
American Song

Late 80s on the Sunset Strip and the Bands on the Verge of Breaking Big

Text Only – Also available as paperback with images

Phillip Harrington

Published 2025

NEW HAVEN PUBLISHING LTD

www.newhavenpublishingltd.com

newhavenpublishing@gmail.com

All Rights Reserved

The rights of Phillip Harrington, as the author of this work, have been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be re-printed or reproduced or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now unknown or hereafter invented, including photocopying, and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the written permission of the Author and Publisher.

Cover design © Pete Cunliffe

pcunliffe@blueyonder.co.uk

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2025 Phillip Harrington

All rights reserved

ISBN: 978-1-949515-89-3

Table of Contents

Chapter 1:  Take Me to the City: Introduction*

Chapter 2:  Paradise*

Chapter 3:  Lypswitch*

Chapter 4:  Jailhouse*

Chapter 5:  Rattlesnake Shake*

Chapter 6:  Cherry St.*

Chapter 7:  Wild Boyz*

Chapter 8:  Swingin’ Thing*

Chapter 9:  Blackboard Jungle*

Chapter 10:  Noize Toys*

Chapter 11:  Shane Hunter*

Chapter 12:  Legs Up*

Chapter 13:  DR Starr*

Chapter 14:  The Historian: Keith Kessinger*

Chapter 15:  The Wild*

Chapter 16:  WWIII*

Chapter 17:  I Want More: Outro*

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


*Take Me to the City: Introduction*
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Many of the commentators in this book are not fond of the term hair metal. As one musician put it, “I fucking hate that label, but whatever. It’s what we were given.” Their disdain is understandable. For the public-at-large, hair metal seems to carry the connotation that all 80s hard rock acts visually resembled Mötley Crüe during the Theatre of Pain tour. Or perhaps Kiss during the Asylum era. (Two fashion blips that many would rather forget.) Outsiders have focused on the optics and not the sonics, viewing hair metal as a costume or character. They missed the plot. Take any modern-era hair metal cover band; they typically look outlandish, even ridiculous with their exaggerated attempts at a 1980s hard rock uniform. 80s Hair Metal Rocker Costume Set has been one of the better selling Halloween costumes of the past 20 years. It is not an accurate likeness. And then there is the 2012 musical Rock of Ages, in which the world’s wildest, crudest genre was whittled down to pure embarrassment. The genre clearly has a public relations problem. In all actuality, the genre’s image, much like the sound and vibe, was incredibly diverse. I would even argue that the 80s hard rock scene was far more diverse, both sonically and visually, than the hard rock of today. Specifically, the period of 1988-1992, which is the time frame that we will focus on. This period was incredibly fruitful, and some of the finest music of the genre came out of this span. Music you likely have not yet heard. You see, we hard rock and metal fans have only been told a small portion of the actual story. We have only been introduced to a fraction of the era’s music. The narrative around hair metal and 80s hard rock has been shaped by a handful of familiar voices—recycled stories from the same musicians and industry insiders, regarding the same few bands. This book hopes to change that. 

There has never been a stringent definition of hair metal, but it tends to include the many subgenres of 80s hard rock: glam metal, melodic metal, cock rock, sleaze rock and sleaze metal. But for the bulk of the 1980s, none of those terms were used. It was either hard rock or metal. (Glam and glam metal were used within the genre, though it was not yet a broad consumer label.) Everything was relatively new, and no one seemed to be worried about how their music was labelled, or what category it fit into. In the following pages, we will discuss a diverse array of bands from the 1988-1992 Los Angeles hard rock scene. The bands within are vastly different in terms of style and musical output, though they have much in common: they all made the journey to Southern California to pay their dues. Each person in the pages that follow invested multiple years of their life, often with no viable return on investment, in hopes to make it. They lived through the debauchery, the competition, the pay-to-play, and the game of chance that the Sunset Strip had become. They had the misfortune of watching fellow, less-talented bands receive lucrative record contracts. They survived an industry whose business climate is regularly fuelled by drugs, booze, and greed. Yet, despite the many obstacles and the incredibly narrow odds, each band overcame the biggest hurdle: conquering Hollywood. Dominating Hollywood meant a band was well on its way to achieving the ultimate goal—a major label recording contract. 

If you are not familiar with 80s hard rock, hair metal, glam metal, or the Sunset Strip, I highly recommend checking out the 1988 Penelope Spheeris documentary; The Decline of Western Civilization Part II: The Metal Years. And then there is the Sunset Strip’s big four: Mötley Crüe, Poison, Ratt, and Guns N’ Roses. You will see them referenced plenty in the pages that follow, but we will avoid the stories and legends connected to them, as those tales have been told many times over. 

If you have not heard the legendary stories from the bands mentioned above, start at the beginning and pick up any of the biographies on early Van Halen. While not the beginning of the Sunset Strip saga, Van Halen was, arguably, the paramount influence of the early 1980s Sunset Strip scene. Van Halen’s debut was the ultimate catalyst—well, that and Quiet Riot hitting #1 with their album Metal Health. Both opened the door for what would become the most prolific scene in rock history. By the mid-80s, the Sunset Strip had quickly become a household name, known for its primary export: hard rock. But it was much more than a musical battleground; the Strip inspired fashion, youth culture, and good times. It was one of the most fertile and bountiful periods in rock history. 

The Sunset Strip has become synonymous with hair metal, despite having its finger in the pies of many other genres over the decades. Now, the Sunset Strip was not the only hub during this time. Cleveland, Cincinnati, Detroit, Philadelphia, Seattle, Minneapolis, Chicago, and a host of others had small but active local scenes. In fact, most every city had its own locally famous hard rock band. And most bands seemed content with staying local. Many enjoyed being the big fish in the small pond. But others wanted more. At the time, it was well known that if you really want to get signed; you have to load up the van and make the journey to LA. It is astounding the number of influential bands the Strip and its vicinity gave us from the late 70s to the late 80s: The Runaways, Van Halen, Quiet Riot, Mötley Crüe, Poison, Ratt, Dokken, W.A.S.P., Keel, Great White, LA Guns, Warrant, Faster Pussycat, Bang Tango, Wildside, Love/Hate, Tuff and many others earned their stripes on the Strip. If you were an ambitious musician, LA was the place to be. It had all the needed attributes: impeccable weather, a multitude of live-music venues, the nearby headquarters of every major record label, an abundance of beautiful women, a vibrant party scene, and most importantly, a centralized location. All hard-hitting music scenes require a location, a birthplace or a hub, that has all the right ingredients to spawn and nurture a genre. For instance, Seattle gave birth to grunge. The Mississippi Delta gave us the Delta blues. Nashville has been the headquarters of country music for nearly a century. The Bay Area, California, and Old Bridge, New Jersey, while not exactly musical birthplaces, were focal points for thrash metal. All were places that musicians and bands sought out: a location that called hungry musicians from afar. Examine the primary assemblage of Guns N’ Roses for example—Axl Rose and Izzy Stradlin came from Indiana, Duff McKagan journeyed from Seattle, and with Slash and Steven Adler being LA guys. A centralized location enables musicians from all over the world to come together. A place where musicians can be traded, drafted, and organized to create an effective and creative force. Nowadays, a band can assemble, write and record without being in the same room—or even the same country. But there is something to be said for bands having to bunker down together. Take four or five young men and put them in a seedy apartment together, and that experience often develops and shapes the band—and the material. There’s a creative impact that occurs when you cram a handful of young, strapped rockers into a rundown flat. Now, imagine there are hundreds of such accommodations relatively close to one another. Pair that with plenty of live-music venues and a population abundant enough to pack the said venues—and you have the necessary components of a scene. Of course, some infrastructure is needed: managers, promoters, studios, producers, rehearsal halls, music stores, genre-focused clothing stores, and local-music focused publications. It really does take a village. Though most of that will come with time. If there is money to be made, the infrastructure will build itself. 

