
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			
				“Amazingly raw and candid … An unsparing and extremely honest depiction of the group’s highly tumultuous history … A wizardly combination of smart journalism and intelligent analysis, Come as You Are is as good as rock bios get.”

				—BILLBOARD

			

			
				“Really takes you inside both the business and soul of rock ’n’ roll, providing the lurid details and lucid pop criticism, too.”

				—LOS ANGELES TIMES

			

			
				“Come as You Are is the first [book] to comprehensively tell the band’s tale from Aberdeen, Wash., to world domination.”

				—ROLLING STONE

			

			
				“Sects and drugs and rock & roll—Come as You Are has got it all. ‘A.’ ”
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				“One of the few memorable, indispensable books about alternative rock … It’s all here, in one of the most revealing books about rock to come down the pike in a long, long time.”
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		CHAPTER ZERO

		It’s April 9, 1993, at the Cow Palace in San Francisco. Eleven thousand people—grunge kids, jocks, metalheads, main-streamers, punks, little kids with their parents, hippie-types—have come from as far away as Los Angeles and Seattle to see Nirvana’s first American show in seven months, a benefit for Bosnian rape victims. Besides a seven-week club tour in late 1991, the closest most American fans had come to seeing the band in concert was their appearance on “Saturday Night Live” over a year before. So much has happened in the meantime: drug rumors, breakup rumors, lawsuits, and about five million more copies of the Nevermind album sold worldwide. And much hasn’t happened—a U.S. arena tour, a new album. It’s a crucial show.

		The band walks out on stage. Kurt Cobain, sporting an aqua cardigan, an inside-out Captain America T-shirt and decomposing blue jeans, gives a nervous little wave to the crowd. He’s dyed his hair blond for the occasion; a mop of it obscures his eyes and indeed the entire top half of his face.

		From the opening chords of “Rape Me,” the band plays with explosive force, salvos of sound catapulting off the stage and into the crowd—“Breed,” “Blew,” “Sliver,” “Milk It,” “Heart Shaped Box.” Toward the end, they play “The Hit” and even though Kurt mangles the opening chords, the moshers on the floor go berserk. As matches and lighters are held aloft during “Lithium,” everyone in this cavernous barn is reminded of exactly why they love Nirvana.

		Although Chris Novoselic and Kurt are at least thirty feet apart, they move and react to each other as if they are much closer; the communication is effortless. Midway through the set, Kurt calls over to Chris, “I feel great! I could play another hour!” And they do, packing twenty-four songs in an hour and a half, including eight songs from the upcoming album. The crowd applauds the new stuff enthusiastically, especially the ferocious assault on “Scentless Apprentice” and the majestic “All Apologies,” which dissolves in a haze of mantra-chant and feedback.

		Eddie Vedder from Pearl Jam watches from the side of the stage; not far away is the Melvins’ Dale Crover. Frances Bean Cobain is upstairs in her dad’s dressing room with her nanny; Courtney comes down just in time to dodge a plastic bottle of mineral water that Kurt has thrown without looking. She waves at him sarcastically.

		At the end of the set, Kurt, Chris, and Dave Grohl disappear behind the drum riser and pass around a cigarette as they discuss what songs to play, then return for a seven-song, half-hour encore climaxing with “Endless, Nameless,” the mystery track that closes Nevermind. As the band accelerates the song’s main riff, it becomes a trance. Kurt walks across the top of his amp stack. It’s not that high off the ground, but he’s riveting anyway, like a potential suicide walking along the ledge of a building. The music speeds up even more. The guitars are squalling, Chris has unstrapped his bass and is waving it in front of his amp; Dave Grohl flails with precise abandon. As the music peaks, Kurt falls hard onto the drum set and drums and cymbal stands fall outward, like a carnivorous flower opening up and swallowing its prey. Show over.

		People ask each other if he’s all right. It’s not showmanship. If it were, they’d put down padding first. Maybe it’s a geek stunt, like the kid in grade school who would make his nose bleed and smear the blood on his face so the bully would leave him alone, a case of “I’ll hurt myself before you can” from a guy who opened the set with a song called “Rape Me.” Perhaps it’s an homage to two of Kurt’s favorite Stuntmen, Evel Knievel and Iggy Pop. Or is it that he’s so jazzed up from the music that he’s impervious to all physical harm, like a psyched-up swami who can walk across hot coals? Judging by the audience, all agog and aglow, that last explanation seems to fit the best.

		Afterward, the entire entourage celebrates the triumphant gig in the courtyard of the trendy Phoenix motel—except for Kurt and Courtney, who have retired to a fancy hotel across town. The Phoenix, Courtney says, holds some bad memories for them. And besides, the bath towels are too small. Even without them, the place has turned into a little Nirvana village. Dave and his mother and sister are there, Chris and Shelli are there, so is smiling Ernie Bailey the guitar tech and his wife Brenda, tour manager Alex Macleod, lighting designer Suzanne Sasic, folks from Gold Mountain Management, Mark Kates from Geffen/DGC, even members of Seattle’s Love Battery who happen to be in town. Chris goes down to the grocery store and gets a couple of armloads of beer and the party lasts into the wee hours of the morning.

		The next day, Chris makes a pilgrimage to the fabled Beat landmark, the City Lights Bookstore. He goes outside to a cash machine, where a homeless man announces, “Good news, people! We are pleased to accept twenty-dollar bills for Easter!” Chris gives him one.

		The Cow Palace show was a victory. It seemed like a confirmation that a punk rock band that hit the mainstream jackpot wasn’t a fluke after all. That victory had repercussions for the band, all the bands like them, and maybe even the culture at large. As Sonic Youth’s Kim Gordon said recently, “When a band like Nirvana comes out of the underground, it really expresses something that’s going on in the culture and it’s not a commodity.”

		What was going on in the culture was reflected not only in the sound of the music, but just as importantly, how it became popular. The punk rock phenomenon started practically the moment Johnny Ramone first put pick to string, inspiring a decade and a half’s worth of hard work by countless bands, independent record labels, radio stations, magazines and fanzines, and small record stores that struggled to create some sort of alternative to the bland, condescending corporate rock which was being foisted on the public by the cynical major labels, the impersonal arenas, the mega-sized record stores, the lowest-common-denominator radio stations and the star-struck national rock magazines.

		Galvanized by the punk rock revolution, the music underground formed a worldwide network, a shadow music industry. It grew and grew until not even the best efforts of the baby boomer-controlled music industry could hold it back. R.E.M. was the first explosion, Jane’s Addiction came later, and then came the Big Bang: Nevermind has sold over eight million copies worldwide to date. It defied the best efforts of the likes of Michael Jackson, U2, and Guns n’ Roses, and hit #1 on the Billboard album chart.

