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Dedication

For Matt Siblo and Tami Lynn Andrew,

and all the Saturday nights we spent in record stores

while everyone else was doing whatever normal kids do.





Epigraph

Rock and roll’s a sacrifice.

—SINGLE MOTHERS, “WOMB”
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Introduction

THEY ARRIVED WITH their business cards and with their checkbooks. They descended on dingy rock clubs and dimly lit bars. They talked a smooth game and their shirts were tucked into their jeans. They were major-label A&R scouts and, by 1993, they were everywhere.

The punk scene had names for these sorts of people. They were the corporate villains mocked in song lyrics and torn apart in fanzines. They were called vampires and leeches, and their sole mission was to suck the life out of independent bands and leave them dry. They were the enemy. And now here they were in the flesh, on the lookout for fresh meat.

This wasn’t the first time that the majors had tried to sink their teeth into the genre. A&R reps had first come sniffing around punk rock during its birth in the mid-seventies, making unlikely stars of rock ’n’ roll’s antiheroes. Warner nabbed the Ramones, Virgin picked up the Sex Pistols, and CBS had the Clash. Punk infiltrated the system and planted its flag in pop culture. As it grew more popular, its countercultural ethos became part of the mainstream. But the moment was fleeting. After the punk explosion died out toward the end of the decade, due to dwindling cultural cachet and the deaths of some of its figureheads, major labels largely left the underground alone. Once there was no more money to be wrung out of punk, they turned their focus to emerging genres like new wave, R&B, and glam metal.

Throughout the eighties, few bands from the punk, hardcore, and alternative rock realms were even blips on the radars of major-label A&R reps, and with good reason. Much of the music lacked commercial appeal, often deliberately so. Of the handful of bands that were palatable enough to get called up to the majors—Hüsker Dü, the Replacements, Sonic Youth—none of them exactly proved themselves to be winning financial investments. Most were viewed internally at labels as prestige signings—a way for a company to buy themselves some cred and win the respect of critics.

And so, mainstream music and underground rock existed independently of each other for more than a decade without much overlap. On one end was the lucrative establishment, which helped artists dominate Billboard charts, MTV, and national press, and on the other, an autonomous network of small clubs, indie labels, promoters, and distributors struggling to get by. Aside from the anomalies of R.E.M. and U2, who successfully transitioned from college radio to Top 40 stations, there was little crossover between factions. The lines were drawn in crisp black and white.

Then a band from Aberdeen, Washington, came along and wrote an album that flipped the world upside down.

* * *

No one saw Nirvana coming. When Geffen/DGC Records took a chance on the band’s sophomore album, Nevermind, in September 1991, expectations were modest, with only 46,000 copies shipping to stores in the United States. But thanks to the trio’s small but rabid cult following on the indie rock circuit, the album quickly caught on with young listeners. Aided by minimal marketing, it debuted on the Billboard 200 chart at number 144 and climbed steadily over that month—to 109, then 65, then 35. Once MTV started airing their video for “Smells Like Teen Spirit,” its momentum couldn’t be contained. After just eight weeks, Nevermind had gone platinum.

Following a decade of bombastic, sex-crazed hair metal bands and shiny, mass-market pop acts, the raw and unpretentious Nirvana was the perfect candidate to usher in the fresh look, sound, and attitude of the 1990s. With his dirty Converse sneakers, the band’s greasy frontman, Kurt Cobain, kicked the door open on a new era of rock that prided itself on authenticity and anti-commercialism. As a nation of despondent Gen Xers latched on to Nevermind, Nirvana’s major-label debut organically took on a life of its own. When asked by the New York Times how DGC had created a phenomenon that was soon to unseat King of Pop Michael Jackson at the top of the Billboard charts, label president Eddie Rosenblatt shrugged. “We didn’t do anything,” he admitted. “It was just one of those get-out-of-the-way-and-duck records.”

Nevermind’s meteoric rise put the last nail in the coffin of the 1980s and torched any lingering hair metal popularity. Leather pants and teased hair gave way to ripped jeans and flannel shirts. “Cum On Feel the Noize” was out; “Come as You Are” was in. Radio stations, MTV, and record labels had a newfound interest in guitar bands that were grittier and edgier. Tastemakers ravenously combed local scenes for the next Nirvana, the next Kurt Cobain, the next Seattle. Ten years of DIY culture and its entire movement had finally hit a tipping point and fundamentally changed the world. “Grunge” was now the hot new industry term, and everything in its orbit was in demand. Suddenly, the underground was financially viable, and the lines that had been black and white turned gray. Or, more accurately, green, as money started flowing into the underground from the corporations trying to buy it all up.

What followed in the wake of Nevermind has been described as a major-label feeding frenzy, an A&R gold rush, and an indie rock signing blitz. A&R reps raced one another to mine previously untapped scenes where rock music was thriving, in hopes of discovering the next breakout stars. After they’d fully pillaged Nirvana’s stomping grounds in Seattle, they searched elsewhere—D.C., San Diego, Chapel Hill—and eventually landed in San Francisco. That’s where this book begins—with a catchy punk trio from the East Bay called Green Day, who inked a deal with Reprise Records in the summer of ’93 for the release of their third album, Dookie.

* * *

After Green Day left the indie world for the mainstream, a flood of other punk bands were given the chance to follow. A&Rs tried winning them over with fancy dinners and hefty bar tabs charged to the company card. Blue hair and piercings could be spotted in meeting rooms at label offices in New York and Los Angeles. The support system these bands were being offered was enticing—proper studio accommodations, budgets to make music videos, and placement in malls and chain stores like Sam Goody and Tower Records. For bands that considered themselves lucky to earn enough gas money to drive their Econoline vans to the next town each night, these luxuries were often well beyond the ceiling of their modest imaginations.

But with this opportunity came a catch. The insular underground communities that had incubated these musicians were not about to let their scene be ransacked again without a fight. After a decade of carving out their own space, punks grew protective of the DIY network they’d built. As they fought to secure their independence, fists were raised and spikes were drawn. Punk imposed an unofficial set of rules on itself and was unkind to those who broke them. A line was drawn in the sand: any band signing with the Big Six—Sony Music, EMI, MCA/Universal, BMG, PolyGram, and Warner Music Group—was doing business with the devil. They risked being banished, ostracized, or forever branded as sellouts.

For more than a decade, punk’s second brush with mainstream interest bitterly divided the scene. The most ardent defenders of the underground grew militant toward those bold enough to break out of the communities that had birthed them. To toe the line, longtime fans found themselves turning their backs on bands to which they’d once been so devoted. Some “sellouts” got off light, with backlash that amounted to disgruntled columns in fanzines or snarky comments on the internet. For others, it meant being barred from their favorite clubs and being threatened with physical violence.

The notion of selling out didn’t originate in the nineties, of course, nor was it relegated to punk rock or even music, for that matter. For as long as people have been offered the chance to profit in exchange for compromising their ideals and morals, cynics have been there to call them out for it. But the loaded term gained traction during this period as major labels began waving dollar signs in the faces of young musicians. Whether a band had gone major or stayed true to their indie roots became a defining characteristic in how they were perceived by their peers.