Any book detailing hair metal also mentions the grunge invasion—because grunge is often credited with dispatching hair metal. But was grunge really the cause of death for 80s hard rock? Opinions are mixed on this subject. Many in the pages that follow detail a slow-moving darkness that descended before Nirvana hit. Nirvana’s “Smells Like Teen Spirit” debuted on MTV on April 17, 1991. But changes in the mainstream rock industry were noticeable a year and a half prior. Come 1990, bands like Poison, Warrant and Mötley Crüe, once known for their glam aesthetic, dropped the Aqua Net and eyeliner and donned a tougher, less colorful look. Their music followed suit. The October 1990 issue of Rip magazine featured Poison’s Bret Michaels on the cover, with the heading; “The New Poison ...No More Posin’!!” By that point, it seemed like every other band had a song or two that was imposed with artificial horns or strings. Production on albums seemed to get more layered, more sterile. Even Cinderella changed direction—dropping the bluesy-sleezy, hard rock sound in favor of classic-sounding rock for 1990’s Heartbreak Station. Funk rock and funk metal became a thing. Many bands began to use female background singers, on album and in concert—not that there is anything wrong with it, but it certainly was far removed from the stripped-down, Van Halen inspired, 4-guys-on-stage aesthetic. What seemed like overnight, countless not-from-LA, paint-by-numbers rock bands hit the mainstream market. While a handful stood out, most were unremarkable, churning out predictable, cookie-cutter sounds. It didn’t help that some bands that were technically adult-oriented rock (AOR) or pop, were lumped into the metal category—simply for dressing the part. Some, based on the success of an earlier ballad, began to write albums composed primarily of ballads. By this point, the heavier rock fans began branding the softer bands as chick music—it was not a compliment. Rock wise, MTV through ’90-’91, focused primarily on the softer bands like Mr. Big, Trixter, Nelson and Extreme. Poison and Queensrÿche made it to the top 20 most-played videos of 1990, but only with ballads. If going solely by prime-time MTV in 1990, it would appear that hard rock had lost its balls. Yet, outside of MTV, hard rock’s output was at an all-time high. Some of the genre’s best debut albums dropped in 1990, yet the industry gatekeepers focused solely on the legacy hair bands—the proven moneymakers. Child’s Play, Love/Hate, Spread Eagle, Sweet F.A., Every Mother’s Nightmare, Mr. Nasty and Johnny Crash served up some truly impressive first albums, yet remained largely ignored by the MTV powers that be. In 1990, two of the big four (Poison and Ratt) released albums—and both albums saw a sharp decline in sales compared to the prior. Dokken had officially split by this point, with both Don Dokken and George Lynch releasing post-Dokken albums for 1990. That same year, Alice in Chains, Jane’s Addiction, and Faith No More entered the rock / metal charts. Mother Love Bone frontman Andrew Wood died from a heroin overdose on March 19, 1990, which led to surviving band members forming Pearl Jam. For 1991, Asphalt Ballet, SouthGang, Crash N’ Burn, Skull, McQueen Street, and Tuff released their debut albums—proving that the genre still had plenty of great material to offer; however, outside of a Tuff ballad, few had success with MTV and big radio. Technology wise, the times were changing as well. Pro Tools launched on June 5th, 1991, which would soon put a stake through the heart of multi-track tape recording. For 1990. videos were costly to make, with the average rock video costing $100,000.00. Many of the top grunge videos of ’92 cost less than $50,000 to make. By 1992, all four of the big four had either broken up or lost key members. Poison axed guitarist C.C. DeVille. Mötley Crüe fired frontman Vince Neil. Ratt disbanded. Guns N’ Roses replaced both Steven Adler and Izzy Stradlin. 1991 and 1992 were indeed transitional. Why the vast changes from 1990 to 1992? Did the suits at the helm have too much control? Or was it from the legacy hair bands changing the formula? Or perhaps it is just the natural progression of music? It seems like every decade or so there is a massive shift in musical style. Most likely, we could attribute this to a change in generations. Some bands changed their sound and style prior to grunge, but it was overwhelmingly ill-received by the incoming generation (and often their current fanbase). The record-buying public, according to industry bigwigs, is typically seen as people 14 to 22 years of age. Couple this with an industry that changes its A&R reps frequently, and you have a generational and industrial shift—the two needed components for change. The early 90s brought in a new customer base that did not want the same things that their older brothers and sisters enjoyed. After all, rebellion is a natural instinct of teenagers. In other words, us hard rock fans aged out. It was only a matter of time before the incoming demographic found their own thing and took their place on the charts. Consider the change evolutionary; things had to change. It is the way of life and the way of trends. Grunge just happened to hit at the right time. Now, grunge certainly did not have staying power. It didn’t last long as a focal genre–it seemed the world quickly shifted to alternative music, and then to nu-metal, and eventually, metal and hard rock fragmented into a plethora of sub-genres. How can one accurately describe the musical landscape of the late 90s? It was a bit of everything—much like it is currently. Hair metal or glam metal was defunct at this time. In fact, it was seen as laughable by many. It was mocked publicly. Simply put, hair metal was dead. But a strange thing happened in the early 2000s; glam metal made a resurgence. And not just with the generation that had experienced it, but with the younger generations. As people grew tired of the dark vibe of the early 2000s metal scene, the up-and-coming demographic began to appreciate the feel-good, party-hardy atmosphere of hard rock. Suddenly, hair metal bands were reforming and touring—and playing bigger venues. Festivals dedicated solely to hair metal popped up and saw brisk attendance. Record companies debuted with the sole purpose of relaunching lost hair metal classics (Retrospect, Eonian, FNA, Demon Doll Records, Perris Records). Hair metal did the unthinkable—it became cool again. And in 2025, at the time of writing this, we are still seeing this trend. In fact, there are many new 80s-hard-rock-style bands that debuted in the modern era—of which the vast majority of band members were not even alive during the 1980s. 

