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  WE GOT THEM FOR A STEAL


  Music is my life. Or at least it was, for a great many years.


  By the late 1970s I had apprenticed under the legendary Bill Graham as a stage manager and sound engineer at the Fillmore East and spent time in Europe working for the Rolling Stones, among other bands. I loved rock ’n’ roll, and I loved the rock ’n’ roll life: traveling around the world, experiencing different cultures, never settling into a quiet and pedestrian nine-to-five existence. Admittedly, rock stars are not always the easiest folks to work with, but by and large the benefits outweighed the negatives. I was young and single and enamored of the bohemian, vagabond life. It suited me, and I was pretty good at just about any job that came my way.


  But nothing quite prepared me for the seven-year ride that was Van Halen. And when I refer to “Van Halen,” I refer to the original incarnation of the band, which disintegrated in 1985 with the departure of David Lee Roth. (I left around the same time, which, as you’ll see, was not exactly a coincidence.) Nothing against Sammy Hagar—fine singer and by all accounts a genial enough guy—but the real Van Halen died with the departure of David. I say that as both a compliment and a condemnation, for David’s exit brought about the wreckage of a band that was at the height of its powers and popularity and could have dominated the music scene for another decade had common sense and reason prevailed.


  Maybe that’s part of what made Van Halen so great: almost from the outset this was a band that appeared, at least from the inside, to have a limited shelf life. Too much talent and too much ego, too many disparate personalities, too much drugs and alcohol. They had to be great right from the beginning, because there was no way it could last.


  Not that I knew any of this in late January 1978, when I got a call from Carl Scott, a senior vice president in charge of artist development and touring at Warner Bros. At the time, I was living in New York, but had made a second home out of the Hyatt House on Sunset Boulevard. The Hyatt House was nicknamed the Riot House because of its popularity with the bands that would come through LA—they’d stay there while playing the Whisky a Go Go, or one of the other nearby clubs. Like I said, rock ’n’ roll was my life, on or off the road. I was thirty-one years old and fit right in at a hotel frequently overrun with drunk and drugged-out rockers and their entourages. It felt like home. Well, fewer cockroaches, but you can’t have everything.


  While technically an independent contractor, paid by the gig, I was, for all intents and purposes, an employee of Warner, and Carl Scott was my mentor. Gifted at business and generous of spirit, Carl taught me a lot about the music industry and helped ensure that I had a steady stream of work. Although primarily a sound engineer and stage manager in my younger days, I had just come off a short, but nonetheless memorable, stint as head tour manager for the Sex Pistols, the infamous punk band fronted by snarling vocalist John Lydon (aka Johnny Rotten) and doomed bassist–slash–heroin addict Sid Vicious. The Pistols, assembled in 1975 as a gimmick by London artist, boutique owner, and all-around textbook narcissist Malcolm McLaren, was founded to stick it to English classism while simultaneously providing his store with millions in free advertising. After a handful of lineup changes and the release of the seminal punk album Never Mind the Bollocks, they briefly became, if not the hottest band in the world, by far the most controversial.


  And the most polarizing.


  The Sex Pistols were poster boys for a nascent punk movement that owed as much to New York’s Ramones as it did to any of the other UK bands that had come before them. They were volatile and vitriolic, fueled not by a need to change the musical landscape but by a lethal combination of anger, alcohol, drugs, and youth. They hit hard and fast, destroying everything in their paths, only to burn out before they’d barely gotten started. Although sometimes dismissed by detractors because of their apparent nihilism and onstage antics—antics that included Vicious mutilating himself with broken beer bottles and Lydon hitting the snarling, spitting, and cursing trifecta, doing his best to agitate the audience through a mouthful of gray teeth—there was much more to the band than initially met the eye.


  In reality, the Pistols were a sensational band whose lone album remains one of the most influential and critically acclaimed records of all time. They were a ferocious live act that terrified older and more staid members of the music industry, not to mention the parents of the adolescents who bought Never Mind the Bollocks and who attended shows deemed not just raucous and unwieldy but downright dangerous. Ragged and unpolished, they made up for a lack of musical sophistication with an insane amount of energy and a live show that always threatened to devolve into utter anarchy. That they often appeared drunk or stoned onstage and in interviews, and frequently cursed out reporters and innocent bystanders alike was a bonus—and only added to their appeal and marketability.


  Not that there weren’t obstacles. When the Sex Pistols came to the States in January 1978, for their first and only tour, executives at Warner Bros. were both excited and terrified. This was an Important (capital I) band, one with enormous commercial and artistic potential. They were also a band with so many issues and challenges that they could implode at any moment. Concerts in the UK had frequently been marked by violence and onstage vulgarity; postponements and cancellations had become commonplace as promoters and local authorities simply didn’t want to deal with the hassle of a Sex Pistols show.


  Who could blame them?


  The US tour lasted less than two weeks and was concentrated, improbably enough, in the Deep South—not exactly a hotbed of punk counterculture. I had been assigned the task of guiding these so-called miscreants through an environment that vacillated wildly between drunk adulation and outright hostility. The beauty of the Sex Pistols is that they really didn’t give a shit either way. They fought and fucked their way across the country, trashing hotels and instigating brawls with fans and foes alike. Sid was by then a full-blown heroin addict with a tenuous grip on sanity; thus, you had episodes of him simulating oral sex onstage in Baton Rouge, or spitting blood at a woman while suffering through withdrawal during a show in Dallas. Lydon was disgusted by Sid’s behavior and disenchanted with not just the tour but, as it turned out, the entire band. It was a nightmare that, in part because of the band’s subsequent dissolution, remains one of the more infamous and important chapters in rock ’n’ roll history.


  I lived through it, and later wrote a book about it. Like all great survival stories, time has only enhanced the appeal of this one. You see, the tour wasn’t a disaster. That it happened at all was a minor miracle. No, forget minor; it was a fucking major miracle, and by the time it ended I had earned considerable cachet with the brass at Warner. The tour, short and crazy as it was, helped make the Sex Pistols a notorious and successful band in the United States, and represented a major breakthrough for me and Carl Scott.


