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Introduction

			I’ll never forget that terrible morning on May 18, 2017. I woke up just before seven o’clock and reached for my phone. The number of push notifications that greeted my tired eyes tipped me off that something unusual had happened. I quickly typed in the passcode and was rendered speechless by the terrible news.

			Chris Cornell was dead.

			For several minutes I sat there shocked and numb. Then eerily cold. I was the senior music writer for Uproxx at the time, and my editor quickly tapped me to gather tributes from other artists expressing their own mix of overwhelming grief and disbelief. I did my job in a fog before logging off in the late afternoon. After that, I went for a walk around my neighborhood, with “Like A Stone” blasting in my headphones. I suddenly started tearing up as a version of Chris from sixteen years earlier lamented his own “cobweb afternoon.”

			Growing up, I was a massive fan of pretty much all Seattle rock music from the nineties, and Soundgarden specifically. The “Black Hole Sun” video left an especially terrifying, but exhilarating, impression on my developing mind. Later on, I moved to the Pacific Northwest and became even more enamored with that city’s music history as I caught shows at places like the Paramount, the Moore, and the Showbox.

			I’d seen Chris Cornell perform onstage as both a member of Soundgarden and as a solo artist on multiple occasions around Seattle and had always come away with a deeper appreciation of his artistry. The Mad Season performance I caught at Benaroya Hall in 2015 when he reunited Temple Of The Dog and crooned and screamed his way through “Call Me A Dog,” is something I won’t forget. They had the audacity to play “Reach Down” right after that, which was equally mindblowing.

			One of the greatest nights of my life, however, took place at the Ace Hotel in LA when Chris and Led Zeppelin mastermind Jimmy Page chatted onstage together for two hours about the legendary guitarist’s life and music. Just two of my musical heroes chopping it up like the two thousand strong in the audience weren’t even there, hanging onto their every word. If only they had formed a band.

			Chris’s passing affected me in a profound way that other celebrity deaths never had before. It felt like part of my own past had just been ripped away. In the weeks that followed I wrote about other topics, but I couldn’t shake Chris Cornell. I remember feeling pissed off that there was a myriad of books about grunge, Kurt Cobain, Nirvana, Pearl Jam, and Alice In Chains, but none about Chris, and only one about Soundgarden, a woefully out-of-date biography. It seemed like a miscarriage of musical justice, but at that point I didn’t expect it would be me who would set out to right that particular wrong.

			I had just recently finished writing my first book, Lighters in the Sky, and was talking to my editor about Chris when he asked, “How do you feel about writing a book about him?” The question took me by surprise. I told him all the reasons why I shouldn’t, and we left it at that.

			A few weeks later I flew out to Los Angeles and visited Chris’s final resting place at Hollywood Forever Cemetery to finally pay my respects. As I stood there gazing at the black granite fixed in the perfectly manicured grass, I felt an overwhelming wave of emotion. It suddenly felt real. Chris Cornell was truly gone.

			I drove out to Joshua Tree the next day, listening to Superunknown and Audioslave the whole way, and got pissed off all over again thinking that a songwriter of his magnitude and a singer with his supernatural abilities had seemingly been taken for granted by so many over the last several decades. I called my editor shortly after flying home and told him that I thought I wanted to do it. I wanted to write a biography of Chris Cornell. Looking back now, I was blissfully naïve to the amount of time, effort, frustration, and catharsis I was signing up for.

			Over the next three years, I did hardly anything besides think about Chris Cornell, listen to Chris Cornell, read about Chris Cornell, and speak to people who knew and loved Chris Cornell. I flew to New York. I flew to Los Angeles. I flew to Seattle multiple times from my home in Chicago, and eventually moved back to the area altogether.

			I pored over hundreds of different interviews that Chris had given over the course of thirty years from every phase of his life. I read thousands more from his friends, bandmates, and loved ones to try to understand both the man himself and the challenges he faced during his time on this planet. I watched hundreds of hours of grainy concert footage and listened to practically every note of music he ever recorded several times over. The Seattle Public Library became a home away from home as I dug through the archives to find any scrap of paper that contained the words “Chris,” “Cornell,” or “Soundgarden.” The Museum of Popular Culture on 5th Avenue—the Frank Gehry-designed building with the bronze statue of Chris out front—and their oral history collection was also a tremendous resource.

			I also spoke with as many people who had known Chris as I could. I accumulated dozens of on-the-record interviews with collaborators and friends and had many off-the-record talks with those who knew him best. But, as legal issues surrounding Chris and his estate arose, I could feel people’s eagerness to speak about him at length tighten up. Interviews that had been months in planning were re-scheduled, then cancelled altogether. People who had been eager to share their memories and provide additional sources stopped returning my texts, phone calls, and emails.

			It was frustrating and disappointing, but as a onetime paralegal in the US Army, I understood that nothing quiets people faster than the threat of impending litigation. There was little reason to believe that the issues at the heart of these conflicts would sort themselves out any time soon, but I remained hopeful. I don’t begrudge anyone for their silence; and to those who shared their stories with me, I offer my eternal gratitude.

			I suppose I could have thrown my hands up at that point and decided the entire project was more of a headache than it was worth, and that without the direct support of the members of Soundgarden, or Audioslave, or Temple Of The Dog, or Chris’s estate, there might not be enough there to tell Chris’s story properly. But as I revisited Chris’s interviews, I created an enormous outline of his life using his own words and memories alone. As I pieced a quote from a Howard Stern interview here with an excerpt from an old Rocket interview from the late ’80s there, the story started to take shape. Chris would never get to write an autobiography, but with enough effort, I thought I could weave together the story as he lived it. I had to keep going.

			Total F*cking Godhead is neither the official, authorized biography of Chris Cornell nor the Soundgarden story. What mattered most to Chris Cornell, outside of family, was the music. I can pretty much say the same about myself, and that’s where my focus largely remained.

			This is the story of one of the most supremely gifted singers and songwriters to ever emerge from the gloomiest corner of the Pacific Northwest, who helped shape the sound and aesthetic of an entire generation. This is the story about how, where, and why he created so many of those songs and albums that defined his era. This is the story of a man who battled addiction and depression for years and came out on the other side clean, only for it all to end so tragically.

			“There’s a lot of things about Chris that people don’t know,” Soundgarden’s guitarist Kim Thayil once told me. “He didn’t bring a lot of baggage. Meaning, he didn’t carry a lot of things or materials or relationships within his life. He was a little bit independent of that. He traveled lightly.”1

			This is the story of Chris Cornell, written as honestly, accurately, and empathetically as I could tell it.