The idea for this book evolved out of my last project. The prior undertaking, I was tasked with assisting legendary drummer, producer and heavy metal pioneer Carl Canedy with his memoirs. For Tales from a Wild Dog, I had to interview over 50 people, many of them major label recording artists or industry insiders. I also had the opportunity to interview former members of bands that made it (got signed), but for whatever reason, never broke into the big time. At the close of the project, I concluded that the most amusing stories came from the guys who came close to success in the music industry, but it never materialized for them. They had paid their dues, cut their teeth on the road, had a professional recording experience—and only came out of it with some stories. And why their stories were so engaging, more so than some of the major players, I was not entirely sure. I assume it is because the major league guys are used to doing interviews—and they are professionals at answering odd questions and keeping the interview focused. Some have been coached by a publicist or PR rep in the past. And many know full well the career dangers of a loose tongue. Don’t get me wrong; they were all great subjects. They were all phenomenal conversationalists. But the guys who hadn’t made it big often would go off on wild tangents. For them, it became less about answering questions and more about telling their story. And what fantastic stories they had! I talked to some for hours, far beyond material needed for the book—fully engrossed with their tales of life on the road, experiences with well-known producers and shady industry people, battles with the record company or run-ins with crazed groupies. Always a fan of a good story, talking to the should have, could have musicians quickly became my favorite pastime. Some were natural storytellers. Many were brutally honest about fellow artists and bandmates, and it all made for good reading. 

That thought was paired with my penchant for discovering hidden gems—albums that should have, could have, would have been chart toppers. Lost classics, in other words. As I look through my well-curated collection, mostly hard rock and metal, the overwhelming majority of my most-played albums are from bands that never hit it big. Many are hard-to-find albums that the bands financed (and distributed) themselves. Many are demos the band recorded for the purpose of shopping to record companies. While many mediocre bands were somehow able to land lucrative record contracts, there were hundreds of chart-capable bands that, for whatever reason, did not make it. They had the look, they had the chops, they were great as a live act, and they wrote some addictive songs-the ideal formula for rock & roll success. Yet they ultimately did not land a major label record deal, and the world missed out on what could have, should have been a known entity. And I wanted to know why. What went wrong? How does the world not know about this band? It turns out that I was not alone. Other fans of the genre were asking the same questions. I discovered there was an entire community dedicated to unearthing and discussing such bands. And many of those bands had cult followings that spanned decades. 

Each band in the following pages was next in line to become a household name. They had achieved success in Hollywood, which was the first step to superstardom. Headlining on the Strip was a sign of big things to come. It was perhaps the biggest hurdle. If you dominated Hollywood, then you were well on your way to having success nationwide. Some were only months away from hitting the mainstream market. So, what went wrong? 

It is fascinating that such a small area can beckon and nurture so many significant acts. That most of what us 80s hard rock fans love musically, evolved from a single region. The bands that follow were not only part of the scene—they were the scene. They were part of a genre that millions love. They were part of rock history. They were at ground zero of what would become the most grandiose music genre of the 20th century. They paid their dues. They were all serious—serious enough to drive across the country in a shitty van with even shittier equipment, with no money, to face the unknown. And that is why we need to enter their stories into the annals of rock history. 

So, what classifies as making it or breaking into the big time? There were many hair bands that did not obtain Mötley Crüe level status, but they were still, by industry and radio standards, very successful. They played stadiums, had gold records, had singles on the radio, and had videos on rotation on MTV. A level below were bands that were lucky enough to secure a major label recording contract, made a video for MTV, and were able to get some heavy promotional funds from their record company–but their album didn’t sell well, their video seldom played, and their shows sparsely attended. But they were signed—and by a major label. Most of those bands came late in the decade, and they were still part of the chosen few. So, for purposes of classification in this book, we will consider landing a major label deal as making it. Or as the great Jizzy Pearl deems it, “The Golden Ticket.” Bands in the following pages came close—some multiple times. Within is the personal account of many who experienced a last-of-its-kind musical revolution. There will never again be anything like it. History has few of these locations that churned out a global genre, and those in the pages that followed had the experience of a lifetime.

If you are young and thinking of getting a band together, do not let the experiences in this book discourage you. Everyone within this book spent years in an effort to reach the ultimate goal—to secure a major label recording contract. And ultimately, they did not make it, despite having the talent and ability to do so. Many did not make any money at all, only spent it trying to upgrade equipment, on marketing tools, etc. But here we are, nearly 40 years later, discussing those bands. The majority of them, through one of the previously mentioned reissue record labels, have released their first album only recently. They are still being talked about in small fan circles. Some are even currently selling merchandise. People have not forgotten them. And many are amassing droves of new fans. 

Will there ever be a scene such as what transpired on the Sunset Strip in the 1980s? It is highly unlikely. Modern technology has seen to that. There is no longer a need to travel to the other side of the country to pay your dues. Recording, practicing and even performing can all be done online—and via separate locations. There is no longer a need to pack up the van or even purchase a van for that matter. With a decrease in live-music venues, paying your dues in dingy clubs is not only inconvenient, but incredibly difficult. With applicable venues spread far, it makes it difficult to concentrate on a particular region or city and build a brand at a local level. Why play at a club for 15 people when you can do a live stream for hundreds or thousands of people? Why borrow money, record, press and mail out your demo to dozens of record labels, when you could instead aim to go viral and get the record companies to come to you? Why wait for a record company? Now one can publish and distribute his or her own music with little money. All that sounds great on paper. But is the modern way truly superior? That is open for debate. Easier? Most certainly. But more beneficial compared to the old way of doing things? I do not think so—and many of the musicians herein seem to agree. This is because hardship, stress, and struggle—the byproducts of a 1980s Sunset Strip odyssey, often have an upside, and an unintended end-result. Those conditions shape character, songwriting, and group bonds. Those conditions often weed out the weak and the not-so-serious players. Those conditions create hunger: a desire and need to get the fuck out of the current dire situation and make it. 

Note: In the pages that follow, I asked each artist to tell his story. Aside from the occasional question, I tried to intrude as little as possible. As a result, each chapter will read a bit differently. My goal was to retain each person’s psyche and language patterns as much as possible. Also, I relayed each person’s origin story as I believe that is crucial to the setting. I wanted to provide a broader snapshot of American life and the domestic rock scene during the 1980s, because that foundation often shapes material and image later down the road. 