		After this, everything was either pre- or post-Nirvana. Radio and press started taking the “alternative” thing seriously. Suddenly, record labels were rethinking their strategy. Instead of heavily promoted lightweight pop that would sell well at first and never be heard from again, they decided to start signing acts with long-term potential. And they were promoting them from a more grass-roots level, instead of throwing money at them until they started selling. This was an imitation of the way Nirvana broke—a small core group of grassroots media and music fans whose valuable word of mouth expanded the group’s base little by little at first, and then by leaps and bounds. Minimum hype, just good music.

		The investigative zeal required in order to make one’s way through the morass of independent music was in effect a rebuke of herd consumerism. It was a pesky development for the major labels, who had come to depend on promotional dollars to make the public see their way. Independent music required independent thinking, all the way from the artists who made the music to the entrepreneurs who sold it, to the people who bought it. It’s a lot harder to track down that new Calamity Jane single than it is to pick up the latest C+C Music Factory CD.

		In 1990, not one rock album hit the #1 spot, prompting some industry pundits to prophesy the end of rock. The audience for the music had been systematically fragmented by radio programmers looking for the perfect demographic, and it appeared unlikely that rock fans could unite around one record in large enough numbers to put it at the top of the charts. And while rock degenerated into a blow-dried, highly processed faux rebellion, genres such as country and rap more directly addressed the mood and concerns of the masses. Although several other rock albums hit #1 in 1991, Nevermind united an audience that had never been united before—the twentysomethings.

		Tired of having old fogies such as Genesis and Eric Clapton or artificial creations such as Paula Abdul and Milli Vanilli rammed down their throats, the twenty somethings wanted a music of their own. Something that expressed the feelings they felt. A staggering number are children of divorce. They had the certain knowledge that they were the first American generation to have little hope of doing better than their parents, the generation that would suffer for the fiscal excesses of the Reagan eighties, that spent their entire sexual prime in the shadow of AIDS, that spent their childhoods having nightmares about nuclear war. They felt powerless to rescue an embattled environment and spent most of their lives with either Reagan or Bush in the White House, enduring a repressive sexual and cultural climate. And they felt helpless and inarticulate in the face of it all.

		Throughout the eighties, many musicians were protesting various political and social inequities, but most of them were boomers like Don Henley, Bruce Springsteen, and Sting. And many fans saw this protest for what it essentially was: posturing, bandwagon-jumping, self-righteous self-promotion. Exactly why did Duran Duran appear on Live Aid, anyway? Kurt Cobain’s reaction to bad times was as direct as can be, and a hell of a lot more honest. He screamed.

		It’s a mistake to call Kurt Cobain a spokesman for a generation, though. Bob Dylan was a spokesman for a generation. Kurt Cobain isn’t supplying any answers and he’s barely even asking the questions. He makes an anguished wail, reveling in negative ecstasy. And if that is the sound of teen spirit these days, so be it.

		The songs on Nevermind might have been about alienation and apathy, but alienation and apathy about things that didn’t mean much anyway. By contrast, the band has expressed strong feelings about feminism, racism, censorship, and especially homophobia. And any hint of passivity was blown away by the awesome force of the music (particularly Dave Grohl’s explosive drumming) and the undeniable craft of the songwriting. This was passionate music that didn’t pretend. Getting into Nirvana was empowering for a generation that had no power.

		The early lives of the band members echo that of their generation. All three come from broken homes. All three (and even their previous drummer) led painfully alienated childhoods; two are high school dropouts.

		Although they’re considered part of the “Seattle sound,” they’re not a Seattle band—Kurt Cobain and Chris Novoselic come from the isolated coastal logging town of Aberdeen, Washington. The band came of age there and in nearby Olympia, home of K Records and the “naive pop” band Beat Happening, both major philosophical, if not musical, influences on Nirvana. When Kurt talks about punk rock, he doesn’t mean green hair and safety-pinned nostrils. He means the do-it-yourself, be-yourself, low-tech ethos of K, Touch & Go, SST, and other fiercely indie labels. It’s an effort to reclaim music from the corporate realm and bring it back to the people, to make it electronic folk music.

		The members of Nirvana clearly weren’t corporate employees (they’ve visited their label’s L.A. headquarters exactly once)—the band carefully defined themselves as being outside an idealized generic mainstream as concocted by Madison Avenue, television executives, the major record labels, and Hollywood. To use a now co-opted term, Nirvana presented an alternative. When eight million people said they felt the same way, the mainstream was redefined.

		Many bands in the charts made good enough music, but it was merely entertainment. This music had resonance. It wasn’t slick, it wasn’t calculated. It was exhilarating, frightening, beautiful, vicious, vague, and exultant. And not only did it rock, but you could hum along to it.

		Fame was not something the band wanted or was equipped to deal with. It was a surprise. It was embarrassing to them. It was too much too soon. Chris and Dave took it hard enough, but Kurt took it harder. They lay low for much of 1992, and by the early spring of the following year, Kurt, Chris, and Dave could look back on everything that had happened with 20/20 hindsight.

		Dave told his side of the story at the Laundry Room, the modest Seattle recording studio he co-owns with his old friend and drum tech Barrett Jones. Sitting on the floor amid instruments, amps, and cables, he wore a K Records button on his button-down shirt and wolfed down a toxic meal from the nearby 7-Eleven. Dave is articulate, poised well beyond his twenty-four years. He is extremely self-possessed; he harbors no delusions of grandeur, nor will he sell himself short. “He’s the most well-adjusted boy I know,” Kurt is fond of saying.

		Dave is the least visible of the three—after all, he’s not six foot seven like Chris and he’s not the frontman like Kurt. Like Chris, he goes to shows in Seattle all the time, and can be found standing in the crowd just like everyone else. He’s in an ideal position and he knows it—he’s in one of the most successful rock bands on the planet, yet he can go out on the town for the evening and count the number of people who even recognize him on one hand.

		“Chris has a heart of gold,” says a family friend. “He is a good soul.” Chris speaks slowly, cautiously, and although he’s not a book-learned intellectual type, he’s a genius of horse sense, always ready with plain-spoken perceptions that cut through the bullshit. A self-described “news junkie,” he is deeply concerned and deeply knowledgeable about the situation in what was once Yugoslavia, where his family comes from.

		He and his gracious and levelheaded wife Shelli own a modest house in Seattle’s quiet, suburban University District. It’s a communal sort of place—his sister Diana lives with them, as does tour manager Alex Macleod, a bright, pony-tailed Scot so loyal he’d probably step in front of a bullet for any member of the band. Chris’s brother Robert stops by all the time. Early in March, Sonic Youth’s Kim Gordon and Thurston Moore stay there while they’re in town to finish up a world tour. Gordon, Moore, and Mudhoney’s Mark Arm stop by after a day of buying records, one of which is an old Benny Goodman 78. As “Royal Garden Blues” emerges from the crackles and hisses of his old Victrola, Chris jokes to Moore, “Yeah, man, low-fi. This is what our new record sounds like!”