			
		

		
			





Chapter I
 Show Me How to Live

			He wasn’t stealing the records. He was rescuing them. Chris Cornell’s friend and neighbor, a kid named John Zimmer, had an older brother who’d run afoul of his parents’ rules and gotten himself kicked out of the house. The Zimmers boxed up all of their son’s belongings, including his vinyl albums, and stored them down in their dank basement. This proved a hazardous decision in the rainy confines of Seattle, Washington.

			The inevitable occurred. Water from a rainstorm poured into the basement and soaked the exiled brother’s extensive album collection. Among the stacks was a nearly comprehensive collection of Beatles albums and compilations just sitting there gathering mold, waiting for the day when someone would haul them out and trash them. The Zimmers’ precocious eight-year-old neighbor had to do something to prevent this cataclysmic miscarriage of cosmic injustice, so…he swiped them.

			Chris took the pile of vinyl home, threw out the damp cardboard sleeves, cleaned off the discs and put paper towels between each of them so that they would dry. Then he listened. Hours passed. Then days. Then weeks. He couldn’t get enough. “For over a year, I listened to nothing but the Beatles,” he said. “It was my music school.”1

			Sitting alone in a room with his little portable record player, the Beatles were a sonic revelation to Chris. Locked in the tight, rain-stained grooves was a universe of sounds, feelings, and emotions he’d never experienced or imagined. Songs about love, longing, whimsy, friendship, octopi, and a yellow submarine. Every day, all he wanted to do was turn off his mind, relax, and float downstream.

			“I was like a normal kid,” he remembered. “I ran around outside with my friends, but I also spent a lot time alone in a room just listening to these records, just one after the other, one side of an album at a time.”2 The more Chris listened to John, Paul, George, and Ringo, the deeper he fell under their spell. He started to wonder: How did they do this? How did they write the words, the melodies? How did they record the noise on the shiny black disc in his hands? Why did it sound and feel so damn good? And then he started to think about the four Liverpudlians themselves.

			Everyone has their favorite Beatle, and for Chris it was the cutting, intellectual John Lennon. The bespectacled songwriter became his hero. His own father, Ed, was a distant presence. After he and his mom divorced years later, he became even more distant, until he eventually disappeared from Chris’s life altogether. In the absence of an involved paternal figure, Chris looked to others for a sense of how to navigate the world. There was something about John Lennon, the way he alternated between goofy, intense, and introspective that he identified with.

			And yet, of all the world-shaking compositions that the Fab Four recorded, it was Paul McCartney’s “Hey Jude” that struck the deepest chord. Each time he listened to the song he felt a strange sense of “Na-Na-Na-Na” induced euphoria that made him want to run it right back and play it again. Like most people stumbling upon something new and thrilling, Chris was eager to share his discovery with friends and classmates. A show-and-tell at school seemed like the ideal opportunity.

			Chris proudly clutched his 45 RPM single of “Hey Jude,” ready to hand it over to the teacher so that he could open up his classmates’ ears to these magic sounds. But after the teacher read the label on the small piece of vinyl, she refused to play it. It was a cruel blow, and he couldn’t wrap his head around the reason for the rejection. Maybe it was the length of the song, stretching out past seven minutes. Maybe it was the caustic way Paul screamed “Jude, Jude, jude-y, jude-y!” Maybe it was because it strayed too far from the typical “Wheels on the Bus” fare the teacher usually played in the classroom. Whatever the reason, the rejection stung.

			His teacher’s harsh rebuff may have only served to strengthen his attachment to the Beatles. They set the template in his mind of what a rock band was supposed to look like, how they were supposed to act, and what they could achieve together. They taught him that you could sing about anything: holding hands, revolution, taxes, blackbirds, LSD, paperback novels, even doing it in the road. They taught him that it wasn’t just okay to change your sound and style with each new record, but that the quest for sonic evolution was itself the point.

			Along the way, in his self-enrolled year in the school of Beatles, Chris discovered a central truth about himself that would remain constant throughout the entirety of his fifty-two years. “Music for me is a lot more immediate than anything else,” he explained. “Other stuff seems to be hidden behind a wall of fog.”3

			***

			Christopher John Boyle came screaming into the world on July 20, 1964 in Seattle, Washington. Coincidentally, the Beatles played his hometown for the very first time just one month after his arrival. His father Edward Boyle was a pharmacist, while his mother Karen Boyle stayed at home and watched the kids until a variety of professional callings drew her attention elsewhere when Chris was about six years old. She took up numerology around 1975 and subsequently became a professional psychic.

			“I grew up with a very stoic family in an Irish Catholic neighborhood filled with quiet, not-so-happy adults,” he said. “Many of us ended up with the same struggles: You have every desire to communicate with your friends, family, with anyone, and no skills with which to do it.”4

			Chris was the fourth child and youngest boy in a large Catholic family that included two brothers, Peter and Patrick, and three sisters, Katy, Maggie, and Suzy. He sometimes joked about being the Bobby Brady of the Bunch. Having already raised a few kids before he had arrived, Chris’s parents didn’t keep too close an eye on his activities and, like many children of the era, he was given free rein to do whatever he wanted around his neighborhood in Greenwood. He took full advantage of that freedom.

			Chris sometimes described his earliest childhood years in Huck Finn-like terms. “I could do pretty much whatever I wanted as long as police didn’t bring me home,” he said.5 His adolescent fiefdom was a far cry from the antebellum Southern world conjured up by Mark Twain, however. Seattle in the 1960s was a city on the move.

			Just two years before he was born, the town famously hosted the World’s Fair, necessitating the construction of two of the metropolis’s defining architectural features, the monorail and the Space Needle. Much of the growth was fueled by Boeing, the largest employer in the area, who accounted for around eighty thousand jobs at its peak. As money filtered down into the pockets of the aircraft manufacturer’s employees and their families, the suburbs ringing the downtown area swelled as new couples purchased their first homes and started families.

			Chris’s corner of the city in Greenwood was filled with young boys and girls of all ages who shared tastes in comic books, cartoons like Popeye and Speed Racer, and music. It was a predominantly white neighborhood. Not quite the suburbs, but not quite downtown either. Chris had many friends, but he also had an affinity for solitude. Oftentimes he would take off into the forest, spending long afternoons cutting paths through the wilds of Carkeek Park near his home. He relished in the isolation, finding calm and peace amid the damp brush and towering evergreens. If music was his first love, nature was a close second.