Taste in music is subjective. You will find my opinion abound throughout this book. Take it with a grain of salt. Listen to the albums presented within and form your own opinion. However, when I mention: “Should have, could have been signed,” or comments similar to: “It’s bewildering these guys were not signed”—those comments did not arrive solely out of personal opinion, but rather as a result of the then-demographic and music-purchasing habits of the era. Those conclusions were based on my many conversations with fans, band members, industry executives and scenesters of the time. There are many bands and albums that I love dearly, but they are not included in this volume as they are not applicable in a commercial sense. The bands within this volume fit the parameters of what/who was able to get signed to a major label during the close of the 1980s. Some of the artists within needed a bit of polish and would have benefitted from the guidance of a seasoned producer; others had polished material ready for the mainstream market. Everything within is presented in the context of the late 1980s market and consumer. Now, getting signed is one thing. What happens after that is another thing entirely. Many a band, newly signed to a major label, failed to chart, and failed to get a video on rotation; but that is another book.
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*Paradise*
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One could make the argument that 80s hard rock was truly the last genre that delivered such spectacular frontmen en masse. What following genre required frontmen to be equal parts visual, audible and athletic? While frontmanology existed decades before, it was undoubtedly cemented in the 1980s as a hard rock requirement, thanks to none other than David Lee Roth. Dave, who spawned the gold standard, had early 80s rock bands desperately searching for attractive blonde singers capable of doing Russian splits from the drum riser. While the three brunettes/one blonde formula quickly dissipated, fans still expected their rock frontman to athletically sway about the stage while accurately hitting each note. Vocalists were expected to be striking and salient. And due to the intrusion of the necessary ballad, singers were also required to have a vast vocal range. Finding a singer who held such requirements was no simple task. I have talked to numerous musicians who mentioned that early in the band formation process; they had found a vocalist with a potent voice, but they were overweight or were unattractive, taking the hopeful singer out of consideration. These needed attributes existed for good reason: a qualified and visually striking frontman brought legions of attractive (and dedicated) female fans to the shows, which in turn boosted the male audience. Case in point, let’s examine the 1980s thrash metal scene, in which there was almost no importance placed upon physicality—and it showed in audience attendance, which was overwhelmingly male, and more often than not—100% male. During the 1980s, long before the internet, there were expansive rural areas without MTV and without live-music venues, which meant that potential fans had to rely solely on a cassette or LP to judge an artist. Publicly, the singer was the driver–the focal point in pictures, on stage and in interviews. During the 80s, the frontman was always front and center in promotional photos. Typically, only the frontman spoke during concerts—it was rare for the guitar player or drummer to converse with the audience. A proper frontman played a mighty role in the band’s image (and sound). And this brings us to the band Paradise. 

Paradise frontman Adam Gifford truly embodied the spirit and stratagem of proper stagecraft. Adam graced the stage with a permanent smile and some well-rehearsed fancy footwork and was undoubtedly one of the more competent frontmen of the era. In what is now a lost art, Adam had concocted that scarce rock and roll recipe; a delicate balance of sex appeal, poise, and sound—with a dash of clever marketing.

Factor in guitarist Matt Shumway, who was truly an auditory highlight. He had great feel and was capable of dishing out some impressive licks while keeping songs cohesive and soulful. Matt was the architect behind some well-crafted riffs, which lent hand to some incredibly strong songs. The strength of a band’s songs, or the songwriting, was perhaps the biggest determinant of mainstream success. While musicianship was critical, the record-buying masses wanted songs that were rhythmic, catchy and melodic. Songs that were powerful, addictive, and often simple, ruled the MTV charts. Technical shredding was a great attribute, but FM radio and MTV were directed to the masses, and a snappy chorus was a necessary component. 

Late in the decade, long after the ballad became standard, some bands relied so heavily on the ballad aspect that their musical output became overtly female-geared. This is because few bands could write songs about relationships, romance and heartbreak, while keeping it suitable for a band’s more masculine fan base. Very few bands could pull off the delicate balance between alpha and amorous, but Paradise had solved the complex riddle of appealing to both sexes. 

Looking at clips of the band’s sold-out show at The Country Club in 1989, it is bewildering that Paradise were not yet a major label act. Paradise had the perfect mix of talent, great songs and image—so much so, that local fans were betting on them to be the next act to break into the major leagues. The band proved their capabilities when they released Do or Die, albeit on an independent European label. With tracks like “Ghost Town,” “Fever,” “Undercover” and “Firin’ Line,” Do or Die is a superb album. Sadly, it came about a couple of years too late. 

Paradise 1986-1992:

Adam Gifford: Lead Vocalist and Songwriter 

Matt Shumway: Lead Guitarist and Songwriter

Additional:

James Lockhart: Bass (1986-1987)

Jeff Marshall: Drums (1986-1988)

Robbie Crane: Bass (1987-1988)

Nicholas Elliot: Drums (1988-1989)

Daniel Wilder: Bass (1988-1990)

Michael March: Drums (1989-1992)

John Heller: Bass (1991-1992)

Josh Seigal: Keyboards (1987)

Adam Gifford:

I’m mixed race. My dad is white Anglo-Saxon Protestant from Upstate New York. and is of German and English heritage. My mom is from Queens, and her father was Jamaican and Italian, and her mom was Costa Rican and Cherokee. My mom ends up meeting my dad at an Upstate, New York college, and they have a mistaken, unexpected, and allegedly never had intercourse pregnancy.... and that’s me; immaculate conception. Even on his deathbed, he doubled down; “I never had sex with your mom,” and I’m thinking, But I’m here, dude, I’m here. So, that’s the beginning. My dad liked rock and roll. My mom wasn’t an actress yet, but she was going to end up leaving him when I was six to be an actress in New York. I was going to go with her and end up a latchkey kid, who would also begin acting. In the middle of all that is my old man, and I would spend time with him in his hot rod. He had a red Barracuda that was the shit back in the day. He would always play the rock stations. I’m a child of the 70s, and FM radio had just popped in. This is right on the heels of Led Zeppelin and Deep Purple. We both liked rock. At the start of the 70s, music had gone super fucking mellow and very folksy. It would almost put you to sleep; it was The Carpenters and Jim Croce and James Taylor—very mellow stuff. If something came on that had a little bit of balls, both my old man and I would get into it. So, without realizing it, he was indoctrinating me. As I got a bit older, I started to pay more attention to the bands. And then one day, when I’m supposed to be spending a weekend with my dad, he leaves me at some strange kid’s house in Long Island, so he can run off to get drunk with my soon-to-be stepmom. So, I ended up in this odd kid’s basement, and he played me Kiss Alive and Aerosmith’s Rocks....and that was it! At that point, we weren’t calling it heavy metal. Some magazines would call it acid rock. Or they would call it arena rock. Hard rock was being used. But they really didn’t know how to brand the bands that were a little louder and heavier than everybody else. Metal wasn’t really in the lexicon yet—except for the fantasy sci-fi mag, Heavy Metal. But I knew then what I wanted to be was ultimately metal. I did a terrible thing that a lot of us kids did back then: in TV Guide, there would always be an ad in the back for Columbia Records. They had a thing: Send us one penny, and we’ll send you 20 albums! So, I got all these hard rock and borderline metal albums. I didn’t know that my mom was going to have to end up paying for those albums for the next four years. I didn’t know that when I sent the penny in. Suddenly, I had a library of music. I started making friends, and I played records for them. 

