poetry, literature and the fine arts – all attempted radical, fun and powerful recombinations of past and present styles.

The result was that Athens took punk not literally, but with ample doses of irony and play. Rather than dress clonishly with safety pins, spiky hair and leathers, people dressed clownishly in thrift store clothes, glad rags to party in. They took what was good about punk (its spirit, its fun, the sense that there were no rules any more) and jettisoned the bad (the musical and sartorial Stalinism, the rhetoric that three chords and three safety pins were all you needed). With few venues in which to perform, and liquor laws that restricted the late-night sale of alcohol, Athens developed a vibrant party scene. From around 1975 onwards, the cultural life of Athenian teenagers and 20-somethings was situated in private homes, warehouses, lofts and disused buildings, anywhere big enough for a keg of beer and a space to dance.

The B-52’s, formed in late 1976 by Kate Pierson, Fred Schneider, Keith Strickland, Ricky Wilson and his sister Cindy Wilson, were the first new-wave band to break from the Athens scene. Up in New York, post-punk groups such as Talking Heads had married jerky new-wave guitars with funky dance grooves and had begun to create a space for newcomers interested in something a little more eclectic than the Ramones. The B-52’s appealed to the arty teenager and 20-something with their undeniably kooky and fun image. They had been playing in various guises since the mid-1970s, desperately trying to inject some much-needed energy into a knackered local music scene. Theirs was a self-conscious trash aesthetic – and aesthetic it was, for behind the party fun was an intriguing blend of the kitsch and the serious.

’We’d go to the university and on Sunday they’d show foreign films and they’d be there – real, genuine, happy people, they’re really fun,’ says the Side Effects’ Paul Butchart. The world of the B-52’s was one of show-tunes, banality raised into art, surf guitar and kitsch retro organ, camp theatricality and heady glam rock (Cindy’s hero was David Bowie). They also had their finger on the pulse of avant-garde pop, as their signature song ‘Rock Lobster’ showed. The screaming, high-pitched mutant vocal squeals from Cindy were reminiscent of Yoko Ono’s vocal pyrotechnics, which had seriously pissed off a whole generation of Beatles fans for over a decade. The album version of ‘Rock Lobster’ lasted an ear-piercing 6 minutes and 45 seconds and, in its twists, turns and lofty ambition, it became the scene’s equivalent of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’. Only a million times more cool. Most importantly though, the B-52’s made music you could lose yourself in on the dance floor and at the gig. After the B-52’s, all Athens bands had to create a music that made you want to stamp your feet and go crazy.

The B-52’s were an inspiration. Their success showed that a bunch of people who were not virtuosos could form a band, have fun, and make money, as Betsy Dorminey remembers:

Their success sort of opened everyone’s eyes to say, you know what, we can do this here. Why not play in a band, why not just do what you wanna do? It’s a low-cost living place so people can waitress during the day, play in a band, go on the road, quit their job, find another one, and manage to get by. And you need that kind of flexibility in a place for people to get involved in your creative activities whether it be music or art or photography or whatever.

An important Athens venue was Episode 247, in the mid-1970s the only place in town that played the underground disco hits. A predominantly gay club, it was also the only venue liberal enough to popularise new musical sounds. Just as, in the UK, John Lydon remembers that the gay bars were the only ones in the mid-seventies playing any decent music, pre-punk, so it was in mid-decade USA: ‘It would be the place to go for many of the artists in town,’ affirms Paul Butchart. ‘It was here that many people were introduced to the “new wave” music that was trickling out of the Big Apple’.13 Like the Teddy Boy look in the late 1940s and 1950s, the mod look in the 1960s and the glam and punk rock styles of the 1970s, the gay subculture played a crucial role in taste-making, since these subcultures were formed out of the fashion consciousness of queer culture. The ‘heterosexualisation’ of the gay look was a factor in creating new, hip, ‘straight’ communities. ‘Beforehand, you listened to the Allman Brothers and you wore flannel shirts and jeans – it was the tail-end of the hippy era,’ says Dorminey.

