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			Foreword

			You Are Already Here

			By Fred Armisen

			Clem Burke is my favorite drummer ever. I don’t mean that with any sub-categorizations of genres or eras. Ever in my whole life. We all already know that the drums are the best instrument. That’s just a technical fact. Watching and hearing Clem play the drums makes me feel like there’s a higher purpose to life, and I am not exaggerating. His music makes me happy that music exists at all. The ultimate celebration of everything great.

			The way he incorporates the toms into the pattern of a beat is what gets me, as opposed to the toms only being used for fills. He uses the whole kit all the way through a song. I don’t want to write anything more about what his drumming sounds like, because every time I read a description of how a musician plays an instrument, it’s never quite right. They’re just words that sit there and evoke nothing, as far as sound. So I’ll just leave it at those two sentences up there at the start of this paragraph. You are already here, so you most likely already know what he sounds like. Even giving you a list of songs that you should listen to will feel like homework. Every song he’s played on is a perfect example of his drumming. We are already in agreement.

			To me it’s an aesthetic thing, too. The way he sets up his kit. The color choices of his shells, the angles of the drums, the configuration of the cymbals. That matters to me. That’s part of the show, what the drums look like. There is also the element of what he looks like. How nicely he dresses. Endlessly cool. What his hair is like. His posture. I like that somehow he’s also not trying to show off or steal the show. He is in perfect harmony with the band. Supporting them while at the same time making his part of the stage a beautiful spectacle.

			I noticed throughout the years he has a kind of humility when it comes to interviews. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him give advice. He embraces his role as a drummer and lets his drumming style speak for itself. A pure musician. I’ve been very lucky to get to know him over the years. He is the best! I’m telling you. What’s fun about talking to him is that he is a huge music fan. He loves talking about records and bands. He’s one of those guys who know facts and trivia, but also actually interesting information that I hadn’t heard before. Original names and lineups of bands, notable TV show appearances, that kind of thing. It makes sense when you watch him play. That’s someone who loves the lineage and explosiveness of great music.

			I once visited Clem before a Blondie show at the Greek Theatre in Los Angeles. I saw something displayed in his dressing room that melted my heart. I don’t think he even pointed it out. He set up a couple of framed pictures of Keith Moon. Can you believe it? It says so much about Clem Burke. I had to take a picture. Here it is:

					[image: Memorabilia display featuring a large portrait of a musician with a guitar, various framed photos, including one of Clem Burke, a CBGB sign, a T-shirt, some pairs of drumsticks on a practice pad, a hairdryer, and a coffee mug.]
			Thank you, and Clem: THANK YOU.

		

		
			Prologue

			Rock and Roll Survivalist

			In the mid-1980s, I read Pete Townshend’s book Horse’s Neck. He wrote about Keith Moon’s death, reflecting that while Keith hadn’t made it, he himself was still here, alive and kicking. It wasn’t exactly callous, but it stuck with me. Survival is a primal instinct, even more so than rock and roll—and while I’ve been inspired and driven by the latter, it’s the former that I’ve always carried in the back of my mind.

			In my book, I write about the highs, lows, ups, downs, and everything in between, all from the perspective of a rock and roll survivor. Blondie made it as far as any of us might have dreamed, but there were so many other bands, so many chances at greatness. On each and every level, I found the same whiplashes of anticipation to disappointment, from hopefulness to disbelief that everything was gone. I recount opportunities that were fleeting, lost, or fucked up, and successes that were beyond what any kid with a drum kit could envision.

			Rejection and betrayal and being ripped off and let down are as much a part of the story as record deals, hit songs, and sold-out tours. Many of us aren’t mentally or emotionally prepared to deal with either side of things. It takes fortitude and a strong constitution to handle the psychological pain and hurt. It takes being grounded and having a work ethic to manage the exhilaration of achieving your dreams. Doing my job and being the best I could be was the easy part. If I couldn’t duck and dive and roll with the punches, I wouldn’t have survived either.

		

		
			Chapter 1

			The Sixth Borough

			I was born in Bayonne, New Jersey, a working-class town across the Hudson River from Lower Manhattan. It’s an anomaly of a place, tucked away on a peninsula. To the north of us sat Jersey City and Hoboken, the birthplace of Frank Sinatra, but to the south, a mile across the Bayonne Bridge, was Staten Island, one of the five boroughs that make up New York City. My friends and I always thought of our town as the sixth borough—the city felt so close; it was almost as if I could touch it.

			There were folks who lived their entire lives in Bayonne without ever setting foot across the Hudson River. It seemed like some locals were afraid of the mean streets of the big city. But if you wanted to get out of Bayonne, there were three escape routes: the Holland Tunnel, the Lincoln Tunnel, and the George Washington Bridge. That’s why you get people in Manhattan saying “Bridge and Tunnel crowd.” It’s a flip phrase coined to describe people who come to the city but don’t live there. That’s how the crowd at CBGB was marked out. There were true New Yorkers, and then there were the Bridge and Tunnel crowd. Still, wherever you arrived from, the point was, you could get there if you wanted to. I really wanted to get there.