			Chris was an introvert by nature who rarely shared his true feelings—not that his father had much interest in hearing from him. Edward Boyle was an alcoholic, prone to acts of violence. The routine in the Boyle house was simple. Edward would come home from work, pour himself a large glass of bourbon and sit in his favorite chair for hours. “He wouldn’t speak to anyone, and if he did speak, that meant your ass,” Chris recalled. “If you heard a word come from him, you were in mid-air running because you did something to piss him off.”6

			“My father was a tyrannical alcoholic and physically abusive man—he beat the shit out of me and my brothers,” Chris’s brother Peter wrote.7 “He wasn’t kind. He didn’t show love. He didn’t compliment or praise or give the occasional ‘atta boy.’ Impact, punishment, and ridicule guided us along the path and molded us into the troubled beings that we would carry into the world and the future.”8 The hard feelings between Chris and his father calcified so deeply that when his parents finally separated, he abandoned his birthname, “Boyle,” and assumed his mother’s maiden name “Cornell” instead. His siblings did as well.

			Chris’s childhood wasn’t a non-stop parade of disillusionment, isolation, and hard feelings. There were happy times, too. He always treasured the memories of a pair of trips down south to Disneyland in Los Angeles when he was nine and then again when he was eleven. The land of sunshine and swimming pools was about as far from the gloom of Seattle as his young mind could comprehend, and he relished the rides and upbeat vibes. “I remember having more fun when I was nine, because I hadn’t started becoming depressed yet,” he said. “At eleven, you wake up one day and start feeling bad about everything.”9

			Chris began his education when his parents enrolled him into Christ the King, a kindergarten-through-eighth-grade Catholic school located directly across the street from his house. Chris could throw a rock from his front porch and hit the side of the building. From the outset, Chris hated school. Having to wake up early was bad enough, but more than anything, it was the conformity—the constant judgement and severe structure of the Catholic education environment that rubbed him the wrong way. “They judge [you] by the same criteria, make [you] do the same stuff,” he complained. “You had to wear the same clothes. Everything was the same.”10

			While he wasn’t enamored with subjects like math, English, and history, music continued to fascinate him. Karen Boyle eventually noticed her son’s affinity for sound and, when he was about eight years old, she purchased a brushed-black painted piano and placed it in their basement. Chris was fascinated by the instrument. He didn’t know any of the rules and couldn’t tell a C major from an E minor, but he instantly began plunking out melodies along the white and black keys. His first attempts at songwriting were made on this humble instrument, two- and three-note chords strung together: esoteric, atonal, and shaded with darkness.

			Chris’s earliest forays into songwriting caught the attention of one of his teachers. She took him to an educators’ conference at the University of Washington to show off one of his creations as an example of a child being capable of composing without the benefit of a formal music education. To that point, he’d been a largely unremarkable kid with middling grades, despite his elevated intelligence. Now, people started paying attention.

			“I think that’s when the switch was thrown,” he told Rolling Stone.11 “The first time I had a music teacher play a scale on piano and ask me to sing it, ’cause she just wanted to see if I had an ear or not. I remember singing the scale and she almost jumped off the stool and looked at me. I remember it because that’s the first time that had happened. No one had ever looked at me like that.”

			Christ the King was the first place that Chris experienced the thrill of singing in front of an audience. In the sixth grade, he signed up to participate in the school’s talent show, singing a song called “One Tin Soldier.” A classmate accompanied him on piano. The song, written in the 1960s and recorded initially by Canadian pop group The Original Caste, was a modest hit up in the Great White North. It was the 1971 cover version, however, recorded by the rock group Coven and included in the film Billy Jack that found popularity in the US. Chris’s rendition went over well, the performance was a success, and some of his teachers were moved to tears.

			Karen eventually signed Chris up to take piano lessons, but he quickly grew bored and abandoned them. It didn’t help that his teacher was a white-haired older lady with little personality and even less patience for Chris’s attempts at humor. As opposed to the free-form style of creation that drew him to the instrument in the first place, the structure of lessons felt like school outside of school. Practice didn’t feel like creation. It felt like homework. And once puberty started wreaking havoc with his piercing, high-pitched choir-boy voice, he stopped singing too.

			Chris always regretted his decision to abandon piano lessons, especially three years later when he walked by a classroom and witnessed a girl who’d started playing around the same time he had ripping into an intricate Queen song. He tried to pick up formal music reading again in his thirties, but it didn’t stick. “It was harder than I ever remembered,” he said. “Not that I can’t understand it conceptually, it’s just that I’ve learned now to create music without a language and I work well that way and I work quickly that way.”12

			Despite a lack of a formal musical education, he found himself drawn to a myriad of instruments throughout his life. Early on he picked up his brother Peter’s guitar and started messing around with it, eventually figuring out how to play “Sunshine on My Shoulders” by John Denver. It’s likely no coincidence that the song is about the irresistible desire to enjoy nature’s beauty.

			He didn’t find his true path into music, however, until he sat down behind a drum kit. It certainly wasn’t easy to convince his mom to allow him to bring one into the house. The mere thought of the unsynchronized clatter of tom-toms and cymbals invading the Cornell household was enough to give her fits, but after a sustained campaign of pleading, she caved and bought him a single snare to whack on. After he saved up another fifty dollars, he bought the rest of the kit secondhand from a guy he knew, and started trying to bash out Phil Rudd’s parts while listening to AC/DC records.

			The act of playing drums was immediately gratifying. No chords, scales, or keys were required to create an intense cacophony. The simple, satisfying act of smacking a wooden stick on a stretched-out polythene skin opened new doors in Chris’s mind. “Almost overnight, I found my place,” he said.13 “I felt like, ‘This is what I do. This is who I am.’” It was the most crucial step yet on his path to becoming a musician.

			By the dawn of the seventies, as Chris was entering adolescence, Seattle’s post-war boom period was on the precipice of a devastating free fall. Boeing slashed nearly fifty thousand jobs between 1970 and 1971 after the cancellation of their supersonic transport program. Unemployment surged to 12 percent, and many people departed the area to pursue opportunities elsewhere. The Ironworkers District Council of the Pacific Northwest summed up the ennui of the era by paying for a billboard near the SeaTac Airport that cheekily asked, “Will the last person leaving Seattle—turn out the lights.” Communities suffered and seedy elements arose. Drugs were easy to come by, even for a middle schooler, and Chris was not immune to their charms.

			Between the ages of eleven and fourteen, Chris experimented with a variety of illicit substances nearly every day. Weed, pills, alcohol—whatever was available that could alter his state of mind. In Chris’s suburban, North Seattle universe, the myriad of substances being passed around was either ignored or accepted. Nobody gave a thought to the implications of what they were doing.

			“I remember walking by the basement window one time, and this one dude who had like huge, poofy Lynyrd Skynyrd hair and a goatee and a mustache was shooting something at me from a syringe out the window,” he told podcaster Marc Maron. “I don’t even know what it was, but it was shooting fifteen feet, and I’m walking by, trying to dodge this thing. Those were the kind of people who lived near me.”14

			Marijuana was plentiful, and hallucinogens were fairly easy to come by too. Everyone, it seemed, had a big brother or two who operated a low-key pharmacy out of their backyard. Enlightenment was never the goal. The appeal was escapism from the mundane.