In fourth grade, I tried to start a band. I wanted to be a drummer back then, even though I was already singing. That’s the other thing; I was acting and singing at that age. I was doing musical theater in New York as a kid. So that’s the short answer to my start. I booked my first movie when I was 10 years old with the Academy Award-winning director of Rocky. I played this little Puerto Rican street kid who was a gangbanger, a junkie, and a drum prodigy on the streets of NYC (also starring Paul Sorvino). They paid for me to get drum lessons for the film! My mom was on Broadway at the time. She eventually landed a part in a big Neil Simon movie called California Suite, where she played opposite Richard Pryor as his wife. And that knocked her open into a bigger frame. And everybody told her she has to move to California if she wants her career to grow. So, in 1979, we moved to Los Angeles. Specifically, because this will play into my music career, Beverly Hills. We moved there because she found out that it was rent controlled; we didn’t have any fucking money. She was struggling as a single woman of color in an industry that had very few roles for her when we came out there. We had to live with this other woman who did B-movies. And then we got a place because her little brother (my uncle) came out, and he shared the rent with her. That allowed us to live in a tiny rent-controlled apartment on the south side of Beverly Hills. It would keep her protected as a single woman because the police were very active with the wealthy people around there. And it also meant that I was going to get the best possible education, because apparently, the public school system in Beverly Hills was considered to be one of the best in Los Angeles. By then, I was already a little rocker. I basically snagged my mom’s Walkman the day after she got it. She never saw it again. And I would make mixtapes with Van Halen—who I had just discovered. And by then there was Black Sabbath and AC/DC, and all that kind of stuff. There were two great rock radio stations in LA at the time: KLOS and KMET. They were very important stations for the early LA metal scene. And I got to hear all of that and be exposed to all of that early on. I remember saving up my lunch money and not eating lunch so that I could buy records. That’s how important music was to me. I already realized I wanted to be in a band, but now I no longer wanted to be the drummer. It was Gene Simmons that had inspired me to want to be in a band in the 4th grade, but it was Elvis, Jim Morrison and (finally) David Lee Roth—they were the reason I got out from behind the drums and wanted to become a frontman & lead singer. Little did I know there was a huge rock metal scene burgeoning five fucking minutes from my house. I started high school in the fall of ‘81—which is when MTV came out. That’s also when Mötley Crüe started playing in the scene, though LA was mostly new wave and punk at the time. In 1981, most places wouldn’t touch a long-haired band. Metal and rock was considered dinosaur music. In 1982, I started my sophomore year of high school, and that’s when everything changed. 

That summer, going into fall, every fucking thing changed. Basically, that’s what set up the world for what you’re going to end up calling hair metal. Which, by the way, I fucking hate that term... but at least you know what I’m talking about. In ‘81, I was a freshman and on the football and wrestling teams. Which meant I had to have short hair. So, I quit sports and focused entirely on the drama department. That allowed me to grow my hair out. By fall, when my fucking hair grows out, I’m going to get my first band! That was my goal. Well, a kid in my high school saw me. I think I was wearing a Judas Priest British Steel shirt, and he said, “Oh, you like that kind of music? You should come see my band. We’re playing at a club right down the street here.” 

I’m like, “I can’t go to a club. I’m only 14 years old.” 

He’s like, “Oh, it’s the Troubadour. It’s all ages!” 

That changed my life and many of my friends’ lives....it’s what made the entire scene work! The Troubadour, The Roxy & Whisky a Go Go being all-ages. I had no idea. It was a whole fucking thing. And so, I found out about the scene happening right in my backyard. It was happening at an all-ages club, about a 10-minute bus ride from my apartment. And that changed everything. That summer, I ended up going to NY to stay with my grandma. My girlfriend from LA, who was also a rocker and had also known about the Troubadour, sent me clippings from a local LA magazine called BAM. BAM was the standard in Los Angeles. It was free at every record store. And back then, there were a lot of record stores. Now there are none, but back then, there were so many record stores you could go to. BAM would have articles about professional signed touring artists—but they would also have advertisements in the back of local unsigned bands. Mötley Crüe was the first band that realized, if we advertise our shows in LA as if we’re signed, they’re all going to think we are signed. So, she started sending me clippings of these unsigned LA bands. One weekend it was Ratt, the next weekend it’s Mötley Crüe, and then it was DuBrow (Quiet Riot), Dokken, and Dante Fox (Great White) .... I didn’t know who the fuck any of those bands were. But I had the clippings, and I’m looking at it like, Well, they must be good because she’s going to see them and she’s sending me this stuff. When I came back from New York, the first thing she did was hand me a Mötley Crüe tape. This was Too Fast for Love before Mötley got their record deal. I started listening to it, and initially, it’s very different. It’s not like Van Halen. And suddenly, I can’t let it go. It’s so good, and suddenly, I’m addicted to it. I knew I had to go see them at the Troubadour the following week. They were my gateway drug. Now here’s the thing that happens on the heels of that—and this is the key to everything I’m telling you now. I saw everybody that you were going to see later in the decade on MTV. When Mötley put out their own album, Ratt self-released an EP, Great White released an EP, Wasp had their own EP—everybody was putting out shit on their own dime. But I’ll never forget listening to the mainstream radio, when they said, “We’ve never done this before, but we have gotten so many calls for this local band called Mötley Crüe, we’re going to play a song off their independent album.” And then they played “Live Wire.” When I heard that, I thought, Holy shit, I better get in a band tomorrow, it’s happening. I need to get in on this thing.

Now, the rock radio playlists in New York and LA were different. There were a lot of artists who could play on either the West or East Coast, but they wouldn’t get love at the opposite end of the country. Mötley Crüe was hot in LA, and they were blowing it up. They were changing the entire scene. But in New York, they couldn’t give a fuck. The LA metal scene was fucking amazing! Even though The Starwood closed, and then the Whisky closed, The Troubadour became the go-to place. I saw Guns N’ Roses play there...before they got signed. I saw Poison play there. My buddies were in the original lineup of Warrant. ... I saw their very first show there. I saw everybody; Keel, Steeler, Black and Blue, Stryper, Bitch, Witch, Hellion, Lizzy Borden and Leatherwolf to name a few. I saw everybody as an underage kid because it was only a bus ride away. And then my buddy got his license and borrowed his brother’s car—by then our hair had grown out and we looked cool. We would meet chicks, and we had a blast in the debauchery of the metal scene.