This book captures the stories of eleven bands at the pivotal moment in each of their careers when they signed with a major label—how they arrived there, why they decided to go for it, and what it did to their career. Each chapter chronicles one band’s history around the release of their major-label debut album, a crucial and often tumultuous period that could make or break them. A few of these bands saw their gamble pay off and were rewarded with Grammy statues and platinum records. But for every success story, there were dozens of bands that collapsed under the pressure, leaving members beating the shit out of each other on the side of the highway. This is not an attempt to pick winners and losers, though. Too often, when art is viewed through the lens of capitalism, it is reduced to a gamble that either pays off or doesn’t. Quite the contrary. Some bands released their best and most fully realized work through major labels, even if it didn’t immediately translate into sales.

In no way is this book a comprehensive history of every punk band that made the jump. Plenty of bands with interesting major-label experiences had to be omitted. Sadly, Cave In didn’t make the cut, despite a winding career during which they transformed from a gnarling hardcore band to a polished rock group making an overblown studio album for RCA Records. Anti-Flag is another interesting case, in which a mohawked political punk band with songs like “Kill the Rich” triggered a major-label bidding war after landing on the radar of Svengali producer Rick Rubin. Hell, Chumbawamba was a group of anarcho-punks who signed to EMI and wrote an accidental pub hit with their sing-along track “Tubthumping.” Once they were in the spotlight, they used their platform to espouse feminism, animal rights, and class warfare in interviews. Singer Alice Nutter advised people to steal their albums from chain stores and once sparked outrage when she told Melody Maker, “Nothing can change the fact that we like it when cops get killed.” That’s a story worthy of its own book.

The eleven bands documented here were chosen because they were integral in shaping the trends that propelled the post-Nirvana alternative music boom forward. Each of them helped drive commercial interest into new territories, and thanks to their efforts, the genre had room to adapt and broaden its scope, far surpassing the limits it had reached in the seventies. Punk mutated and took on new forms as the sonics and geography of it shifted, from the Bay Area pop-punk sound to the hardcore screams emanating from the basements of New Brunswick, New Jersey, to a new wave of emo that existed not so much in any regional location as on the internet.

Punk’s great sellout divide fostered one of the most heated and antagonistic eras of rock history. This is a book that explores the gray areas found where finance and artistry clash, and where opportunity and integrity collide. It’s a story in which a few distorted power chords turned into a multi-million-dollar cultural phenomenon. And it all started as the sun was setting over San Francisco one evening and three punk kids turned up at the office of their independent record label, ready to take a leap of faith.





Chapter 1

Green Day

Dookie

Reprise Records (1994)

A PEBBLE STRUCK THE window of the Lookout Records office one spring night in 1993. There was no doorbell, so this was how visitors made their presence known. Larry Livermore, co-founder of the Berkeley, California–based independent punk label, stuck his head out and peered down onto the sidewalk of Berkeley Way. The label’s most popular band, Green Day, had arrived for a meeting and, unlike on past visits, they’d brought company this time.

Livermore and his two teenage employees were soon joined upstairs by the three members of Green Day. Following closely behind were two unfamiliar faces, those of Elliot Cahn and Jeff Saltzman, who collectively made up the band’s legal team at Cahn-Man Management, a professional operation with a self-aware name. Guitarist/singer Billie Joe Armstrong, bassist Mike Dirnt, and drummer Tré Cool typically wore mischievous smirks, like they’d just gotten away with a prank, but when they stepped through Lookout’s doorway with lawyers in tow, they more closely resembled students who’d been called into the principal’s office.

As the group crammed in among the toppling boxes of records and cinder-block shelves, it became obvious there were too many bodies in the room. It wasn’t unusual for so many people to be gathered in the Lookout office. Local teenage punks and bands associated with the label sometimes dropped by to help pack outgoing shipments or just hang out and talk a little shit. But the mood seemed more tense this evening because of the foreign presence. For the first time, the office felt cramped.

To call it an office is actually a bit of a stretch. It wasn’t much more than a twelve-by-fifteen-foot room that doubled as a living space for Livermore, who paid $98 in rent. He slept on a pile of blankets, which he rolled up in the morning, freeing up floor space to operate his business. Piles of demo submissions were stacked on the stained tan carpet, and a flimsy accordion door concealed the tiny bathroom in the corner.

To call Lookout Records a business is also a bit of a stretch. Since its inception in 1987, the label had been little more than an excuse for Livermore to avoid getting a real job. It was a means for him to release records by bands he liked, many of which were based right in the Bay Area. As long as the bands were good people and their releases sold enough copies to recoup their initial investment, Livermore was happy. For a 1960s hippie turned punk like him, breaking even was a success.

But Green Day had been doing better than breaking even lately. The band’s two records on Lookout, 39/Smooth and Kerplunk, had each sold more than fifty thousand copies, making them the label’s most successful active band. Their growing popularity was impressive enough to raise eyebrows among A&R reps at major labels like Geffen and Warner Bros., leading the trio to hire Cahn-Man to corral the interest and find them a more suitable home than Lookout.

Livermore was worried that the band wasn’t ready for the big time. At forty-five, he was a full generation older than the members of Green Day, and he feared the young band would be eaten alive in the music industry without the familial support of Lookout. On a more selfish level, he worried that his label would take a huge financial hit with the loss of its bestselling band. But he wasn’t their dad and Lookout didn’t own them, so all he could do once they’d made up their minds was wish them well.

There were only three chairs in the office, so Livermore sat with Cahn and Saltzman while everyone else awkwardly crouched or leaned against the walls, watching the adults conduct business. Livermore was never one for formal contracts. Most of the agreements he made with Lookout bands were based on friendly handshakes. But in the case of Green Day, he was dealing with two albums that were selling thousands of copies a month, so he thought it best to get something in writing. He pulled out a contract he’d drafted himself and laid it on the table, which was just a wooden door propped up on some filing cabinets. The paperwork didn’t amount to much more than two pages of bullet points outlining the basic terms of the departure.

The agreement stipulated that both 39/Smooth and Kerplunk would remain exclusively on Lookout Records forever. No matter where Green Day ended up in the future, those two records would always belong to the independent label that birthed them, as long as Lookout paid royalties on time. But the most important bullet point in the agreement, as Livermore saw it, was the final one, which read:

“Lookout Records and Green Day agree to treat each other with respect and openness at all times, and recognize that while this agreement provides specific guidelines as to what is expected of each other, the truest contract is one based out of trust and friendship.”

Cahn and Saltzman got a bit of a chuckle out of that line, but Livermore didn’t see what was so funny. As for the band members, they signed their names without so much as a second glance, with Armstrong doodling a little amp next to his signature.

“I sure hope you know what you’re doing,” Livermore told Armstrong as the two shook hands.

“Don’t worry,” the frontman assured him. “We’re gonna be fine.”

The band and their managers then filed out of the office and back onto the streets of Berkeley. And with that, Green Day was freed from Lookout Records and unleashed upon the world.