			Despite his early extralegal explorations, Chris largely managed to stay out of trouble. “I’ve always had this amazing ability to run right before the time that all my friends got arrested,” he said. “I’ve never been arrested or in the back of a police car, but I have been across the street while my friends got arrested.”15

			He also had a secret weapon that shielded him from the unwanted attention of authority figures: his baby face. With his wavy dark hair, shimmering cobalt blue eyes, bulbous cheeks, and sheepish smile, most teachers simply refused to believe that little Christopher Boyle would show up to class blasted out of his mind. He later wrote the Soundgarden song “Never Named” about this beneficial asset, even though he didn’t appreciate it at the time. “I always looked really young for my age, but I never wanted to,” he explained. “I could get away with ridiculous shit like going to school fucking high out of my brain and no one would ever figure it out, because I didn’t look like somebody who would do that.”16

			It was around this time that Chris’s parents finally split up. Their divorce was finalized on January 8, 1979, when he was fifteen years old. Shortly thereafter, Chris began living with his grandparents who had even less control over him than his mom and dad had. “My parents divorced, and we went from upper middle class to barely middle class,” he said. “For me, self-sufficiency was easy. I liked the idea of independence.”17

			With hardly anyone to reign him in, Chris continued to experiment with drugs. Sometimes he’d even swipe his grandparents’ prescription Benadryl to trade it for harder stuff at school. Ultimately, it was a traumatic experience with PCP that convinced him to go sober, but the fallout from that terrifying experience lasted for a couple of years and left a deep scar on his psyche. Chris often cited this as the lowest period of his life. “I got panic disorder, and of course, I wasn’t telling anyone the truth,” he said. “It’s not like you go to your dad or your doctor and say, ‘Yeah, I smoked PCP and I’m having a bad time.’”18

			Almost overnight, his lifestyle changed. He stopped going outside. He distanced himself from the bad influences that might tempt him back into their world and became more insular than ever before. “There was about two years where I was more or less agoraphobic and didn’t deal with anybody,” he remembered. “Didn’t talk to anybody, didn’t have any friends at all. All the friends that I had were still fucked up with drugs and were people that I didn’t really have anything in common with.”19

			School proved even more challenging. He dropped out midway through eighth grade. Whatever it was that the teacher was droning on about in front of the blackboard took a backseat to the vivid daydreams running through his mind. He struggled to concentrate and apply himself to his studies. “My dad used to give me shit because I’d always score in the top of my class on tests, but I could never do homework,” he said. “I was on the verge of failing my whole childhood in school because I just couldn’t sit down and deal with it. I used to get very angry about it.”20

			He tried to get back on solid footing with his education, but it didn’t stick. He enrolled at an alternative high school, P.S. 1, but grew disenchanted by the learn-at-your-own-pace structure. The school was a way station for wayward youth who had run out of options in the public school system. Eventually, he decided to get his GED and bid a not-so-fond farewell to formal education.

			During the hours when he should’ve been attending class, he was working on an unaccredited doctorate in rock and roll. Chris listened to a near-constant rotation of popular music, mostly classic rock—Alice Cooper’s Billion Dollar Babies, Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon, Led Zeppelin IV, Black Sabbath, Van Halen, Uriah Heep, Iron Butterfly, ELP, Jimi Hendrix—everything he could get his hands and ears around.

			One of his favorite bands was Canadian prog-rockers Rush. Oftentimes, he’d lean a pair of big speakers together, cover them with a blanket, smoke weed, and slide underneath while blasting side one of 2112 or Caress of Steel. When Signals dropped in 1982, Chris was parked outside of Tower Records with his friends at midnight so he could pick up the record the moment it was released. With his long frame and athletic build, Chris played a little bit of organized basketball, but the charms of a pull-up three pointer paled in comparison to the polyrhythmic drum patterns and clever wordplay created by Neil Peart.

			Occasionally, he ventured out of his garage to experience music live and in person. His first concert was David Bowie at the Seattle Center Coliseum on February 3, 1976. The spectacle of the former Ziggy Stardust, presently in the throes of his bleached blonde Thin White Duke period and singing songs off his most recent album Station to Station, left an immense impression on his eleven-year-old mind. “Seeing him like this made me think, ‘Oh, you can be whoever you want. You can live a hundred lives. You can create you and you can recreate you, and it’s viable.’ He was the one that proved that that works.”21

			His desire to see more of the bands he grew to love over the radio was stymied by Seattle’s lack of all-ages venues and its extreme distance from another major market. It didn’t make economic sense for many of the big musical acts of the time to trek up to the remote Pacific Northwest. Undeterred, he’d often sit outside of clubs straining to hear the sounds from within while peering through the windows. He was the moth, and rock and roll was the flame.

			As much as Chris reveled in all of these seemingly omnipresent classic rock records perched like trophies of taste in his neighbor’s homes, the mystical talent and unfathomable dexterity of rock gods like Eddie Van Halen, John Bonham, and Jimi Hendrix was in and of it itself alienating. The idea he could even come close to measuring up to the raw talent of these otherworldly musical dynamos never even occurred to him. When he flipped through the pages of Rolling Stone, Creem, or Circus, he simply didn’t see people like him within the pages. Technical virtuosos and mystical geniuses decked out in eccentric outfits abounded. He felt like neither.

			It wasn’t until he discovered blue-collar punk groups like Wire, the Ramones, the Sex Pistols, and the Stooges that the light bulb went off in his head. Anyone could be in a band. He could be in a band. “By the time punk rock hit, and I heard it and understood it, the timing couldn’t have been better, because it was like, ‘Thank god! This is awesome!’”22

			The records he wanted, like Bauhaus’s Press the Eject and Give Me the Tape, were harder to come by than Van Halen’s 1984, and it took time and effort to track them down. Fallout Records on Capitol Hill was a favored spot where he managed to score some of the more obscure selections he sought. So was the Tower Records near Seattle Center. One pale, pierced, seedy-looking clerk who ran the imports section was especially helpful in tipping him off to cool, underground records. The English, post-punk group Killing Joke was its own special revelation that re-invigorated his love of rock at a time when the omnipresent commercial sectors of the genre were becoming increasingly teased up and Lycra‘d out.

