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 Four to Fourteen

Naomi and I had developed a strong distrust of Dean, which in the end turned
 out to be not nearly strong enough—we were blind-sided, despite our misgivings
 about the person he was becoming and the ways in which he was
 dealing with our modicum of “success”. To give an example: during the Los
 Angeles show on our last tour, Dean (who almost never moved during our
 shows) suddenly stepped downstage front and center during a guitar solo,
 and a white spotlight materialized, focused directly on him. Apparently
 this had been arranged with the sound and lighting people beforehand.
 Nothing, but nothing, like that had ever been done at a Galaxie 500 show,
 and it completely freaked me out—I remember struggling to keep the beat
 while it happened, I was so surprised. In retrospect I notice that Dean chose
 the L.A. show to launch this new trick, when the audience was full of music
 industry people. We hadn’t had any spotlights in Columbus or Dallas!


(Damon Krukowski, from an interview with the fanzine Ptolemaic Terrascope, 1997)

 

 

Yes, we had been friends. We rode together in cars, vans, planes, trains, and hovercraft. We shared small humiliations and grand successes. We came in dead last in a talent show. We picnicked on Plum Island. We led a revolution and were led to the guillotine. We discovered Love and the Red Crayola. We played to six people on a snowy night and thirty thousand in a muddy field. There were hockey rinks and belly-dancing clubs, art galleries and high schools. We played Cooky’s and Chet’s Last Call, Bunratty’s, CB’s, JB’s, the 40 Watt, the Casbah, the Pyramid, the Point, the Paradise, the Paradiso, Roseland, Club Lingerie, Lounge Ax, the Ecstasy, the Batcave, the Boardwalk, the Milky Way, the New Moon, the New Morning, Nightingale  Bar, Nightbirds, the Bierkeller, the Rathskellar, the Top Hat, the Falcon, and the Adelphi.

I met Damon in 1977—in ninth-grade European history class at the Dalton School. Ms. Eastman, our teacher, was cool, but the class was more exciting when her boyfriend and colleague, Vito, took over. He was an Italian Marxist and he made feudalism exciting. Instead of asking us to memorize dates and the names of kings, he drew diagrams—arrows pointing from serf to vassal to lord of the manor—that showed how the feudal system contained the seeds of its own destruction.

I was fresh off the boat from Australia, but Damon had been at Dalton all his life. His father ran a PR company and his mother was once a jazz singer. Her first album, Wild Women Don’t Get the Blues, was produced by jazz critic Nat Hentoff (whose son Tom was also at Dalton).

Naomi Yang was also at Dalton, one year behind Damon and me. Naomi’s father, a photographer and architect, was born in China but grew up in New York City. Her mother wrote gardening columns for the New York Times.  Naomi and I took one class together—stagecraft, which taught us the art of designing and building theatrical sets. We sometimes made sketches of stage sets, and while drawing was not a talent of mine, Naomi’s drawings were effortlessly perfect.

Dalton sits on Eighty-ninth Street between Lexington and Park Avenues—which may be why the New York Observer once wrote that my “ancestral home” was Park Avenue. You can catch a glimpse of the school, and some of my friends even, in Woody Allen’s Manhattan, shot in 1979. In the film, an older man (Woody) dates a seventeen-year-old Mariel Hemingway, who is a senior at Dalton. Some parents were outraged at the suggestion that a Dalton girl would date an older man, but one of my teachers was forced out of the school for this very transgression (though he had waited until after the young lady graduated before starting the hanky-panky).

 

 

I was born in Wellington, New Zealand, in 1963. My great-great-grandfather Joseph Wareham had settled in New Zealand exactly one hundred years earlier. Born in Philadelphia, he served as a water boy during the Crimean War and was in Calcutta during the Indian Mutiny of 1857 before relocating to the Boston suburb of Roxbury. In 1861 he enlisted in the U.S. Navy. He  served on the USS Colorado during the Civil War and was part of an expedition of one hundred sailors that was sent to destroy a Confederate schooner, the CCS Judah, at Pensacola Harbor. Joseph was injured in the battle, but recovered and made his way to Hokitika, New Zealand—gold rush territory. He later became a hotel keeper, as did his son William.

William married Evelyn Trudgeon, a beautiful woman who was hired by the Fuller Vaudeville Company to sing during the intermissions at His Majesty’s Theatre in the suburb of Petone, while the movie reels were being changed.

Their son (my grandfather) Jack was the star of the family—a sprinter, cricketer, and big-time rugby player for Wellington. He wanted to be a doctor, but the Depression forced him into the catering business instead. So on my father’s side it was hoteliers and caterers. My mother’s father was a pharmacist, as were her three brothers.

My mother, Margaret Owles, grew up in the Wellington suburb of Lower Hutt. She loved ballet and theater, and was offered a scholarship at a drama school at age sixteen. Her father insisted that she do something more sensible, and enrolled her at Gilby’s Business College in Wellington, where she studied useful subjects like typing, shorthand, and bookkeeping. Her cousin worked at a bank alongside my father, John, who worked as a teller while studying at Victoria University. It was here, in June 1958, that my parents laid eyes on each other. She was seventeen, he was eighteen. Their first date was at a coffee shop on Cuba Street. My father reports that my mother was incredibly shy on that date. Two years later they were married.

My parents, my older brother, Anthony, and I lived in a little wooden house on Tirangi Road, right by the airport, steps from the air traffic control tower itself, which is situated up on a hill overlooking the airstrip. Wellington is a beautiful little city. It reminds me a bit of San Francisco, only smaller and there’s no Haight-Ashbury or City Lights Books. But its many hills are dotted with beautiful wooden Victorian homes with lovely views of the city. As Wellington lies directly on a fault line, we had earthquake drills in kindergarten, during which we had to huddle under our wooden desks.

At age four I heard “Georgy Girl” on the radio. It was a huge hit for the Seekers, an Australian vocal group who were as big as the Beatles in 1967 in New Zealand. They sounded kind of like Chad and Jeremy, or the Mamas and the Papas, but stripped down to acoustic guitar, upright bass, and vocals.  “Georgy Girl” was co-written by Tom Springfield (Dusty’s brother). The Seekers had other glorious hit songs, too, like “A World of Our Own,” “The Carnival Is Over,” and “I’ll Never Find Another You.”

If we spend our whole lives trying to recapture some of the magic of childhood, then perhaps I have spent mine trying to re-create the feeling that I got from hearing “Georgy Girl”—beauty and sadness and ecstasy all together.

On August 1, 1968—my fifth birthday—I started at the public school in Seatoun. This first day away from the nest was scary. I sat under a piano all day and, knowing that Anthony was somewhere in the building, cried, “I want my brother.”

 

 

In 1969 our family (there were now six of us, with the addition of my sister, Louise, and brother Jonathan) moved north to Auckland. We lived in a faded art deco duplex in Herne Bay, steps from the beach. Anthony and I attended the local primary school. It was here, in second grade, that I watched live footage of astronauts landing on the moon. At lunchtime, Anthony and I would walk home for sandwiches and a quick swim.