You would not believe the people in this town who went absolutely nuts when David Bowie came out, and Roxy Music, and all that stuff. It was like ‘Where has this been all my life?’ The gay crowd always pulled us in that direction. They were more expressive, and had the attitude of, ‘Let’s party! Let’s go shop at the thrift store!’ So, after a while, everybody used to shop there and have fun dressing up. You had to go and get a two-dollar skirt and some crazy earrings and go to a party. And everybody had parties because the bars were not open downtown. So the gay subculture was influencing the somewhat larger subculture of the art-rock people, who were desperate for something beyond the flannel shirt.

The B-52’s played their first show on Valentine’s Day 1977 in the foyer of an old house in front of no more than forty witnesses, unveiling ‘Planet Claire’ and ‘Rock Lobster’ in the process. They played just three parties and made their official Athens debut at a club called The Last Resort. The show was broadcast on local radio. They cut their first single for Danny Beard’s small Atlanta-based record label, DB records. Crucially, they saw the importance of extending beyond Athens, and beyond Atlanta, early on in their career. It was artistically and financially expedient, as the audience in Atlanta and Athens was simply too small to sustain a career in pop.

‘We went to New York because there was no place for us to play in Athens,’ affirms Keith Strickland.14 By 1978, they had begun playing prestigious gigs in New York. CBGBs passed on them, but after a week’s residency at Max’s Kansas City, the band were snapped up by Chris Blackwell’s Island label to record their first album. The B-52’s continued to patronise and support Athens talent and, once established in New York, the group would put up bands when they were in town and help get Athens acts booked and listened to by record companies.

With the B-52’s removed, the next new wave band to break were the Tone Tones, who were gigging in late 1978 and early 1979 and secured gigs opening for big names such as the Police, Joe Jackson and the all-conquering B-52’s. They would be quickly followed by the art-school pop of Pylon, who played their ‘coming out’ party two years to the day from the B-52’s’ first tentative public appearance. The gig itself was in a room in the loft apartment of the group’s drummer, Curtis Crowe. Since the only illumination for the room was a 40-watt light bulb, one of the scenesters waggishly called the venue ‘The Forty Watt Club’ and the name, if not the original venue, would become part and parcel of the Athens scene for the next decade.

IV

For any music scene to develop, though, the music has to be heard, and here local radio played a big role, and particularly a courageous young DJ by the name of Kurt Wood. In the autumn of 1977, Wood, then a journalism student at the university, applied to work at 90.5 FM WOUG, the local campus radio station, which had been set up five years earlier.

After I had been working there a little I made a proposition to the guys who ran the station. At the time, the station played progressive jazz and folk music, a lot of good stuff, and spacey rock stuff too, like Spirogyra. At this point it was late ‘77, and I was beginning to read magazines like Trouser Press and New York Rocker. In 1977 I started buying tons of records direct from UK record stores – Sex Pistols, the Clash, the Jam, all that sort of stuff. So I went to the guys who ran the station and said, ‘Look, we gotta have some sort of show here for this new music because I like it a lot.’ And they said, ‘Well, actually, we hate it!’, but they were fair-minded enough to say, ‘Well, we’re reading a lot about it and how punk rock is the future but, you know, I don’t think these guys can play and I think it’s a load of crap … but, some people are taking it seriously and it’s definitely not getting played on commercial radio station at all. Maybe if you could do a show here, we could see how it goes.’ And in February 1978, with another friend of mine who has similar taste, we did a two-hour show and we called it New Wave News. We got a lot of phone calls and a good bit of response so I think we did another one a month later, and then maybe one more after that and then the school year ended. By the fall of ‘79, I actually had a regular show at the station. At that point I was music director and could schedule myself at pretty much any time I wanted. So it was Fridays, 4 till 6. I had read somewhere that Ready Steady Go was always on early on a Friday evening just as the Mods were ready to go out on the town.