			Beyond the volume, there was another aspect of this music that appealed directly to Chris. It was dark. It was angry. It was sometimes even depressing. It spoke to an entirely different side of the human condition that he didn’t get from his treasured Beatles records. “I’ve tried to explain that for years—like, why does it make you feel good to sit in a dark room listening to Bauhaus? Why is that?” he asked. “Maybe it’s because it makes you feel like you’re not alone with these feelings and dark thoughts.”23

			The discovery couldn’t have come at a better time. Chris was back at home at his mother’s house and had recently inherited his older brother’s room, formerly the family’s garage, which had been modified into something like a soundproof rehearsal space fitted out with a monster three-hundred-watt stereo. It quickly turned into his musical laboratory; a sonic sanctuary where he could listen, play, and practice for hours on end.

			As it turned out, the garage wasn’t totally soundproof, because one day while he was practicing drums, one of his neighbors heard the sounds pounding from behind the large door and decided to investigate. He knocked on Chris’s door and introduced himself. “He said, ‘My name’s Mark, I play bass, let’s start a band,’” Chris recalled. “He knew people in the neighborhood, and next thing you know, we had two amazing guitar players.”24 After jamming together a few times, they decided to name themselves after the street they all lived on. The Jones Street Band was born.

			Their repertoire hewed largely toward contemporary rock: a lot of AC/DC, Rush, and Led Zeppelin. They threw in some punk tracks too, playing Ramones and Sex Pistols songs, while also attempting to imitate local groups like the Fartz, a favorite in punk circles around town. The Fartz, who counted future Guns N’ Roses bassist Duff McKagan as their drummer, were a big influence and helped introduce Chris to the idea that music didn’t need to be long to be impactful. One of his favorite songs by them ran a mere eighteen seconds long but “had the most energy I ever heard in something you might dare call music,” he said. “We would listen to it over and over and over.”25

			Despite the talent of the two guitarists in the Jones Street Band—the fifteen-year-old was a Hendrix acolyte, while the seventeen-year-old was enamored with Jimmy Page and could play note-perfect solos of live, bootlegged versions of “Dazed And Confused”—Chris’s musical interests were in a constant state of evolution. He soon dropped out of the group and took up a more nomadic musical existence, hopping from one band to the next.

			While he was still getting his footing behind the drum kit—“He made me think of Neil Peart, though he wasn’t that flashy,” future Soundgarden producer Jack Endino remembered of Chris’s percussive prowess, “He could play odd meters, no problem”—Chris took on a variety of different day jobs, either bussing tables, washing dishes, or breaking concrete. He eventually caught on at a fish wholesaler, and the hours he spent away from his room were usually filled cutting the cheeks out of halibut and scrubbing up gelatinous, ocean-bred ooze off the floors.

			Chris eventually moved out of his mom’s house and into a place with a couple of friends, Kevin Tissot and Eric Garcia, who he had met at P.S. 1. When Garcia moved to West Seattle, Chris and Tissot found a space together on Lake City Way. (Both men would remain friends with Chris for decades, with Garcia maintaining a closer relationship to Chris than almost anyone else. Years later, in the nineties when Chris got married, Garcia stood in as his best man. Shortly after that, when his job on an oil tanker fell through, he became something of an assistant, helping Chris with a wide variety of musical and non-musical tasks. Kevin Tissot (or his mother) was immortalized by Chris in “Full On Kevin’s Mom” on Louder Than Love.

			After months of cleaning fish guts and slicing cod filets at R&R Fish wholesaler, Chris landed a job at Ray’s Boathouse through a connect from the restaurant’s head chef Wayne Ludvigsen. R&R had recently gone out of business and Ludvigsen initially brought Chris in as a dishwasher. Ray’s was one of the premiere culinary destinations in the city, renowned for being one of the first restaurants in Seattle to serve Copper River salmon. While the food was good, it was the captivating views of Shilshole Bay and the Olympic Mountains that drew a steady stream of Seattle’s affluent citizens into the dining room.

			Around Ray’s Chris was known as “Frisbee.” His brother Peter also worked at Ray’s and everyone on the staff referred to him as Peter B, short for Peter Boyle. When Chris was hired, they started calling him Chris B, but after one of the older staffers misheard the nickname as “Frisbee” the name just stuck.

			Out of view of the restaurant’s cloth-napkin clientele, Chris was given the most menial tasks to start, spraying down half-eaten salmon filets off sauce-speckled plates. It was dirty, unforgiving work, but he was content as long as he could play music. “I was never unhappy, because while I was at work, whether it was as a cook or washing dishes, I was thinking about my band and music and arranging songs,” he said.26 Eventually, he worked his way up the ranks to lead line cook.

			The strong sense of camaraderie among the staff helped the hours fly by. Eleven o’clock pickup basketball games just before the lunch rush were common. So were the pranks they played on one another or on Ludvigsen. One of Chris’s favorite pastimes was tricking the head chef into smelling some sunbaked fish leftovers or asking him to taste a sauce that had gone bad. One of Chris’s more extreme exhibitions of mischief came over a two-month period where he simply refused to speak. It was a stunt that nearly got him fired.

			“With that same group of restaurant people, I sort of kept working even through the first few Soundgarden tours,” Chris recalled. “We weren’t making any money. We’d sort of go out around the country and come back and then I would still have a job.”27

			As an aspiring musician, one of the biggest benefits to restaurant work was the abundance of free food. Food cost money, and Chris didn’t have much. Even if he barely had enough to cover rent and gas for his car, he knew he could rely on Ray’s for at least one meal a day. The restaurant also afforded him access to a mountain of unused furniture which he pilfered to furnish his home. “I stole things that were just sort of not used anymore that they would store in a warehouse next to the restaurant that basically rats and cats would pee on,” he said. “I would go and take the old restaurant tables and chairs, and that would be my table and chairs. They had doors stacked up, so I would take a door, and that would be my front door.”28

			While most at Ray’s were aware of Chris’s musical dalliances, they got a true taste of his chops one evening during a staff holiday party. One of the managers’ husbands hired a two-man band for the event. While the beer flowed like the Snoqualmie River and everyone loosened up, Chris worked up the nerve to approach the group to ask if he might sing one with them. They launched into a ripping take on the Beatles’ “Twist and Shout” that raised more than a few eyebrows. “We’re all looking at him, going ‘Uh, what are you doing, dude?!’” his co-worker Dean Swanson told the Seattle Times. “I mean, his voice was so powerful and wonderful.”29

			Not many can pinpoint the exact moment when their future suddenly became clear, but for Chris the memory remained seared inside his mind. He was driving home one night after a shift at Ray’s in his beat-up green 1969 Ford Galaxie 500, thinking about the trajectory of his life. “It was like an epiphany,” he told Rolling Stone years later. “It occurred to me that there was no guarantee that as a musician I would ever have any kind of financial success, but I was fine with that. And on this drive, I remember making a promise to myself that no matter what happened in terms of success, I was going to be one of those guys playing music until he drops dead.”30

			Chris’s father was not thrilled with the idea of his son becoming an itinerant musician and showed his displeasure by waving one of his pay stubs in Chris’s face while making the case for him enrolling in college. It was a futile effort. Chris was determined to spend the rest of his life playing music and there wasn’t anything anyone could say to change his mind.

