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THE UNITED STATES HAS A HABIT OF MAKING HEROES OUT OF ANYTHING AND ANYBODY. YOU COULD DO ANYTHING HERE. OR DO NOTHING. BUT I ALWAYS THINK YOU SHOULD DO SOMETHING. FIGHT FOR IT, FIGHT, FIGHT.
— ANDY WARHOL
IF YOU WANT TO BE SUCCESSFUL, KNOW WHAT YOU ARE DOING, 
LOVE WHAT YOU ARE DOING, AND BELIEVE IN WHAT YOU ARE DOING.

— WILL ROGERS
(OKLAHOMA PHILOSOPHER)
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“TIME BEGINS AGAIN.” THE FLAMING LIPS AT MADISON SQUARE GARDEN, NEW YEAR’S EVE, 2004–2005. CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: MICHAEL IVINS, WAYNE COYNE, AND STEVEN DROZD.

PREFACE
WHEN Led Zeppelin performed at New York City’s legendary Madison Square Garden in July 1973, the band members arrived in stretch limos moments before walking onstage as conquering heroes and self-proclaimed golden gods, as seen in their famous concert film The Song Remains the Same. More than thirty years later, as the Flaming Lips prepared to play the same venue on the last day of 2004, they arrived seven hours before showtime, helping to haul their own gear, carrying boxes full of balloons, confetti, and furry animal costumes, and armed with rolls of duct tape.
Wayne Coyne and Michael Ivins had logged hundreds of thousands of miles performing around the world since the Flaming Lips first played in public at a black cowboy bar in their hometown of Oklahoma City two decades earlier. For the last twelve years of that long, strange trip, Steven Drozd had been at their side, and together they were about to cap the most successful period of their career to date, which started in July 2002 with the release of Yoshimi Battles the Pink Robots and ended here on the stage where so many of their heroes had made history.
Along the way, if the Flaming Lips hadn’t quite reached the level of fame and fortune achieved by Led Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, or the Who, they had at least secured their position as one of the best-selling bands in the rock underground, and as one of the most imaginative, groundbreaking, and wonderfully weird groups in the pop mainstream. They hardly took this for granted, though. Backstage in their dressing room before the show, someone had scrawled the evening’s agenda on a dry-erase bulletin board.
Rule #1: Try not to suck.
Rule #2: I told you not to suck, assface!
Rule #3: Fuck you.