In 1983, the US Festival happens and my rocker friends from Beverly High and I went. Quiet Riot went on first, because Metal Health had just blown up on MTV, like a month or two prior. That was an unbelievable day. Metal Day was what they called day two–because it was only metal bands. It was Quiet Riot, and then Mötley Crüe, Ozzy, Judas Priest, Triumph, Scorpions and Van Halen, who were headlining. It was amazing. We were so happy to be there. We really felt like we were kind of in sync with our time! I was rocking an underground Mötley shirt, which was super fucking rare at the moment. Now, I didn’t have a band at that point, but I was writing original songs with a guitar player for the first time. It was the very first time I ever tried to write lyrics and melodies. That guitar player’s name was Dean Zuckerman. A few years later, Dean ended up getting signed to Geffen Records. His band was called Halfway Home. And I think they had a female singer who replaced me. But he wanted to be more bluesy, kind of 70s, bell bottom rock. And I wanted to be like the current metal bands in LA. So, we broke up a few months later. But that led me to the next bunch of dudes my junior year. And because I went to Beverly, I’m surrounded by rich kids. And those rich kids have resources. My poor ass did not have guitars or drums, or a rehearsal studio set up in the back of a mansion—or even a garage to turn into a soundproof space. Everybody I was working with had means way beyond what I would have been able to have. I didn’t have a microphone. I didn’t have shit. Meanwhile, I was becoming very successful in the drama and theatrical department at Beverly, which was lauded. So, being an actor and a performer since I was a little kid, was going to help me be a lead singer, a frontman and a performer. For some reason, everything kind of came together. I finally found a store where I could buy tight pants, which were hard to find back then. I was growing into myself, and things were coming together. My friends at another high school in the Los Angeles area had started a band called Warrant, and they were playing shows while they were still in high school. I was so jealous that I wasn’t playing the Troubadour and getting in the scene. So, these guys I hooked up with were calling their band Arrest, probably because they’d heard of Warrant. Not a very original idea, but that’s how you are when you’re 14 years old. In the middle of that, these guys are like, “Look, we need this second guitar player. He goes to Pacific Palisades High School. Go over to his fucking place and check him out.” So, because I was 16, I borrowed Mom’s car and drove over—and that was the guitar player I ended up starting Paradise with. His name was Matt Shumway. 

I show up at this rehearsal studio (right next to Chippendales), and Matt says, “Dude, fuck those guys. I don’t give a shit about Arrest. Because I’m starting something right here with this lineup, and our goal is to play the Battle of the Bands at Pacific Palisades High School. Our goal is to beat the Nelsons. They are Ricky Nelson’s kids—so they are famous. Everybody loves them and they have long blonde hair. We have to beat them!” Matt had put together a whole band except for the singer. He had keys, two guitars, and drums. We ended up going through Dokken’s “Into the Fire” and “Breaking the Chains.” And then Ratt’s “You Think You’re Tough” and “Round and Round”—which had just dropped. It was basically my audition. I thought I was going to audition the guitar player, but it turned out to be my audition. We did Whitesnake’s “Slide It In,” which I think was a little bit out of my range. We did Van Halen’s “Dance the Night Away,” and Night Ranger’s “Don’t Tell Me You Love Me.” Matt and I were in total agreement because that’s the kind of material I wanted to be singing. But eventually, that whole lineup ends, because somebody pulled out before the Battle of the Bands. I started borrowing my mom’s car whenever I could, and I would drive to Matt’s house, and we would work on original material. Our goal wasn’t to do covers; our goal was to turn that cover band into a real band. Then, a year later, after many false starts with Matt and his lineup, things started to change. It was now 1985, and metal had become popular—and mainstream, thanks to MTV and radio support. All of these bands began to get signed. I already felt the ticking of the clock; time was running out. (And it sure did run out on us—before Nirvana even.) I kept pushing Matt; “Let’s turn this into a real band. Let’s find our name. Let’s write some original songs.” And we just couldn’t do it. I didn’t have a car of my own. I was still in high school. He lived so far away that we couldn’t get things moving to the professional level we wanted. So, the next year, we’re about to do the Battle of the Bands, and we lose a member again. Right before the fucking thing!

Finally, I graduated high school, and I went to UCLA as a theater major. By then, I had a car of my own, and I would go to Matt’s house and write as often as I could. Because we really wanted to gear up and get it going. It was time to stop fucking around. By this time, the entire scene had changed. It had gone glam, pretty much because of Poison. Now, I went to the very first Poison show. They had just relocated to LA. This was ‘84, I believe, and my buddy and I were standing in front of the Troubadour. These two cross-dressers came up to us and handed us flyers. Now, the thing about the Troubadour is that it’s in West Hollywood. West Hollywood at the time was called Boys Town because it was the gayest place in Los Angeles. So here we are, with these two trans...well, we thought they were trans. I said something like, “I think you want to go to Rage (a gay club that was legendary in LA) like a couple blocks over that way, bro. I think you hit the wrong club.” 

And they’re like, “No, we’re from Philly. This is Bret. My name’s Rikki.” And they’re wearing these big high heels, and full girl’s makeup; foundation, eyeshadow, lip liner—the whole nine yards. I might have put on eyeliner occasionally, but I would not go that far. And I’m looking at my buddy. He’s looking at me like, What the fuck, dude?

I said something like, “How come you guys look like girls?” 

They go, “Well, we’re glam.” We didn’t know what glam was. See, that’s the difference between being born four or five years before me. When they were kids, glam rock, like Bowie and T-Rex, was big enough that they knew about it. My friend and I didn’t really know about it. They basically told us they are like the New York Dolls, though we didn’t know about the Dolls at the time. So we go to the show, and it’s empty, because they are new in town, and they didn’t know anybody. And they’re glam—and nobody’s into that in ‘84. I look up at the ceiling and there’s all these balloons, and I’m like, What the fuck? Rikki doesn’t even have a real drum kit yet. He’s standing up like the guy in the Stray Cats. He’s got a kick drum and a snare. His hair was side-parted and glammy, and I had never seen anything like that. He’s doing his tricks, and he is spinning his sticks and everything. Bret’s already Bret at that point; same frontman, same vibe. The guitar player’s wearing a Metallica shirt—the dude totally looked like he’s in the wrong band. But they put on a great show. They played as if it were a packed arena. And there’s like 25 to fucking 30 people in this place. At the end, they dropped the balloons from the ceiling. Instead of pyro, they had a confetti machine or silly string, like they do this whole big spiel. My friend and I were looking at each other like, Well, that was fun, but there’s nobody here and I’m not glam, so whatever. That fall, only two months later or something, I’m walking down the hallway at school with the same best friend, and we see some freshman kid wearing a Poison shirt. We stop him in the hallway, and we go, “Dude, is this the same Poison from Philly, the glam band?” 