		A huge jukebox dominates the living room, which is decorated with funky old thrift shop furniture, but mostly everyone—including the cats Einstein and Doris—hangs out in the kitchen. The refrigerator is stocked with organic this and preservative-free that. Recycled paper is used wherever possible. A vintage late fifties dry bar and three pinball machines—Kiss, the Addams Family, and Evel Knievel—are down in the basement, where Chris threw a party the night before the band left to record In Utero. Old friends like Matt Lukin from Mudhoney, Tad Doyle from TAD, and Dee Plakas from L7, new friends like Eddie Vedder, folks from Nirvana’s extended family like Ernie Bailey and Geffen/DGC A&R (Artists and Repertoire) man Gary Gersh all partied into the wee hours. Shelli whipped up some vegetarian hors d’oeuvres.

		Chris lives low to the ground, spends his money wisely. This is hardly a high-living rock star—the door falls off his aged tape deck.

		***

		After a quick preliminary interview just before Christmas of 1992, the first round of more than twenty-five hours of interviews with Kurt took place in early February. They began very late at night, after Kurt would return from rehearsals for In Utero, lasting until four or five in the morning. In the midst of moving into a temporary home in Seattle, Kurt padded around his and Courtney’s hotel suite in mismatched pajamas, chain smoking as he peppered his story with a supremely dry and sarcastic wit. Once, he strapped on a virtual reality machine—something between a Walkman and a private psychedelic light show—that he was experimenting with to control his chronic stomach pain. Various settings supposedly stimulate memory, creativity, energy, and relaxation.

		For internationally famous celebrities, Kurt and Courtney live a pretty no-frills lifestyle. There are no minders, no beefy bodyguards around them. Kurt takes a taxi around town, stops in the McDonald’s for a burger, wearing a ridiculous Elmer Fudd hat pulled down on his head for a disguise. A visitor to their hotel room one night walked into the hotel, took the elevator to their floor, and walked right through their open door to find Kurt and Courtney in their pajamas and nestling together on the bed, watching a trashy Leif Garrett TV movie in the dark. “Oh hi,” Courtney said, not even startled.

		Kurt appears frail, rail-thin. He speaks in a sort of deadpan sing-song, abraded by too many cigarettes into a low growl. It makes him seem sad and spent, as if he’s just finished a crying jag, but that’s just the way he is. “Everyone thinks of me as this emotional wreck, this total negative black star—all the time,” Kurt says. “They’re always asking ‘What’s the matter?’ And there’s nothing wrong with me at all. I’m not feeling blue at all. It got to the point where I had to look at myself and figure out what people are seeing. I thought maybe I should shave my eyebrows. That might help.”

		Although Kurt’s charisma is almost palpable, he is profoundly low-key. It helps to mentally amplify his every reaction: a distracted “hmph” translates into “Wow!”; a quick chuckle is a guffaw; a dirty look is murder.

		As in photographs, his face takes on many different aspects. Sometimes he looks like an angelic boy, sometimes like a dissipated wastrel, sometimes like the guy who fixes your transmission. And sometimes, in certain lights, he even looks eerily like Axl Rose. His pale complexion is lightly veiled by scruffy stubble. An angry red patch on his scalp shows through the trademark unwashed hair, which is strawberry blond for the time being. He usually wears pajamas and is perpetually unkempt. Although the time of day has very little to do with his schedule, he always wears a watch bearing the likeness of Tom Peterson, the owner of a chain of appliance stores in Oregon.

		Kurt’s eyes are so extremely blue that they give his face a perpetually startled expression. In his pajamas, he gives the impression of a shell-shocked young private padding around a veteran’s home. But he doesn’t miss a trick.

		By early March, after the recording of the band’s new album, In Utero, Kurt, Courtney and their baby Frances moved into a largish rented house overlooking Lake Washington. At the kitchen table, Kurt would play at disemboweling a plastic anatomical model, chain-smoking the whole time. “I like the idea that you can take them all apart and just see the guts,” he said. “Organs fascinate me. They work. And a lot of times they fuck up, but it’s hard to believe that a person can put something as poisonous as alcohol or drugs in their system and the mechanics can take it—for a while. It’s amazing they take them at all.”

		The place is sparsely furnished—there’s beige wall-to-wall carpeting and nothing on the walls—but this is just temporary. They’ll be moving to a remodeled house in a small town a few dozen miles out of Seattle later this year, and they’re looking for a pied à terre on Seattle’s hip Capitol Hill. Upstairs is the bedroom, the baby’s room, and Kurt’s painting room, where an easel holds a portrait of a withered, forlorn creature with skeletal arms and lifeless black eyes. In the downstairs bathroom sits an MTV Award for Best New Artist, the little silver astronaut keeping a close watch over the toilet. Frances’s nanny, Jackie, has a room down in the basement. In the dining room off the kitchen, a model-car track is set up.

		One room of the house is designated “the mess room.” The floor is covered with old letters, notes, work tapes, records, photographs, and posters dating back to the earliest days of Kurt’s musical life. Against one wall is Courtney’s Buddhist chanting shrine, which she doesn’t use much anymore, probably because she can’t get to it through the clutter. A brown paper bag has tipped over, disgorging a score or so of plastic Colonel Sanders and Pillsbury Doughboy dolls.

		Guitars are everywhere, even in the bathroom. A sonorous old Martin sits in the living room alongside a more modest instrument painted red and covered with appliques of flowers.

		Seven-month-old Frances Bean Cobain is a beautiful baby with her father’s piercing blue eyes and her mother’s jaw line. Although her parents seem to dote on her for the benefit of the visitor, they are clearly loving. Kurt seems a little more graceful with children than Courtney, but both do a fine job of making the usual goo-goo noises for the obvious amusement of the baby.

		By all accounts, Frances did wonders for Kurt. “He looks at Frances all the time and he says, ‘That’s the way I used to be! That’s the way I used to be!’ ” Courtney says. “You can’t change a person, but my goal in life is to make him that happy again. But it’s hard because he’s always dissatisfied with stuff.”

		One night, Courtney quietly strums an acoustic guitar into a boom box in the living room upstairs while down in the garage next to their used Volvo, Kurt bangs on a dilapidated drum set left over from some long-forgotten tour. The garage is filled with boxes and boxes of papers, artwork, guitar guts, and years of thrift shop purchases. Two boxes are crammed with transparent plastic men, women, and even horses. Close by are an amplifier, a bass guitar, and the one thing in the house that could conceivably be called an indulgence—a Space Invaders-type video game that Kurt picked up for a couple of hundred bucks. He records high scores on it with initials like “COK” and “POO” and “FUK.”