  Think about it: I was the tour manager, which meant I was responsible for just about everything entailed in getting the band from city to city and venue to venue. I was the one who would get on the phone every morning and call the guys, rousing them from a drunken slumber by shouting, “Rise and shine! Pack your bags, we leave in an hour!” This didn’t always make me the most popular member of the entourage, but it was a necessary role and I embraced it in a professional manner—even on the days when I was tempted to just hose them down and be done with it.


  I didn’t line up the dates, it should be noted. That was McLaren’s idea—book the foul-mouthed British punks into a bunch of redneck saloons and watch the sparks fly. Sounds like fun, eh? I was in charge of all logistics on the tour, which basically entailed babysitting Sid and the boys 24/7. In addition to waking them up in the morning, I made sure they were fed, watered, bathed, put into taxis, and taken to the venue—everything was on my back, and when the Sex Pistols invaded America, it was a heavy load indeed. For this effort I was paid the princely sum of five hundred dollars a week. No health insurance, no pension. Nothing. If I wasn’t low man on the totem pole, I was standing on his flimsy shoulders.


  But I pulled it off, or at least didn’t screw it up too badly, which was enough to raise my stock at Warner Bros. So, a few days after the Sex Pistols tour ended, I was called to the Warner offices in Burbank for a meeting with Carl Scott, ostensibly to thank me for the work I did on the Sex Pistols tour, and to pay me for services rendered.


  “Come on down, and bring your bookkeeping with you,” Carl said. “Time to settle up.”


  One of the first people I saw when I walked into the building was Ted Cohen, head of special projects; he worked out of both Boston and Burbank. The Sex Pistols tour was obviously a “special project,” so Ted and I had talked a lot both before and during the tour. But this was the first time I had seen him since the tour ended.


  “Here you go, Noel,” he said, throwing me a T-shirt. “Try it on.”


  The shirt was black, in true rock ’n’ roll fashion. On the front were the words I survived the Sex Pistols tour.


  I smiled at Ted.


  “Thanks, man.”


  I went into Carl’s office and we talked for a while about the tour. I handed over all my accounting info so that Carl could issue a check, and figured I’d be on my way shortly. Before I could leave, though, Carl took the conversation in a totally different direction.


  “We’ve got a new band,” he said. “And I think they’re going to be the biggest act we’ve signed in a very long time.”


  “What’s the name?” I asked.


  “Van Halen. They’re going to be huge.”


  I’d like to say that my interest was instantly piqued, or that I felt a spark of destiny based merely on the name, or on Carl’s prediction. But I didn’t. As much as I admired and respected Carl, I also knew that it was fairly common for record company executives to get caught up in a certain amount of hype and optimism, and to believe that the next band would be the game changer.


  “Whatever you say, Carl. How can I help?”


  He leaned forward and put his elbows on his desk.


  “Noel, you don’t understand. No bullshit. This band is fucking brilliant. I’ve heard the tapes of the studio stuff. We’ve never had a band like this.” He paused, pointed his index finger at me. “You and I are going to oversee this project, and we’re going to break this band. And it’s going to change your life.”


  I could never have imagined how right he’d be. At the time, I knew absolutely nothing about Van Halen. I had no idea that a quartet of Southern California kids had been making the rounds near their hometown of Pasadena. All four of them were actually transplants, each of them born someplace else—which, if you think about it, is the quintessential essence of Los Angeles—but they perfectly embodied the West Coast surfer, stoner, and partying culture. Los Angeles might not have bred them, but they had been raised on its sunshine, schooled on its highways, and weaned on its smog-filled air; and in the end they’d adopted it as their own. It informed their sound and their attitudes, this baseline belief that there’s not much more to the world beyond bongs, babes, and parties, as represented by their lyrics.


  They loved California, and California loved them back. For years after my departure, I would run into people—on the street, in Ralph’s, at the gas station—who would swear up and down that they’d been to a Van Halen house party and seen them perform. Hundreds of them. Maybe it was just wishful thinking, or maybe the boys really did reach that many people, even in the early days.


  Van Halen started, as most bands do, in high school—or close to it. Alex and Edward, who was two years younger, had been raised in the family music business by their father Jan, a Dutch jazz musician, and their mother Eugenia, who was of mixed Indonesian-Dutch descent. The brothers had been born in Holland, but had moved to the States with their parents in the early ’60s. Jan was an interesting man—a jack of all trades who played the saxophone, the clarinet, the piano, and dabbled with shooting guns, something he and I later found common ground with—one who he took his music very seriously, and wanted his sons to aspire to the same thing. No doubt hoping to inspire greatness, he and Eugenia gave Edward the middle name of Lodewijk, the Dutch equivalent of Ludwig (named after the one and only Beethoven; good thing he lived up to it) and had both boys taking piano lessons around the same time they started school. They both eventually outgrew it. Alex picked up the guitar and Eddie bought a drum kit. It wasn’t long before Alex started sneaking in drum sessions while Eddie was out delivering newspapers, eventually mastering the drum solo to the Surfaris’ “Wipe Out.” He played it for his brother, and they made the switch; Eddie picked up the electric guitar and never looked back. Eddie’s guitar became an extension of himself—it was how he interacted with the world around him. The way he carried that thing around with him, it’s hard to imagine there was ever a time when he didn’t have it.


  When they were barely in their teens the two of them formed their first band, The Broken Combs. Well, one thing led to another, and the Combs ended up changing their name to The Trojan Rubber Co.—whether this was a nod to one of their favorite consumer products is beside the point. Back then Eddie handled the vocals in addition to the guitar, but his voice lacked range and smoothness. A couple years later they regrouped again, renaming themselves Genesis and putting their friend Mark Stone on bass. Unfortunately, the name was already in use, having been taken by a progressive rock band fronted by Peter Gabriel (and later Phil Collins), and so the Pasadena-based Genesis became a band called Mammoth. Mammoth quickly cultivated a reputation, building their résumé in true grass-roots fashion: by playing not just small clubs, but mostly private (and underage, of course) keg parties in suburban neighborhoods.