			Our home was at the southernmost point before the land touched the water. If I wanted to reach Lower Manhattan, I hiked across town from my house to Hudson (now John F. Kennedy) Boulevard and caught a bus to Journal Square in Jersey City. From there, I’d take the PATH (Port Authority Trans-Hudson) train into Lower Manhattan. Trains ran through the night, but the service was patchy. If I played a show at Max’s Kansas City or CBGB and got out of there at four in the morning, it was back on the train to Jersey City, where I’d face an hour’s wait in the darkness for a bus to take me home. It seemed odd to be so close and for the journey to be so arduous, but that was the lay of the land. Bayonne was a blue-collar, working-class town. Everyone worked for Standard Oil or one of the nearby refineries. My grandfather worked there, as did half the people in our neighborhood. My dad worked as a truck driver, then as a foreman in a factory across the bay in Newark. He was there in the summer of 1967 as the race riots were raging, a stone’s throw from where he was working. Storefronts were shattered, businesses were razed to the ground, and twenty-six people died. The National Guard was called in when the police lost control. Also, in the ’60s, Bayonne’s blue-collar kids came of age and were declared 1-A and drafted to fight a war on the other side of the world. The Vietnam War wasn’t just background noise, it was on the nightly news, and everyone had a nephew or a son or brother out there, just hoping for their safe return. One of my cousins was drafted, and I remember it seemed hard for anyone to express their feelings about it.

			My dad’s generation fought in World War II, so they had stoicism baked in. No one wore their heart on their sleeve back then. Emotions were locked up tight and you swallowed the key. As an outlet, I guess, my dad and his brothers raised homing pigeons, like characters from On the Waterfront. They had their pigeon coops on the roof of their houses or in sheds out back. It was a manly pursuit, something of a lost art. These big blue-collar guys, talking tough, but tending their birds with real gentleness. They’d release the pigeons and anxiously wait for them to return, cracking big smiles when the birds found their way back home.

			My family roots are Polish American on my father’s side and Italian on my mother’s. My name at birth was Clement Anthony Bozewski. I grew up surrounded by aunts, uncles, and cousins from both sides. When I first saw The Sopranos on TV, and they flashed back to Tony’s childhood in the 1960s, it felt like an unearthed time capsule of my own life. David Chase, The Sopranos’ creator, is from the same part of North Jersey as me—I recognized all the references immediately. The way people looked at things, the vernacular, the mindset, all of it reminded me of my upbringing in Bayonne. When I see a film like Goodfellas, I always get reflective and nostalgic. That was the way people were where I grew up, how they spoke, how they dressed. I’m sure there were some low-level underworld people and borderline gangsters living around our neighborhood, but it wasn’t a big deal. Everyone owned something that had fallen off the back of a truck. That was standard. New washer-dryer? Back of a truck. New bicycle? Back of another truck. Everyone knew someone to ask if you needed something. Being connected just seemed like another blue-collar occupation. On my paper route, I delivered The Jersey Journal to our district congressman. His place was the grandest on that block. No one batted an eye when it came out that the guy was in the pocket of the Bonanno crime family and that he ran interference on their behalf. If someone wanted to gamble, that was no problem; the candy stores all ran a numbers hustle if you wanted a piece of the action. It was illegal in New Jersey to buy or sell fireworks, but there was always a local wise guy who could get them if you had the money. Come the Fourth of July, my friends and I killed time setting off fireworks until the neighborhood dogs were barking in a frenzy.

			The daily number was a mob-run racket, and everybody played. Everyone had an aunt or a priest or a kid’s schoolteacher, hoping against hope their number would come up. If it was illegal, I didn’t pick up on it. I was a kid and had my own thing going. I know it worked like a lottery: pick an arbitrary set of numbers, place your bet with the local bookie, and if your numbers came up in the Daily News, you’d win a bunch of money. Every week, regular as clockwork, my dad used to drive us out in his Chevy Impala to this candy store across town. He’d pick up a newspaper and he’d place his bet. Meanwhile, I’d wait in the car, tapping out a beat on the back of the seat, with the radio tuned to one of the Top 40 stations.

			What else can I tell you about my childhood? I started out okay. In grammar school, probably without trying too hard, I was always an honor student. I was in the drum and bugle corps with a friend of mine, Joe Munn. Joe lived on my block, and if it rained hard enough, we’d take our fishing poles and go puddle fishing around the neighborhood. My mom’s sister lived with us, so growing up, it was like having two mothers, and probably I was a spoiled brat because of it. I played some sports. I was a pitcher in a Little League baseball team. All that American Dream type of stuff. Briefly, I played the saxophone and then started playing the drums in the school orchestra. Eventually, I was kicked out for playing too loudly, but I should give the drum and bugle corps a lot of credit for getting me off on the right foot. Like many of my favorite players—guys like Billy Cobham and the session player Steve Gadd—I learned a lot of my craft in the corps. For starters, you soon understood the importance of stamina. When you’re marching in the summer heat in a heavy drum corps uniform, not passing out from exhaustion is important.