One afternoon we popped into a dairy (grocery store). While the shop owner’s back was turned Anthony put a roll of Life Savers in his pocket.

“Anthony,” I said. “Those aren’t yours. They belong to the man.”

Yes, I ratted on my brother. The shop owner scolded Anthony, and rewarded me with a fish—a delicious, chocolate-covered pink marshmallow fish. These candy fish are the first things I seek out when I visit New Zealand today. I still enjoy the marshmallow, even as I ponder the paths that our lives have taken—my older brother the candy thief, and me the good boy/snitch.

On April 16, 1970, we moved to Sydney, Australia, as many New Zealanders do. My dad, who was initially trained as an accountant, had built a successful management consulting business, and wanted to try his luck in Australia. We settled first in the northern suburb of Belrose, where I attended the Mimosa Public School. Across the street lived my third-grade girlfriend, my earliest sexual memory (this I gave up to my shrink)—Wendy Little. Our assignations took place in her parents’ garage. It smelled delicious there, of gasoline. I remember asking her to kiss me like they did in  the movies. Not little pecks—I wanted her to mash her face against mine. One afternoon we pulled down our pants for a little show-and-tell.

I told Anthony about my girlfriend, and he promptly told my mother, who gently informed me that I was a bit young for that sort of thing. So ended my relationship with Wendy. I wasn’t too sad about having to break it off with her, but I was embarrassed that my mother knew all the details. Anthony had paid me back for the chocolate fish.

My dad brought new records home each week. I listened to his seven-inch singles, records such as “If You Could Read My Mind” by Gordon Light-foot, “Both Sides Now” and “Amazing Grace” by Judy Collins, “Imagine” by John Lennon, and “It Was a Very Good Year” by Frank Sinatra.

I listened to The Golden Hour of Donovan, a collection of his early folk songs (before he became a pioneer of psychedelic folk rock). I would lie on the thick white carpet of the living room wearing my dad’s headphones, staring at the album cover, a strange jigsaw picture of Donovan’s head growing out of a country hillside.

My father also brought home Nina Simone’s Here Comes the Sun, wherein Nina covers George Harrison and Bob Dylan and the Bee Gees, and delivers what I consider to be the greatest recorded version of “My Way.” Joe Cocker’s  Cocker Happy was also a favorite, with his stellar version of “With a Little Help from My Friends,” which he did far better than the Beatles. He sang “Hello, Little Friend” and “Do I Still Figure in Your Life?” (which I borrowed from lyrically for the Luna song “California”). These tracks were mixed by Tony Visconti, who later figured in my own life. Joe Cocker was big in Australia, and people were furious when the government busted him for marijuana possession in Adelaide and then ordered him to leave the country.

 

 

I was in the fourth grade on January 14, 1973, when Elvis was beamed into our homes live, via satellite, from Hawaii. The TCB (Taking Care of Business) Band featured Ronnie Tutt, Jerry Scheff, James Burton, and backing vocals by J. D. Sumner and the Stamps. Watching that concert was exciting. I couldn’t stop smiling. Elvis looked handsome in his jewel-encrusted jump-suit. I loved and admired him, especially when he handed used towels to girls in the audience, or let them give him a kiss.

Elvis’s live performances from the 1970s are some of the greatest rock  recordings of the era. The critics made fun of the mature, bloated King, but who had a better band in 1973? David Bowie? I don’t think so. The Rolling Stones? They were good, too, but Get Yer Ya-Ya’s Out doesn’t compare with  That’s the Way It Is (which captured Elvis in Vegas and Nashville).

My fourth-grade teacher, Ms. Murphy, was a feminist. She taught the whole class, boys and girls, to sing along to Helen Reddy’s “I Am Woman.” Some days we listened to the radio to learn about current events. We once heard Richard Nixon answer a series of questions on the radio while Ms. Murphy paced the room, denouncing him as a liar.

 

 

In 1974 Anthony and I were sent to the St. Andrew’s Cathedral School, an all-boys Anglican day school located in downtown Sydney, headed by the Reverend Canon Newth.

Canon Newth didn’t use a microphone when he addressed the student body at school assemblies. Instead, he would cup his hands around his mouth and shout at us: “There are some boys—there are some boys who are  not standing up for old ladies on the buses! ”

Once a week we studied “divinity,” which was sometimes taught by Canon Newth himself. He had a nice set of colored markers that he used to illustrate teachings from the Bible. When the headmaster turned his back to the class, Anthony would take those Magic Markers and smash the tips in so they didn’t work so well. Canon Newth stared at those pens in wonderment.

Australians are fond of suits that favor shorts over long pants. They also like a brown suit, or a green one even. But our school uniform took the cake: a light gray cotton “safari suit,” worn with a blue shirt and striped tie, topped off with a ridiculous straw boater. Since we rode the ferry to school each day, our hats were prone to being blown overboard into Sydney Harbor. And if we showed up at school sans hat, why, that offense was punishable by caning. Some kids solved the hat problem by coating their hats in layers of clear polyurethane, which made them heavier, resistant to the wind, and strong enough to sit on. I was caned only once, but Anthony was often in trouble for something or other, and was frequently called before the headmaster to be disciplined with six swipes to the tips of his fingers.

 In 1975 I won a scholarship to attend a bigger, better, and more secular private school—Sydney Grammar School. Each class contained 180 boys. Right from the get-go they organized us into six sections ranked from A to F, based on test scores. Along with each report card we received, we were also given our rank in the class. I was a good student in every subject except for music, where I was ranked number 153 out of 180 during my seventh-grade year. My eyes glazed over when the teacher began to explain that “Every Good Boy Deserves Fudge” stuff.

Anthony loved Elton John, Gary Glitter, and the Sweet. My younger sister, Louise, loved ABBA and the Bay City Rollers. As we moved from the glam era into the disco years, I fell in love with Silver Convention—three hot German ladies named Penny, Linda, and Ramona. “Hot” wasn’t really the word back then; they were “spunky.” I was twelve when “Fly, Robin, Fly” and “Get Up and Boogie (That’s Right)” made the charts. I didn’t know that Silver Convention was really two clever dudes from Munich, while Penny, Linda, and Ramona were just hired singers. Penny’s real name was Gertrude Wirschinger.

While I listened to this crap, Anthony snuck out of the house late at night and smoked pot with his friends, or sat in his room listening to Sydney’s new FM station, Double J, where he discovered David Bowie and Lou Reed. He bought Transformer and Diamond Dogs. The cover image of Dogs frightened me—David Bowie drawn as half man and half dog. The entire album was a science-fiction nightmare.

On the back cover of Lou Reed’s Transformer is an image of a transvestite, and another of a guy with a cucumber in his pants and a pack of cigarettes rolled into his T-shirt sleeve.

“That’s Lou Reed,” said Anthony. “It’s all him. The guy in the jeans. And the lady, too.”

He had a vivid imagination, but he was wrong about these photographs.




 1977

On August 1, 1977—my fourteenth birthday—we moved to New York City. My dad rented a small office in the Pan Am Building, and bought a can of silver hair spray so that clients would think he was more distinguished. Wiser. Older.