* * *

In the 1980s, Larry Livermore moved into a solar-paneled cabin in the Spy Rock community, a remote area four hours north of San Francisco in the Mendocino Range, where residents lived off the land and off the grid. He spent his days writing a small publication, Lookout magazine, and annoying his neighbors with his loud guitar playing.

Although Spy Rock was home to a number of artists, musicians, and hippies, most of them were devoted Deadheads with no interest in the kind of music Livermore wanted to play, which was punk rock. “Nobody over the age of sixteen was going to play punk rock there,” he says. “They all thought I was a complete nut.” Unable to find bandmates his age, Livermore made musicians out of a couple of local kids. He taught the basics of bass guitar to Kain Hanschke, a friend’s fourteen-year-old son. As for drummers, Livermore was willing to take anyone able to hold a pair of sticks.

“I didn’t realize yet how important drummers were,” he says. “I thought they were just some rowdy, crazy person that banged on things. So I was looking around for someone who would bang on things.” He immediately thought of Frank Edwin Wright III, a hyperactive twelve-year-old neighbor who lived a mile away. Wright had no drumming experience, but as an uncontrollable wild child he possessed the right temperament for the instrument. “He was a rowdy and energetic kid,” Livermore remembers. “He was a loudmouth and a show-off, so I figured he’d be perfect.” As predicted, Wright had a natural gift for banging on things and took to the instrument quickly.

Livermore called the band the Lookouts and gave the boys nicknames—Hanschke became Kain Kong and Wright was dubbed Tré Cool. It might have seemed odd that, at thirty-seven, Livermore was older than both of his bandmates combined, but in a thinly populated wilderness community like Spy Rock, the musical-talent pickings were slim. For a guy who had wasted his own teenage years on alcohol, crime, and greaser gangs, it was also perhaps Livermore’s attempt at a redo on youth.

The Lookouts practiced regularly, and wrote quick and sloppy songs like “Why Don’t You Die,” “Fuck Religion,” and “I Wanna Love You (But You Make Me Sick).” They soon amassed enough material to record a primitive album, One Planet One People, which squeezed twenty-two songs into twenty-seven minutes and was the impetus for Livermore to start his own label, Lookout Records.

The band booked their first gig in 1985, playing to a smattering of people in the parking lot of a lodge off Highway 101. They took opportunities wherever they could get them over the next few years, rocking makeshift shows in middle-of-nowhere backyards or parks. In November 1988, Cool got the band booked for a party at a classmate’s cabin in the woods thirty miles away. Wintry weather hindered the attendance, though, and only five kids came. “The kid whose parents’ cabin it was didn’t even show up,” remembers Livermore, “so we had to break in and use a generator.”

The low temperatures and freezing rain didn’t deter the opening band, Sweet Children, from driving three hours from Rodeo, a run-down industrial town on the outskirts of San Francisco. Rodeo was the kind of place worth driving three hours away from under any circumstances. The Bay Area Air Quality Management District once deemed it the region’s “most odoriferous community” because of the smells emanating from the oil refineries located in the five-square-mile suburb, leading to a San Francisco Chronicle headline: “Rodeo ‘Stinks’ Worst in Bay Area.”

The five audience members sat on the floor and watched as Sweet Children set up by candlelight. The band didn’t look like much—three goofy teenagers in desperate need of haircuts and clothes that fit properly. But as soon as they started to play, the hair on Livermore’s arms stood up. Sweet Children took the poppy melodies of bands like the Who, the Kinks, and the Monkees and slapped enough distortion on top of them to give them a fast, punky edge. For a guy raised on the Motown and rock ’n’ roll sounds of his native Detroit, Sweet Children was music to Livermore’s ears.

He was especially impressed with their poise. The band might have only been playing for five people, but they performed like they were onstage at a sold-out Shea Stadium. Drummer John Kiffmeyer, the oldest of the group at nineteen, played with an effortlessly loose style in which he hardly ever looked at his drum kit. Bassist Mike Dirnt’s head didn’t stop bobbing for the entire performance, except when he dutifully sang backing harmonies.

Sixteen-year-old frontman Billie Joe Armstrong was the clear focal point, though. He had a shy demeanor that melted away as soon as he began strumming and singing, unveiling an undeniable rock star glow. He was a born performer who’d grown up on his siblings’ Beatles and Elvis records and entertained the locals of Rodeo with his musical gift. At five, he cut his first record, “Look for Love.” The B-side of the record featured an interview in which his music teacher asked him if he’d like to one day sing for people in other countries. “Yes,” the young Armstrong responded. “I love people everywhere!”

The Lookouts never ended up playing that night—the crowd filed out after Sweet Children—but Livermore was too moved by what he’d just witnessed to care. After the set, he talked to the band and offered to release their first EP on Lookout Records, which they accepted on the spot. Whether or not anyone would buy a record by three teenagers from a shithole town was irrelevant. There was clearly something special about Sweet Children that Livermore found worthy of documenting. “The very first time I saw them,” he recalls, “within minutes I thought they could be the next Beatles.”

* * *

On the last day of 1986, a new punk club opened at 924 Gilman Street, an unremarkable brick building that sat at the corner on an industrial street in San Francisco’s East Bay. Tim Yohannan, punk scene elder statesman and founder of the influential zine Maximum Rocknroll, had put up the money and resources needed to get the hangar-like space up and running, and intended it to be a haven for punks who didn’t fit in. Of course, punk is inherently meant to cater to people who don’t fit in, but Gilman Street was a place for the misfits among misfits—kids who weren’t old enough to get into shows at bars and weren’t tough enough to survive shows at violent punk venues.

Gilman didn’t foster the unruly culture of slam dancing, spitting, and punching that had marked punk’s early days in the 1970s. If anything, it was a playful mockery of it. Attendees would sometimes ride toy tricycles through the crowd or choreograph goofy dance routines while bands played. It heralded the return of an element that had faded from punk rock over the years: fun. To prevent bullies and boneheads from ruining their little slice of punk paradise, the Gilman board established a set of rules and spray-painted them in big letters right on the wall:

NO RACISM

NO SEXISM

NO HOMOPHOBIA

NO ALCOHOL

NO DRUGS

NO FIGHTING

NO STAGEDIVING

The long list of regulations might have made Gilman more puritanical than most punk clubs, but organizers knew that most punk clubs had very short life spans before being shuttered by police or lawsuits. “The East Bay scene had turned super violent in the mid-eighties,” says Blatz singer and longtime Gilman organizer Jesse Luscious. “You had places like the Farm, which had great shows but also had bloody fights with mayhem and violence. And the DIY places and the house shows—sometimes it just takes one show that goes haywire and the place gets shut down. So you had some punks who wanted a utopian scene that was more tolerant and could last.”