			Before the Beatles and the British Invasion, my first love was Top 40 radio and—particularly—Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons. The Four Seasons were the New Jersey equivalent of the Beatles, and everyone in my town identified with them. They scored lots of hits in the early 1960s, and when I started out drumming, I played along with the Four Seasons Greatest Hits LP all the time. It’s still one of my ten favorite albums. Then, when I was ten years old, the Beatles appeared on the Ed Sullivan Show, and the world shifted on its axis. The next day I had my regular after-school music lesson at Sickles Music, on Newark Avenue, in Jersey City over on Five Corners. We had to take two buses, changing halfway, to get there. After the lesson, my mom bought me my first 45, “I Want to Hold Your Hand.” I think in that moment, it was like a switch had been thrown because after that I got myself a paper route so I could buy the latest 45s for myself. In no time at all, my bedroom wall was completely covered in Beatles cuttings and posters and pictures of the other British bands. There was always music in the house. The radio was never off, and it was always tuned to a Top 40 station. The New York/New Jersey metro area had two big stations: WMCA and WABC. The disc jockeys on WMCA were called the Good Guys. When I came downstairs for breakfast, my mom would have WMCA on and she’d be singing along to the hits of the day. In 1964, one of those was Louis Armstrong’s version of “Hello, Dolly!,” from the Broadway musical. I especially liked that song because my mom—whose given name was Antoinette—was known to friends and family as Dolly. And who doesn’t like Louis Armstrong? Even Joey Ramone covered Satchmo’s “What a Wonderful World” on his solo album.

			All in all, we were a musical household. We had a piano in the house, which my mom played. Before the war, my dad had been a drummer with his family band, alongside his two brothers and his father. They were what we used to call a society band, playing weddings and bar mitzvahs around the state. When my dad returned from serving in World War II, he put the drums in the attic, and they were left to gather dust for twenty years or so. I can remember the day I got them down and my dad helped me set them up. It was a set of those grand Slingerland Radio King–type kits, a real throwback to the big band age, with calfskin heads and a 26-inch bass drum and completely beautiful. As a kid with aspirations to be Ringo Starr or Dave Clark, they seemed old-fashioned, but in years to come, guys like John Bonham returned to using those type of kits. I traded mine in because I wanted something more modern. I regret parting with them now, but the die was already cast for me. I’d joined a band with a few other teenagers, and I desperately wanted a set like Dave Clark’s, on the cover of the Dave Clark Five Coast to Coast album: a white Rogers Marine Pearl with a smaller 20-inch bass drum. Once I had the drums, I had to make a choice between the St. Andrew’s drum and bugle corps and the rock and roll band I formed with my friends. Clearly, I chose the latter.

		

		
			Chapter 2

			My First Big Break

			My first band did covers of the Top 40 hits of the day. We were called the Environment, later changed to Total Environment. I was only thirteen, but I was dead serious about it. We rehearsed in my living room, and once my parents realized I had this passion for being in a band, they got right behind me. I may have been young, but instinctively I knew I was on the path to doing the thing I was going to do for the rest of my life.

			At the time, I was at Bayonne High School. My bandmate—Tom Kochanski on lead vocals—attended the all-boys, Catholic Marist High School in Bayonne. Guitarist Mike Topolski and Russ Pepe, our bass player, went to another Catholic boys’ school one town over in Jersey City. One of the brothers at Marist took us under his wing and arranged for us to rehearse in the school cafeteria. For a Catholic brother, he was a cool guy and was a real patron of the band in that first year. Having him on our side wasn’t without its drawbacks though. One afternoon we were rehearsing a run-through of the Zombies number “Time of the Season.” If you’ve ever studied the lyrics to that song, they’re quite deceptive. At first listen, the song sounds sweet, but on closer inspection, you realize it’s sort of sexually charged. I think the line “And let me try with pleasured hands” set an alarm bell ringing in the Catholic brother’s brain. As Tom sang, our patron brother stopped in his tracks, suddenly paying close attention. When the song ended, he offered to transcribe the lyrics for us while we were working on the arrangement. Upon return, he was visibly shaken. “Boys, boys! You can’t sing this.” You could see he was caught up in a real ethical dilemma. “You need to change the words,” he said, and promptly went away and rewrote the lyrics to something more appropriate for a Catholic high school crowd. I was too naive to notice the subtext, but after that, I realized there’s a sexual undercurrent present in all rock and roll. I mean, rock and roll is basically a euphemism for fucking, right?

			To allay the brother’s fears, we ran through the censored version once, but in the spirit of rock and roll—and I guess, the spirit of fourteen-year-old kids—we consigned the rewritten lyrics to the trash. His patronage was appreciated, but after that rehearsal, we only played the song as originally written. A few decades down the road, I was on a panel at South by Southwest with Colin Blunstone and Rod Argent from the Zombies and got to tell them that story. I think they enjoyed hearing about their role in the stand a bunch of high school guys made against censorship.