			In his off hours, Chris regularly perused the back pages of the Rocket, Seattle’s monthly alternative newspaper, looking for new gigs. Oftentimes he’d audition for a band, nail the gig, play for about a week, grow tired of either the people or the repertoire and start the process over again. It was a never-ending game of musical chairs throughout the fledgling Seattle music scene, with Chris just hoping to find a couple of like-minded souls with the right amount of talent and aspiration.

			For about two years from the time he was seventeen, the results were disappointing. “I was in about ten bands around Seattle and they were all really awful and all the songs were awful,” he said. “It was usually based around a guy who wrote the songs who was the singer and they were bad songs, and it was bad singing.” Genre wasn’t the primary concern. All that mattered was the opportunity to bash out a lot of noise in front of a crowd of people willing to forfeit a few dollars for the pleasure. At one point he was briefly a part of a reggae/ska group even though he wasn’t that big of a fan of either genre.

			Though he struggled to find a stable musical partnership, one thing was becoming clear, as evidenced by the reaction of some of the teen girls that saw him onstage during his occasional gigs. Chris was good looking. By now, he was standing 6’2” and the only baby fat left on his body was in his cheeks. Others around him started to take notice. “The first time I was onstage in a band, the opinion of girls toward me changed in seconds,” he said.31

			“He was just like this beautiful kid. We were all kids, but he was just that little bit more,” says photographer Charles Peterson. “We quickly realized when Chris was present, girls were unattainable. Even if we didn’t want to attain them, they were unattainable.”

			Around 1983, Chris was again between gigs. He’d just left a band called Face to Face. He almost joined a group called Scream, that featured a young Mike McCready on guitar, but it didn’t pan out. Chris went to pick up a copy of Scream’s demo tape from one of the members out in Bellevue. He decided the vibe didn’t feel right. Later on, the guy asked Chris to drive back across Lake Washington to return the cassette back, which affirmed for him that his instinct to pass was dead on.

			Chris was back to scanning the classifieds in the Rocket when a small ad caught his eye. A rockabilly band was looking for a singer. He hadn’t been in one of those yet. He called the listed number and arranged a time to meet. Upon meeting the man who’d posted the listing, however, he was surprised to learn that the real musical direction couldn’t have been further from the stated genre. “It’s this crazy guy from Chicago,” he told Matt Pinfield. “Great guitar player. Doesn’t know anything about rockabilly. Doesn’t even know one rockabilly song or one artist at all. He just kinda wanted to do this cover band because he was this close to being homeless and he needed money, but I liked him. He was a funny guy.”32

			That guy’s name was Matt Dentino, and he desperately needed a singer so that he could make some cash playing cover songs at any number of venues around town. He called his band the Shemps as a sort of homage to Shemp Howard of the Three Stooges. Chris auditioned and Dentino was stunned by his talent. “The first song I did with Chris was ‘White Wedding’ by Billy Idol,” Dentino told author Mark Yarm. “I was like, ‘Man! You know, dude, you’re hired.’”33

			The Shemps were a bar band. Their regular set included a smattering of Jimi Hendrix tunes, a little bit of the Allman Brothers Band, along with tracks by the Doors and other classic rock staples. They had one original song called “Marilyn Monroe.”

			Chris later called the Shemps “awful,” and just “one of the many horrible bands I was in.”34 The reason that they are important to his story and the story of the burgeoning Seattle music scene in the eighties and nineties is the role the band played as the conduit between Chris and the other two erstwhile members of the Shemps, a pair of transplants from Chicago’s south suburbs named Hiro Yamamoto and Kim Thayil.

			Hiro Yamamoto was practically a genius. As Soundgarden’s on-the-road sound guy and engineer Stuart Hallerman remembered while they were growing up together in Park Forest, Illinois, “His nickname was ‘Bean,’ actually because of his brain. Smart kid, really good at math.” Years later, after putting the music world behind him, Yamamoto went back to college and earned his master’s degree in physics from Western Washington University. But that was a long time coming.

			Growing up, Yamamoto’s tastes gravitated far from the sludgy, doom-laden rhythms that would lay the foundation for much of Soundgarden’s sonic aesthetic. Though much of his songwriting ended up sharing sonic DNA with Black Sabbath, as an adolescent he gravitated more to classical and gypsy jazz music. Early on, he was an avid viola and mandolin player. It was only after discovering Neil Young’s Everybody Knows This Is Nowhere that his affinity for rock began. He traded in his viola for a four-stringed electric bass guitar.

			Park Forest in the sixties and seventies was a quiet, run of the mill, post-Vietnam War, middle-class suburbia set about thirty miles south of downtown Chicago, filled with lots of single-story bungalows, ranches, and worker’s cottages. Driving down US 30 on the way to Joliet, Illinois from Indiana, you can blink and miss the village entirely.

			In his teen years, Yamamoto attended Rich Township High School, which is where he met an aspiring punk guitarist named Kim Thayil. Thayil was born in Seattle on September 4, 1960, but didn’t stay in the Pacific Northwest long. His family moved to Park Forest when he was around five years old. His parents were immigrants from India. Music ran in their blood. Thayil’s mother was a classically trained pianist and graduated from the Royal Academy of London when she was just eighteen. She met his dad when they were in the church choir together.

			Thayil visited his parent’s homeland for the first time when he was eight years old. In a stunning bit of kismet, it was during this trip that he first heard the Beatles, when someone introduced him to Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. He often spent long, lazy afternoons listening to songs like “Day Tripper” and “Lucy In The Sky with Diamonds” while pining for the comforts of America such as Saturday morning cartoons and Major League Baseball. He was a precocious kid, a voracious reader, and from the first time he picked up a copy of KISS’s Alive album, a diehard rock and roll fan. The bombastic, over-the-top music of KISS guided him toward even more savage sounds made by proto-punk bands like the Stooges, the Velvet Underground, and, especially, the MC5.

			But it was KISS that had inspired him to pick up a guitar. Images of Ace Frehley producing volcanic solos on his cherry burst Les Paul while smoke poured out of it were utterly intoxicating. He couldn’t afford a Les Paul, so for his first guitar, Thayil picked up a cheap Stratocaster copy manufactured by a company called Encore and began the laborious process of learning the fundamental chords and scales.

			Around 1977, while still in high school, Thayil formed his first rock band, an outrageously named outfit called Bozo and His Vast Army of Pinheads. They played cover songs, but also dabbled in original material. The first song he wrote was called “Plastic Love,” and roughly centered on trying to make it with a mannequin: “Her hair is made of Dacron, her mind is made of cellulose / She’s someone I could lay on, who’s semi-comatose.”