		Our conversations were extremely frank. Kurt has a simple explanation for his candor. “I’m caught,” he says, referring to his widely-publicized problems with heroin, “so I may as well fess up to it and try to put it in a little bit more perspective. Everyone thinks I’ve been a junkie for years. I was a junkie for a really small amount of time.”

		Furthermore, he’s not worried about exploding the band’s—or his own—formidable myth. Quite the opposite. “I never intended to have some kind of a mystery about us,” he said to me once. “It’s just that I didn’t have anything to say in the beginning. Now that it’s gone on long enough, there’s a story, in a way. Still, every night after you leave, I think, ‘God, my life is so fucking boring compared to so many people that I know.’ ”

		Kurt is eager to set the record straight. There have been so many rumors about him, his wife, and even his infant daughter that he figures the best way he can cut his losses is just to tell exactly what happened. His tales are sometimes self-serving, full of rationalization and self-contradiction, but even his distortions are revealing about his life, his art, and the connections between the two.

	
		CHAPTER 1

		A GREASY-HAIRED LITTLE REBELLIOUS KID

		Aberdeen, Washington (pop. 16,660), is one hundred and eight long miles southwest of Seattle, way out on the remote Washington coast. Seattle has a lot of rain, but Aberdeen has more—up to seven feet a year—casting a constant, dreary pall over the town. Far from the nearest freeway, nothing comes in and rarely does anything come out.

		Art and culture are best left to the snooty types over in Seattle—among the “fascinating activities” listed in a brochure from the Grays Harbor County Chamber of Commerce are bowling, chain-saw competitions, and video arcades.

		Route 12 into Aberdeen is bordered by an endless succession of trailer parks; beyond them are hundreds of thousands of acres of timberland, often marred by vast stubbly scars where the loggers have been clear-cutting. Coming in from the east, the first thing a visitor sees of Aberdeen is the sprawling, ugly Weyerhauser lumberyard fronting the Wishkah River, where the limbless carcasses of once-proud trees lie stacked like massacre victims. Surveying the scene from the other side of the river is a long strip of plastic fast food joints.

		Logging dominates the town; or rather, it once did. Business has been falling off for years and layoffs are turning Aberdeen into a ghost town. These days, the streets downtown are slowly filling with empty or boarded-up storefronts. The only places that are doing good business are taverns like the Silver Dollar and the aptly named Pourhouse, as well as the local pawnshop, which overflows with guns, chain saws, and electric guitars. The suicide rate of Grays Harbor County is one of the highest in the nation; alcoholism is rampant and crack came to town years ago.

		People hate the spotted owl—recipes for cooking the endangered creature pop up on local bumper stickers—even though decentralization of the timber industry, rising labor costs, and automation are really what’s putting people out of work. One of the biggest mills in town used to employ scores of workers and now it has five: four men and a laser-guided computerized cutting machine.

		One of the biggest growth industries in the county is the cultivation of marijuana and psychedelic mushrooms, which people grow in order to supplement their meager or nonexistent incomes.

		Things didn’t used to be so rough. Aberdeen was once a bustling seaport where sailors stopped off for rest, food, and some rented female companionship. Fact is, the town was once one big whorehouse, centered on the notorious Hume Street (which the town fathers renamed State Street in the fifties to try to bury the memories). Later, the town became a railroad terminus and the home of dozens of sawmills and logging operations. Aberdeen teemed with single young men making plenty of money in the wood industry and prostitution thrived, with as many as fifty bordellos (“women’s boardinghouses,” they were called) in the downtown area at one point. Prostitution lasted as long as the late fifties, when a police crackdown finally put an end to it. Some say Aberdeen’s unsavory past gives its residents an inferiority complex.

		This is where Kurt Donald Cobain was born on February 20, 1967, to Wendy Cobain, a homemaker, and her husband Donald, a mechanic at the Chevron station in town. The young family started out in a rental house in nearby Hoquiam, then moved to Aberdeen when Kurt was six months old.

		Kurt grew up not knowing where his family name came from. His maternal grandfather is German, but that’s all he knew. Only recently did he discover that his father’s side of the family is full-blooded Irish, and that Cobain is a corruption of the name Coburn.

		Although the Cobains were of humble means, life started out very well for their golden-haired son. “My mom was always physically affectionate with me,” says Kurt. “We always kissed good-bye and hugged. It was really cool. I’m surprised to find out that so many families aren’t that way. Those were pretty blissful times.”

		Kurt’s sister Kim was born three years after he was, but Kurt and his mother had already established a tight bond. “There’s nothing like your firstborn—nothing,” says Wendy, now remarried and still living in the same house in Aberdeen with her husband and eight-year-old daughter. “No child even comes close to that. I was totaled out on him. My every waking hour was for him.”

		
			[image: ]
		

		Kurt just before his second birthday.

		Kurt was obviously a bright child. “I remember calling my mother,” Wendy recalls, “and telling her it kind of scared me because he had perceptions like I’ve never seen a small child have.”

		Kurt had started showing an interest in music when he was two, which was not surprising since his mother’s side of the family was very musical—Wendy’s brother Chuck played in a rock and roll band, her sister Mary played guitar, and everyone in the family had some sort of musical talent. At Christmas, they would all sing or act out skits.

		Wendy’s uncle changed his name from Delbert Fradenburg to Dale Arden, moved to California to become an operatic balladeer, and cut a few records in the late forties and early fifties. He became friends with actor Brian Keith (who later starred in the sixties sitcom “Family Affair”) and Jay Silverheels, who played Tonto in the “Lone Ranger” TV series. So, as Wendy jokes, “this celebrity thing is nothing new to the family.”

		Aunt Mary gave Kurt Beatles and Monkees records when he was seven or so. She would invite Kurt over to her house to watch her band practice. A country musician who had actually recorded a single, Mary had played in bar bands around Aberdeen for years, sometimes appeared solo at the Riviera steak house, and once placed second on a local TV talent contest called “You Can Be a Star.”

		Mary tried to teach Kurt how to play guitar, but he didn’t have the patience—in fact, it was hard to get him to sit still for anything. He had been diagnosed as hyperactive.

		Like many kids of his generation, Kurt had been given the drug Ritalin, a form of speed, which counteracts hyperactivity. It kept him up until four in the morning. Sedatives made him fall asleep in school. Finally, they tried subtracting sugar and the infamous Red Dye #2 from his diet, and it worked. It was hard for a hyperactive kid to stay away from sugar because, as Wendy puts it, “They are, like, addicted to it.”

		But not being able to have a candy bar hardly dampened Kurt’s spirits. “He got up every day with such joy that there was another day to be had,” says Wendy. “He was so enthusiastic. He would come running out of his bedroom so excited that there was another day ahead of him and he couldn’t wait to find out what it was going to bring him.”