  Meanwhile, on the other side of the railroad tracks, David was the lead singer of the Red Ball Jets. They weren’t much of a band, but they did have a first-rate sound system (bankrolled by David’s father, Nathan, an ophthalmologist). Sometimes the boys in Mammoth would rent the PA system from David, whom they’d met in a community college theater course, which eventually resulted in a partnership being formed. I think David joining the band was purely practical on the part of the Van Halen brothers: David had resources that could help them advance their careers at virtually no cost. Well, not exactly no cost. The quid pro quo was that David would join the band and Edward would cede to him the role of lead singer. This was fine with Edward, who knew he wasn’t much of a vocalist and who didn’t want the responsibility of fronting the act and chatting with the audience anyway. There was just one minor hitch to this solution: David was an untrained and limited vocalist. In short: he sucked. In fact, the first couple times he auditioned for the band, he was deemed unacceptable. But David is nothing if not persistent, and eventually the combination of his ambition, charisma, and obvious stage presence—combined with his financial support—won the boys over. While David never did become a great singer, over time he certainly became a better one, and he was clearly the right voice for Van Halen.


  He’d been born in Bloomington, Indiana, to a Jewish family that eventually moved out to Massachusetts, and then to Los Angeles when he was in his teens. While David grew up in luxury—specifically, in the 14,000-square-foot estate (which would eventually come to be known as “Rothwood”) of his father, who had built his wealth in a traditional and conservative manner—he was no stranger to show business. One of his uncles, Manny Roth, had owned Café Wha, a club in New York’s Greenwich Village, and David had grown up seeing incredible luminaries such as Hendrix, Dylan, and Springsteen. Maybe it was because of this that he became obsessed with stardom. He told me on numerous occasions, and I quote, that he was “going to be famous!” He wasn’t just saying it—he was declaring it. “I was destined to be famous!”


  It didn’t embarrass him to admit it, either. Actually, I think he viewed it as a noble, if not particularly practical, ambition. I could just imagine him standing in front of a bathroom mirror as a pimply-faced teenager, holding a hairbrush as a faux microphone, and stating his affirmation for an imaginary audience.


  “I am going to be famous!”


  And he certainly was—no question about that. Maybe he was right, or maybe he turned his dreams into reality through sheer force of will. Either way, it was impressive.


  David’s obvious and valuable talents in some areas counterbalanced his over-the-top behavior in others—both on and off the stage. Edward was the most talented and artistically gifted member of the band, but David was the brightest and most broadly creative, with a vision that went well beyond simply playing music and getting laid. Yes, his intelligence was equaled and sometimes obviated by his bombastic, demanding, and occasionally cruel behavior. Diamond Dave was a hyperactive showman from the start and ultimately a diva of the first order, and his mighty tantrums frequently gave those around him the sense that disaster was imminent. But he did have a vision for Van Halen, and for himself, and he made that vision a reality. He had help, obviously, but there is no question that, among the four members of the band, David was the true leader.


  He was also a true opportunist.


  I always found it interesting that although David never changed his name, he rarely discussed or openly embraced his Jewish heritage. The reasoning, he explained to me on countless occasions, was this: rock stars are supposed to ooze sex appeal, and the Jewish stereotypes did not fit that image. Jews were seen as accountants and bookkeepers; financial managers and attorneys; they were doctors (like his father).


  Being a Jew myself, and proud, I was confused and irritated by David’s apparent shame and his tendency to paint with a broad brush. Jews aren’t sexy? Tell that to Bob Dylan, Billy Joel, Leonard Cohen, Lou Reed, Simon and Garfunkel, Lenny Kravitz, and any number of other Jewish recording artists. Jews can’t be rock ’n’ roll stars? Quick—someone better let Gene Simmons know before KISS puts out another rock anthem. Hell, it had been that sexy Jew in question that helped discover them! Kidding aside, it was a silly and narrow-minded point of view, but I understood that it came from a place of insecurity (yes, you can be insecure and simultaneously have a big ego—the entertainment industry is bloated with artists who fit that description), so I mostly just let it go.


  For Edward, the music always came first—stardom was simply a part of the deal. Not that he didn’t partake of the perks that came with being a rock star, but I always got the sense that Edward had a purity of purpose; he wanted to completely reinvent the way guitar-based rock ’n’ roll was played. He may not have been the smartest guy in the room, but musically, the man was a genius. Edward created sounds with his guitar like nothing anyone had ever heard before. He was an innovator, a shaker, and that was important to him. To say the least, he was dedicated to his craft.


  Perhaps it was destiny, perhaps it was fate—or maybe perseverance and a little bit of luck, but the Van Halen brothers became the backbone of their band, spending countless hours fine-tuning their work and sharpening their abilities, so it’s no wonder David decided—after Mammoth had outlived its usefulness—to name the band after them.


  There’s some question as to whose idea it really was to call the band Van Halen. David’s long taken credit for the switch, which occurred in 1974. To anyone who knows him and his oversized ego, this would seem to be an uncharacteristically magnanimous suggestion. But I don’t think so. When it came to career aspirations, David was nothing if not pragmatic. He wanted nothing less than to be famous, and he knew exactly what it would take to get him there—and that something was Edward Van Halen. When they first met, David saw straight past Edward’s long hair, insecurity, ragged vocals, and innate shyness; instead, he saw Edward’s potential to be a guitar virtuoso. Somewhere underneath Ed’s rough and unrefined exterior, David recognized, instantly, that he had just witnessed greatness in the making.


  This kid is a genius. Let him have the name.


  David later told me that he loved the sound of the name—that it was about more than just an acknowledgment of its founding brothers, but simply a “cool fucking name.” It was simple, declarative, and powerful.


  Van Halen!


  David was smart. He understood that in order to make his dream come true, he would need someone extraordinarily talented on his team, and he knew that Edward—with his natural gift and obsessive dedication to cultivating it—was already on an upward trajectory toward fame. David responded accordingly, by doing whatever he could to be a part of Edward’s musical vision, and by magnifying his own strengths: charisma, a strong sense of humor, and a personal brand of creativity. Also, he could jump pretty freaking high. He had a lot of dreams, and he spent as much time in his own little world as he did trying to impress the crap out of this one.