			The first well-known bands I saw live were at Marist High School, in the school gymnasium. Tom, the self-designated leader of Total Environment, was also the social secretary on the student council and booked all the shows. I saw Vanilla Fudge—the concert had a powerful impact on me. Vanilla Fudge was a hard rock band known for their hit cover of the Supremes’ “You Keep Me Hangin’ On.” They had a great drummer, Carmine Appice. Carmine was a huge influence on my drumming style and loads of other drummers, too—not the least of which was Led Zeppelin’s John Bonham. Carmine has played on some great records over the years, and he’s a friend of mine to this day. After the show, I found my way backstage and managed to take some Polaroids of the guys. Come to think of it, this was my first backstage hang—the first of many.

			Total Environment played our first show at Our Lady of Mount Carmel Grammar School in Bayonne, supporting a local band, the Uncharted Bus. The Uncharted Bus had a few years on us and were popular around the area. We had to audition for them to get the slot and were thrilled to get the gig because we were all fans. Looking out that night on the crowd of teenage kids from the back of the stage behind my Japanese red sparkle drum kit, I was hit with a wave of excitement. I thought, this is it—I was completely convinced this was how my life was going to be from then on. We played a tight forty-five minutes, including the Doors’ “Light My Fire” and “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida,” the Iron Butterfly opus, with the extended drum solo. For a bunch of kids, we were pretty good. Good enough to take us all the way from Jersey to Carnegie Hall at the very least.

			We got the name Total Environment because we used to have a Fillmore East–style Joshua light setup when we played a big gig. It was the heyday of psychedelia, and we wanted to emulate the stage presentation of the bands playing at places like the Fillmore, with the swirling liquid light shows and strobe light effects. Once we had the lights and the band playing at full tilt, it was like we created a total environment. The guy who ran the lights was called Ray Goodman, and Ray went on to make a career for himself in New York fashion that ran parallel with the rise of the CBGB scene. He was a real NYC entrepreneur. Over the next decade, Ray went on to create a fashion empire that was unique to Manhattan. He had fingers in pies all over town. He had the clothing line Tripp NYC. He bought the East Village boutique Limbo, an old hippie emporium and one-stop shop for fringe suede jackets, Afghan coats, and bell-bottoms on Saint Mark’s Place and opened his own store, Trash and Vaudeville, in its place. He and his wife, Daang Goodman, started designing their own clothes and importing cool 1960s mod suits from the King’s Road in London, but as the 1970s wore on, Trash and Vaudeville evolved into the place to get all your punk apparel—everything from skinny jeans right down to the ubiquitous Schott motorcycle jackets we all wore—the Ramones trademark look.

	
			[image: A close-up image of a business card with names and roles for a band called "The Environment." Tom and Mike are listed as playing guitar, Dan on organ, Rich on bass, and Clem Burke on percussion.]

			Business card for the Environment

	

			Total Environment had gigs pretty much every weekend. It was a routine, but not a bad routine like getting up for school or going to work. One of my bandmate’s folks owned a restaurant, and they let us use their catering van if we had a show out of town. In our time, we probably hit every local youth club, church hall dance, and Jewish community center. One time, we even played at a school for the deaf and went over great. The number of shows we were playing caused our PA rentals to escalate, so we decided to go more professional by buying our own. We had our eye on a Shure PA and mixer—out of our price range at $500. Tom’s father worked at this place called the Hess Corporation—one of the big oil companies. Somehow, he persuaded his boss, Mr. Hess, to front the $500 for the PA, with the understanding we could pay him back in installments from the money we made playing weekend gigs. At the time, Leon Hess, as well as being an oil magnate, owned the New York Jets. I don’t know if we ever paid him back, but I’m sure he didn’t miss the money if we didn’t.

			The nighttime DJ on WABC-AM at the time was “Cousin Brucie” Morrow, who addressed his listening audience as his “cousins.” He hosted an annual local battle of the bands called Cousin Brucie’s Big Break. In 1969, we sent in a tape of Total Environment performing “Somethin’ Goin’ On” by Blood, Sweat & Tears. It’s a great number, with some neat guitar and keyboard solos and even a cool drum break. A week later, we got a call saying we’d been accepted for the competition and were invited to ABC Studio on West Fifty-Sixth Street to record the song. Our song was later played on Cousin Brucie’s show, and so many listeners called in with votes, it led to Total Environment being asked to play live at the Big Break Battle of the Bands. Usually, the show was held in a hotel ballroom like the Hilton, but this one was set to be staged at Carnegie Hall. I was fourteen, recording in a professional studio and playing at the most prestigious concert hall in the United States.

			My band didn’t win, but I’ll never forget looking out, seeing this grand theater filled with people, knowing my parents were among them, and being overwhelmed with the idea that I’d be playing drums with my band on that stage. A few years later, around Parallel Lines, I was back at ABC to record an interview. Toward the end of the session, I mentioned I’d been in the same studio with my teenage band. It turned out the engineer recording the interview had been our engineer that day. To complete the crazy circle of coincidence, he handed me a quarter-inch tape box containing our original recording.