		“I was an extremely happy child,” says Kurt. “I was constantly screaming and singing. I didn’t know when to quit. I’d eventually get beaten up by kids because I’d get so excited about wanting to play. I took play very seriously. I was just really happy.”

		The first kid of his generation, Kurt had seven aunts and uncles on his mother’s side alone who would argue over who got to baby-sit for him. Used to being the center of attention, he entertained anybody who wanted to watch. “He was so dramatic,” says Wendy. “He’d throw himself down on the floor at the store for this old man because this old man would just love to have Kurt sing for him.” One of Kurt’s favorite records was Alice’s Restaurant by Arlo Guthrie. Often, he’d sing Guthrie’s “Motorcycle Song.” “I don’t want a pickle/I just want to ride on my motorcycle/ And I don’t want to die!”

		His aunt Mary gave him a bass drum when he was seven. Kurt would strap it on and walk around the neighborhood wearing a hunting hat and his dad’s tennis shoes, beating the drum and singing Beatles songs like “Hey Jude” and “Revolution.”

		Kurt didn’t like it when men looked at Wendy, a very attractive woman with blond hair and pretty blue eyes. Don never seemed to care, but Kurt always got angry and jealous—“Mommy, that man’s looking at you!” he’d say. Once, he even told off a policeman.

		Even at age three, Kurt didn’t much like policemen. When he’d spot one, he’d sing a little song. “Corn on the cops, corn on the cops! The cops are coming! They’re going to kill you!” “Every time I saw a cop I’d start singing that at them and pointing at them and telling them that they were evil,” says Kurt, grinning. “I had this massive thing about cops. I didn’t like them at all.” When he was a couple of years older, Kurt would fill 7-Up cans full of pebbles and heave them at police cars, although he never actually hit one.

		That was also about the time that Kurt somehow learned how to extend his middle finger in the time-honored manner. While his mother drove around town doing errands, he’d sit in the backseat of the car and flip the bird to everyone they passed by.

		By the time Kurt was in second grade, everybody had noticed how well he could draw. “After a while,” says Wendy, “it kind of got crammed down his throat. Every present was a paintbrush or an easel. We kind of almost killed it for him.”

		Everybody thought Kurt’s drawings and paintings were great. Except for him. “He would never be happy about his art,” says Wendy. “He would never be satisfied with it, like typical artists are.” One day around Halloween Kurt came home with a copy of the school paper. It had a drawing Kurt had done on the cover, an honor usually reserved for kids who were at least fifth-graders. Kurt was really mad about it when he came home, because he didn’t think his picture was that great. “His attitude toward adults changed because of that,” says Wendy. “Everybody was telling him how much they loved his art and he was never satisfied with it.”

		Up until third grade, Kurt wanted to be a rock star—he’d play Beatles records and mime along with his little plastic guitar. Then, for a long time, he wanted to be a Stuntman. “I liked to play outside, catch snakes, jump my bicycle off the roof,” he recalls. “Evel Knievel was my only idol.” Once, he took all the bedding and pillows out of the house, put it on the deck, and jumped onto it from the roof; another time, he took a piece of metal, duct-taped it to his chest, and put a bunch of firecrackers on it and lit them.

		Sometimes Kurt would visit Uncle Chuck, Wendy’s brother, who played in a band. Chuck had built speakers for his basement studio that were so big he couldn’t get them out of the room. He’d put Kurt downstairs, give him a microphone, and roll some tape. Wendy still has a tape he made when he was four or so. Kurt sings and then, when he thinks no one’s listening, he starts saying dirty words. “Poo-doo,” he says. “Poo-doo!”

		Don and Wendy got Kurt a little Mickey Mouse drum set. “I kind of pushed drums on him because I wanted to be a drummer,” Wendy admits. “But my mother thought that was so unfeminine, so she never let me play.” Kurt didn’t need to be pushed—as soon as he could sit up and hold things, he had been banging on pots and pans. He thrashed his Mickey Mouse drum set every day after school until it was broken.

		Although it wasn’t in the best section of Aberdeen—in fact, the neighborhood is quite run down—the Cobain home was always the nicest on the block. Don kept it in tip-top shape, installing the wall-to-wall carpeting, the fake-brick fireplace, the imitation-wood paneling. “It was white trash posing as middle class,” Kurt says of his upbringing.

		Wendy came from a family that was hardly well-to-do, but her mother always made sure that her children looked like they had a lot more than they did. Wendy was the same way. Every morning, she would diligently feather Kurt’s hair for that Shaun Cassidy look, make sure he brushed his teeth, and dress him in the nicest clothes they could afford, and he would trudge off to school in his wafflestomper hiking boots. She even made Kurt wear a sweater that he was allergic to, because it looked good on him. “Both my kids were probably the best-dressed kids in Aberdeen,” says Wendy. “I made sure of that.”

		Wendy tried to keep her kids away from what she calls “certain friends from certain kinds of backgrounds that lived in certain situations.” Kurt says she basically told him to stay away from poor kids. “My mom thought that I was better than those kids, so I picked on them every once in a while—the scummy kids, the dirty kids,” says Kurt. “I just remember there were a couple of kids that stunk like pee all the time and I would bully them around and get in fights with them. By fourth grade I realized that these kids are probably cooler than the higher class children, more down to earth, down to the dirt.” Later on, Kurt’s unwashed hair, ever-present stubble, and tattered wardrobe would become world-famous trademarks.

		Kurt started taking drum lessons in third grade. “Ever since I can remember, since I was a little kid,” says Kurt, “I wanted to be Ringo Starr. But I wanted to be John Lennon playing drums.” Kurt played in the school band in grade school, though he never learned how to read music—he’d just wait for the kid in the first chair to learn the song and then copy what he was doing.

		By the Christmas of 1974, when he was seven, Kurt got the idea that his mom thought he was a problem child. “The only thing I really wanted that year was a five-dollar Starsky and Hutch gun,” Kurt says. “I got a lump of coal instead.”

		Kurt says he was ambidextrous, but his father tried to force him to use his right hand, fearing Kurt would have problems later in life as a lefty. He became a lefty anyway.

		For most of his life, Kurt has been plagued by one health problem or another. Besides his hyperactivity, he’s always suffered from chronic bronchitis. In eighth grade, Kurt was diagnosed with a minor case of scoliosis, or curvature of the spine. As time went by, the weight of his guitar actually made the curvature worse. If he had been right-handed, he says, it would have corrected the problem.

		In 1975, when Kurt was eight, his parents divorced. Wendy says she divorced Don because he simply wasn’t around very much—he was always off playing basketball or baseball, coaching teams or refereeing. In retrospect, she wonders if she ever really loved him. Don bitterly opposed the divorce. Both Wendy and Don admit the kids were later used in a war between their parents.