  I certainly don’t mean to minimize David’s contributions in those early days; nor do I mean to imply that he merely rode Edward’s coattails. Having spent considerable time with both men, I think I have an unusual degree of insight into their complex relationship. They were friends, partners, rivals; they both inspired and infuriated each other.


  By the time the name was changed and the band’s backyard shows were becoming so large and unruly that police intervention was often warranted, a new bass player had been added to the lineup. His name was Michael Anthony Sobolewski, although Van Halen fans know him only by his stage name: Michael Anthony. Why Michael chose to legally change his name to one that neatly hid his ethnic background (born in Chicago, he was of Polish descent), I do not know. Michael was not a young man who wore his anxiety on his sleeve, or who liked to share his deepest feelings. He was sweet and likeable and ultimately a bit of a loner.


  A former baseball player, he had played in several bands by the time he got to know Edward when the two were taking classes at Pasadena City College. When Mark Stone left the band, Edward offered Michael a chance to audition as his replacement. He passed the audition and accepted an invitation to become the final member of Van Halen. While he may not have been the greatest bass player in history, Michael was a solid supporting player whose most underrated skill might have been his ability to provide backing vocals during live performances. He actually had a very nice voice and was perhaps a more technically proficient singer than David, but there is more that goes into being a lead singer than just technical proficiency, and Michael certainly had neither David’s charisma nor his unique stage presence. He was content to be a role player and he filled that role exactly as it was written.


  For three years after their formation, Van Halen worked their asses off, playing as often as humanly possible in everything from small clubs and high school gymnasiums to suburban back lawns and bar mitzvahs. They would print up their fliers and distribute them to local high schools and burger joints, eventually amassing a small army of loyal, local fans. The truth is, they did it like everyone else with a dream does it. They hauled ass, hustled, and got people talking. Van Halen had a reputation in SoCal as a hard-drinking, hardworking, hard-playing force to be reckoned with. In short, Van Halen brought the party like no other. They earned every inch of their rep, and it wasn’t long before they were playing clubs like the Whisky a Go Go or Gazzarri’s, both conveniently located on the Sunset Strip. It was at the latter—where they had once been turned away for being too loud—that they were approached by none other than Gene Simmons of KISS. He helped the boys put a demo together, which he proceeded to bring to his own management team, who promptly tossed it in the trash.


  Even as Van Halen was emerging as a hot property in the party town of LA, they remained just one of hundreds of wannabe acts from the outskirts of the strip. This was the age of the vinyl LP, when record companies were flying high and ruling bands, promoters, and the industry in general with an unyielding fist. The lawyers who advised the bands and their frequently inexperienced managers were to some extent in the pockets of the record companies. Simply put, the young and eager band members of Van Halen, while talented and loaded with potential, not to mention a unique sound, were at the mercy of forces well beyond their control.


  Still, it was only a question of time before someone with might and muscle saw the commercial appeal of Van Halen. That person—or in this case persons—was Mo Ostin, chairman of the board of Warner Bros. Records, along with Ted Templeman, producer extraordinaire. In addition to producing a long string of hit singles in the ’60s and ’70s, Ted worked with Van Morrison, the Doobie Brothers, Eric Clapton (Eddie’s all-time idol), Aerosmith, Carly Simon, and Fleetwood Mac, among others, producing some of the most groundbreaking and unprecedented albums of that time. By ’77, his position as a legendary producer was cemented in stone, and together he and Mo were two of the most powerful and influential men in the record industry. Their presence at the Starwood, a club in Hollywood, lit the fire under an explosive show that signaled Van Halen’s life-altering rise to stardom. Forget about backyard beer parties and bar mitzvahs; say goodbye to 300-seat clubs on the SoCal minor league circuit. Seemingly overnight, Van Halen had become a hot commodity.


  A few months later, they were signed to Warner Bros. and preparing to venture out on their first US tour. Since I had successfully wrangled the Sex Pistols, Carl Scott had a good feeling that I’d be up for the job. He also wanted me to understand what a fantastic opportunity this was, and so when I sat there in his office that January day, he did not spare the superlatives.


  “This band is going to change everything for us,” Carl explained. “And for you.” I underestimated just how right he was.


  In January of ’78, while I was out on the road with the Sex Pistols, Warner Bros. distributed a five-song Van Halen EP, pressed on red vinyl. The record was not available for sale and was released only to radio stations for advance airplay. On one side of the EP was the track list—“Runnin’ with the Devil,” “Eruption,” “Ice Cream Man,” “You Really Got Me,” and “Jamie’s Cryin’ ”—while on the other side was the image of Elmer Fudd emerging from the Looney Toons logo. (This was Warner Bros., after all.) The EP had precisely the desired effect, gaining considerable airplay and whetting the public’s appetite for a band that promised to reinvigorate the guitar rock genre. (Van Halen would occasionally get lumped into heavy metal, but the band was generally far too melodic and accessible to fit that category.)


  Most of the tracks were recorded in the fall of ’77, at Sunset Sound Recorders. The Hollywood studio reeks of pedigree, which is exactly what you’d expect from the place where the Rolling Stones’ Exile on Main Street and the Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds were both recorded. Whether inspired by the ghosts of artists past, or merely working with the tireless spirit of youth, Van Halen needed just three weeks to record the album, which was mostly done “live”—live, in this case, meaning that the band played in one sound booth and David sang along in another.


  There was little overdubbing or any other sonic tricks typically utilized to polish a band’s sound—techniques that had become common practice among many arena rock bands of the era, most notably Boston. The idea was to capture the intensity and spontaneity—the sheer rawness—of a live Van Halen show. To that end, minor mistakes were not just overlooked but embraced. The album was completed and stashed away for several months while Warner put together a marketing campaign and launch strategy, and Van Halen went back out on the road, continuing to build a following despite not yet having even released an album.