Word of the vibrant DIY clubhouse spread around town, and a community formed around it as more and more local weirdos found refuge there. Admission was cheap and operations were entirely volunteer-run, with performers and attendees doing everything from working the door to scrubbing the toilets. Gilman’s stage became a proving ground for a diverse group of homegrown startups like the lightning-fast Stikky, the apocalyptically heavy Neurosis, and the unofficial Gilman house band, Isocracy, whose performances typically devolved into a mess of trash and shredded paper strewn about. The group that quickly rose to the top was Operation Ivy, whose exuberant fusion of fast-paced punk and upbeat ska tempos was the talk of the scene, with shows reliably drawing a couple hundred fans.

“Operation Ivy was above all else. There was no challenger,” says Livermore, who pressed the band’s debut EP, Hectic, as Lookout Records’ third release. As more bands honed their sound at Gilman, Lookout provided a means of releasing their records while also capturing an audio document of an exciting time in the East Bay. In addition to Op Ivy, Livermore added to the fledgling label’s catalog with releases from other bands from the prolific Gilman scene, like Corrupted Morals, Sewer Trout, and the feminist rap trio Yeastie Girlz.

Tales of Gilman soon reached neighboring towns like Pinole, El Sobrante, and San Pablo, attracting suburban outcasts who hitched rides, biked, or skateboarded to reach the fabled punk mecca. Eventually, word made its way up to Rodeo, leading Billie Joe Armstrong and Mike Dirnt to trek south to see bands like No Dogs and Christ on Parade. Once inside, the two sixteen-year-olds were introduced to a world beyond their small-town imaginations.

Armstrong’s introduction to live music had come at twelve, when he attended a Van Halen concert, an experience that saw him gawking at larger-than-life rock stars. Gilman was the opposite—a place where the line between performer and audience was torn down. Anyone could play music, regardless of age, race, gender, or ability. All voices were heard and all ideas were welcome. So it was frustrating, then, when Armstrong submitted Sweet Children’s demo tape to Yohannan and was told their sound was too poppy to play there. It was only because the band’s drum seat was filled by John Kiffmeyer, who also played in Isocracy, that they earned their first show there on November 26, 1988. Their poppiness didn’t offend the Gilman crowd as Yohannan had predicted, and the band went over well enough to get invited back a few times throughout the spring.

By April, a thousand copies of Sweet Children’s four-song debut EP, 1,000 Hours, were being pressed for release by Lookout, but there was a problem: the band no longer wanted to be called Sweet Children. To distinguish themselves from another Gilman band, Sweet Baby Jesus, they decided on a new name, Green Day, a reference to an afternoon spent smoking pot. Livermore protested, partly because people were starting to recognize the name Sweet Children and partly, he says, because “Green Day was just about the dumbest name I’d ever heard.” Despite Livermore’s objections, the name change was made and record sleeves were printed with their new moniker. Scribbled inside were the band’s mailing address and phone number, with a note: “We’ll play anywhere!”

The band played their first show as Green Day on May 28, 1989, opening for Operation Ivy at Gilman. Op Ivy were celebrating the release of their first album, Energy, but they were also closing the door behind them, putting a cap on their brief but exciting two-year run. Nearly a thousand people tried to cram into the 249-capacity club for a final glimpse of the local legends at what would be their last official show. By the end of the set, most of them were piled onstage in a tangled mess of bodies and limbs, hugging and singing about unity.

As Operation Ivy was fading away, Green Day was revving up. They released their own debut album for Lookout, 39/Smooth, in the spring of 1990. Recorded over a few days for $750 at Art of Ears Studio in San Francisco, the LP was an imperfect snapshot of a still developing band. But even through the muffled sound of the hasty recordings, the band’s innate gift for addictive, bubblegum melodies shined through. Tracks like “Don’t Leave Me” and “Going to Pasalacqua” were like sixties garage rock songs turned up to punk rock velocities.

Green Day jumped at any chance to play their growing repertoire of songs around town, performing at warehouses, garages, pizzerias, high schools, and coffeehouses for little or no money. Armstrong became consumed by two goals: playing music and getting out of Rodeo. He completely lost interest in school and dropped out in the middle of twelfth grade. Dirnt, feeling obligated to complete his education, stuck it out and got his diploma. The day he graduated, his bandmates were waiting outside of school with a Ford Econoline van, and the three sped off for a summer-long tour of the U.S. Playing basements and halls across the country sharpened their skills, and the band sounded better than ever by the time they returned to Gilman.

“They were the acorn that fell off the oak tree of the mighty Operation Ivy,” Livermore says. “By 1990 or so, they were the new big thing.” But right as Green Day were making a name for themselves, Kiffmeyer left the band at the end of the year to attend college. With the future of Green Day in jeopardy, Armstrong and Dirnt enlisted Livermore’s bandmate Tré Cool, who had filled in for Kiffmeyer on a few shows. Cool’s hyperactive energy proved to be the missing piece that rounded out Green Day. The new lineup spent nearly every week of 1991 on the road, with more than a hundred shows in the U.S. and a sixty-five-show debut in Europe.

“Once Tré joined the band, it was like somebody put a skyrocket on their rear end,” says Livermore. “They were definitely a better band. All through 1991, they were doing a lot of touring. A lot of people were excited about them.” Livermore noticed something distinct about the crowds Green Day attracted that set them apart from the other bands on his label. They were larger, sure, but they were also predominantly female. “There’d be a lot of girls up front, dancing. That was not the case with most punk bands, where it was 80 percent boys running around in circles, banging into each other. Based on my experience, I thought that was a pretty good sign they were gonna be popular. Half the human race is female.”

Girls flocked to Green Day in part because girls were who their songs were about. Armstrong’s lyrics weren’t preachy, pretentious, or overtly political, like those of some of his peers. He instead documented his own experiences with romance and heartbreak. “I couldn’t really sing about destroying the government or anything like that, because I don’t know much about it,” Armstrong told the L.A. fanzine Flipside in 1990. “That’s my frustration in life—girls.” Green Day had so many thoughts about girls that they quickly churned out a second album’s worth of material in 1991 and returned to Art of Ears Studios for another tightly budgeted session.

The album, Kerplunk, saw Green Day taking a giant step forward. The addition of Cool, plus all the time on the road, had made their sound more muscular. Songs like “2000 Light Years Away,” “Welcome to Paradise,” and “One of My Lies” contained choruses that were utterly simple yet could stick in a listener’s head for days. The album even had a ballad, “Christie Rd.,” a slower, more sentimental tune about a quiet street near the railroad tracks where Armstrong would go to smoke weed. It became a fan favorite and assured that a street sign in Martinez, California, would be stolen forever.

The album was scheduled for release at the end of the year by Lookout, which had also been taking steps forward and could invest more resources into it. Livermore had relocated from the mountains and set up shop in a single-room apartment not far from Gilman, hiring two teenage employees at five bucks an hour to help ship mail orders.

Livermore took the Kerplunk recordings to L.A. for mastering, and on his flight back to Oakland he gave the finished cassette a first listen. “I put it in my Walkman just as we were going down the runway,” he remembers. “We were rolling away, and when I heard the first chord of ‘2000 Light Years’ it was like a whole different level. Whether I put out the record or not, it was gonna be big. I knew that things would never be the same again.”