			[image: A quarter-inch tape box with a label for MusicRadio Recording 77 WABC and the address on Avenue of the Americas, New York. The track information printed on the box includes "Somethin' Goin' On--Total Environment, Big Break Groups Fall 1969" and technical details, such as "15 IPS" for Master and Dub, "7.5 IPS" for Full Track Mono, and "3.75 IPS" for 2 Track Stereo. It is dated 10/23/79.]

			Prior to the Brucie’s Big Break success, Tom had been the focal point and lead vocalist of the band, giving him a measure of control over what we did. But “Somethin’ Goin’ On” was sung by Mike, a decision Tom wasn’t happy about. It was the right call given how things turned out. The song was an ambitious arrangement for a bunch of kids to take on. The choice of song and singer was Dan’s, and as I think about it, this might’ve been the first of a lifetime of band dynamics and politics playing out. Dan and I are still friends. I think of him as the mastermind behind Total Environment. He was far and away the most gifted musician. We were all listening to Top 40 radio, but Dan was older and had developed a more refined musical palette—he was already a jazz freak. We were just kids, but he was digging Miles Davis, and he’d been following these cool jazz cats like Jimmy Smith since he was a kid.

			I assumed our career was on the up, but the inevitable so-called musical differences of band life started to take a toll. We were still booking a lot of school dances on the local circuit, but I think the earlier discord with Tom being sidelined was smoldering. Despite all this, we still had momentum. Recently, someone sent me a press cutting from the local newspaper, The Bayonne Times, and a one-page feature on Total Environment, dated April 1969. There’re some grainy photographs of us rehearsing for a show at Marist and a mention of our recent television debut on Channel 47 a couple of weeks earlier. We’d been booked to perform on a show called Up and Coming, over in Newark. The show was way, way down the dial, among the UHF band TV channels, so it wasn’t exactly the Beatles appearing on Ed Sullivan, but it was a start—appearing on any TV felt like a very big deal indeed.

						[image: A clipping from the Bayonne Times titled "The Total Environment: Local Rock Group," dated Friday, April 11, 1969. The page features images of band members performing on stage and rehearsing, with accompanying descriptive captions. Clem Burke is pictured playing drums in the top left photo.]

	
			[image: Newspaper clipping from the Bayonne Times, dated Tuesday, December 30, 1969, featuring a rock group that includes the members Mike Topolski, Russ Pepe, Clem Burke (here called Bozewski), Dan Desenta, and Tom Kochanski. The piece reads "Bayonne Rock Group Hopes For Its 'Big Break' Today."]

			My first press

	

			Our host was this guy John Zacherle, who presented the monster-of-the-week horror movie on late-night TV. Whenever you watched The Wolf Man or a Friday night Frankenstein double feature, you’d see Zacherle beforehand. Playing with us on Up and Coming were Billy Joe Royal, riding high on his hit “Down in the Boondocks,” the Hassles, a psychedelic blue-eyed soul band out of Long Island, and an English band, the Nice (Keith Emerson’s band prior to Emerson, Lake & Palmer). Keith was thought of as the Jimi Hendrix of keyboard players, so he played up to that wild image. He wore a motorcycle jacket, and as part of his performance he dry-humped his Hammond organ and attacked the keys with a Bowie knife he carried on stage. Backstage, some guy from the Hassles tinkered around on the grand piano they had back there. We all looked on as he started playing “Martha My Dear,” Paul’s tune from The White Album, which had recently been released. Down the road, the Hassles guy released a record, Piano Man, and I suddenly realized I’d shared a stage with Billy Joel. Years later, when Blondie had the same agent as Billy, a great guy called Dennis Arfa, we wound up on a bill together at a festival in Ottawa. At the show, I cornered Dennis backstage, telling him I had to see Billy and ask if he remembered that night. I figured he would remember that show because the sight of Keith Emerson humping his organ is something you don’t easily forget. Dennis took me over to meet Billy.

			“You don’t remember? Newark, New Jersey?” I asked. “Keith Emerson? John Zacherle? ‘Down in the Boondocks’?”

			“I got no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, laughing. “How do we get hold of a copy?”

			Probably that tape was recorded over a long time ago, commonplace back then, and the moment was lost to history. Billy Joel has probably appeared on countless TV shows, so it’s a matter of perspective. For us, being on Up and Coming was a big deal, but for Billy, it was just another day on the job. When I think back to that night, I can’t remember what song we played, so my memory isn’t what it used to be either.

		

		
			Chapter 3

			Getting High School

			By the time I was in high school, I had no interest in being there. I was just mad for rock and roll and being in a band. Then my mother got sick with cancer. After that, I checked out of school completely. I’d arrive late or not at all, because I was taking care of her. When she died, my world was turned upside down. I was seventeen. My dad slipped into his own world, and his life went sideways.