			Thayil’s first live gig took place at the year-end talent show at his high school in front of five hundred people, including his parents. Their setlist included the Ramones’ “Pinhead,” a pair of tracks by the Sex Pistols (“God Save The Queen” and “Submission”) and a Devo cut called “Mongoloid.” They also threw in a bevy of originals, songs with names like “TV Clones,” “Bureaucracy In The US,” “Plastic Love,” and “If I Were A Bomb, I’d Explode In Your Face.” As he remembered, “The audience response was ‘You guys are pretty good for that kind of music, punk rock and all.’”35

			Thayil and Yamamoto hit it off after meeting at Rich Township. Like Yamamoto, Thayil was vastly intelligent and enjoyed pontificating at length on ideas big and small. The guitarist had already technically graduated when their paths crossed in an after-school program called ALPS, an acronym for Alternative Learning Process School, but the two of them regularly hung out with a mutual friend of theirs named Bruce Pavitt.

			Yamamoto graduated from Rich Township and decided he wanted to break out of the Midwest and move to Olympia, Washington. His buddy Stuart Hallerman planned on enrolling at the extremely liberal arts institution the Evergreen State College, where Pavitt was already a student, so the two decided they’d go together. Yamamoto hung out around Washington for about three months, but after failing to find a job and falling head over heels for a girl back home during Christmas vacation, he decided to return to Chicago.

			Meanwhile, after tendering his resignation as one of the Vast Army of Pinheads, Thayil joined another punk band called Identity Crisis with Pavitt’s younger brother and entered a studio for the first time to record a seven-inch EP titled Pretty Feet that debuted in 1980. The record didn’t do much, and by 1981, Thayil was ready for a change. So too was Yamamoto.

			Both men were nursing recent breakups and didn’t have much to tie them to the Chicago area. They decided to give Washington state another shot. The pair scrounged together all the money they had, loaded their gear and clothes into Yamamoto’s Datsun B210, and took off again for the West Coast.

			Shortly after reaching Washington, they both enrolled into the University of Washington where Thayil pursued a degree in philosophy. “He always showed up maybe ten minutes late and would almost invariably bogart the discussion,” classmate and future Mudhoney frontman Mark Arm said through laughter. “He really liked to play devil’s advocate and try to look at everything from all different angles and sometimes set the class on all different tangents that I think the professor didn’t necessarily appreciate.”

			By 1982, Thayil was thriving in his new environment. He had his own apartment, a girlfriend, and a weekly DJ gig at the local college radio station KCMU. He was also playing around town in a variety of short-lived musical ventures, while making connections within the tight-knit scene. One of those people was Matt Dentino. The future Shemps guitarist was another Chicago-area transplant looking for somewhere to live while trying to start a band of his own. Thayil offered to let him crash at his place.

			Despite Chris’s negative estimation of the Shemps, Dentino was by all accounts a skilled guitar player. His major problem, familiar to almost every aspiring musician, was maintaining a reliable group of people willing to jam and book shows. At the moment, he was in search of someone to play bass, and though Yama`moto didn’t play the instrument himself yet, Thayil offered to show him how for Dentino’s sake.

			Upon meeting Chris Cornell, Thayil was wary. Chris’s hair was short, and his slick style left something to be desired for the relatively seasoned punk rock guitarist. “My first impression was that he was some guy who just got out of the Navy or something,”36 Thayil said. It didn’t take long for Chris to disabuse Thayil of that notion.

			The Shemps’ first gig took place at a small, concrete-constructed restaurant in the University District called the Morning Star Café on 11th Avenue Northeast. It was a spartan space, but the crowd that night wasn’t exactly fighting for elbow room. Among their number that night was a drummer named Matt Cameron who came away impressed with the Shemps’ singer. Mark Arm concurred. “If it was like a Creedence song, he sounded like John Fogerty. If it was a Zeppelin song, he sounded like Robert Plant. If it was a Doors song, he sounded like Jim Morrison. That was Chris Cornell,” he said. “He seemed like a really young kid at the time, but he was only like two or three years younger than me. It was kinda astounding.”

			The Shemps plugged along for several months, though they didn’t get as many gigs as they would’ve liked; only eight to ten during the entire life of the group. Chris and Dentino remained the constants in the band. Yamamoto quit out of boredom. His musical tastes didn’t mesh with Dentino’s, and he was moonlighting in another band called Altered whose repertoire hued more toward jangly, new wave songs that he found more interesting.

			With nowhere else to turn and a slate of gigs on the calendar, Dentino returned to Thayil and begged him to fill in on bass. Thayil wasn’t enthralled by the proposition of exchanging six strings for four, but after consistently applied pressure, he relented. Fortunately for the fledgling bassist, the Shemps’ run of dates evaporated shortly after he came aboard, and the band folded sometime around early 1984. Dentino by this point was strung out on drugs, exhausted, and broke. He eventually found Jesus, became a born-again Christian, and left his ambitions of rock stardom behind.

			 

			
			
				
			

		

		
			





Chapter II
 Mood for Trouble

			The distance between the drum kit and the space at the lip of the stage is only several yards, but the psychological chasm might as well be a million miles. Obscured by his kit, a drummer executes a song’s rhythmic backbone in relative anonymity. The audience can feel the percussive patterns rattling their ribcages, but the author of that sound is seldom seen with any clarity.

			The lead singer, however, is always on display. Every twist, spasm, groan, moan, and wail is eaten up and cheered on by the boisterous crowd. Conversely, every wrong note, flubbed lyric, and misplaced foot is noticed too. The limelight is an unforgiving space to exist, and only a select few have the mental and physical fortitude to impress under its unforgiving glare. In 1985, Chris Cornell decided to give it a shot.

			Combined with a pull toward the microphone, Chris was simultaneously reconciling the realization that his drumming wasn’t on a level that could carry him beyond his current situation. He was good, sure, but could he ever be great? The amount of time and effort it would take to find out was nearly impossible to fathom. As he was contemplating his options, he witnessed something that resolved any doubt and led him to step out from behind the kit and out to the center of the stage for good.

			The epiphany happened one night while Matt Cameron was tearing it up onstage with his band Feedback. Chris wasn’t even in the club. He was just looking in from outside as Cameron put on a veritable clinic, showing off the kind of intrinsic talent that would make anyone question their choice to so much as look at a set of drums. “I’m watching what he’s doing and I’m hearing what it sounds like and I couldn’t really make the connection,” Chris recalled. “I thought, ‘Oh, that’s what a good drummer is supposed to play like. Maybe my talent lies elsewhere.’”1

			“He was a really good drummer,” Soungarden’s guitarist Kim Thayil protested to me. “He’s not like Matt but he wrote great as a drummer. I think so much so that Hiro and I entertained the idea of getting another singer so that Chris continued to write with us on drums. But Chris really wanted to get up from behind the drum kit.”