Nineteen seventy-seven was a strange summer in the city, the Summer of Sam, the summer of Star Wars, the summer of the blackout and looting spree (which we missed by two weeks), the summer of Mickey Rivers, Thurman Munson, and Reggie Jackson, and the summer that Elvis died.

My mother had heard that the Upper East Side was the place to live, so my family sublet a brownstone apartment on East Sixty-fourth Street off of Lexington Avenue. My mother also insisted that we attend private school, having heard horror stories about New York City’s public schools. She got me an interview at Dalton, where they asked a few questions and gave me some psychological tests, like the one where you draw a family and a house (the mommy and daddy should hold hands, and the house shouldn’t be on fire or anything). I was accepted and allowed to enroll at Dalton a month later. Anthony was sent to a boarding school up in the Berkshires (from which he was expelled just a couple weeks later).

I was used to being around affluent kids, but nothing prepared me for the Dalton School, where the kids had names like Newhouse, Sulzberger, Redford, and Ross (as in not only Diana Ross, of the Supremes, but also Steve Ross, of Warner Communications). These kids were privileged.

Dalton was a brave new world. I came from that large, all-boys grammar school where we wore our suits with short pants and ties and played cricket and rugby. Here the boys wore Woolrich down jackets and preppy boating shoes. The girls wore inside-out sweatpants and Fiorucci. A few of them even wore fur coats.

My mom dressed me all wrong. I had sneakers with four stripes, not three. The extra stripe was humiliating.

In September we moved into a modern high-rise apartment building at the corner of Eighty-third Street and Second Avenue. Jonathan and I shared a bedroom until Anthony was kicked out of boarding school, and then we were three. Anthony then enrolled at Riverdale, a private school located up in the Bronx. He fell in with the stoners, joining the Columbia House record club so he could score cassettes by the Grateful Dead, Boston, and Hot Tuna, all for a penny.

Anthony got in trouble at every school he ever attended. Having been booted out of the prep school in the Berkshires, he was soon getting poor grades at Riverdale, too, and playing the sullen teen at home. My father decided that maybe Anthony would be better off finishing his schooling in New Zealand.

By summer’s end he was gone. I can still picture him on his last day in New York, in his Frye boots, a red gingham shirt, and aviator glasses. I didn’t mind his leaving—we had fought all summer long, so much so that I later blamed myself for his departure. It was only after he left that we really began to get along, as long-distance pen pals.

During my sophomore year at Dalton we had a cool new young drama teacher—Van Gosse, who was a recent Dalton graduate himself. Van directed the big school play that year, a production of Georg Büchner’s Danton’s Death, in which Damon Krukowski and I were cast as doomed revolutionaries. Damon portrayed Camille Desmoulins, while I played Hérault-Séchelles. This being the French Revolution, we were sent to the guillotine at the end of the play. It is well known that those who start the revolution are rarely there at its end.

Damon was a brilliant student. In 1981 he was the class valedictorian and president of our high school. Everyone liked him. He had an infectious laugh. He said he had a temper, too, and told me that he used to get into fights when he was a kid, but I saw no evidence of that. He wrote poetry and was very skilled at demonstrating how people danced.

“He dances like this,” he would say, and break into a perfect imitation.

My best friends were Marc Glimcher, who lived on Park Avenue and whose dad was an art dealer, and Graham Poor, who lived in a rent-controlled apartment on Fifth Avenue at Ninety-sixth Street. Graham was not like the  other children at Dalton. When he was in fourth grade, kids would pay him a dollar to say “Fuck you, God!” He was not afraid. Was it any wonder he later became a born-again Christian?

In addition to being our drama teacher, Van Gosse introduced Graham and me to Ian Dury, Television, the Clash, and Talking Heads. While the school stoners were into Pink Floyd and the Grateful Dead, and others worshipped Cheap Trick and Kiss, we listened to Devo’s Q: Are We Not Men? A: We Are Devo! and More Songs about Buildings and Food by Talking Heads.

Talking Heads, in their button-down shirts and straitlaced haircuts, became my favorite band. They weren’t trying to be rock stars, punks, or the second coming of the Rolling Stones. David Byrne affected a shy, bug-eyed persona. His style of guitar playing was scratchy and angular—a far cry from the popular guitar heroes with their rock poses.

We bought our vinyl at King Karol Records on Eighty-fifth Street and Third Avenue, where Lux Interior from the Cramps worked, or at Disc-O-Mat in Grand Central Station. We would venture downtown to Freebeing Records on Second Avenue (next to Gem Spa) and Bleecker Bob’s on MacDougal Street, where I tried to get a job.

“Who recorded ‘In the Still of the Night’? ” asked Bob himself.

I didn’t get the job.

Graham and I bought old clothes at the three-dollar store (Revenge) on the Bowery—skinny ties and jackets with holes in them. I didn’t notice that my jacket was actually cut for a woman until I got it home. We were what the TV personalities referred to as part-time punks—private-school kids dressing up as something we were not.

Together we went to CBGB to see Richard Hell and the Voidoids. This was my first time at CBGB and the walk down that long corridor made me nervous. I discovered the basement bathrooms, which were just plain scary. No lid on the toilet, no door on the stall. In those days they didn’t book seven bands a night at CB’s, but instead had two bands play two sets each. The Voidoids were fantastic, especially their guitarist Robert Quine, he of the bald pate and dark glasses. I came to know Quine many years later, after he had played with Marianne Faithfull and Lou Reed and Matthew Sweet. I would run into him at Mojo Guitar Shop on St. Marks, Carmine Street Guitars, and Subterranean Records. He advised me which Fender Telecasters  were the best (the Japanese ones), or how to track down records by James Burton. He had a sharp tongue.

“Matthew Sweet . . . I hope he gets hit by a bus.”

 

 

We saw the Ramones perform an afternoon rock show at a record fair. We saw the Stimulators and the Speedies and the Student Teachers. We saw the Clash perform at the Palladium on Fourteenth Street, with the Undertones and Bo Diddley opening.

We saw Public Image Limited (PiL) at the Palladium, around the time they released Metal Box. They played for about twenty minutes before John Lydon invited a dozen audience members onstage to dance and then exited stage left. He did not return. The band finished the set without him, their great bassist Jah Wobble lying down on his back, playing the bass on the floor.

In the tenth grade I dated Donna, a senior. I don’t know what she saw in me. I was cute and nonthreatening, I suppose. I knew what I saw in her: She was a woman. She invited me over to her mother’s high-rise apartment, where we would make out and play records. She played me “I Will Survive” by Gloria Gaynor and “Just the Way You Are” by Billy Joel. I played her “Beat on the Brat” by the Ramones and “Sex and Drugs and Rock and Roll” by Ian Dury. Donna introduced me to sex and Quaaludes.

In June of 1979, on prom night (and since I was lucky enough to be dating a senior, I attended the prom), Donna and I saw the B-52’s at the Mudd Club, right before their first album was released. The bouncer hesitated before letting me in—I was sixteen years old and wearing a pastel blue tuxedo jacket, but Van Gosse’s friend Danny Heaps was the DJ (Heaps later helped found Rockpool and the New Music Seminar and became an A&R man at Geffen Records).