			She’d been his anchor. We were a small family but large in terms of having two sets of relatives living within a couple of square blocks. My mother was the glue that held us all together. She was social, the first to invite people over for dinner or to throw a birthday party—the classic New Jersey matriarch. When dinner was ready, she’d send me down to the corner tavern where my dad was shooting pool and hanging out with his buddies to tell him to come home. With my mom gone, and my dad withdrawn into solitude, music became my escape. When I turned up for school, I only did the bare minimum to get by. Unlike a lot of kids, I didn’t take to drinking, but I did start smoking pot. When we graduated from Junior High. I remember seeing my classmates getting drunk and puking everywhere. After seeing that, I was never really into drinking much; I didn’t like that feeling of not being in control. Smoking weed was a different story. During high school lunches, I’d gather with my buddies, and we’d pass the hour smoking pot and talking about music. Compared with the space cadet kids who dropped a tab of acid before a science lesson, smoking your way through a nickel bag of weed seemed like tame behavior, but we weren’t exactly seen as good students. Sometimes, I’d get kicked out of class for wearing a motorcycle jacket instead of a tie, but none of us were bad kids. As I grew a little older, I got harassed from time to time because my hair was long, but already I was biding my time. Waiting for school to be over so I could get on with living my life. I have no idea how I graduated or even got to college.

			By 1971, Total Environment had run its course, and we went our separate ways. I’ve come to realize bands aren’t meant to stay together permanently. That whole “together forever” notion is like something out of a corny movie about a rock band, probably instilled by the Beatles in A Hard Day’s Night and Help!—like they’re all best friends. Obviously, there are exceptions. I’ve been on both sides of that fence. Somehow, Chris, Debbie, and I have managed to buck that trend and stay the course, but for the most part, the idea that bands are not a forever thing holds true. I loved the sense of brotherhood and the camaraderie, but when Total Environment called it a day, I set my sights on what was next. I was hooked on the idea of being in a band, so we started a new group. Our new venture, the Sweet Willie Jam Band, was less Top 40 focused and more like the FM radio album rock sound of the ’70s. We played Santana, the Allman Brothers, the Band, Joe Cocker. We were in our last couple of years of high school and smoking a lot of pot. We had two drummers, which is exactly the kind of idea you come up with when pot is involved. We recruited Joe Munn, my drum and bugle corps buddy, to fill the other drumming seat, and we were good to go. When we weren’t rehearsing or strategizing, we went to the Schaefer Beer–sponsored Music Festival shows in Central Park at the Wollman Skating Rink; concerts for a dollar or maybe a dollar fifty. That’s where I saw the original lineup of the Allman Brothers, Led Zeppelin, Procol Harum, the Band, and even Miles Davis. Not bad for a buck. A few years later, I found myself headlining on that same stage with Blondie on the Parallel Lines Tour.

			In Sweet Willie we were too young to play pubs and bars, but we picked up where Total Environment left off and became a real draw on the Jersey high school circuit. I was making a little money, maybe fifty to a hundred bucks if it was a good weekend. Enough to buy a couple of records, a pack of cigarettes, and maybe a nickel bag of pot. My whole social life revolved around music and being in a band—but as high schoolers, we had other things on our mind too. Meeting girls was definitely a perk of being in a popular band. In my senior year, I met my first serious girlfriend and endured my first big heartbreak when she went off to college. She was very cool. I guess you’d call her a hippie girl. We’d all hang out at my friend’s place—which was the band’s HQ—and when his mom left for work or went out to play bingo, all the band members’ girlfriends would come over, and we’d splinter off into separate bedrooms and make out. Once or twice, his mom came home early and the make-out sessions would end with panicked scenes as everyone hunted for their sweaters and scrambled to make a quick getaway.

			During the days of the Sweet Willie Jam Band, I graduated high school and started at Jersey City State College (now New Jersey University) before transferring to New York University. Jersey City State was a liberal arts college, so I studied English, drama, and electronic music. There were various other subjects, but like in high school, I was completely focused on music. I didn’t pay too much attention to academics but hung in there until my rock and roll life completely took over.

		

		
			Chapter 4

			Club 82

			In 1973, the draft for the Vietnam War was over, bringing a collective sense of relief to guys my age. I was fresh out of not caring about high school and had moved on to not caring about college either. My music career was on track, working the bars of Jersey and Lower Manhattan with a glitter rock four-piece band, Sweet Revenge. This group followed a short-lived progressive band I had with some college classmates called Rondo Hatton—named after the obscure B movie actor. But after getting caught up in the Bowie glitter rock thing, I realized Sweet Revenge was better suited to my rock and roll aesthetic, which was still forming at the time. I didn’t hang out with jocks or intellectuals, just the rock and rollers.

			When I joined Sweet Revenge, I didn’t answer an ad. I didn’t audition. As I do to this day, I just gravitated to other musicians, and things happened organically from there. Either I was friends with, or I had a rivalry with, some other guy in some other band. I don’t think of myself as being adversarial because I always loved the camaraderie of rock and roll, but I admit that part of me wanted to be better than my peers. There was always this idea at the back of everyone’s mind about who was the best drummer, who was the best singer, the best guitarist, or whatever. I’d been playing in bands long enough that I had a reputation around the metro area as one of the best drummers, so, via word of mouth, the members of Sweet Revenge just drifted into my orbit. What else was I going to do but be in a band? I had a half-formed idea that if music didn’t work out, I’d become a cop or enlist in the army, but we’re talking plans Y and Z here. It was really plan A or nothing. I wanted to be a rock and roll star. Sign a deal. Make a record.