			An introvert by nature, the role of lead singer seemingly ran counter to nearly every instinct Chris had, but still he felt compelled. The biggest challenge, as he would come to learn, wasn’t hitting the notes, it was commanding the attention of a crowd demanding to be entertained. For that you needed energy. You needed style. You needed charisma.

			Chris’s role as “the singer” was an almost therapeutic guise that allowed him to skirt some of his more detrimental tendencies. “If it wasn’t for what I’d chosen to do with my life, I’d probably be, more or less, a shut-in,” he once said.2 The inner struggle between the real human being inclined to hide from the world and the person screaming and flailing around on stage was part of what made him such an indelible front man. He’d do whatever it took to keep that dark room filled with strangers entertained. Roll around in glass. Pick fights. Swing from the rafters. Smash guitars. Anything.

			Donald Fagen, the lead singer of Steely Dan, a band about as far, from an aesthetic perspective, as it gets from Soundgarden, wrote about the self-destructive impulse of performance in his memoir Eminent Hipsters. “Every night in front of an audience, no matter how exhilarating, is a bit of a ritual slaying. You use every last bit of your marrow, every last atom of your energy in an attempt to satisfy the hungry crowd. On some level, you’re trying to extinguish yourself…That’s what you are, and they need it.”3

			That’s what made Chris chug a half gallon of milk and spit it out on the crowd at a concert in Wisconsin in 1990. That’s what made him perform whole shows while wearing a pair of shorts he’d made for himself out of duct tape. That’s what made him throw his microphone cord over a lighting beam, scream into it while hanging upside-down from the ceiling before diving headlong into the audience time and time again. Perhaps his octave-shattering voice was enough to get his band noticed, but at least early on in his career, he wasn’t about to wait around to find out.

			“I always thought he was like a shaman figure onstage,” Tad guitarist Kurt Danielson said. “He had this mystical energy on one level, and on another, he was more like a real rock frontman. He combined those things in a seamless way that I had never seen before.”

			“A lot of time he would come across like he was in a complete trance up there. Just screaming and flailing around,” Seattle music journalist Dawn Anderson recalled. “There was always a small group of girls sitting up front drooling over him, but he never seemed to notice. I always got the feeling that once Chris figured out that people thought he was sexy, and that people might be trying to capitalize on that, it embarrassed him a little. There was a point where he stopped flailing. He acted a lot more sober onstage. He seemed conscious of it.”

			Like Iggy Pop before him, Chris had a propensity for performing shirtless. “Going the full Cornell,” is how Nirvana bassist Krist Novoselic described it from the stage of the Central Tavern in 2017, the site of many sweaty Soundgarden gigs. “I can’t recall him ever playing with a shirt on,” said Soundgarden’s early road manager Eric Johnson. “On a trip to San Francisco, a bunch of us found these silk pajama tops that we cut the sleeves off and wore almost like vests. He might’ve started a show in one of those things, and then it came off.”

			Female admirers certainly enjoyed the view, but some of the more skeptical local scenemakers couldn’t relate. Oftentimes they rolled their eyes at the brazen exhibitionism. It didn’t matter to Chris, who seemed to relish in bucking convention. “I used to have about fifty ribbons in my hair, which didn’t exactly please the jocks in the audience,” he said. “They were probably worried because they found me a little too attractive.”4

			In a punk rock-inspired ecosystem that prized the concept of authenticity above all else, some felt what he was doing was contrived. “He was a sexy man with a good body, and he wasn’t afraid to use it,” Mark Arm said. “I remember one show where basically halfway through the set, he just grabbed the middle of the shirt and tore it off him. That’d been like, obviously distressed or something. That was like a planned thing, which is a little bit different than accidentally vomiting and then rolling around in it, which was sort of more my approach to things.” Nevertheless, Arm noted, “The ladies loved it! Some of the dudes too.”

			Hiro Yamamoto wasn’t a fan of Chris’s bare-chested antics, and often let him know. Chris would just walk away, undeterred. “The punk culture that grunge grew out of put a high premium on flaws because flaws gave music character, and it also made it easier for young amateurs to be appreciated,” says Bruce Pavitt. “Chris stood out, sometimes awkwardly, because of his seemingly flawless nature.”

			“I remember one girlfriend of mine when I was going to see Soundgarden once said, ‘How many times can you watch Chris Cornell jack off in your face?’” journalist Dawn Anderson recalled. “I said something smart-ass like, ‘Oh, I don’t know, what time is it?’ He wasn’t doing anything like jacking off though.”

			The persona that Chris presented onstage, the ripped Adonis screaming his head off before leaping into the waiting arms of the churning pit beneath him, was as far from the quiet, introspective loner as it gets. “I was a nerdy shut-in who listened to prog-rock—and then I got on stage,” he said. The universe didn’t make him a rock star. He willed himself to become one. “Most frontmen are not born hams like David Lee Roth. We’re more like Joey Ramone: awkward geeks who somehow find our place in the world on the stage. Nobody ever said a positive thing to me, ever, in my life, until they heard me play music.”5

			***

			While he was still trying to give the Shemps a go, Chris Cornell was in the middle of an untenable living situation. His roommate was experiencing something like a nervous breakdown over the course of two days and it was driving him up the wall. He had to get the hell out of there, and fast.

			Around the same time, Chris called Hiro Yamamoto to settle a debt. While they were chatting, Yamamoto mentioned that his own roommate had gotten mad at him recently and was on his way out. He wanted to know if Chris knew anybody who might be looking for a place. The following day, Chris was at Yamamoto’s with nearly all his worldly possessions in hand.

			Almost from the minute that Chris moved in, he and Yamamoto started jamming together. Upstairs in the house was an empty A-frame space that they transformed into a rehearsal area where they bashed out different rhythms for hours at a time. It didn’t take long before the duo became a tight little rhythm section, but they knew that if they were ever going to do anything, they needed a guitar player. It was Yamamoto’s idea to give Thayil a call to see if he’d be interested in jamming with them.

			Once Thayil came over and plugged his guitar into an amp, it was abundantly clear that there was an exhilarating chemistry between the three of them. During that first jam session they hammered out two songs, one right after the other. There was something about the way that Thayil ripped into his guitar with a furious, frenzied abandon that resonated with Chris. He’d never heard anyone play like that before, and it triggered an instant, life-altering, and deeply emotional response.

			“There was a really vital expressive amazing music scene happening during
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