 

 

I spent the summer of 1979 back in Wellington, New Zealand, at my grandfather’s house in Lyall Bay. It was not summertime in Wellington, but rather a bleak and windy winter. I worked as a bartender for my grand-dad’s catering business, which was a family tradition, and hung out with Anthony.

Although he still liked his Hot Tuna and Grateful Dead records, Anthony was also getting into punk and New Wave. He played me Secondhand Daylight by Magazine and The Modern Lovers, the incredible first album by Jonathan Richman’s eponymous band, one of those rare albums on which every single track is perfect. Recorded in 1972, but not released until 1976, this record was a crucial link from the Velvet Underground to the punk generation (the Sex Pistols did a version of “Roadrunner”). The record was available in New Zealand, but was impossible to find in the United States.

At summer’s end I returned to New York, but Anthony and I continued to exchange music. He sent me cassettes of Joy Division and John Cooper Clarke. I sent him Crazy Rhythms by the Feelies. Released in 1980, when I was in eleventh grade, this was another perfect record, and one that later changed my life (though I had no inkling at the time). I had read about the Feelies in the Village Voice, one of the few sources of information on good music. Rolling Stone generally paid little attention to the punk and New Wave bands. They may have hailed the record as a masterpiece years later, but in the late ’70s and early ’80s, when it counted, they ignored all the best music.

 

 

In high school, the same year Crazy Rhythms came out, I took a class called Men and Ideas, an introduction to philosophy taught by my favorite teacher, Paul Poet. We read Plato and David Hume, Bertrand Russell and René Descartes. We read The Communist Manifesto and Civilization and Its Discontents.

My high-school German teacher, Frau Prokuda, introduced me to Bertolt Brecht. We read Der Gute Mensch von Sezuan and Der Kaukasische Kreidekreis, and I read everything I could about Brecht and Erwin Piscator and German expressionist drama. Here I was at a fancy private school for rich kids being exposed to Marx and Brecht, writers who wanted to change the world, not just explain it.

I developed some kind of primitive theory that art should serve politics, that art for art’s sake was frivolous. Senior year I staged my own expressionist presentation of a German play, Wolfgang Borchert’s The Man Outside.

It was a great time to be young and in New York City. The legal drinking age was eighteen, but no one cared to enforce it, and I was never turned away from a rock club. And the New York music scene at that time featured  the best bands in the world—the Ramones, Talking Heads, Suicide, Richard Hell and the Voidoids, Blondie, and Television.

I saw Blondie and Devo in Central Park, the Au Pairs at the Mudd Club, 999 and Pere Ubu at Irving Plaza, Talking Heads at the Capitol Theatre in Passaic, New Jersey (for the Fear of Music tour), and at Radio City Music Hall (for Remain in Light). Graham and Marc and I waited by the stage door after the Radio City show, hoping to meet the band. After we stood in the cold for an hour, David Byrne, Tina Weymouth, and Chris Frantz appeared. Graham was so excited that he fell to the pavement and rolled on his back like a puppy.

“I love you, Tina! ” he squealed.

“I love you, too,” she laughed.

 

 

On May 28 of 1981, two weeks before my high-school graduation ceremony, I saw the Clash perform at Bond’s International Casino (now the Virgin Megastore) on the opening night of a legendary series of shows they played in New York in support of their Sandinista! triple album. These shows were legendary in part because the fire marshall declared them dangerously oversold after that first night, forcing the Clash to double the number of performances from eight to seventeen in order to honor every ticket.

Out in the lobby of Bond’s was a table piled with literature about the Sandinista revolution. The opening act that first night was New York’s own Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five. Joe Strummer was an early fan of hip-hop, and you can hear that influence on tracks like “The Magnificent Seven” or “This Is Radio Clash.” The audience that night was not so enlightened, caring neither about Nicaragua nor about hip-hop. They threw beer cups at the Furious Five, booing them off the stage to chants of “Disco sucks!” and “Nigger! ” I was ashamed to be a Clash fan that night. Was this the religious, communal feeling people talk about at big rock shows?

Joe Strummer himself looked disgusted when the Clash took the stage. This was the true meaning of the DISCO SUCKS! buttons and T-shirts that had proliferated in the late ’70s—ostensibly the slogan championed rock and roll, but it just as significantly contained antigay and antiblack biases.

It is a sad truth that the bigger a band gets, the higher its quotient of meathead/lout fans. Apparently, Kurt Cobain struggled with this; it killed  him that a large portion of his audience was comprised of converted metal fans.

The New York Times’s Stephen Holden gave the Clash show a mixed review, writing that Strummer could “technically hardly carry a tune” and that his melodic range was “not much greater than ‘Three Blind Mice.’ ” Yet somehow they had just released a magnificent triple album—too long, perhaps, but a triumph nonetheless.




 Speedy and the Castanets

In 1981 I enrolled at Harvard University. My parents, my two younger siblings, and I all drove up to Cambridge. There was a tearful goodbye—well, my mother cried. I wasn’t going to be too sad or lonely, because I had a couple of high-school friends here—Damon and Marc. Marc and I celebrated our first night at Harvard by dropping acid and exploring the campus till the sun came up.

My freshman-year classes did not thrill me, whether it was computer science or Roderick Firth’s Types of Ethical Theory (a class recommended by my advisor, a law student who lived one floor below me and screamed about the loud music coming from my room). I did like Harvey Goldman’s freshman seminar, where we read The Rebel by Albert Camus and Nietzsche’s  Thus Spoke Zarathustra. “What does Nietzsche mean by the eternal return? ” asked Professor Goldman. I was hoping he could tell me.

My last high-school girlfriend, Toni, was enrolled at Brown. Some weekends I took the Amtrak train down to Providence to visit her. I couldn’t afford the train fare, but I learned that you could hide in the bathrooms when the conductor came around.

Toni and I had been an item since the eleventh grade, but lately we were growing apart. Toni called herself a feminist. This didn’t bother me. What bothered me was that she was a Republican feminist—like Jeane Kirkpatrick. Toni believed that women deserved equal pay. But she also admired Ronald Reagan and believed that income tax should be abolished. I, on the other hand, was getting more serious about left-wing politics. I broke up with Toni over the Christmas break that year. I wasn’t in love with her anymore.

Marc and I took mushrooms and saw Pere Ubu at the Paradise that fall—this was the period where Mayo Thompson of the Red Crayola was on  guitar. The Red Crayola was a pioneer of psychedelic rock in the 1960s, but the great Texas psychedelic bands were overshadowed by the inferior ones from San Francisco, just as Pere Ubu (from Cleveland) toiled in the shadow of punk bands from New York and London.

Pere Ubu was fantastic that night. David Thomas (a Jehovah’s Witness, the greatest Jehovah’s Witness in the history of punk rock) sang about being underwater, swimming with the fish and talking to them, and we were right there with him.

 

 

We saw Gang of Four at the Metro, with a new band from Georgia called R.E.M. opening up. I thought that R.E.M.’s singer danced in a pretentious way, with that long curly hair dangling in front of his face, but I did like their single Radio Free Europe, which I was able to sell for $40 a few years later.