And he goes, “Yeah! Dude, have you been to their show? Dude, there’s so much pussy there. Oh my God, it’s all chicks!” He added, “If you go to a Poison show, you will definitely get laid.” That’s all he said to us. They got that big that quickly. I think their next show was at the Country Club. They had gone from a 200 or 300-seat venue and now they now could sell out a 1,000-seat venue. Once you play The Country Club, you’re going to get a deal. Mötley played there; they got a deal. Great White played there, and then they got a deal. At that point, you’re on another level in the scene. And we went to the Country Club ... and yes, it was packed with chicks. They weren’t with C.C. DeVille yet. But they were already selling out, and they had merch. They had Poison logos on panties and bras. And the kid was right.... we all met chicks there. I hooked up with a girl in the parking lot that night. 

I have so many stories like that because I was in the scene. Like, I met Taime Downe before he started Faster Pussycat. He told me exactly what was going to happen—and then he did exactly what he said he was going to do. He said, “We’ll play three shows in three months. We’ll have a bidding war. I’m calling my band Faster Pussycat. It’s named after the Russ Meyer film called Faster Pussycat, Kill! Kill.” This all happened at a party after hours in the summer of 1985. So, he had an entire plan, and it was several months before it happened. One day I’m on the Strip and somebody hands me a Faster Pussycat flyer. It was to be their first show, and then they did just what he said; three shows, bidding war, got signed. And I saw Guns N’ Roses at The Troubadour. I did not like them at all, and that show was nothing like Appetite for Destruction. I don’t think they had one song from Appetite. I think they claimed they were playing “Welcome to the Jungle” back then, but not at this show. It was a different-sounding band, but they were getting a massive buzz in LA—they were kind of the antithesis of Poison. Poison liked chicks, fun, smiling, glam and choreography. Guns, at that time, were the opposite. It looked like they were on smack and didn’t shower. And Axl, he’s kicking people in the head, he’s spitting on people, he’s throwing tantrums and he’s screaming half the fucking lyrics. I walked out. I couldn’t stand them, and everybody in LA thought they’re the new thing. Sure enough, they broke worldwide off the most commercial fucking song on the album; “Sweet Child of Mine,” which could be a Journey song. That is not the Guns and Roses I saw kicking and spitting at their fans in ‘85. But anyway, fuck those bands. They made it; I didn’t... so back to me. 

So, I’m writing songs and trying to make it happen with Matt Shumway. Unfortunately, we never got to beat the Nelsons, but we continued trying out rhythm sections. We would advertise with local rags like The Recycler or BAM. We kept trying guys out. And nobody was good enough for Matt. Suddenly, I’m starting my sophomore year of college in the fall of ‘86. That summer, I’m on campus getting my books and I bumped into this girl that I was friendly with. And she goes, “Have you started the fucking band yet?” 

And I’m like, “No. I think I know the drummer I’m going to reach out to, a guy who goes to my old high school... but I really need a bass player.” 

She goes,” I’ve got the guy for you.” And that is how we finally started fucking Paradise in the fall of ‘86. She introduced me to James Lockhart, who was good-looking, blonde, and tall. He could sing, and he could play. I told him we’re going to be doing choreography like fucking Poison and Night Ranger and Van Halen and shit. And he’s like, “Yeah, I can play and stay on key and fucking do all the movements.” He had a completely different look. I’m a dark-skinned, dark-haired guy, and Matt is dark-haired also, so I really wanted a blonde guy on the other side of the stage. And James was a home run. And so, once we got him, I went to my old friend, Jeff Marshall, from Beverly High. He was this drummer who was not metal at all, not even a little—he didn’t even know half of the bands we were talking about. But when we were in high school, he would drum on every surface. He was always drumming. And his meter was fucking ridiculous. He was the first person I thought of. This was 1986, and I was not going to wait another year. We had to get this fucking thing going. Our whole genre is flying by us. So, we introduce Jeff to Alex Van Halen (Van Halen) and Mick Brown (Dokken), and Bobby Blotzer’s (Ratt) playing. And Jeff finds a way to be tastier than your average metal dunderhead, but he still played within the song. We wrote “Don’t Say Goodbye” and “Talk to Me” when Jeff was in the band. In fact, he came up with that whole groove at the beginning of “Talk to Me”—which the entire song is framed around. And that was our show closer. “Talk to Me” never ended up on any album or demo, but it was one of our fan favorites—to the point that we ended every single show from 1987 to 1991 with that song. So, we started writing songs, and we started Paradise. 

We ended up playing our very first professional show on St. Patrick’s Day, 1987, with all originals, except for one cover we did for the encore. We did ten originals for a 45-minute set at the Troubadour, and we drew a lot of people—unlike the first Poison and Warrant shows. We drew 180 people, because I knew tons of people from being in the scene and going to clubs. I’d been in the scene since I was 15 years old. I just graduated high school, and I was kind of a rock star at Beverly, so a lot of those girls from Beverly came to the show. And James was popular at UCLA—and Jeff Marshall was popular at Beverly High. So, we had a successful show. We blew away the headliners by a billion. He’s a friend of mine, and he’s become somewhat famous. I don’t want to shame him, so I will not mention his name. But he’s definitely more famous than I am—let’s put it that way. He ended up getting a good record deal. So anyway, the promoter at the Troubadour immediately comes to me after the show and is like, “Can you play in like two weeks and open up for Michelangelo on a Friday night–for the 10 PM slot?” We jumped from being nobodies opening on a Tuesday night, St. Patty show, and because our draw was so overwhelming, she immediately put us on bills with a headliner. That’s where you want to be—you want to be in that slot right before the headliner goes on, because then you can build your audience. With every show, you can double your draw. And that’s kind of how it went for us from that point forward. 