  Until I met with Carl Scott that day, I knew none of this, because I’d been on tour with the Pistols. It’s amazing the way your world contracts when you go out on the road with a band. Your entire existence revolves around the needs, desires, and obligations of a small handful of musicians and the promoters who have booked them into various cities around the country (or the world). Nothing else matters. In terms of music, you know your band’s set list and maybe the set list of the supporting act—or the headliner, if you happen to be the supporting act. Other than that? Silence. It wasn’t just Van Halen; I didn’t even know who Fleetwood Mac was, and at that time they were the biggest band in the world. It didn’t matter—my focus was on the band I was working for, and no one else.


  Carl and I had worked together on a number of projects over the years, and while some had been more successful than others, not one of them had been catapulted to superstardom. Nevertheless, I really did love the work. I enjoyed putting together tours, advancing the bands, working with promoters. In those years I learned an enormous amount about all facets of the music industry, and most of it I learned either directly from Carl Scott or because of opportunities that he provided. So, while I had developed a layer of skepticism that naturally comes with seeing the dreams of one band after another dashed by the harsh realities associated with trying to earn a living in an artistic field, I was still eager to jump aboard any ship that Carl chose to captain. That day in Carl’s office—and this might sound shocking—I didn’t ask to listen to the demo. I didn’t give a shit what the band sounded like. Carl said they were great, and that was all I needed to hear, especially if he wanted to hire me as their tour manager. I trusted his opinion.


  This, by the way, was a promotion I did not expect and certainly did not anticipate when I sat down in Carl’s office. I only knew that Carl liked winners, and that he had expressed an unusual degree of confidence in these four young men from Pasadena. In fact, as Carl gushed on and on about them, I thought that they seemed almost too good to be true.


  Wait till you see this guitarist. Just amazing!


  The front man is incredible!


  And by the way—we got them for a steal.


  This last part was a little too accurate, as I would later find out. But for now it wasn’t important. What mattered to me was the product. The guys in Van Halen were young, handsome, and talented; they were going to make a lot of money for Warner Bros. The enthusiasm was infectious.


  “Carl, this sounds fantastic,” I said. “I can’t wait to meet them.”


  “Glad to hear it, Noel,” he said. “Because you’re having lunch with them next week.”


  2


  VAN HALEN UNLEASHED


  I can’t believe they’re late.


  That’s what I remember thinking as I sat at a table in a restaurant in Burbank with Carl Scott, Ted Cohen, and a member of the Warner Bros. publicity department. The four of us were supposed to meet with the guys from Van Halen at one in the afternoon. Now, I understood as well as anyone that the majority of musicians have only a tenuous grasp on the concept of time, so punctuality is generally not to be expected. But I’d hoped this would be different. A new band—young, eager, and on the cusp of stardom, having just received its big break; a band whose first album was scheduled to be released on a major label within the next month; a band that soon would be embarking on a major tour to support said album. You would think (or at least hope) that a band in this situation would show up for a meeting with its bosses and new tour manager on time, or maybe even a little early.


  But you’d be wrong.


  I looked at my watch. 1:10. Then I looked at it a bunch of times. 1:15. 1:20.


  Where the hell are these guys?


  Finally, around 1:35, they showed up, looking not just disheveled, which is what I had expected, but utterly exhausted. And by “exhausted” I don’t mean that they looked like they’d been up all night, living up to their reputation; no, instead they were red-faced, sweaty, and breathing heavily. They looked like they had just competed in some sort of athletic event—and lost. David, naturally, did most of the talking, as would be the case for the next seven years, although he was far more subdued in that moment than the man I would come to know. He apologized on behalf of himself and his friends and explained that no disrespect was intended.


  “Our car broke down on the way over,” he said, rather sheepishly. “And we ran the rest of the way.”


  Behind him were the Van Halen brothers and Michael Anthony. They nodded in agreement before taking a seat at the table. I looked at Carl, then at Ted. They both just sort of shrugged.


  Ah, what the fuck. It’s rock ’n’ roll, right?


  Actually, no. As the meeting went on, I came to the conclusion that these guys were probably telling the truth. Their car really had broken down and they really had legged it all the way across town to the meeting. It was one of those things that showed the kind of dedication needed to make an impression in a business like this. Whatever it takes, you do. They didn’t carry themselves with even the slightest bit of arrogance or hubris; indeed, they seemed downright shy and humble—not exactly what I had come to expect of musicians in general, and certainly not from a band that had been so highly touted by Carl Scott. I expected these guys to strut into the restaurant like kings, as if they believed that rock ’n’ roll was theirs for the taking. Given what I had heard (and I’m not talking about their music—I still hadn’t heard a single Van Halen song), I expected them to be self-assured, if not downright cocky.


  They weren’t.


  Instead, they were a quartet of long-haired kids in tattered jeans and worn boots, barely out of their teens. If I had seen them on the street, I probably would have assumed they were younger—maybe even in high school. They were shy and reserved and clearly nervous about meeting the men who were going to be largely responsible for whether their careers soared or sank over the next few months. They knew they were late for an important meeting, and they clearly felt bad about it, which I found rather endearing. They understood the stakes, and they conducted themselves in an appropriate and respectful manner. Truth be told, it was pretty charming.


  Carl introduced everyone, and I quickly tried to put names and faces to the descriptions I had heard from him beforehand.


  David was tall, good-looking, with long hair and a mouthful of big teeth (teeth that needed a good bleaching, by the way; David had ignored dental hygiene for some time, an issue that we had to address fairly early on, but it was an easily correctable flaw). Here was the lead singer and front man that Carl had raved about. He talked more than the others, but not so much that I could gain any insight into his true nature, or into the charisma that he would display onstage.


  Edward was cherubic, with an ever-present smile and eyes that always seemed half-closed, as if he were stoned. He was friendly, polite, and surprisingly shy—and I liked him right from the start. Was he a great guitar player—who the hell knew? I certainly couldn’t tell just by looking at him.


  Alex and Michael were supporting players, even in this setting. Alex was skinny, with long, kinky hair and protruding teeth. He didn’t talk much, and neither did Michael, who was shorter than the others, and much stockier, with a strong upper body and muscular arms that he liked to show off. He was friendly, if reserved.