It was Marc who suggested that he and I and Damon start a band, reasoning that it might be a good way for him to get a girlfriend. We called ourselves Speedy and the Castanets. I was Speedy. Marc was Conchico. Damon was Maurice.

In a tiny studio in Harvard Square, right above the Tasty Diner, I took four guitar lessons during the fall semester, just enough to learn a few basic pentatonic scales for soloing. I sat in my room and practiced those scales, as well as a few country and blues riffs that my teacher taught me. My Chinese American roommate, Patrick, a physics major who also played the bass guitar, laughed at me. He said my playing sounded “so white.”

There were two music rooms set aside in the basement of the freshman dining hall, and that’s where we practiced cover versions and wrote our own songs. We didn’t own a drum kit, but we used one that belonged to a fellow student named Conan O’Brien. We didn’t know how to play, but we thought we were cool. Our friends dropped by to laugh at us while we struggled with “I’m So Bored with the U.S.A.” by the Clash, “Shadowplay” by Joy Division, “Submission” by the Sex Pistols, “Armalite Rifle” by Gang of Four, and “Human Fly” by the Cramps. We were terrible, of course, since none of us could play our instruments. It would have been better if at least one of us was proficient, because one good musician makes the others sound better.

Not only could we not play our instruments, but we didn’t actually own  any. Marc eventually bought us some real equipment so we could play gigs around campus. Damon got a nice old Gretsch drum kit finished in green sparkle. I received a Music Man 112RD amplifier and a beautiful alpine white Les Paul Custom with a cracked headstock.

In addition to the punk-rock covers, Speedy and the Castanets worked up some original songs, like “Back to Beirut.” Marc wrote the lyrics for this one:

Take me back! Take me back!  
Take me back! Take me back!  
Take me back  
Back to Beirut  
Where the girls are cute  
And the boys all wear  
Machine guns!


I developed a crush on a beautiful girl I would see in the dining hall each night. I didn’t know her name, but Marc dubbed her Chiquita Banana, and the Castanets wrote a song for her.

Oh oh  
Banana Chiquita  
Oh oh  
You know I’m gonna eat you  
Oh oh  
Chiquita Banana  
You and me on a trip to Havana


She was beautiful, but she didn’t know I existed. Then someone told her about the song, and she started to look at me with a smirk, as if she knew.

In the spring of 1982, we entered ourselves in Harvard’s Battle of the Bands at Memorial Hall. Marc wore a plaid tuxedo jacket, complete with plaid cummerbund. I wore pleated black wool trousers and a striped shirt buttoned all the way to the top, trying to emulate the Feelies as they appeared on the sleeve of Crazy Rhythms. I had my hair slicked back with grease and wore eyeliner. We hung castanets from the microphone stands.

I broke a string during our second song. This was not something I had  anticipated. I had no backup guitar, so I had to restring it right there on the stage. I had a bitch of a time putting the guitar back in tune. That broken string killed our whole set. Marc resorted to telling jokes while I tuned that string up and down.

“What am I?

“Scotch tape. Get it? Scotch tape! ”

He pointed to the plaid cummerbund.

We did not win the Battle of the Bands. A committee graded each band on four criteria: presentation, songs, musicianship, and appearance. We came in last in every category. Surely that was worth something. The winning band was the Love Monsters. They had spent a good deal of time on their costumes—they wore matching button-down shirts, each member’s shirt with a different section cut out of it. The Love Monsters featured two brothers, Matt and Dan Wilson, who years later would form a band called Trip Shakespeare, based out of Minneapolis. Dan Wilson went on to far greater heights with Semisonic, who had a bona fide radio hit that is probably still paying his mortgage—“Closing Time.”

We were the last ones to clear out of Memorial Hall that night. We had come in last, but being last in every single category somehow made us feel better. We sat there till 2:00 A.M. smoking cigarettes, waiting for a taxi to come and help us with our equipment. It was fun to be in historic Memorial Hall so late, with the lights out and no one else there.

Speedy and the Castanets sucked. We were clueless and talentless. And yet we felt we were the only interesting band on campus. So what if we couldn’t play? If nothing else, we had our arrogance.




 My Toes Can Talk

Graham Poor had been on a spiritual journey since leaving high school for the confines of Tulane University. Freethinker that he was, he had started experimenting first with LSD, then with meditation and Buddhism—a natural progression for kids who read Alan Watts at age seventeen.

One night a funny thing happened to Graham. There he was, walking down the street, tripping on acid, when he ran into a group of born-again Christians who were out distributing their literature and spreading the message of salvation.

“No thanks,” Graham said. “I’m a Buddhist.”

“If you died right now, what would happen to your soul? ”

Graham froze in his tracks. He had no answer to that question. It blew his mind.

“What did you say? ”

Graham, the lifelong atheist, who had earned extra cash by shouting “Fuck you God! ” at a dollar a pop, was born anew.

The best thing about Graham’s becoming a born-again Christian was that he decided he couldn’t listen to his punk-rock albums anymore, and gave them all to me.

I got the Slits’ Cut LP. They sing about shoplifting and shooting up, and the three girls who made up the band are topless on the front cover, each wearing only a loincloth and a slathering of mud. Graham couldn’t keep that one. He gave me the Buzzcocks’ Singles Going Steady, which has that song “Orgasm Addict.” God frowns on masturbation. And the X-Ray Spex classic  Germfree Adolescents. Their singer, Poly Styrene, was later to be born again herself, joining a Krishna sect and denouncing the Sex Pistols for their lyric “I am the Antichrist.”

Graham also gave me the eponymous first album by Suicide. I can see that the Suicide album wouldn’t be so popular in church, what with “Frankie Teardrop,” a long and terrifying dirge about a factory worker who can’t make ends meet, and who eventually shoots his wife and blows his own brains out.

Frankie with a gun to his head . . .  
Frankie’s dead.


Then Frankie goes to hell. Alan Vega makes his point:

We’re all Frankies  
We’re all lyin’ in hell


In the summer of 1982, Graham invited Marc and me to his aunt’s house in New City, which is in Rockland County, to drop acid and walk in the woods. We drove out there in Marc’s Toyota Camry. On the way, we loaded up on junk food at the supermarket, and were so bold as to simply walk out of there, holding bundles of food, without paying. Nobody stopped us.

We ate the tiny windowpanes (so named because the acid was on these tiny pieces of see-through plastic) that Graham had procured from behind the band shell in Central Park. An hour later we were wandering about in a creek, slowly making our way upstream. We took off our shoes and sat in the mud. I stared at my toes, and they seemed so happy. They were smiling at me. Smiling and talking. I looked closely at the mud, picking it up and crushing it in my fingers. I thought about mud. This was fresh mud. What  is mud? I examined it again. This mud was made of leaves! Decomposing leaves, which come from trees. The leaves turn into mud. And the mud in turn nourishes the trees that are growing by the side of the creek. The mud turns back into leaves. And my mind had turned to mush.