How did we come up with Paradise? We still get confused for Pair-A-Dice (local rival band); the bane of my existence, those motherfuckers. Yes, people still ask me that question in 2025. How fucking ridiculous is that? Anyway, here’s the story. So, while we’re writing original songs in the fall of 1986 and we were trying to figure out who we’re going to be, how we’re going to look, etc. We didn’t want to be glam—we had no intention of ever being a part of that at all, even though it was on fire at that moment. Most bands were either trying to be like Guns N’ Roses or they were trying to be like Poison. And we were figuring it out. I remember we finally had about five or six songs that we were thrilled with. And the songs had a range. Like, one song was really heavy, one was a little funkier, and then we had already written “Don’t Say Goodbye,” which was poppy and catchy. We could see that we were in this commercial space, where we couldn’t have been named something like Faster Pussycat or Guns N’ Roses. It wouldn’t have fit with what we were doing. We needed something that was going to be commercial. Now, I wanted to be heavier. I was always the guy who wanted to be the most metal. But Matt and I loved Foreigner and Boston and Journey as well... and we wanted to have three-part harmonies. That’s why we liked Night Ranger in the beginning. So, we knew we wanted choreography. We knew that typically everybody scowls in their band photos—being very serious, very dangerous. And we wanted to be smiling and fun and happy, kind of like Van Halen. Like Poison—but not glam. Like, Let’s have a good time! So, we’re throwing out names. I had stupid names. My names were all lame. I had been hot on the name Destiny for two years. Which totally sounds like an R &B band. It doesn’t sound like a metal or hard rock band in 1986. I remember we’re at rehearsal, at this little shithole in Santa Monica, and Matt goes, “What about Paradise?” And we all stopped. And we all just looked at each other like, That fits what we’re doing, doesn’t it? We thought it was perfect. I think we had five or six songs at that point. So, I had a girlfriend at the time, and one day she comes to the fucking studio and goes, “Oh my God, there’s a band rehearsing in the Country Club, and they are called Pair-A-Dice.” Now, here’s why it’s funny. When Matt said, “Paradise,” we all agreed. I said, “I’m going to work on a logo when I get home today.” 

And Matt made a joke. He goes, “Watch dude, some super local band is going to name themselves ‘Pair-O-Dice’ with a big O, and they’re going to have big dice on stage, dice in their logo and on their flyers.” We all laughed because Matt’s epithet for a band that was lame, ordinary and predictable was local. It’s not a bad word, but the way he used it, it meant you suck. So, when Jennifer comes to fucking rehearsal and told us there is a band called Pair-A-Dice, and they have big dice on stage and they have dice in their logo, I was like, “Oh my God, Matt, you fucking called it, dude.” We knew that if they’re rehearsing at the Country Club, that means they have money and backing. They might have sponsorship. They’re on a different level than we are already. I did some research and found out that there was a band called Circus and some of those members created Pair-A-Dice. And Circus had already been a headliner. So, they already had a certain amount of juice, and I was right about that assumption. Cut to March of ‘87 when I’m handing out flyers on the Sunset Strip for our debut show. I’ll never forget it; I’m right in front of Gazzarri’s and I hand this guy a flyer, and he hands me his flyer—and it’s the bass player from Pair-of-Dice. (And that’s what I call them, because fuck them, Pair-of-Dice caused problems with my band name phonetically my entire life.) So, we look at each other... and then we clearly look at each other like, It’s war. Whoever gets a deal first is clearly going to have the label sue the other for copyright infringement and shut you down. That was, I think, the goal of both bands. I can’t speak for them, but that’s my assumption. As time went on, they changed members, and some members I liked, and some I got along with, and we weren’t hostile towards each other. But there were many times I handed flyers to people, and they threw them on the fucking ground like, Fuck you, we’re Pair-A-Dice fans. It was a war. It was shitty. It was nasty. All kinds of shit happened. I almost got into a fight with two of them one time. Their roadie claimed it went one way. I claim it went another way. The other two guys don’t chime in anymore. I don’t think Paradise fans would do that to them. We weren’t like that. We weren’t encouraging the war. By 1990, when we were headlining and selling out like gods, Ticketmaster was moving our tickets, and I was signing autographs next to Jani Lane and Bret Michaels in front of the Rainbow—crazy shit was happening. It looked like it was all about to happen. Little did we know, it was all about to die. But by then, the lead singer of Pair-A-Dice had left and started his own band, and we weren’t even worried about them anymore. 

So, what the fuck happened? We were really trying to craft some excellent songs. We never stopped writing—we were always working on at least one new song at band practice. Now, before we played our first show on St. Patty’s Day, we did a showcase for a guy who is legendary in the music business. His name was Bob Marcucci, and there was a movie made about him called The Idolmaker. So, he had this reputation since way back. One of my wealthy band members contacted him. He was a friend of the family or whatever, but all I know is we got this special rehearsal place, and we were able to showcase for him. At that point, as it was early on, we only had six songs. I remember he was blown away. Bob hit us up with a 14-page contract that was going to basically have him owning us and getting a piece of us for life. That’s how big he thought we were going to be. From this little showcase, nobody’s there—no fans, no girls, nothing. Just this little dude in this dark rehearsal studio... and we blew his ass away. He hit us with this all-consuming contract, and that’s when my guitar player’s wealthy parents went apeshit. They had never wanted him to play the guitar. He hadn’t worked on the image part, which was a big part of the 80s. We all fucking knew it. Every band had a look—from Lizzy Borden to Stryper to Mötley. They all had a look. He had developed none of that because his parents would keep offering him gear. Like, “Hey, we’ll get you that Marshall half stack if you cut your hair for Christmas.” They didn’t believe in him. They didn’t think he was going to get hit with a 14-page contract. They didn’t listen to his songs. So, we could have shot from nothing to a thousand because Marcucci would have been able to call the heads of the labels. He wasn’t some little piddly manager who’s banging members of the band (which was common by the way)—or selling drugs to finance their album (like another band I mentioned). Bob was legit Hollywood royalty. We would have gotten a deal by the end of the year. We would have gone straight to MTV by fucking 1988. But Matt’s parents went bananas, and they went through that thing with a fine-tooth comb—and then insisted on getting us an entertainment lawyer and renegotiating. So, they talked us into another alternative deal that did not work to our advantage at all. And it set us back, and so we had to move pre-sell tickets. We had to build a following fan by fan. The original contract would have made us jump to the head of the line. We would have just been doing showcases. It wouldn’t have been about flyering every night a week for the next fucking five years of my life. Because the amount of flyering you had to do to get people to come to your shows is insane. Because you’re not going to draw 180 people for every show for the next 10 shows. Your friends, your family, all those people—they bail out after four or five shows. So, you’ve got to draw genuine fans who love your band and who don’t know you personally—fans who see you as a rock star. 

All these people complain about pay-to-play because, for some, pre-sells (pre-sell tickets) killed the scene. Not for us. We moved our tickets, and we built our fanbase every fucking show. I came up with one trick after another. When we started, we got a lockout rehearsal studio. Now, our lockout belonged to a guy named Paul Schenker. Allegedly, Paul is the guy who came up with the idea of pre-sell tickets. He is the one who said, “If the bands sell tickets in advance, we’ll definitely have people in the venue. And then we can make more money off the liquor sales from the people who aren’t underage.” So that’s how the pre-sell thing came about. When we got to the rehearsal studio, there was a drum riser that was on Ratt’s video for “Round and Round.” It was on Mötley’s video for “Live Wire.” The difference is Mötley had it painted white, and when Ratt had it, it was black, well I was dumb enough to paint it pink, because glam was in, and by ‘88, Paradise leaned into that. Paul
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