		Kurt took the divorce and its aftermath very hard. “It just destroyed his life,” says Wendy. “He changed completely. I think he was ashamed. And he became very inward—he just held everything. He became real shy.

		“I think he’s still suffering,” she adds.

		Instead of the sunny, outgoing kid Kurt once was, “He became real sullen,” Wendy says, “kind of mad and always frowning and ridiculing.” On the wall in his bedroom, Kurt wrote, “I hate Mom, I hate Dad, Dad hates Mom, Mom hates Dad, it simply makes you want to be sad.” A few feet over he drew caricatures of Wendy and Don along with the words “Dad sucks” and “Mom sucks.” Below he drew a brain with a big question mark over it. The drawings are still there to this day, along with some nifty Led Zeppelin and Iron Maiden logos that he drew (he denies he made them, but sisters don’t lie).

		Kurt was like a lot of kids of his generation—in fact, everyone who has ever been in Nirvana (but one) has come from a broken home. The divorce rate skyrocketed in the mid-seventies, more than doubling in ten years. The children of these broken marriages didn’t have a world war or a Depression to contend with. They just didn’t have a family. Consequently, their battles were private.

		Kurt says it was a like a light went out in him, a light he’s been trying to recapture ever since. “I just remember all of a sudden not being the same person, feeling like I wasn’t worthy anymore,” he says. “I didn’t feel like I deserved to be hanging out with other kids, because they had parents and I didn’t anymore, I guess.”

		“I was just pissed off at my parents for not being able to deal with their problems,” he continues. “Throughout most of my childhood, after the divorce, I was kind of ashamed of my parents.”

		But Kurt had begun to feel like an outsider even before the divorce. “I didn’t have anything in common with my dad especially,” says Kurt. “He wanted me to be in sports and I didn’t like sports and I was artistic and he just didn’t appreciate that type of thing, so I just always felt ashamed. I just couldn’t understand how I was a product of my parents because they weren’t artistic and I was. I liked music and they didn’t. Subconsciously, maybe I thought I was adopted—ever since that episode of the ‘Partridge Family’ when Danny thought he was adopted. I really related to that.”

		Kurt’s creativity and intelligence—and the early realization that he was an artist—compounded the problem. “Until I was about ten or eleven, I didn’t realize that I was different from the other kids at school,” he says. “I started to realize that I was more interested in drawing and listening to music, more so than the other kids. It just slowly grew on me and I started to realize that. So by the time I was twelve I was fully withdrawn.” Convinced he’d never find anyone like himself, he simply stopped trying to make friends.

		“This town—if he would have been anywhere else he would have been fine,” says Wendy. “But this town is just exactly like Peyton Place. Everybody is watching everyone and judging and they have their little slots they like everyone to stay in and he didn’t.”

		Kurt lived with his mother for a year after the divorce. But he didn’t like her new boyfriend, whom he calls a “a mean huge wife-beater.” At first, Wendy attributed Kurt’s dislike of her boyfriend to mere jealousy. Five years later, she realized her boyfriend was “a little nuts”—a paranoid schizophrenic, in fact. Kurt was extremely unhappy and would take out his anger on everyone from Wendy to his baby-sitters, whom he would usually lock out of the house. Wendy couldn’t control him anymore, so she sent him to live with Don at his trailer home in Montesano, an even smaller logging community about twenty miles east of Aberdeen.

		Don’s place wasn’t a mobile home, but a prefabricated house that is towed in sections behind a truck to a trailer park and assembled. “It wasn’t one of the more luxurious ones—the double-wide ones that the rich white trash got to live in,” Kurt says.

		At first it was great. Don bought Kurt a minibike and they did things together like go to the beach for the weekend or go camping. “He had everything,” says Don. “He had it made. He had the run of the whole house, he had a motorcycle, he got to do whatever he wanted to do, we were always doing stuff. But then when two other kids and a new mother comes in …”
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		Don once offhandedly told Kurt that he’d never get married again. He soon remarried in February of 1978. His new wife brought along her two kids, and they all moved into a proper house in Montesano. Kurt didn’t get along with his new family at all, especially his new stepmom. “Still, to this day, I can’t think of a faker person,” he says. “She’s one of the most nicest people,” Don protests. “Treated him perfect, tried stuff, she got him jobs and tried to cope with everything but it was just screwing up the whole family, just the way he was acting and things that he was doing—and not doing.”

		Kurt skipped school and refused to do household chores. Don says he didn’t even show up for the table-bussing job he arranged for him. He began picking on his younger stepbrother and didn’t like his stepsister much, either—even though she was four years younger than Kurt, she was assigned to baby-sit for him when their parents went out.

		Then he noticed that his dad started to buy lots of toys for his stepsister and brother. While he skulked around in his basement room, they would go out to the mall and come back with a Starhorse or a Tonka truck.

		“I tried to do everything to make him feel wanted, to be part of the family and everything,” says Don, who maintains he got legal custody of Kurt just to make him feel more a part of the family. “But he just didn’t want to be there and wanted to be with his mom and she didn’t want him. And then here she is the goody-goody and I’m the big bad guy.”

		But there may be more to it than that. “I’m emotional at times, but other times I’m not and I just don’t know how to express myself,” Don admits. “Sometimes my smart-ass stuff hurts people’s feelings. I’m not trying to hurt somebody’s feelings but I don’t know I’m doing it, I guess.” Maybe something like that happened with Kurt. “Maybe,” says Don. “Definitely.”

		Oddly, Don seems to have genuine amnesia about his years with Kurt. Although he comes across as a sweet and simple man these days, the strain of the divorce may have brought out a darker side. “Did I rule with a strong arm?” he says. “Okay, my wife says I do. I do probably blow up before I think. And I hurt people’s feelings. And I get over it, I forget about it and nobody else does. Yeah, my dad, he beat me with a belt and stuff, give me a black eye and stuff, but I don’t know, I spanked him with a belt, yes.”

		“Everything that Kurt did was a reflection on Don,” says Wendy. “If he was bad at a baseball game, he would be just infuriated after that game to the point where he’d just humiliate Kurt. He would never allow Kurt to be a little kid. He wanted him to be a little adult and be perfectly behaved, never do anything wrong. He would knuckle-rap Kurt and call him a dummy. He’d just get irritated really quickly and—whack, over the head. My mom says she remembers a time when he actually threw Kurt clear across the room when he was like six.” Don says he doesn’t remember any of this.

		“It’s called ‘denial,’ ” Wendy replies.

		After the divorce, Don had begun working at Mayer Brothers, a logging company, as a tallyman. “Basically,” says Kurt, “he just walked around all day and counted logs.