We walked farther upstream. I found an old pickax by the side of the creek. I picked it up and started swinging it around, just for fun. I didn’t realize that the pickax’s handle was also decomposing, and the head of the ax came flying off, narrowly missing Graham. Holy shit. That’s the thing you hear about LSD—kids take acid, and one of them gets a crazy notion that maybe he can fly, or put his hand in the fire. I needed to chill out a bit.

Just then, something slightly magical happened. The sun came out from behind a cloud. The acid was really kicking in—we were peaking. My head felt warm. Waves of warm, good feelings washed over me. I looked at Marc and at Graham and they were feeling exactly the same thing. It was one of those rare moments in life when you feel totally at one with the world and with your friends and everything is just perfect.

“What is it? ” I asked.

“I know what it is,” said Graham. “It’s God. God is revealing himself to us.”

Although I didn’t believe in God, I knew, in a way, that Graham was correct. The LSD had revealed the oneness of the universe and all that jazz. The mud, the leaves, the trees, the bees, my toes, my best friends—we all belonged to the same thing. Which some people call God. Graham told us what an important moment this was, how special it was that God had chosen to reveal himself to us. And Graham believed that God was doing it for a reason.

He had me convinced for about sixty seconds that the Lord himself had come out from behind the cloud. But then the sky clouded over again, and I said, “Hold on a minute,” and just like that I stopped believing.

Two hours later we were driving down the Palisades Parkway listening to “I Will Follow” by U2 and “What a Day That Was” and “Big Blue Plymouth (Eyes Wide Open)” by David Byrne (from his Catherine Wheel album), and Marc and Graham were pretty excited about the big epiphany that we had just had.

I was not excited. I didn’t want to get religion. I didn’t want to like U2. I didn’t want to give myself to Jesus. I was selfish. Graham said that Satan is happy when you put yourself first, that Satanism is essentially selfishness. If that’s true, then I am an occasional Satanist, because there certainly are times in my life when I have put me first.

 

 

Speedy and the Castanets played a few shows during my sophomore year at Harvard, but Marc and I drifted apart. I became more active in politics, while he became more interested in religion—and in his annoying girlfriend—and lost interest in rock and roll. Finally, he said he didn’t feel good about playing this music, and quit the band.

Damon and I formed a new band—Johnny Guitar—named for the Nicholas  Ray Western starring Sterling Hayden as Johnny Guitar and Joan Crawford as Vienna. Johnny Guitar shows up in Vienna’s saloon. He carries a guitar, but no gun. But Johnny has a secret past: In truth, he is Johnny Logan, the fastest gunslinger around, but he is trying to put all that behind him now.

“I loved a woman once,” he says. “She wasn’t good. She wasn’t bad. But I loved her anyway.”

Johnny Guitar’s lineup was myself on vocals and guitar, my friend Claudia Silver on guitar, Damon on drums, and a guy named Shaun on bass. We had our moments, but it wasn’t as fun as Speedy and the Castanets. The magic was gone.

 

 

Sophomore year I lived in Quincy House with my roommate, Bill Gump, who chewed tobacco and left cups filled with brown spit on my desk. I painted the pipes and radiator bright red, but kept the walls of my room bare.

Every afternoon I sat in my room and listened to my Joy Division and New Order records. Ian Curtis, the tragic figure who hanged himself in 1980 on the eve of their first U.S. tour, was our young Werther, our Rainer Maria Rilke. Following the death of Curtis, Joy Division renamed themselves New Order. I loved their first album, Movement, and eagerly awaited their every move. In 1982 they released a string of beautiful singles—Everything’s Gone Green, Procession, and Temptation.

Most of the punk bands that I loved in high school were breaking up or just plain losing their way by 1982. The Clash was self-destructing. This happens to most bands, but the Clash probably faced more pressure than most—the pressure of being important. PiL started to suck, as did Devo and all the other bands that had seemed so important only a few years earlier.

I signed on to be a DJ at WHRB, Harvard’s radio station. They gave me the graveyard shift—2:00 to 6:00 A.M. on Wednesdays. This was not good for my studies, but it opened my ears to some new music.

A new crop of L.A.-based bands appeared in the early ’80s—bands loosely referred to as the Paisley Underground. There were great albums like Sixteen Tambourines by the Salvation Army (who were sued by the real Salvation Army and renamed the Three O’Clock), the Dream Syndicate’s  The Days of Wine and Roses, and Emergency Third Rail Power Trip by Rain  Parade (whose leader, David Roback, later formed Opal, who then became Mazzy Star).

New Wave had run out of steam, and there was an inevitable turn toward the past, toward garage music and psychedelic rock indebted to the Velvet Underground, the Seeds, and the 13th Floor Elevators. You can dismiss the Paisley Underground bands as retro, but they sure sounded fresh in 1983, after Frankie Goes to Hollywood, Duran Duran, and U2.




 Marxist-Leninist-Bonkerist : Socialism or Barbarism

My first week at Harvard, I encountered a guy named Alden, who was selling a paper called the Workers Vanguard outside the Freshman Union.

“We’re Trotskyists,” he said.

Over the next year I became something of a Trotskyist myself, though not a very good one. I am glad I didn’t run into any Maoists.

I knew nothing about Trotsky, who was, after Lenin, the most important leader of the Russian Revolution, and who subsequently became the leader of the Left Opposition to Stalin (a group inside the Communist Party). Stalin had him expelled from the party in 1927, exiled to Alma-Ata, and then deported from the country in the dead of night in February 1929. In 1940 he was murdered at his desk with an ice pick in Mexico City by an agent of Stalin’s secret police.

But I was interested in socialist politics. I read the New York Times every day and became incensed about the dirty war that Ronald Reagan was conducting in Nicaragua, and the billions of dollars that the U.S. government sent to a regime in El Salvador that killed peasants, nuns, and archbishops.

Alden was in his mid-twenties, tall, blond, and sarcastic. He wasn’t a Harvard student, though rumor had it he was from a very wealthy family. He belonged to a group called the Spartacist League (SL), who had been expelled from the Socialist Workers Party in the early 1960s. They called themselves the Spartacist League in tribute to the original German Spartacist League led by Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, socialists who spent World War I behind bars for their principled opposition while the bulk of the Social Democrats gave full support to the war effort.

In 1919 Luxemburg was arrested in Berlin by right-wing Freikorps militias  who beat her with rifle butts, shot her in the head, and dumped her body into the River Spree. Liebknecht, too, was arrested, and famously “shot while trying to escape.” Isaac Deutscher called these murders the first triumph of Nazi Germany.

I started attending educational forums that the SL held on campus, reading Trotsky’s History of the Russian Revolution and The Revolution Betrayed, State and Revolution by Lenin, and James P. Cannon’s History of American Trotskyism. Trotsky, a literary critic during his early years in Siberian exile—where he signed his articles Antid Oto—wrote beautifully. In  Literature and Revolution (1923) he defended poets, scientists, and artists against those who wanted to establish rules for proletarian culture. “No one is going to prescribe themes to a poet or intends to prescribe them. Please write about anything you can think of.” His position did not carry the day in Stalin’s Soviet Union.

The Spartacist League (and their youth group, the SYL) was reviled by the rest of the American Left, because it spent much of its time polemicizing against other leftist groups, especially anyone who gave support to the Democratic Party come election time (this describes most of the American Left).