* * *

By the time Lookout released Kerplunk in December of 1991, Nirvana’s Nevermind was an unstoppable Billboard chart wrecking ball, mercilessly knocking lesser albums out of its path to number one and changing the landscape of pop music. Chasing the high of the new rock craze kicked off by the grunge trio, major-label A&R scouts were on a quest to find other emerging rock acts.

In D.C. they found a clique of post-hardcore bands attached to the reputable label Dischord Records, most of which were too idealistic to consider corporate offers. The label’s most popular band, Fugazi, prided themselves on their independent ethos and wanted nothing to do with it. Two Dischord bands were talked into the jump, however, with Shudder to Think heading to Epic and Jawbox joining Atlantic. San Diego, poised to be the next Seattle, was home to a diverse scene. Local favorites Rocket from the Crypt had a loud and straightforward rock ’n’ roll sound that seemed like a perfect fit for rock radio. The band’s guitarist, John Reis, bartered a deal with Interscope, not only to release Rocket’s next album but to include his other project, Drive Like Jehu, in the deal as well.

It was only a matter of time before the Bay Area, with its fertile crop of young bands, became a major-label target. Naturally, the scene’s fastest-rising band, Green Day, seemed like the top candidate. “You had that interesting scene coming out of Gilman that fostered a lot of individualistic bands and real artists,” remembers Atlantic Records A&R rep Mike Gitter. “Green Day were the ones who wrote the best songs, and whoever writes the best songs wins. They were already selling a lot of records on Lookout, and they had done the legwork throughout America.”

Kerplunk may not have shaken the earth the way Nevermind was doing, but by Lookout Records standards, it was a smash hit. On the day of its release, the label sold through its entire pressing of ten thousand copies. “I remember we pulled up to Gilman a few hours before Kerplunk’s release party,” says Lookout employee Chris Appelgren, “and there was already a line around the block.”

Kerplunk caught on quickly among Green Day’s growing fan base, and word of their live show spread nationally. Crowds got bigger with each tour; in some cities, the band was playing to more than a thousand people. But just about everywhere Green Day went, they’d hear complaints that their record was hard to find in stores. It seemed there were more dubbed copies of Kerplunk floating around than official ones. By 1993 the album had sold fifty thousand copies, but it might have been able to sell much more had their label been able to meet the demand. Green Day loved Lookout, but clearly the band was growing at a pace that was too fast for a three-person operation to handle.

“For much of the nineties, it was about chain stores and getting into the mall, not just into the cool indie record stores,” Appelgren says. “It was those bigger retail chains that were really selling copies. Initially, we didn’t have bar codes on our records. That was a huge barrier to getting into retail stores. They just wouldn’t take it if it didn’t have a bar code, because they couldn’t manage it in their inventory system.”

Lookout was also ill-equipped to handle new opportunities that required industry know-how of things like publishing rights and licensing. “The Jerky Boys movie was the first to ask to use a song from Kerplunk on their soundtrack,” remembers Appelgren. “They needed the master tapes to remix it, and we didn’t know that we had the right to. We had a refrigerator that was unplugged that we used to store master tapes in.”

Livermore was hopeful that his most popular band would start working on a follow-up for the label, but he was unaware that Green Day had other plans. “I’d been hearing rumors that maybe Green Day wouldn’t want to do their next record with Lookout,” he remembers. “But it made no sense, because we had such success for a punk band. They were making a lot of money, because we paid really generously. We did everything so cheaply, so it added up to quite a bit—two or three bucks a record sold. Back then, with a major label, a lot of bands were lucky to get more than a dollar.”

When Livermore approached Cool about the possibility of a new Green Day record, the drummer let it slip that they were maybe thinking of hiring management to shop them around to bigger labels. Livermore had known him long enough to understand that when he said “maybe,” he meant they’d already done it. “I was quite shocked,” Livermore says. “I assumed they were making a big mistake. So I said, ‘Get the band together, we’ve got to have a conference about this.’ The three of them and me sat at Café Hell in downtown Berkeley and at that point it became very clear that I probably was not going to be able to talk them out of it.”

When it became obvious that Green Day couldn’t be convinced to stay with Lookout, Livermore asked the band to sign a retroactive contract to keep 39/Smooth and Kerplunk on the label permanently. “They didn’t have any hesitation. They said, ‘Sure, write it up,’” he remembers. “They made it clear they had no desire to take the old records from Lookout. I didn’t have any reason to doubt that, but I did feel like it should be written down, because I’d already seen other independent labels destroyed.”

Livermore felt a bit of relief after his meeting with the Cahn-Man Management team at the Lookout office. “Most of their experience was working with metal bands. They were naming off all these big metal bands, most of which I’d never heard of,” Livermore remembers. “But overall, my conclusion was that they could’ve done worse.”

Cahn-Man had recently branched out from their metal roster in the wake of Nirvana’s success, signing indie rock darlings Mudhoney and Melvins. They’d also ventured into punk with the SoCal newcomers the Muffs, whom they’d helped land a deal with Warner Bros. Records for the release of their first album. Their roster would also soon encompass up-and-comers like the Offspring, Pennywise, and Rancid.

“We were concerned about [Green Day],” says Appelgren. “But they reassured us—‘We’re gonna be fine. We’ll be all right.’ They were so confident, but we weren’t. We didn’t have that vision. It’s like they just knew.”

* * *

It was after midnight at Devonshire Studios, in North Hollywood, and Rob Cavallo was sitting at his desk with his head in his hands. For several hours he’d been mixing the Muffs’ debut album for Warner Bros. Records, and he was hitting a wall. The twenty-nine-year-old producer was exhausted.

For six years, Cavallo had been employed at Warner Bros. in a dual role that allowed him to produce albums in the studio as well as discover and sign new talent to the label. But after six years there, he had little to show for himself. He’d worked with a mix of southern-fried rock bands and hair metal acts but had failed to land any grunge stars during the genre’s boom. He needed a hit, or else, he feared, it would be a matter of time before the ax fell on him.

He took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes with his fingertips. When he opened them, there was a cassette sitting in front of him. “Rob, you gotta listen to this demo,” the Muffs’ manager, Jeff Saltzman, told him. “It’s by this band called Green Day. They’re underground heroes from the Bay Area. They think they’re ready to sign to a major. Give it a listen?”

Cavallo looked at the cassette and then at Saltzman and muttered the first words his stressed-out brain could conjure: “Are you kidding me? You’re asking me to do more listening? Can’t you see my eyeballs are falling out of my fucking head trying to mix this song?” Cavallo considered throwing the tape in the trash, but instead he swept it to the side of the desk in frustration and returned to his mixing duties.

When Cavallo was finally ready to head home after a couple more hours of work, he spotted the Green Day cassette on the corner of his desk. He relented and stuffed it into his pocket. “Don’t be a lazy prick,” he grumbled to himself. “You never know, right? It might actually be good.”

As he merged onto the 101, he slid the tape into his car’s stereo. Green Day’s rough, four-track recordings of songs like “She” and “Basket Case” blasted out of the speakers on the twenty-minute drive to Woodland Hills. “By the time I got there,” he remembers, “I’d lost my fucking mind.”