		“His idea of a father-and-son day out would be to take me out to work on Saturdays and Sundays,” Kurt continues. “I would sit in his office while he went and counted logs. It’s really a quite exciting weekend.” In his dad’s office, Kurt would draw pictures and make prank phone calls. Sometimes he’d go out into the warehouse and play on top of the stacks of two-by-fours. After all that excitement, he would get into his dad’s van and listen to Queen’s News of the World over and over again on the eight-track. Sometimes he’d listen so long that he’d drain the battery and they’d have to find someone to jump-start the engine.

		Don used to run around with the jock crowd in high school, but he never excelled in sports, perhaps because he was small for his age. Don’s father expected a lot from him, but he just couldn’t compete. Some believe that’s why Don pushed Kurt into sports.

		Don got Kurt to join the junior high wrestling team. Kurt hated the grueling practices and worse yet, having to hang out with jocks. “I hated it—every second of it,” says Kurt. “I just fucking hated it.” He’d come home in the evening from practice, “and there’d be this disgusting, shriveled-up, dry meal that my stepmom had cooked with a lot of love and preparation and it had been sitting there since dinnertime and the oven on low heat and everything was totally dried up and awful. She was the worst cook.”

		Nevertheless, Kurt says he did pretty well at wrestling, basically because he could vent his anger on the mat. But on the day of a big championship match, Kurt decided to get back at his dad. He and his opponent walked onto the mat and got in position while Don sat in the bleachers, rooting for his son. “I was down on my hands and knees and I looked up at my dad and smiled and I waited for the whistle to blow,” says Kurt, “just staring straight into his face and then I just instantly clammed up—I put my arms together and let the guy pin me. You should have seen the look on his face. He actually walked out halfway through the match because I did it like four times in a row.” Don doesn’t remember that episode either, but Kurt says the incident resulted in one of the times he had to move out of the house and live with an aunt and uncle.

		Don also took Kurt hunting once, but once they got to the woods, Kurt refused to go with the hunting party. He spent the whole day, from dawn to dusk, in the truck. “Now that I look back on it,” Kurt says, “I know I had the sense that killing animals is wrong, especially for sport. I didn’t understand that at the time. I just knew that I didn’t want to be there.”

		Meanwhile, Kurt began to discover other kinds of rock music besides just the Beatles and the Monkees. Don had begun to develop a pretty serious record collection after someone talked him into joining the Columbia House record and tape club. Every month, records by bands like Aerosmith, Led Zeppelin, Black Sabbath, and Kiss would come in the mail. Don never got around to opening them, but after a few months, Kurt did.

		Kurt had begun hanging out with a bunch of guys who sported pukka shells and feathered hair and Kiss T-shirts. “They were way older than me—they must have been in junior high,” says Kurt. “They were smoking pot and I just thought they were cooler than my geeky fourth-grade friends who watched ‘Happy Days.’ I just let them come over to my house and eat my food, just to have friends.” These stoner guys soon noticed Don’s awesome record collection and urged Kurt to play the records. “After they turned me on to that music,” says Kurt, “I started turning into a little stoner kid.”

		“He never came out and said anything, even in his early years, about what was really bothering him or what he wanted,” says Don. “He’s like me—don’t say anything and maybe it’ll disappear or something. And don’t explain. You just bottle it all up and it all comes out at one time.”

		“He got married and after that I was one of the last things of importance on his list,” Kurt says. “He just gave up because he was convinced that my mom had brainwashed me. That’s a real pathetic weak thing to base your son’s existence on.”

		“I don’t really think of my dad as a macho jerk,” Kurt says. “He isn’t half as extreme as a lot of fathers I’ve seen.” So exactly what is Kurt’s beef with his father? “I don’t even know,” he confesses. “I wish I could remember more. I never felt like I really had a father. I’ve never had a father figure who I could share things with.”

		Ultimately, Don couldn’t deal with his son either, so Kurt was shuffled through the family, eventually living with three different sets of aunts and uncles, as well as his grandparents on his father’s side. He moved at least two times a year between Montesano and Aberdeen, switching high schools as well.

		Wendy knew she should take Kurt back, but she had been going through her own traumas—she had finally gotten rid of the paranoid schizophrenic, who had mentally and physically abused her, even putting her in the emergency room at one point. She had since lost her job and asked her brother Chuck, the musician, to take care of Kurt.

		For Kurt’s fourteenth birthday, Chuck told Kurt he could either have a bicycle or a guitar. Kurt took the guitar, a secondhand electric that barely played, and a beat-up little ten-watt amp. “I don’t think it was even a Harmony,” Kurt says of the guitar. “I think it was a Sears.” He dropped the drums and took guitar lessons for a week or so, just long enough to learn how to play AC/DC’s “Back in Black.” “That’s pretty much the ‘Louie, Louie’ chords,” says Kurt, “and that’s all you need to know.” After that, he started writing his own songs. His guitar teacher, Warren Mason (who played in a band with Chuck), remembers Kurt as “a quiet, little nice kid.” Kurt vehemently denies it, but Mason says he really wanted to learn how to play “Stairway to Heaven.”

		Kurt found Aberdeen intimidating. Compared to Montesano, Aberdeen was like the big city. “I just thought these kids were a higher class of people and I wasn’t quite worthy of being in their group,” he says.

		In class, he’d read S. E. Hinton books like Rumblefish and The Outsiders and avoided speaking to anybody. He says he didn’t make a single friend that year. Instead, he’d come home every day and play guitar until it was time for bed. He already knew how to play “Back in Black” and he figured out a few more covers—the Cars’ “My Best Friend’s Girl,” “Louie, Louie,” and Queen’s “Another One Bites the Dust.”

		Early in 1980, when Kurt was twelve, he and his friend Brendan had seen the B-52’s on “Saturday Night Live.” They got bitten by the new wave bug and Brendan got his parents to buy him some checkered Vans. Kurt’s dad couldn’t afford that, so Kurt just drew a checkerboard pattern on his regular sneakers.

		Somewhere around the summer before tenth grade, Kurt began following the exploits of the Sex Pistols in Creem magazine. The idea of punk rock fascinated him. Unfortunately, the record store in Aberdeen didn’t stock any punk rock records, so he didn’t know what it sounded like. Alone in his room, he played what he thought it sounded like—“three chords and a lot of screaming,” says Kurt. Not so far off the mark, as it turned out.

		A few years later, he finally tracked down a “punk” record, the Clash’s sprawling, eclectic three-album set, Sandinista, and was disappointed when it didn’t sound like what he thought punk should sound like.

		Kurt describes his early music as “really raunchy riff-rock.” “It was like Led Zeppelin but it was raunchy and I was trying to make it as aggressive and mean as I could,” he says. “I was thinking, ‘What would punk rock really be like? What is it? How nasty is it?’ And I would try to play as nasty as I could. Turn my little ten-watt amplifier up as loud as it could go. I just didn’t have any idea what I was doing.