We had a B-52’s practice tape that we played on one of those shows, as they never really played around Athens too much. They were a bit older than me and some of those guys like Keith and Ricky had been playing in bands since the early seventies. The Zambo Flirts, for example. They were like the only band in town. They were the scene. The first time I went to see them they played at this venue called The Last Resort, which was like a folk club. That was the first time they played in public in Athens, around early ’78, and I went expecting to see something like the Sex Pistols. Of course, they were nothing like that at all. They were totally into sixties stuff, that Ventures guitar sound. They were actually more like a retro band than anything, although at the time people didn’t think of it in that manner. They kind of grew out of that and moved along, but in the early days they were pretty primitive. I think they played their first gig in early 1977 and the house where they used to live was where Paul (Butchart) and I lived later on. In the year that followed they just played parties around town, because there really was no place to play. They were too weird to play in a hard-rock venue downtown which had heavy metal cover bands or hits of the day cover bands.

It’s hard to overestimate the importance of open-minded DJs and music fans such as Kurt Wood, for, without their determination and enthusiasm, American rock radio would never have had an alternative scene. Back then, it was called ‘college radio’ and its existence helped break much of the best music of the 1980s. Athens journalist Ballard Lesemann agrees:

Kurt Wood still manages the Taco Stand today, great guy, great record collector, he used to play drums in the Woggles. He was there in 1979 and getting a copy of London Calling, Setting Sons or whatever, and putting it into rotation. They play all sorts of crazy stuff from across the spectrum that you can’t hear anywhere else. Sometimes it’ll drive you nuts and it’s a bunch of noise or whatever, but they’re playing it. It’s all volunteer, all student. You hear people playing the records at the wrong speed, or fluffing up their announcements on the mic, and I don’t mind that at all. It’s the antithesis of the commercialised crap you hear on commercial stations.

By 1979 the B-52’s were living in New York, having parted ways with their original local manager. But they left behind them a spirit of fun and creativity and a recognisable scene. Athens was a welcoming, bohemian oasis of liberality in a desert of southern hick republicanism, and the art-school crowd presented a viable alternative to the creepy conservatism of sorority/fraternity cultural politics. Rents were cheap and houses were cheerful. Curtis Crowe of the influential Athenian art-school band Pylon remembers: ‘All the houses in Athens looked like the Munsters’ house and they were all cheap. You can get one of these great big houses and put four to eight people in them and everyone would end up paying $75 a month.’15

By January 1979 [says Paul Butchart], there had only been four bands that had played more than one show: the B-52’s, the Tone Tones, the Method Actors and Pylon. The ‘coming out’ party for the post-B-52’s scene was a Halloween show at one of the local venues, called Tyrone’s OC, in October 1979. It featured Pylon and a new band, the Method Actors, a duo containing two of the members of the Tone Tones, who had split up during the summer. This brought the total number of people actually playing music in the ‘scene’ to eleven!

The entire scene itself was still tiny, probably only 150 people in crazy dresses, wigs or short hair, straight ties and snappy trousers. After the success of the Halloween gig, Tyrone’s made one night a week free for the new music. The Athens scene finally had a regular venue.

Meanwhile, back at the Wuxtry, Pete Buck was intrigued by a young art-school student with blond curly hair cut short at the back and left to tumble over his eyes at the front, a pock-marked but striking face, simultaneously beautiful and ugly, and a diffident, demure manner, who began frequenting the shop on a regular basis. Very often he would come into the shop arm-in-arm with two beautiful young girls, and quietly approach the record store clerk for tips on new wave music. Perhaps he needed educating? Certainly, he was curious and eager to hear new sounds. He was already well known on the ‘scene’ and was actually earning his beer money working in a local steak-and-ale joint with aspirant musician Paul Butchart. His name was John Michael Stipe, and the two women were his sisters Lynda and Cyndy.