The band was everything Cavallo had been searching for. It was up-tempo punk rock that had melody. “It reminded me of the Beatles meets the Buzzcocks, with a little of the Sex Pistols’ snotty attitude,” he says. “I also felt this working-class anti-establishment thing about them like the Clash had.” But most important, it was decidedly not grunge, a genre his label colleagues had mined for all it was worth over the past two years. This sound was completely new and fresh.

Eager to throw his name into the competition to sign Green Day, Cavallo soon arranged a trip up to Berkeley to meet them. In the summer of ’93, he pulled up to Ashby Avenue, where the band lived together in the basement of a gray Victorian house. He wasn’t the first A&R guy to make the pilgrimage. Rumors had been circulating around town that record-label limousines were sometimes parked out front of the coveted band’s house.

The apartment looked and smelled as might be expected from a place inhabited by a bunch of young musicians—cheap secondhand furniture, empty pizza boxes and weed paraphernalia scattered about, mattresses on the floor. But despite their slovenly living quarters, Cavallo was impressed by the band members’ professional approach to their music. “They were very businesslike,” he remembers. “They were checking me out just as much as I was checking them out. Their vibe was so thick that they were going to make it. Most bands come to you and say, ‘We want to be on a major label so you’ll make us huge.’ The Green Day guys were more like, ‘We wanna be on a major label because we’re gonna make it, and if you help us, it might go faster.’”

The band showed Cavallo to their practice room and gave him a bucket to sit on. The three plugged in and belted out songs they’d written for their new album. The college girls who lived upstairs may have grown sick of hearing the songs through Green Day’s endless late-night practice sessions, but to Cavallo they sounded exhilarating. They were even more dynamic than what he’d heard on the demo, which had failed to capture the youthful intensity each of the members pounded into every note.

Dirnt was a reliable straight man, his noodling basslines steadily anchoring Cool’s blazing drum assaults. Armstrong was a consummate punk rock showman, every lyric emphasized by contorted facial expressions and bug-eyed sneers. Much like the Clash’s frontman John Mellor had adopted the name Joe Strummer because he could “only play all six strings at once, or none at all,” Armstrong did away with fancy solos. He was all about chords, largely of the power variety. His sticker-covered guitar hung so low off his shoulder that it was practically at his knees, and he hit the instrument with such downward force that it looked as if he was trying to punch it through the floor.

After Green Day finished playing their songs, it was Cavallo’s turn. “They’d heard this rumor that I could play all the Beatles’ songs,” he says. “They started quizzing me. How do you play this? How do you play that? We went into Billie’s bedroom and I sat on the bed. They rolled me a joint and gave me an acoustic guitar and told me to play songs. The thing they were most impressed with was that I could play the descending line in ‘Help!’” After strumming through a repertoire of Fab Four songs while the band sized up his chops, Cavallo left to catch his flight home. “I went to the Oakland airport and I got to my gate early. I was reading my book and by the time I looked up, I had missed my plane and the airport was empty. I was so stoned.”

Although there were five or six labels in pursuit of Green Day, Cavallo’s main competitor was Geffen Records, the label that had nabbed Nirvana. Green Day wielded much of the same appeal that had made Nirvana an enticing signing, specifically that they had built a national following, all on their own. “The Green Day guys were really smart. They took huge advantage of all their interest,” says Geffen’s Mark Kates. “Those guys were building a network, pre-internet, and doing it extremely effectively. They’d talk about playing shows in offbeat places like Allentown or somewhere like that. The stuff they were telling me was really hard to believe, except there was no way they could make it up.”

But while Geffen’s Nirvana boast was impressive, and although the band had milked the label for a free trip to Disneyland, Cavallo had left a better impression on them. “He was from L.A. and stuff, but he’s married and thinking about having kids, and that made him seem like more of a genuine person,” Armstrong told journalist Gina Arnold. “Whereas a lot of those fuckers are just like hipsters. Some of them just wanted to get laid, to tell you the truth.”

That Cavallo had musical chops earned him some cred, as did the fact that he’d worked with a reputable band like the Muffs. “They told me later that they liked the other companies but they’d made missteps,” he says. “I think Geffen was talking about Kurt Cobain. And Billie was like, ‘Well, I love Kurt Cobain, but what does that have to do with me? I’m always gonna play second fiddle to Kurt Cobain.’”

With a mouthful of burrito, Armstrong joked to an interviewer a few weeks later that “it was either Geffen and heroin or Warner Brothers and cocaine. So we chose the coke.” And so the band inked a modest deal that summer with Reprise Records, a Warner Bros. subsidiary founded by Frank Sinatra in 1960, which had since become home to everything from Eric Clapton to Depeche Mode.

“I think we signed ’em for something like two hundred grand, and I knew we could sell 100,000 albums and at least make enough money to break even,” says Cavallo. In addition to their six-figure advance, Green Day talked their new label into paying for a bookmobile truck that they’d converted into a touring machine, decked out with sleeping bunks and video games. “It’s not as crowded as a Ford Econoline van, which we did for years,” Dirnt told one interviewer. “This is like being in a mansion.”

The deal was closed and Cavallo took the band out to celebrate. “I brought my wife up to San Francisco and we took them out to a seafood dinner near the Bay,” he remembers. “Then, a couple weeks later, I came down to San Diego to see them play a show at SOMA. I think they went on at seven or eight o’clock, and there were a thousand people wrapped around the building to get in. I remember thinking, Wow, I wonder who the headliner is tonight. [Green Day] blew me away and were amazing, but after they played, the entire club emptied out. Those thousand people were all there for Green Day. I said to Billie, ‘You guys must play this place a lot.’ And he said, ‘No, it’s like our third time.’ That was the night I knew I was the luckiest motherfucker on the planet.”

* * *

Shortly after Green Day signed to Reprise, the organizers at Gilman convened a meeting and decided that a new rule needed to be instituted at the club: NO MAJOR-LABEL BANDS. Any act affiliated with one of the Big Six was no longer permitted on the Gilman stage. It was nothing personal, but to protect the sanctity of the club, a line had to be drawn.

“Green Day were the reason why the major-label ban was put into effect,” says Luscious, who pushed for the new rule’s instatement. “They were our friends, they grew up there, they played there all the time. But we didn’t want Gilman to be the farm league for the majors. Fuck that.”

Luscious remembers Green Day reacting to the ban with a mix of emotions. “On one hand, they were really pissed off and upset,” he says. “But on the other, they were from the scene: they understood exactly why. We’d already seen Nirvana blow up, and that was jaw-dropping. We’d seen the Seattle scene go crazy. We didn’t want to see that happen to punk rock.”

Green Day played at Gilman Street on September 3, 1993, under the name Blair Hess, their final show there before their major-label affiliation got them eighty-sixed. Livermore remembers it being a “bittersweet occasion”—joyous because everyone in attendance had a blast singing along to every song, but sad because it would be the last time they’d all get to do so there.