  None of the boys did a lot of talking at this meeting, but David and Edward handled whatever needed to be said, and made it clear that they were the leaders of the band, not just onstage and vinyl, but in matters of business as well. Here’s the thing: I could tell right away that they were naive and innocent, or maybe just intimidated. For whatever reason, they asked very few questions during this meeting, nor during the follow-up session after lunch at the Warner Bros. headquarters. I was the person designated to be their tour manager, so one might have expected that they would be curious about the logistics of touring. But they weren’t. Mostly, they just wanted to ask me about the Sex Pistols and what I thought of Johnny Rotten and Sid Vicious.


  Unlike so many of the other bands I was used to working with, Van Halen were really still just ... normal. They were excited and enthusiastic, of course, but also as awestruck and intimidated by the industry as you’d expect a bunch of SoCal kids to be. It was kind of refreshing. So I told them the truth—that Sid and Johnny were just like them. Younger—definitely dirtier. Worse table manners. Hopefully much more difficult to take out on tour than Van Halen would be. I had high hopes—what can I say?


  And, as is common in the record industry, this innocence had already been exploited, long before I entered the picture. By the time we met for lunch, they had already been fed into the music machine and spat out in a tale as old as time: find a new, unproven and unmanaged band desperate for stardom, offer to propel them to the top, and have your high-priced Hollywood entertainment lawyers wave a stiff, extremely skewed contract in their faces. Like many that came before them, and would no doubt come after, the boys were unprepared for the ruthlessness of the industry, and so they signed said contract amid assurances that it was “industry standard.” After all, what if they never got another offer like this? Or another offer, period? Their future as a band hung in the balance, so to speak. So it’s no wonder that Van Halen had signed a contract that heavily favored Warner Bros.


  Similarly, their personal manager had been suggested by Mo Ostin, an astute judge of talent and commercial potential, and one slick motherfucker. I have no doubt Mo wanted a manager that would be favorable to his company.


  That person was Marshall Berle.


  Marshall had a long history in Hollywood, fueled by deep family ties in show business. Before moving into the personal management game, he’d spent more than a decade as a talent agent at William Morris, where his clients included the Beach Boys, Little Richard, Creedence Clearwater Revival, and Marvin Gaye, among others. I never did find out exactly how he came to know about Van Halen, but I do know that he was at the Starwood on the same night that Mo Ostin and Ted Templeman came to see the band play. He introduced the boys to Mo and Ted, and shortly thereafter became their personal manager (at Mo’s urging).


  Even at this first lunch, it wasn’t clear to me exactly what Marshall’s relationship was to the band—mostly because he wasn’t there. I found it strange that he hadn’t attended the initial meeting in Burbank. In my opinion, a personal manager should always be present when a band is meeting with record company executives, and should be heavily involved when they’re planning a tour—especially when it comes to a brand new contract. I tried to ignore my initial reaction; maybe he was out of town, or maybe he had already gone over the talking points with Carl. I had no idea, and at the time I didn’t really care. Later, as I got to know Marshall and saw his behavior up close and personal, the fact that he had missed the initial meeting made perfect sense to me and was a sign of things to come.


  After lunch, we all went back to the offices and took the band on a quick meet-and-greet, introducing them to a few other key players. Then we went our separate ways. Within forty-eight hours I was on the road with another band whose tour would last the next few weeks. I wouldn’t see any members of Van Halen until nearly two months later, at the end of February, when I caught up with them in Chicago, ready to kick off the tour. Then, for better or for worse, Van Halen became my world.


  WHILE I WAS AWAY, the buzz surrounding Van Halen became louder and more substantive. They had dropped one of the best debut albums in the history of rock ’n’ roll, becoming a household name practically overnight. There wasn’t a car radio in any part of the country that wasn’t routinely blasting their cover of “You Really Got Me,” a fresh-faced, upbeat version of the classic Kinks song, and Van Halen was promising to live up to the hype Carl had predicted. The man had been right. Everyone loved David’s energy, and Edward’s electric, out-of-the-box guitar work. They were a hit.


  All this came as a huge relief. Sure, Carl and I had both done well with the Sex Pistols, but after almost four months on the charts, and perhaps attributable to their very specific audience, Never Mind the Bollocks still hadn’t reached gold status. Even so, the Pistols had become the center of much media attention, which cemented the album’s place in history as a cult hit, so we had counted it as a win (or, at least, I had, and I had the “I Survived the Sex Pistols Tour” T-shirt given to me by Ted Cohen to prove it), but with success comes pressure. Van Halen was crucial to advancing our careers and credibility, and the stakes were higher than ever. Naturally, they were much higher for Carl. He was a vice president, after all, and it was his ass on the line much more so than mine, but I sympathized, and had my own role to play.


  See, this is where I came in. It was my job to steer Van Halen through the rough, rigorous, and grueling process that separates the great bands from the wannabes and one-hit wonders. It was up to me to help Van Halen transition from a club mentality—with limited resources and production—to the Big Show. At the end of this tour they would either be a band that would be right at home in front of several thousand fans, or their careers would be over.


  I knew how to guide them along this journey; with Carl’s backing—and with his emotional support and the financial muscle of Warner Bros.—I could make it happen.


  But not without a great record.


  Until then, I had been worried that I’d been saddled with the impossible task of transforming chicken shit into chicken salad. I’d been down that road before, albeit with less at stake, and it all rests on the album. Artists’ careers hinged on whether those twelve-inch sheets of black vinyl had any substance to them or not. Without a good one, you were dead in the water. If the music sucked, people wouldn’t buy the records, and if they didn’t buy the records, they sure as hell weren’t going to shell out even more of their hard-earned cash to see the band live. This was synergy at work. The single caught their attention, then the album grew the audience, and then the audience supported the tour. I knew the reality of the world in which I worked: no matter how much money you threw at a project, or how talented and hardworking your production and promotional staffs might have been, it all came down to the record. It’s not something you could fake.


  Van Halen didn’t need to. They were the complete package.


  There’s an old saying in the music business: We want the girls in the audience to want to be with the boys in the band, and we want the guys in the audience to wish they were in the band.


  Van Halen nailed it. They nailed the girls in the audience, too—but that’s beside the point.