			Sweet Revenge was me, a great friend of mine, Lee Boyce on guitar, who modeled himself after Jeff Beck; our androgynous singer, Charlie Pip; and this flamboyant redhead, Bobby Armstrong, filling out the lineup on bass guitar. We used to rehearse above an abattoir on Route 22 in Jersey City. Essentially, our setlist was a bunch of David Bowie and Mott the Hoople covers, but we had a few originals. One was “Fuck the World,” an anti-establishment anthem with a punk attitude. I was juggling various elements of my life, still attending some classes, but for the most part daylight was for sleeping, not studying. I was living my life at night. I was also becoming tired of New Jersey; I just hadn’t quite figured out that it was time to leave.

			Ronnie Kankas, aka Ronnie Toast, was a friend of mine from high school and one of the few who was also into Bowie, the New York Dolls, and the Stooges. Sometimes, he’d get his dad’s car and swing by my house, and we’d hit the road to nowhere and drive into the night, just killing time. We’d drive out on these mad, vague quests to find the Jersey Devil. Half-serious, half-joking, we wanted to see if the legend was true. According to local folklore, the Jersey Devil was a winged, cloven-hooved creature with a goat’s head and a forked tail, said to live in the Pine Barrens in South Jersey. We’d scour the back roads, probably a little wasted, trying to catch a glimpse and listening out for its high-pitched screams over the sound of the car radio.

			One time we just took off and drove around for hours before we started running out of gas. We pulled into a gas station, and Ronnie rolled down his window and asked the guy for $5 worth of gas. In New Jersey, it was illegal to pump your own gas, so when you pulled up to the pump, you needed to wait for an attendant to put the gas in the tank for you. So, we’re sitting in the car, and the guy puts the nozzle into the tank and starts pumping, and the pump is ticking over, $1, $2, $3, and we’re not paying any attention. Then I look over at Ronnie, about to say something, and he’s got this wild look in his eyes. Maybe I didn’t need to look so far to find the Jersey Devil, I figured, because without warning, Ronnie slammed his foot on the gas pedal and pulled out of the gas station. When I looked back, the hose was snaking around and spilling gas all over the ground while the gas station guy frantically tried to bring it back under control. We were whooping and hollering and killing ourselves laughing as we drove off.

			We got lost in the night, heading up and down country backroads with the radio cranked up loud until we found ourselves on a narrow dirt road. It was autumn, so it was colder, and the ground was covered in dead leaves and mud. Without even realizing how it happened, we were hemmed in on three sides by dense forest. Ronnie passed a joint, I took a drag, then passed it back while we wondered what to do. We’re in the dark forest, in the dead of night, wasted, and “Life on Mars” starts playing on the tape deck. We must have been too stoned or too stupid to panic because we just fell asleep in the car. I woke up the next morning with the sun breaking through the branches, and I could see a way out. I woke Ronnie. He yawned and stretched, put the car in reverse, and it seemed like we were going to make a smooth exit, until the car got stuck. He kept pumping the pedal, but the wheels wouldn’t turn. We were inches deep in autumn leaves. The motor was running hot and a spark from the engine must have ignited the dry leaves, because within a few seconds, flames were lapping at the windows. We jumped out okay, we were panicking now—and stood back watching as the car was engulfed. Once the fire burned itself out, we shrugged and made our way down the road. It was a depressing hike back to civilization, but eventually we got out of the woods and to the main highway where we were picked up by some passing cops who took us back to the station. They got in touch with Ronnie’s parents, and Ronnie’s dad, who was understandably pissed, eventually came and got us.

			Along with Ronnie, my most like-minded friends were Gary Lachman, my buddy from high school, and another guy, James Prasch. We came together because we were the only people in Bayonne turned on to Bowie and the Stooges. That was the commonality that helped to bind us, but I was the one pushing for us to get into the city and to see bands and start living the rock and roll life. The other guys were deep into William S. Burroughs and black magic and Aleister  Crowley, but these were formative friendships, and we lived in each other’s pockets and shared the same outlook.

			I saw Bowie that September at Carnegie Hall on the Ziggy Stardust Tour. Despite his UK notoriety, he was still somewhat unknown in the US, except to us in the know. I was already well on my way to a lifelong Anglophile disposition, maybe at that point second only to my appreciation of NYC’s rock and roll underbelly. The Carnegie Hall show was Bowie’s big debut gig. I went by myself and found my seat in the balcony, noticing Andy Warhol—always easy to spot—making his way to the front. As the hall filled, the atmosphere got more electric, until finally the theme from A Clockwork Orange boomed out of the speakers and the band came out and launched into “Hang On to Yourself.” I’d never seen a standing ovation at the start of show, but that was just the baseline of the night. People were in the aisles, on their seats dancing and screaming, everyone mesmerized and completely under the spell of Ziggy and the Spiders from Mars.