The biggest political issue on campus in the early ’80s was divestment from South Africa—a movement urging the university to pull its money out of any companies that did business in the apartheid state. The SL refused to join this movement, arguing that it was sheer hypocrisy to urge American bankers to take money out of South Africa. Did not this wealth properly belong to the South African workers? The SL had a knack for coming up with controversial slogans that would draw a hard line between their own stance and everyone else’s, and they had a few positions that were unique on the Left. For example, while most of the Left supported the Ayatollah Khomeini’s 1979 Iranian revolution, the SL denounced him as a reactionary.

When the Soviet tanks rolled into Afghanistan at the request of its government, which had been embroiled in a civil war for some time, Workers Vanguard proclaimed HAIL RED ARMY IN AFGHANISTAN!

This was not a popular position in 1981. The United States pulled out of the Moscow Olympics and Jimmy Carter reintroduced draft registration. As a green-card holder, I, too, was required to register.

The SL argued that the Soviets had intervened on the correct side, the  side of a pro-Soviet government that was attempting to bring land reform and women’s rights to Afghanistan. On the other side, funded by the CIA and Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), were the freedom fighters (like Osama bin Laden), the warlords and future Taliban. Dan Rather appeared on TV in tribal headgear, championing the cause of these rugged fighters—the salt of the earth—in their battle against the evil empire.

Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, America’s favorite freedom fighter/warlord, and founder of the Hezbi Islami, was reported in his university days to hurl acid at young girls who dared to wear short skirts instead of the veil. (Hekmatyar later called for a jihad against the United States, and claimed to have assisted Osama bin Laden in his escape from Tora Bora.) Dan Rather, Bernard-Henri Lévy, and Rambo lined up in 1980 in support of the courageous mujahideen. The SL position seemed outrageous in 1980, but in light of the subsequent horrors visited on Afghanistan, perhaps they were right.

They were right about a lot of things, but no one was listening much. It seemed no one in America (and certainly not Harvard students) paid attention to words or phrases like “imperialist,” “worker,” “vanguard party,” “bloodthirsty rulers,” and “armed fist of the capitalist state.” The 1980s were a bleak time for campus radicals, and for the Left in general. The whole country shifted to the Right under Reagan, and it was the conservative student groups that were on the upswing.

I was enlisted to sell Workers Vanguard in front of the Harvard dining halls at 6:00 P.M. and to transit workers outside subway stations at 6:00 A.M. I stood in front of the Freshman Union with the headline REAGAN IS WAR CRAZY.

“So’s your mother! ” one football player answered.

There was no such thing as radical chic. I read about the campus during the 1968-69 school year, how the students took over the dean’s office and kicked ROTC off campus, and wished that I could have been a student back then, in an era of free love and student activism, the Weathermen, SDS, LSD, and the Panthers.

There was some positive, too, like raising money for striking English coal miners in 1985, or for the defense of the Nicaraguan revolution (to which the SL gave critical support) against the contras.

One afternoon I was sent to Harvard Law School to collect signatures from law professors for a petition simply stating that the SYL had a right to be on campus.

I wandered into the office of Professor Alan Dershowitz.

“Yes, I will sign your petition. Yours is a despicable anti-Semitic group, but you have the right to demonstrate.”

“Anti-Semitic? But it’s a Trotskyist group.”

Trotsky, born Lev Bronstein, was a Russian Jew, but probably just one more self-hating Jew to Professor Dershowitz.

Village Voice columnist Alexander Cockburn called the SL “Marxist-Leninist-Bonkerist.” The SL, meanwhile, came to his defense when he was fired from the Voice, with an amusing article titled “Defend the Scoundrel! ”

I came to realize that these people were not going to lead an American revolution anytime soon. Not only that, they were ruining my social life. My lovely girlfriend at the time, Eve, complained that she never saw me—there were too many meetings of one sort or another. I pulled away from the SL and was happier when I did so. I got my life back—my life as a petty bourgeois student.

Had I wasted my time? My grades had suffered, but reading Lenin and Luxemburg was more interesting than reading Weber and Durkheim. No one at Harvard taught me a thing about Lieutenant William Calley, the Spanish Civil War, or the 1956 Hungarian uprising against the Soviets (an uprising that the Trotskyists supported). I did learn a few things from these people. Some of them were brilliant, and could talk for hours about the Paris Commune or the history of Students for a Democratic Society. They came from different walks of life—an emergency room surgeon, a young female electrician, and a former minimalist painter who had become an activist. A couple of them were just plain weird—any group on the fringes is going to attract a few nuts. One poor guy wanted to be a Trotskyist and an animal liberationist both, but the SL didn’t want him spouting that crap at demonstrations, and rejected his application for membership.

As stated earlier, I was not a good Trotskyist. I lacked revolutionary optimism. I admired people like Victor Serge for their unflagging optimism and dedication, but pessimism and cynicism seemed more appropriate in 1983. Rosa Luxemburg posed a choice for humanity—between socialism and barbarism. Barbarism seemed to be winning.

I was also not a good guitarist. And I was not a good student. I would sit in Lamont Library, staring at the pages for hours, only to discover that I had read a total of three pages of Tocqueville. At the end of each year I found  myself hopelessly behind, and would have to sick out of at least one final exam. I became expert at showing up at the university’s health services office, complaining of a terrible stomach ailment.

It may be hard to get in to Harvard. But once you’re there, it is sure hard to fail. I did my best to get an F in computer science. I was the first student to complete the final exam, standing up after ninety minutes (you’re not allowed to leave before that) because I couldn’t answer any of the questions. I was certain I had failed, but the teaching assistant let me off with a D, explaining apologetically, “You really bombed on the final.”

Somehow I graduated with a degree cum laude in social studies. Technically, then, I was an honors student, but only because all social-studies majors graduated cum laude. It was a rigorous major—once accepted by the department, we took courses in economics, history, sociology, and anthropology. We read months and months of Tocqueville, Marx, Durkheim, Weber, and Freud, and were required to write a senior thesis. Mine was on the sad history of the German Communist Party in the 1920s.

I graduated in 1985. Paul Volcker of the Federal Reserve spoke at the ceremony, single-handedly putting two thousand people to sleep.

I spent the summer in New York City, and then, with no idea of what to do with myself, followed my brilliant and focused girlfriend, Eve—Phi Beta Kappa, Fulbright scholar—to Germany. We spent six lonely months in the city of Kiel. This former member town of the Hanseatic League was once the main base of the German navy, and it was a sailors’ mutiny here that began the German Revolution of 1918. If it was once a pretty town, this beauty did not survive—80 percent of the city was destroyed by bombing at the end of World War II.

We settled into a dark and moldy little studio apartment that had formerly been a butcher shop. I found a job teaching English to workers in the submarine and shipbuilding factories. While Eve attended classes at the university, I sat in our backyard apartment and read books that I was supposed to have read in college, like Dead Souls by Gogol and The Magic Mountain by Thomas Mann, Man’s Fate by Malraux and Victor Serge’s Memoirs of a Revolutionary. When I wasn’t reading I played my guitar, practicing pentatonic scales for hours on end.