  Released on February 10, 1978, the album sold briskly from the onset, although it wasn’t an overnight sensation. Rather, it peaked at a high of number 19 on the US charts roughly one month after it was released. Van Halen made good on the promise of the previously released EP, and time has served only to burnish its reputation. Simply put, the album holds up. A few years back Rolling Stone placed Van Halen at number 27 on its list of the 100 greatest debut albums in rock ’n’ roll history:


  The strutting frontman as spandex-clad love machine, the finger-flying guitar hero, the kegstand rhythm section: Van Halen was the ultimate party band and their debut feels like the Eighties arriving two years ahead of schedule. Tunes like the fist pumping “Runnin’ with the Devil,” the muscular “Atomic Punk,” a thunderous cover of “You Really Got Me” and “Ain’t Talkin’ ’bout Love” put the show-biz swagger back in hard rock, and Eddie Van Halen’s jaw-dropping technique raised the bar for six-string pyrotechnics, particularly on “Eruption,” the solo that launched a thousand dudes messing around at Guitar Center.


  Yeah, that all sounds about right. Van Halen was a fantastic debut that instantly displayed everything fans came to know and love about the band. More than two dozen songs were brought into the studio and considered for inclusion on the album, with the final list pared to a tight and muscular eleven: nine original compositions and two covers. The album was not an overnight sensation, but man, did this thing have legs. In part because of the band’s stellar live shows and a youthful commitment to endless touring, Van Halen became one of those albums that simply would not go away, spending an incredible 169 weeks (more than three years!) on the charts. It reached gold status on May 24, 1978, and platinum status the following October. The album surpassed 10 million copies sold in 1996, and continues to be a staple of classic rock radio stations today.


  That, my friends, is what is known as a legacy.


  Despite all this, as I prepared to join the band in Chicago for the first date on their tour, I still hadn’t heard a single Van Halen song, a feat which, in hindsight, I can only attribute to dumb luck. Van Halen had announced themselves with a thunderous roar, and by the time I headed out to Chicago to meet up with them, they were sending shock waves through the industry. They were more than ready for their first show as the opening act for Ronnie Montrose and (would-be) rock legend Journey, kicking off what would prove to be—what would have always been, regardless of what came next—one hell of a memorable tour.


  WHEN THE BAND got off the plane in Chicago on February 28, 1978, they were dressed exactly as they had been the last time I saw them. By that I mean they were wearing the exact same clothes, which in retrospect is kind of sweet and refreshing. David was a rich kid, so he could afford a rich kid’s wardrobe, but I had met him twice now and both times he was dressed like any other Southern California kid who wanted to look like he was in a band: jeans and T-shirt and boots. The other guys had barely two nickels to rub together and weren’t about to waste what little they did have on clothes. At the risk of sounding sentimental, all four of them had stars in their eyes and smiles on their faces. In that moment, I found them enormously appealing. They were poised for stardom, but I don’t think they realized it (if David did, it was only in the abstract). Their album had been out less than three weeks and they had not yet played a live show in support of it; they had no idea of what lay ahead. Then again, neither did I.


  The first day was given over to travel and acclimation, which was a welcome respite for me. Two days of rehearsals at SIR Studio and Instrumental Rentals would follow before the band played its first live show on March 3, at the Aragon Ballroom, a 5,000-seat venue on West Lawrence Avenue, roughly five miles from downtown Chicago. I caught bits and pieces of the first rehearsal, but much of my day was devoted to logistical issues. The band was accompanied on this trip by roughly seven or eight handpicked crew members, including a drum technician named Gregg Emerson, who was Alex’s buddy from high school, and Rudy Leiren, a guitar tech whose primary qualification was that he was a very close friend of Edward’s. (I had brought along my old friend, Gary Geller, aka Red Roadie, to fill the dual roles of stage manager and bass tech for Michael Anthony.) This was the first time I had met the road crew, and they seemed like decent enough guys, every bit as starstruck and goofy as the band members themselves. I hoped that they would be good at their jobs, because I knew that, given their friendships with Eddie and Alex, there was no way I could ever fire them. To their credit, Rudy and Greg took their work seriously ... but hey, what good is nepotism if you can’t take care of your friends?


  Until Van Halen joined them, Journey and Montrose had played Davenport, Iowa, and Racine, Wisconsin, respectively. As you can imagine, the crowd at the Aragon Ballroom was twice the size, easily. No offense, but Davenport and Racine were the minors; Chicago was the majors, and Van Halen hadn’t just come to play; they had come to win.


  This was a great opportunity, and we were here to take full advantage of it. We were a supporting act, filling the third spot on a triple bill, and we’d be getting our feet wet playing to venues that seated from twenty-five hundred to as many as eight thousand screaming, drunken fans. On paper, it was the perfect way to kick off Van Halen’s first major label tour. For a band just starting to gain traction, this was a pretty sweet spot to be in. We’d been added to the bill because Journey—which, after years of being unable to break through, had just hired a new vocalist, Steve Perry, revamped its sound, and released a game-changing album, Infinity—still wasn’t big enough to sell tickets on its own. Ronnie Montrose, formally the front man of Montrose, a band that had been fairly popular prior to the departure of lead singer, Sammy Hagar, two years earlier, was beginning to fade from public perception.


  Van Halen brought a lot of energy to the lineup, and as soon as we were announced, tickets started selling. We were new, fresh-faced, and exciting, but Journey was the best known of the three bands at that point, with the brightest résumé, and so they were accorded headliner status. That was fine with us. It gave the boys the opportunity to play in front of bigger crowds than they had ever experienced and to polish their live show without the burden of expectation that comes with headlining a tour. If they were good enough, they would blow the headliners off the stage anyway.


  A tour is very much a meritocracy. It can be challenging to play in front of an audience composed almost entirely of fans who have paid to see the headliner. (Later, we’d start calling the supporting bands “T-shirt acts,” because all they had to do was occupy the stage while the fans were outside purchasing merchandise.) But sometimes, if a band is good enough, it will win the crowd over. We were that band, there was no doubt about that, and we were more than confident that it wouldn’t be long before all eyes were on us.