‘I was looking for someone to start a band with, and Peter was the only person in Athens that would talk to me,’ is how Stipe put it in 2002.16 ‘I mean, I was very, very shy. He worked in a record store. He sat there all day with this kind of sneer on his face, kind of strumming on a guitar. We struck up a conversation, and at one point talked about starting a band. I called him Richard for the first three months that we knew each other, and he never once corrected me. He never said “My name is not Richard, it’s Peter.”’

‘He was a striking-looking guy and he also bought weird records, which not everyone in the store did,’ is how Buck remembers the pre-fame Stipe. ‘He had interesting tastes and we got to be friends.’

Michael Stipe would be the first to admit that, back in 1978, he had a hole in his musical knowledge the size of Canada. Indeed, while Peter Buck was a pop polymath, Stipe’s own handle on pop history was precarious at best, for the most part running the whole gamut from Patti to Smith. For example, according to some sources, Stipe professed not to have known that the title of R.E.M.’s Grammy top-heavy Out Of Time was also the title of a Stones song. Peter Buck later commented: ‘I can honestly say that he’s never played a Beatles record. I know he’s heard some, but I do remember flying to England, probably in the nineties. We’re off to the airport and “Tomorrow Never Knows” comes on. I turn it up and Michael says, “Oh, that’s pretty good, who is it?” And I say, “The Beatles.” He’s not musically illiterate – he knows a pretty wide range of interesting music – but he’s not like me, who explores everything.’

According to interviews given by the middle-aged Stipe, as a youngster he was more likely to have listened to the Banana Splits and the Monkees than to anything ‘legit’. In 1978, at the tail-end of punk, a fellow internee at art school in Athens remembers Stipe holding a flame for Belgian Plastic Bertrand’s novelty single ‘ça Plane Pour Moi’, which was about as unhip as you could get.

However, Stipe had already gone through an earthquake-like musical awakening a few years earlier. The arrival of Patti Smith in his life, particularly via the late Robert Mapplethorpe’s cover shot for Smith’s debut album Horses, severely rocked the 15-year-old Stipe. Mapplethorpe’s androgynous cover bewitched him, and the music inside sent him spinning.

She looked like Morticia Addams [said Stipe to Mojo in 1996]. Horses … pretty much tore my limbs off and put them back together in a different way. I was fifteen when I heard it, and that’s pretty strong stuff for a fifteen-year-old American middle-class white boy, sitting in his parents’ living room with his headphones on so they wouldn’t hear it. It was like the first time you went into the ocean and got knocked down by a wave. It killed. It was so completely liberating. I had my parents’ crappy headphones and I sat up all night with a huge bowl of cherries listening to Patti Smith, eating those cherries and going, Oh, my God! … Holy shit! … Fuck! … Then I was sick.17

The above is a typical piece of ‘Stipean’ hyperbole: keen to make an impact or colour a point, Stipe explains and describes heightened emotional states or emotional turmoil or even acts of creation in vomitory, orgasmic, abject language. Situations break him up and reassemble him, like a shaman undergoing a cosmic reconstruction during a séance. We get his meaning though. Stipe, like thousands of other spotty middle-class kids, sheltered and protected and watered and fed, was suddenly confronted by a man-woman belting out raucous but literate and passionate music. This event of near-spiritual proportions did not, thank goodness, kill Stipe’s love of plain, goofy, silly pop, which would remain with him into superstardom. Hence the Banana Splits tolerance. Much later, when he and Stipe were musician friends, Buck would comment: ‘Now I know the things musically he doesn’t like: anything that really smacks of rock’n’roll. I love the Rolling Stones and could make records like that every day, but he has no interest in that.’18

What the close encounter with Patti Smith reaffirmed in the teenage Stipe was his sense of isolation, and separation. He was ‘alone in a crowd’, and, like many of the best lyricists and pop icons, he would later connect with his public by acting as a conduit for this miserableness
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