The crowd gave the band some light ribbing for committing the crime of selling out, though they carried it out in the most Gilman way possible. “I went to that show when Green Day played Gilman, the last time they played after they had signed,” recalls Sergie Loobkoff of Sweet Baby Jesus. “When Billie was singing, some kid had a handful of uncooked beans and threw them in his face and hit his teeth and stuff.” For their part, Blair Hess took it with a smile and cracked a few self-aware jokes. While singing a new song, “Burnout,” Armstrong changed the lyric “I’m not growing up, I’m just burning out” to “I’m not being punk, I’m just selling out.”

Leaving Gilman in their rearview, the band got to work on their next chapter, recording their Reprise debut, Dookie, with Rob Cavallo at Fantasy Studios in Berkeley—the same studio where Armstrong had recorded his childhood single “Look for Love.” Green Day’s previous rush-job recording sessions on shoestring budgets had primed them to be model clients for Cavallo, who was dumbfounded by their efficiency. “Billie sang the whole record in something like three days. I’d never seen anything like it,” he says. “He’d do a take and say, ‘What do you think?’ And I’d say, ‘I can’t fucking believe it, but you nailed it. I guess . . . do another one, just in case?’”

The sessions lasted a month, during which Cavallo’s meticulous production made Green Day sound light-years better than they ever had. Every instrument popped through the speakers with a striking clarity, particularly Armstrong’s guitar, which packed relentlessly mean punches of thick distortion. They cut a new version of “Welcome to Paradise” whose surround-sound fullness added a new dimension to the tin-can Kerplunk version, making it sound flat by comparison. There weren’t any fancy studio frills on Dookie. It just sounded clean, crisp, and loud as hell, striking the perfect balance for a snotty punk band with a gift for catchy melodies. “It was a record that’d be real easy to fuck up,” Cavallo says. “You could make it sound too glossy or too rough.”

The album kicked off with two machine-gun snare drum blasts from Cool, followed by Armstrong distilling the entire experience of adolescent frustration into a single lyric: “I declare I don’t care no more.” Armstrong’s songwriting was at a personal peak, with each of the album’s fifteen songs touting one perfectly crafted hook after another. Leaving behind the love tunes he’d written in his teenage years, he was now grappling with the confusion that came with entering adulthood—confronting his mental health, his bisexuality, and the ugliness of the world in front of him. It was a coming-of-age record for a slacker generation. Armstrong brought another “Christie Rd.”–style ballad about his girlfriend moving to Ecuador to the sessions, but it didn’t fit thematically. The song wouldn’t be released until three years later and would be called “Good Riddance (Time of Your Life).”

To help sculpt a distinct aesthetic for their first music video, the band hired director Mark Kohr, who had caught their attention through his work with another Bay Area group, Primus. While Primus’s funky jam-rock had little in common with Green Day’s pop-punk sound, it was Kohr’s visually striking style, which relied heavily on oversaturated colors and invasively bright lighting, that landed him the gig. “I wanted to create a new look for a new sound,” Kohr says. “When filming them playing, it’s just front, hard light. I went with that because I wanted it to not be grunge or metal. I wanted to give it this punk feel and for the look of it to support that vibe.”

Wanting to capture the band in their natural state, he filmed the entire video for their first single, “Longview,” in their Ashby Avenue apartment. They painted the walls of the practice space bright red, blue, and purple, but otherwise kept its bland bachelor pad charm. The scenes shifted abruptly between shots of the band rocking out and Armstrong demolishing their living room couch. Feathers and cushion stuffing flew through the air, soundtracked by lyrics about suburban boredom—getting high, watching TV, and masturbating to the point of blindness.

After Cavallo saw how much fun Kohr’s video was, it started to dawn on him that Dookie could be bigger than he’d imagined. But still, he played a cool hand at the office, not wanting to oversell it. “I’d seen other industry people make this mistake: You can’t hype your shit too much or you’ll jinx it,” he says. “Don’t run around and tell everybody you have the next big thing. So I tried to be understated.”

The day Dookie’s potential really sunk in for Cavallo was when he was talking to Wendy Griffiths, who ran video promotion for the label. “She said she had been hearing from MTV that for the past two or three years they’d been playing a lot of grunge,” he remembers. “And they were starting to get feedback from their viewers that there was a sameness going on, that it was all very serious and black-and-white videos. MTV was looking for something a little more colorful and a little faster. When she said that, I almost fell over. Because I was like, Oh my God, I’m holding exactly that!”

Dookie was released on the first day of February 1994 and sold only nine thousand copies in its first week, hindered greatly by a brutally cold winter that prevented many shipments from reaching stores on time. It debuted on the Billboard 200 chart a couple of weeks later at number 127 but dropped off immediately after. But “Longview” was a radio slow burn that got more airplay as listeners called stations to request it, many of which, Cavallo admits, were him using a phony voice. Once MTV started giving more airtime to “Longview,” the album steadily clawed its way up the charts until it cracked into the top 100 in April. The video struck a chord with MTV’s angsty young viewers. Here was a band that looked just like them—three small-town weirdos who lived in a basement and had pimples and crooked teeth. The video had destruction, it had the word “fuck,” it had the approval of the unofficial voices of a delinquent generation, Beavis and Butt-Head. “You know what they should do? They should, like, break that couch. They should like just rip it up,” said Beavis, who was delighted to have his suggestion fulfilled by Armstrong seconds later. “Yeah, like that! Yeah! Rip it! Break it!”

The “Longview” video went over so well that Green Day signed on with Kohr to film two more videos, for “Basket Case” and “When I Come Around.” “Basket Case” leaned in even further to their synthetically colorful look, which Kohr achieved by filming the video in black-and-white and colorizing it later. Set in a psychedelic mental hospital, the setting’s obnoxiously bright blues and yellows popped out of the screen and made the band members resemble cartoon characters. Armstrong’s maniacal eyes, which didn’t blink for the entirety of the video, shined as green as two traffic lights.

Early one morning in April when Kohr was preparing for a day of filming with Green Day, a somber mood descended on the set. News had started to spread that the body of Kurt Cobain had been found in his Seattle home with a self-inflicted shotgun wound to the head.

“Billie came into the room and said, ‘Oh my God, did you hear?’” remembers Kohr. The director watched the members of Green Day process the news that the world’s most famous rock star had taken his own life. Through the shock and grief, a strange sense of clarity came to Kohr then, and for a brief moment he saw the future. “Talking to Billie, I had this weird notion in my head,” he says, “where I thought, Oh my God. I wonder if the universe is making space for these three guys right in front of me.”

* * *

Maximum Rocknroll was known for its provocative covers, whether they were taking aim at Nazi punks or corrupt political leaders. The zine’s inaugural issue, released in the summer of 1982, depicted President Ronald Reagan wearing a Ku Klux Klan hood. But the cover of the “Major Labels” issue in June 1994 really pushed the envelope. Featuring a close-up shot of a person jamming a handgun into their own mouth, the headline read: “Some of your friends are already this fucked.” The message to all bands was loud and clear: Signing to a major label was punk suicide.