  Ah, but nothing is ever that simple on the road.


  We arrived at the theater in the early afternoon and found a tiny dressing room waiting for us. The space was cramped and not well lit, but this was hardly unusual. How much room do you really need to change from street clothes into stage clothes? Hell, these guys had been changing in their cars or in high school locker rooms for years—when they bothered to change at all, that is. Part of the beauty—and fun—of taking a new band out on the road is that everyone tends to be very low-maintenance. While naturally somewhat nervous and anxious, the guys in Van Halen were mostly thrilled just to be out of Southern California. Aside from David, they were not exactly world travelers. And now, here they were, in Chicago. They couldn’t have been more excited, nor cared less about their dressing room accommodations.


  Unfortunately, the dressing room was not the only place that was a bit too small for comfort. You see, the problem with booking three bands into one venue on a given night is that there isn’t always space for each band’s equipment. As the headliner, Journey took precedence. Montrose came next. There isn’t time to completely break down the stage and equipment after each act performs, so all three road crews work together during the day. The headliner’s equipment (amps, instruments, etc.) goes farthest in the back; the middle act places its equipment in the middle, and the opening act takes whatever space is left at the front of the stage. Then, as each band completes its set, a layer of equipment is peeled away or pushed to the side during a quick changeover.


  By the time we began setting up our equipment—after Journey had assembled its back line of amps and drum kit, and Montrose had done the same in front of Journey—there was almost no space left. It had taken so long for the other two bands to load and set up their equipment that our crew was forced to load through the front aisle of the theater. Onstage, we were left with a space only twelve to fourteen feet wide in which David, Edward, and Michael could strut their stuff. For David (and, to a lesser extent, Edward) this was a serious impediment. David was accustomed to running around the stage and even into the audience. He used every inch of the performance space.


  While the guys were still in the dressing room, I went out into the arena to see how things were going. The stage was impossibly crowded. There was equipment everywhere; tangled, knotted electrical cords formed nests on the hardwood and provided another potential obstacle. My first stop was the mixing board, where Tom Broderick, our soundman, was hard at work.


  “How’s it going?” I asked him.


  He responded with a thumbs-up and a confident smile.


  Then I checked on Peter Angelus, our young and somewhat inexperienced (but talented) lighting man. Peter would go on to become a successful cinematographer and music video director, as well as talent manager, but at this time he was relatively new to the business. Before I even had a chance to say a word, I could tell something was wrong. Pete’s face was ashen, his expression grim. I jumped up on the light platform next to him.


  “Hey, Pete. Is there a problem?”


  He nodded.


  “My headset isn’t working right. I have no communication with the spotlight operators.” He paused. “We’re fucked.”


  Strictly speaking, he was right. Pete would normally spend the entire night on his headset, telling each of his spot operators when and where to direct their equipment. It was a complicated dance and required not just complete focus on the part of everyone involved but also a blueprint to guide the proceedings. Pete had seen multiple Van Halen performances and knew the band’s stage show intimately. But without properly functioning headsets, he was basically helpless—like an air traffic controller without radar.


  Ah, but the show must go on, right? As a former soundman and stage manager, I had seen firsthand just about everything that could possibly go wrong in a live show. There was always a way around it.


  “Let’s not panic, Peter,” I said. “I have an idea.”


  “What’s that?”


  “I’ll call the spots as you do the stage lighting.”


  Peter looked at me like I was crazy.


  “No offense, Noel, but you’ve never even seen the show.”


  I laughed. This was an irrefutable point. It also didn’t matter. Drastic times call for drastic measures.


  “Guess I’ll have to wing it,” I said.


  I jumped off the platform and headed to the ladder that ascended to the four spotlight operators. They were all holding their useless headsets in their hands.


  “Okay,” I said, “I’m going to direct spots from up here.”


  They looked at me quizzically, then looked at each other. Then they shrugged.


  I didn’t take this as a sign of complacency or disrespect. These guys were unflappable, which is exactly what we needed in a time of crisis. It also turned out that they were a knowledgeable bunch of spot operators, which made my Band-Aid approach to the evening much more successful than it might otherwise have been.


  I looked at my watch and realized that Van Halen was scheduled to take the stage in less than half an hour, so I scrambled back down the ladder and made my way to the dressing room. The place was a mess—tight and cramped and musty—and the boys were clearly agitated and nervous. This was to be expected, given the stakes, but the anxiety was surely heightened by the overall feeling of claustrophobia and chaos that accompanied the show. And now I was obligated to add to the tension.


  “Listen, guys, there’s a problem with Peter’s lighting headset. I’m going to have to call spots on the fly.”


  At first, no one said anything. I think they were distracted. I didn’t mean to make them more nervous, but they had to know the situation, as we’d all be doing a bit of ad-libbing. Finally, David spoke up.


  “How the fuck are you going to call spots?” he said, his voice already raspy from warming up. (This was not a bad thing—Dave was at his best when his voice became a low growl.) “You don’t even know the show.”


  As was the case with Peter, David was stating the obvious, and there was no reasonable counterargument. I hadn’t seen the show, but I had seen, and worked, thousands of other shows, so I figured we could get through this.


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “It’ll be fine.”


  Dave laughed sarcastically. “It better be, man.”


  “Look,” I said to Dave, “I’m going to put you in the wings, stage left. When Marshall says ‘VAN HALEN!’ you just take control and do the best show you can. Let me worry about calling spots.”


  Marshall Berle had gotten into town that day and would be introducing the band to the audience. What I did not tell the band was that Carl Scott and more than a dozen Warner Bros. executives from promotion and artist development were also in attendance. They didn’t need any more pressure. I ran out to the spot ladder and got into position.


  “Get ready to hit all four guys when they come out,” I said to the spotlight operators. “Just follow your man.”


  How can I best describe that first show? It certainly won’t be remembered as one of the finest nights in the annals of Van Halen history. Technical issues, a congested stage, and a spectacularly bad footwear decision on the part of the boys made for a challenging night. During rehearsals I had noticed that all four band members had decided for some reason to wear platform boots with thick, three-inch heels. I had suggested more sensible shoes for
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