			I was already committed to the rock ethos, but that concert significantly amped up my motivation to fully immerse myself in glam culture. I’d sleep all day, drag myself out of bed, and convene at someone’s apartment on Journal Square, off Route 1/9, the direct route to the Holland Tunnel. It was right at the edge of Jersey City, so you could see Lower Manhattan out of the apartment’s dirty windows. We’d smoke a little pot, shoot the shit, drink a couple glasses of blackberry brandy or whatever cheap wine we got from the grocery store, and take a late PATH train into Manhattan. First stop, Christopher Street, then on to Ninth Street station, where we’d disembark. We were decked out in our velvet pants, 1950s-style black-and-white jackets, teetering platform shoes, and shag haircuts, hitting the city like associate Spiders from Mars. Strolling to the corner of Sixth Avenue and Ninth Street, the intersection that marks the boundary between the East and West Village, we’d grab a bodega beer, smoke a joint, and travel farther east down Eighth Street, maybe grabbing a hot dog from Nathan’s all-night hot dogs on the corner of Eighth and Sixth on our way into the East Village. We’d pass by 1 Fifth Avenue, later the site of Robert Mapplethorpe’s photo session with Patti Smith for her first album cover. The journey continued down Eighth Street, until we hit Saint Mark’s Place, home of the Electric Circus and the Dom, where, in the late ’60s, the Velvet Underground performed as part of Andy Warhol’s Exploding Plastic Inevitable.

			At the intersection between Saint Mark’s and Second Avenue, we’d give a nod to the Gem Spa, the famous newsstand and candy store featured on the back cover of the first New York Dolls album and home of the best egg cream in the city—a traditional New York fountain soda consisting of Fox’s U-Bet chocolate syrup, seltzer, and milk. Finally, we’d take the turn onto Second Avenue and keep walking until we hit East Fourth Street and a whole new world. A scene of our own.

			I had my antenna up for a break on the Manhattan scene. Ronnie was writing a lot of poetry and working with James, who had this type A personality, a real frontman swagger. James was the first of my peers to move out of his parents’ and live on his own. His apartment overflowed with people crashing out or in various states of inebriation. James was the de facto leader of our little pack. He held down a straight job with the New York City Transit Authority, but he always wore a dab of eye makeup and flowing scarves, in deference to the glam era that was bubbling up around us. Later in life, he found God, or maybe God found him. I don’t know, but even at that tender age, he was wrapped up in that nihilistic, end-of-the-world-is-nigh mindset. Maybe he had a point, because it felt like we were living through apocalyptic times. I’d spent my childhood looking across the bay at New York as this shining beacon, but we arrived to find a city on life support. New York was literally crumbling around us. Businesses were abandoned. The people with the means had escaped to the suburbs, leaving the streets piled high with garbage—still it was incredibly exciting to me and my friends.

			Over the course of this period, Gary became estranged from his parents and moved away from New Jersey. Downtown rents were practically zero, so he started living in this Lower East Side storefront on East Tenth Street that Jimmy Prasch was renting. Because we were members of the Bridge and Tunnel crowd, that storefront became our crash pad and unofficial HQ. The battered storefront had a padlocked security fence you needed to screech to one side to get into a four-foot-square vestibule in front of the entrance. Across the threshold there was one large spartan room with a couple of couches and the bare necessities, like a toilet and a stove. We blocked out the store windows on either side of the doorway, so you could wake up inside and have no idea whether it was day or night. Usually though, you could hazard a guess. We generally woke up around 6 or 7 p.m., and if we had a buck left from the previous night, we’d head out for a bowl of borscht or something before starting the whole cycle again.

			East Tenth Street was at the heart of New York’s Ukrainian neighborhood, just a block away from the restaurant Veselka, which is still there today. A few doors down from Veselka, in the basement of one of the buildings, was another Ukrainian place I used to take my dad when he was in the city. You walked down from street level into the bowels of this building, and suddenly it was like you were back in Eastern Europe, twenty, thirty years before. For my dad, it must’ve been like a taste of his childhood. You’re fifty feet down from the street, but everyone’s eating cabbage and pierogi and speaking Polish and Ukrainian. Most crucially for me, geographically speaking, sleeping on the couch at Jimmy’s storefront meant we were only a few short blocks away from Club 82.

			Club 82 was our regular haunt in the heart of the East Village. It was run by a crew of tough lesbians, decked out like the supporting cast of Rebel Without a Cause: DA haircuts, white T-shirts, packs of Camels rolled up in the sleeve, cuffed Levis, and biker jackets. The club mainly presented drag shows, followed by a gay disco that lasted well into the morning. Wednesday nights were reserved for something different. Someone convinced Tommy, the James Dean lookalike who ran the place, that she should have rock and roll bands play once a week. The New York Dolls played one night, one of many nights, and after that experience, we were hooked. Club 82 became our home away from home.

			The 82 was set in the basement of a majestic apartment building at 82 East Fourth Street. The place itself is steeped in the dark side of New York legend. Anna Genovese—the wife of the mobster Vito Genovese—ran the club when it first opened in the 1950s. Vito was an associate of Lucky Luciano and later headed up the Genovese crime family. The New York of the early 1970s still had
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