The timing was in poor taste, given that Kurt Cobain’s death was still fresh in everyone’s minds. But the issue wasn’t so much about Cobain and Nirvana as it was a warning directed at any bands that were thinking of following in their path. Since it was a Bay Area publication, the issue’s ire frequently turned to Green Day.

Founder Tim Yohannan set the tone of the issue up front by penning its first page and leaving little room for nuance, likening major labels to the violent Nazi skinheads who had infested the punk scene and wreaked havoc on clubs like Gilman years earlier. “The punk/indie/underground scene is under attack, just as it was back then,” the screed declared, with “under attack” in bold. “No difference, except this time the thugs are smarter and richer. Their motivation is just about the same—control, power, dominance.” Sections of it were so militant that they read like war propaganda: “There can be no middle ground or grey area when you’re under attack by forces alien to the fundamental principles of a community or society.”

“The place was famously didactic,” says former MRR writer Kyle Ryan. “They’re basically the scene police. Tim had this reputation for being super self-righteous. It was a confrontational approach to bands. It was a place where making a living off of music was selling out, and that wasn’t allowed. They had very strict rules and wouldn’t write about any bands on major labels.”

The zine’s columnists followed Yohannan’s lead on the issue’s subsequent pages—maybe not going to the extreme of comparing A&R departments to the Third Reich, but certainly major labels were a subject on which no writer had a lack of opinions and gripes. One writer, Brian Zero, was invited to write about the unethical business practices of major labels after he staged a protest outside Green Day’s show in Petaluma, California, passing out flyers that advised fans to “walk out on Green Day.” The protest hadn’t amounted to more than a handful of folks holding anti–Green Day signs, but it was enough to make anyone entering the theater feel like a scab crossing a picket line.

Other columnists, like Lee Diamond, dumped a bucket of ice water on indie bands thinking of making the jump to a major, dispelling the three most common attractions: Those big fat advance checks and generous studio budgets seem impressive until you realize they come out of your royalties; A&R reps often seem young, cool, and relatable, but ultimately they’re label employees and not your friends; and lastly, “NO person or band in the industry has a contract that allows them complete artistic control. NO ONE.”

In a reprinting of his infamous article “The Problem with Music,” producer and Shellac frontman Steve Albini broke down the dollars and cents of major-label deals, outlining in sobering detail how much more money went to producers, lawyers, and managers than the band members. He concluded that an artist that made $3 million for their label would earn “about 1/3 as much as they would working at a 7-11.”

Not every writer went on the attack. Screeching Weasel’s antagonistic frontman, Ben Weasel, took a surprisingly laissez-faire approach, advising ambitious bands to have realistic expectations and to own up to their choices. “I’m not going to condemn anyone who signs to a major. Their business is their own,” he wrote. “But if you’re going to sell out, at least do it smart. Admit you’ve sold out.” He praised bands that proudly made music on their own terms, like his friends in the staunchly independent Bay Area trio Jawbreaker, who he claimed had been “approached by just about every major label and they’ve turned them down.”

Larry Livermore, in his final column for the zine, was one of the lone voices defending Green Day’s decision to go to Warner Bros. “If you’re just going to sit there whining about how so-and-so sold out,” he wrote, “pretty soon nobody is going to be listening.”

As for Green Day themselves, being barred from playing at Gilman to preserve the club’s independent identity was one thing, but reading personally spiteful words from the scene that had birthed them was a hard pill to swallow. Three months later, Armstrong fired back in the pages of SPIN: “Tim Yohannon can go and suck his own dick for all I care. He doesn’t know what the fuck he’s talking about. I’ve never waved a punk-rock flag in my life.”

“They were very young and felt they were being rejected by the scene that had been so vital and important to them. It’s got to hurt a lot,” says Livermore. “On one hand, you’ve got everybody, sometimes even famous people you’ve looked up to all your life, telling you, ‘Oh, you guys are geniuses, you’re wonderful, you’re amazing!’ And on the other hand, you’re thinking, Yeah, but all my old friends hate me. I think it came very close to destroying them.”

* * *

It rained all morning on Sunday, August 14, the third and final day of Woodstock ’94. Aside from the dreary weather, though, the upstate New York music festival aimed at Generation X music fans had little in common with the spirit of its legendary free-love predecessor of 1969. “There were two stages instead of one, the production values were much better, and the sound was much better,” remembers Elliot Cahn, who himself had performed at the original Woodstock as a founding member of the doo-wop group Sha Na Na. “The ethos in the audience was also much different. It wasn’t the 1960s anymore. It was much more of a commercial enterprise.” Ticket prices had also risen considerably in the twenty-five-year interim, with weekend passes jumping from $18 to $135, plus Ticketmaster fees. Corporations had dug their claws into the festival, which was no longer a unique hippie paradise, but another big-business venture.

Originally billed as “2 More Days of Peace and Music,” a third day was added to accommodate the high demand for tickets. More than 180,000 tickets were sold in advance and, with many thousands more people paying upon entry or simply sneaking in, the estimated attendance reached 400,000. The festival was also being broadcast on television via pay-per-view, pushing the worldwide audience into the millions.

Green Day had added a last-minute Woodstock set into their schedule, hopping off Lollapalooza in Atlanta to take a midday slot on the smaller stage in New York, across from main-stage acts like Spin Doctors, Bob Dylan, and the Red Hot Chili Peppers. It was a gig they took partly as a lark and partly because, as Dirnt explained to the Washington Post, “They’re paying us a lot of money.”

While Green Day waited backstage before going on, a reporter in a rain poncho pointed her microphone at Dirnt and posed a question about the corporate festival: “Some people are saying that the alternative bands that are playing here are selling out. What do you have to say to them?” Without missing a beat, Dirnt shrugged and said, “They’re probably right.”

A few minutes later, Dirnt, repping his Lookout Records roots in a Screeching Weasel T-shirt, was stomping toward the microphone stand. He grabbed it, bashed it into his head three times, and yelled at the massive crowd, “How you doin’, all you rich muthafuckas?”

Billie Joe Armstrong soon emerged, blue hair and red necktie, and planted his feet at the front of the stage in a power stance. He ripped through the opening chords of “Welcome to Paradise” as the crowd bounced up and down. For the first fifteen minutes of their set, Armstrong struggled to connect with the audience. Unlike in the clubs they were used to playing, where the crowd was close enough to reach out and touch the performers, the perimeter of the Woodstock audience began a good twenty feet away, beyond several layers of barricades, security guards, and camera crews.

After three songs, though, Armstrong finally started connecting with the crowd. Or, more precisely, the crowd started connecting with him. People began reaching down, digging huge chunks of mud and grass out of the ground, and hurling them at the band. In the middle of “When I Come Around,” one clump skimmed off the top of one of Cool’s cymbals, followed immediately by another that clobbered Armstrong’s strumming hand, and neither musician missed a beat. Mud projectiles splattered onstage as crew members scrambled to cover amps with towels and made desperate attempts to shield the TV cameras with plastic tarps.

While the crew was occupied with protecting the equipment, a couple of kids hopped the barricade and made a run for the stage, one of them making it all the way to the band and giving Armstrong a muddy hug. After another
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