 Stuyvesant Town and the Age of Reason

A year later I was back in New York, living at 248 Front Street in Man-A hattan, between Frankfort Street and Peck Slip, by the fish market at the South Street Seaport. The neighborhood did not yet boast fancy condominiums, but it was in transition. Once I got used to the long walk to the Chinatown Pathmark (the biggest supermarket in Manhattan), the mosquito problem, and the smell of fish, I liked living there.

My roommates were Jamie and Sarah. Jamie was an unemployed actor, Sarah a documentary filmmaker. They fought a lot. The walls were thin and I could hear them yell at each other, with an occasional slap thrown in for good measure. Sarah kept two cats: Shrimpie (the mother) and Weenie (her son). It so happens that Weenie was my nickname, too, but I trained myself not to answer when Sarah called for the kitten.

April was a miserable month. Eve and I were no longer together. Not after she discovered that I had been dating my friend Claudia off and on. Claudia wasn’t my girlfriend exactly, but we were old friends who slept together now and then. I wanted something more, but she was happy enough with the arrangement we had.

We would go out on Saturday nights, either go to a party together or drink at Joe’s Bar on East Sixth Street or Milano’s Bar on Houston, and then go back to Claudia’s NoHo loft, where we would stay up all night listening to Al Green’s Greatest Hits, Volume 1, or The Good Earth by the Feelies. Those were fun nights. But upon waking in the morning, Claudia would make it clear that I should leave as soon as possible, preferably without eating breakfast. That wasn’t so hard, because her refrigerator rarely contained so much as a stick of butter. I thought it was sexy of Claudia to have an empty fridge.

One day Claudia told me that we shouldn’t see each other anymore. It wasn’t me, it was her. She wasn’t ready for love. I was heartbroken. No one had ever done this to me, and it hurt plenty.

I had a succession of temp jobs that year. I started at Chase Manhattan Bank’s offices downtown, the big black building with the giant Dubuffet sculpture out front. I did data entry and typed letters. When my boss discovered that I had attended Harvard and lived in Quincy House (just like her), she offered me a full-time job.

“What are you doing here? ”

There are days I think I should have taken that job. But I didn’t. I told her I wasn’t interested.

I found a new temp job, as the assistant to the assistant to the vice chancellor at New York University. I worked alongside the assistant in her office on the eleventh floor of Bobst Library. She was abrasive and demanding. I typed letters and ran errands and ordered car service. And I combed the back pages of the Village Voice looking for bands that needed a guitar player.

One ad looked interesting—a self-described minimalist was searching for a bass player. I couldn’t play the bass guitar, but I thought it sounded like something, so I went along to the minimalist’s East Village storefront on a Saturday afternoon. He was a long-haired, forty-ish hippie whose favorite band was Vanilla Fudge. But he had a new concept.

“I play one chord, and one scale: A minor.”

The band would only perform instrumental pieces comprised of scales in A minor. He saw himself as some kind of minimalist visionary, but I thought of him more as an East Village nutcase.

I went to another audition in the music building on Thirty-eighth Street. The music building was a horrible place. Bad metal blared from dank, dark practice rooms. But the guys I went there to meet weren’t like that. They called themselves the Age of Reason. I didn’t know about the name until after I had joined. Had their advertisement read “Age of Reason seeks guitar,” I would not have called. But they were three cool guys from Albany who had moved down to New York City together. They lived together in a two-bedroom apartment in the West Village, right above a hardware store on Bleecker Street. I liked their songs. We shared a love for midperiod Jonathan Richman, records like Rockin’ and Romance and Back in Your Life. The  singer, Robert, wrote all the lyrics and played the cornet. He was way into Jack Kerouac. They all were. They thought they were born too late.

“Wouldn’t it be cool to live in Berlin in the twenties? ”

“What’s wrong with New York City, 1987? ”

Robert’s kid brother, Frank, played the drums. The bassist, Paul, drove into town in a beautiful old car—a Galaxie 500. That was the first I had heard of that particular automobile.

We couldn’t afford a practice space, so we practiced in their apartment until the angry neighbors forced us to look elsewhere. We next rehearsed in the basement of Stuyvesant Town, the big housing complex in the East Twenties, only because Frank had a friend who lived there and they had figured out how to sneak into the basement, where there were long empty corridors, perfect for rehearsing. We couldn’t set up a drum kit in the basement of Stuyvesant Town, so Frank played the rhythm on a phone book instead.

We practiced four times a week. The songs were good, and we were making progress, but their favorite thing was to stop the rehearsal and tell AIDS jokes, in lisping tones. That was about the funniest thing they could think of. They also liked to talk frankly about their sexual experiences. Frank told me he would never ever go down on a woman, because it was dirty down there. It began to dawn on me that these guys weren’t really hipsters at all. Is it hip to be obsessed with Kerouac and wear a porkpie hat?

Robert loved to chase after women he saw on the street or in the subway. He was not afraid to strike up a conversation anytime an attractive woman appeared. He would happily follow her down the street for a few blocks, trying out various pickup lines. Most of the time it would come to nothing. But Robert insisted that if you made this daily effort, you would get actual results.

On Friday nights the boys liked to go dancing at Nirvana, a bridge-and-tunnel club high above Times Square. They took me along one time, but I didn’t understand the attraction of this club. Why would you move all the way to New York City to hang out at a place like this?

After months of rehearsing, we booked a Monday night gig at CBGB. This was exciting. I invited all my friends (which is how they made their money at CBGB on a Monday night—booking half a dozen bands and, by extension, all their friends and families).

The rehearsals did not prepare me for the transformation that took place with our singer. I now know that singers are often completely different onstage than they are off. The moment Robert hit the stage, he began channeling David Lee Roth and Freddie Mercury. He was a clown. He sang. He danced. He wiggled. He made funny faces. And he would not shut up between songs.

I was embarrassed. There I was, under the lights at CBGB for the first time in my life, just now realizing that I was onstage with a fool, and that I needed to quit the band immediately.



 Back in Your Life

I now had no band, no girlfriend, and a thankless job. I didn’t enjoy waking up in the mornings. Waking up meant realizing that my heart was sort of broken and that I didn’t know what I was doing. One hazy summer morning, as I walked the long walk up the hill to the subway station, I came across a couple of dead fish swarming with maggots. I started to cry.

My favorite album that summer was Back in Your Life by Jonathan Richman and the Modern Lovers. The album is spotty, but I listened to the title track every day, and felt sorry for myself. I went so far as to include it on a mix tape that I gave to Claudia. Claudia was not impressed. She thought I was pathetic.

The good news was that Damon and Naomi, now grad students at Harvard, were spending the summer in New York, and we were going to try making music together.

Galaxie 500 was born the day that Naomi volunteered to play the bass guitar. Damon and Naomi had been an item since high school.

She had seen all the Speedy and the Castanets gigs, had designed our stage backdrop and our handbills. Now she was studying architecture at Harvard, where Damon was a grad student in comparative literature.

You can spend your time placing ads in the Village Voice and sifting through messages left on your answering machine by idiot musicians, or auditioning for
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