		“It was definitely a good release,” says Kurt. “I thought of it as a job. It was my mission. I knew I had to practice. As soon as I got my guitar, I just became so obsessed with it.

		“I had this feeling all the time—I always knew I was doing something that was special,” says Kurt. “I knew it was better, even though I couldn’t prove it at the time. I knew I had something to offer and I knew eventually I would have the opportunity to show people that I could write good songs—that I could contribute something musically to rock and roll.”

		Kurt was desperate to take the next logical step and form a band. “I wanted to see what it was like to write a song and see what it sounded like with all the instruments at once,” Kurt says. “I just wanted that. At least to practice. That’s all I wanted.” It would be four years before he would find a band, but it wasn’t for lack of trying.

		In school, he met two kids named Scott and Andy who played bass and guitar and jammed out in an abandoned meat locker way out in the woods. Kurt went out there and played one day and the three decided to form a band. Kurt agreed to leave his guitar out there because after all, he was going to come back the very next day and rehearse again. But Scott and Andy kept putting off practice and days turned into weeks, weeks into months. Kurt couldn’t get his instrument back because he didn’t have a car, and his mom wouldn’t drive him. He made do with a right-handed guitar owned by a kid whose mother had died and was staying at the Cobains’ house. “He was just this stoner guy who was really stump dumb,” says Kurt. “I liked him because he was a real depressed person.” Eventually, Kurt got a friend to drive him out to the woods where his guitar was and they found it in pieces—just a neck and some electronic guts. Kurt painstakingly made a new body in wood shop, only to find that he didn’t know the correct proportions to make it stay in tune.

		“When I was a lot younger, around seven years old, I thought for sure I could be a rock star,” says Kurt. “There was no problem because I was so hyperactive and the world was in my hands—I could do anything. I knew I could be the president if I wanted to, but that was a stupid idea—I’d rather be a rock star. I didn’t have any doubt. I was really into the Beatles and I didn’t understand my environment, what was lying ahead, what kind of alienation I would feel as a teenager.

		“I thought of Aberdeen as any other city in America,” Kurt continues. “I thought they were all the same—everyone just got along and there wasn’t nearly as much violence as there actually was and it would be really easy. I thought the United States was about as big as my backyard, so it would be no problem to drive all over the place and play in a rock band and be on the cover of magazines and stuff.

		“But then when I started becoming this manic depressive at nine years old, I didn’t look at it that way. It seemed so unrealistic.”

		By tenth grade, Kurt had abandoned all fantasies of fame. “I was so self-conscious at that time,” he says. “I had such a small amount of esteem that I couldn’t even think of actually becoming a rock star, never mind dealing with what they would expect a rock star to be. I couldn’t imagine being on television or doing interviews or anything like that. Stuff like that didn’t even seep into my mind at the time.”

		Kurt’s father had made him join the Babe Ruth league baseball team. Basically, Kurt just warmed the bench, and whenever he was called to bat, he’d strike out on purpose, just so he wouldn’t have to get into the game. On the bench, he hung out with a guy named Matt Lukin and they talked about Kiss and Cheap Trick. The two had met before in electronics class at Montesano High. Lukin remembers Kurt as “this greasy-haired little rebellious kid.”

		Lukin played bass in a local band called the Melvins, whom Kurt had actually seen rehearse one night the summer before ninth grade. Kurt’s friend Brendan knew someone who knew the drummer for the Melvins and they wangled an invitation to the Melvins’ practice, which was then an attic in someone’s house. The Melvins had not gone punk yet, and were playing Hendrix and Who covers.

		It was the first time Kurt had seen a real rock band up close and he was terrifically excited. “I’d been drinking wine all night and I was really drunk and obnoxious and I remember complimenting them about a million times,” says Kurt. “I was so excited to see people my age in a band. It was so great. I was thinking, ‘Wow, those guys are so lucky.’ ” Disgusted with this fawning little squirt, they kicked Kurt out. Still drunk, he fell down the attic ladder as he left.

		In art class at Montesano High that year, Kurt again met Melvins leader Buzz Osborne, a stocky, wild-looking kid a couple of years his senior. At the time, Osborne was a big Who fan, but soon moved into punk rock. He had a photo book on the Sex Pistols, which he let Kurt borrow. Kurt was riveted. It was the first time he had gotten to see punk rock other than those precious few spreads in Creem. “This was the Sex Pistols in all their wildness,” says Kurt, “and I got to read about them and everything. It was really cool.” Soon he was drawing the Sex Pistols logo on his desk in every class and all over his Pee-Chee folder. Then he began telling anyone who would listen that he was going to start a punk rock band and that it was going to be really popular, still not having any idea what punk rock sounded like.

		“He struck me as a freak,” says Kurt of Osborne. “Someone who I definitely wanted to get to know.” Kurt envied Osborne because he had a punk rock band that actually played sometimes in Seattle and Olympia. “And that’s all I ever really wanted to do at that point,” says Kurt. “I didn’t have any high expectations for my music at all. I just wanted to have the chance to play in front of some people in Seattle. The thought of being in a band that was successful enough to actually go on tour was too much to ask for at that time.”

		The Melvins also included original drummer Mike Dillard, who was later replaced by Dale Crover. In their first punk phase, they played faster-than-light hardcore. Then, when everyone began doing the same, they played as slow as they possibly could, just to piss everybody off. And to really piss them off, they injected heavy metal into the mix. With 1987’s seminal Gluey Porch Treatments album, the Melvins would become one of the founding fathers of what eventually became known as “grunge”—a new, mutant form of punk rock that absorbed heavy metal as well as proletarian seventies hard rock bands such as Kiss and Aerosmith. Their sound revolutionized the Seattle music scene, which had previously been dominated by art-rock bands.

		The Melvins had already played in Seattle when Kurt first saw them, and by 1985, had appeared on the protean Deep Six collection along with the U-Men, Soundgarden, Green River, Malfunkshun, and Skin Yard. Except for the art-rock U-Men, all mixed varying amounts of punk, seventies-style hard rock, and proletarian heavy metal into a crude but effective musical mongrel.

		Kurt would sometimes help the Melvins haul their equipment to Seattle for gigs. Aberdeen didn’t have much of a musical history—although half of platinum-selling speed-metalers Metal Church hailed from the town—and a band that played in Seattle was big news.

		Kurt was very unhappy about getting shuttled from relative to relative. In May of 1984, Wendy had married Pat O’Connor, a longshoreman. Pat was drinking heavily then and Wendy had her hands full with that—she didn’t feel she could also deal with Kurt, but Kurt eventually convinced her to have him back. “It took months of being on the phone crying every night, trying to talk her into letting me live with her,” says Kurt.

		Pat went out one night and didn’t
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