An hour and a half before midnight, after an opening set by Sleater-Kinney, the indie-rock darlings who had just recorded with the Flaming Lips’ longtime producer, Dave Fridmann, the Lips took the stage to the taped strains of a lush orchestral fanfare—Wayne in a three-piece gray pinstriped Dolce & Gabbana suit, Steven in a pink elephant costume, and Michael in a black-and-white zebra outfit—accompanied by three dozen fans dressed as plushy pandas, baboons, lions, tigers, and bears waving powerful handheld spotlights; six gyrating strippers in pasties and G-strings; a giant inflatable sun; clouds of smoke; a barrage of lights and video; and a nonstop rain of confetti.
Standing backstage as the group’s roadies bounced dozens of colorful, oversized balloons from a holding bin out into the crowd, one of the Garden’s veteran stagehands shook his head in amazement. “I ain’t seen nothin’ like this,” he said—impressive testimony from a Teamster who’d worked countless concerts and pro sporting events, the Westminster Kennel Club’s 128th Annual Dog Show, the 2004 Republican National Convention, and the yearly visit from the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus.
“Hello, everybody! It is truly an honor to be here with you guys tonight welcoming in 2005 at Madison Square Garden,” Wayne announced as the introductory music, an instrumental that Steven called “Plinkee,” ended. The band’s leader took his place behind the vocal mike at center stage, flanked by Steven on keyboards and guitar at his right, Michael on bass and keyboards seated at his left, and touring drummer Kliph Scurlock at the rear behind a transparent pink plastic drum set. “We’re gonna make this the best fuckin’ show you could have ever gone to,” Wayne promised.
With that, the group launched into a triumphant version of “Race for the Prize,” a song that Wayne describes as his ideal combination of Frank Sinatra and Led Zeppelin, and which neatly encompasses several of his recurring themes: Seize the moment; dare to live life to the fullest; believe in yourself, work hard, and you can accomplish anything. These maxims sound less like Dale Carnegie aphorisms and more profound in his fanciful lyrics about two scientists trying to save the world. During the bridge, many in the audience of eleven thousand augmented his hoarse, off-key, but endearing voice by adding their own: “Theirs is to win, if it kills them/They’re just humans with wives and children.”
“That’s the way a fuckin’ rock show should begin, huh?” Wayne asked after the song had thundered to a close, and the crowd roared its approval.
Wayne is the first to admit that he isn’t much of a singer, and that he relies on his charisma to carry the show. During the years the group has spent developing the uplifting multimedia circus of its current concerts, he has honed the philosophical edge of his lyrics, and he has acquired along the way a near-messianic appeal, with fans cheering every time he raises his arms onstage, or even when he strolls out before the performance to duct-tape the guitar cords to the floor. A dedicated fan of what he calls “the weird religiosity” of the Who, he’s aware of the downside of gurudom, as described in Pete Townshend’s epic rock opera Tommy, and Wayne will brook no mythologizing of his role as the group’s leader. He insists that people just want to come together to celebrate, and he is simply their designated cheerleader, employing an analogy that’s more convincing when you know he spent eleven years as a fry cook at a fast-food restaurant before becoming his own thrift-store, do-it-yourself golden god.
“Anybody with as much luck and determination as me could do this,” Wayne maintains. “I’m making chicken, and you like chicken. You think I’m making chicken because you like it, Jim, but I’m just making chicken because I like to make chicken.”
Even if you dislike the Flaming Lips’ particular brand of poultry, it’s hard to deny that they are the ideal band to lead a round of “Auld Lang Syne.” The group thought it had ended the touring cycle supporting  Yoshimi Battles the Pink Robots with a show opening for their admirers the White Stripes at Chicago’s Aragon Ballroom on New Year’s Eve, 2003–2004, but the album continued to grow in popularity, and the band had spent another year on the road. Now it was ushering in 2005—or, as Wayne noted on the poster he designed for the show (he’s always done almost all of the band’s artwork), celebrating the night when “Time Begins Again”—as co-headliners with Wilco. Like many acts that have shared a stage with the Flaming Lips, the Chicago-based alternative country/art-rock group felt a twinge of regret in deciding to follow the Oklahoma band. “I don’t know how anyone can follow that,” Wilco bassist John Stirratt sighed as he watched the Flaming Lips’ bacchanal from the side of the stage, though once the Teamsters had swept up the confetti, Wilco did just fine.
As influential critical and cult favorites on the brink of full-fledged mainstream success, Wilco and the Flaming Lips have few peers on the current music scene, and the bands had once been label mates, though technically Wilco recorded for Reprise Records, while the Flaming Lips record for Warner Bros. proper. Wilco famously split with its label’s corporate parent company in an acrimonious dispute over the commercial potential of its 2002 album,  Yankee Hotel Foxtrot. In an era of shrinking artistic experimentation and growing number-crunching, some of the company’s executives had decided it was no longer enough for a well-respected band to sell merely a few hundred thousand albums. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this to you and you’re going to write this in a book, but I’ll say it anyway: I think it could have happened to the Lips, too,” said Deb Bernardini, Wilco’s publicist, who had spent several years working in the same role for the Flaming Lips before leaving Warner Bros.
In fact, Warner Bros. nearly dropped the Flaming Lips several times over the last decade and a half, but by keeping their heads low, their expectations realistic, and their relations cordial, and relying on the charm and cunning of their manager, Scott Booker, the musicians persevered to the point where their attorney, Bill Berrol, said they will be the only band he has represented during thirty years in the music business to fulfill the terms of their contract, delivering all seven of the albums the label optioned when they signed in 1990. By all rights, the group should have broken up at any of a half-dozen critical junctures, but the band members say they forged ahead because they simply had no other choices. Nonsense. The truth is that they always believed in themselves, their music, and Wayne’s vision, and this faith finally paid off when Yoshimi Battles the Pink Robots sold almost a million copies worldwide.
A band that produces an artistic triumph as well as its most commercially successful effort on its tenth album is nearly unprecedented in rock ’n’ roll, an art form where most acts have a shelf life of Andy Warhol’s proverbial fifteen minutes. But then the Flaming Lips’ unlikely career resembles few others, with the possible exception of Pink Floyd’s, which evolved from the Syd Barrett–driven psychedelic pop of the mid-sixties to the trippy art rock of the early seventies to the platinum success that followed  The Dark Side of the Moon. Like their heroes Pink Floyd, the Flaming Lips always have used the recording studio as a tool to create beautiful sounds far beyond their own technical abilities, and they have been several distinctly different bands in the process: the noisy indie-rock group of the mid-eighties, the expansive psychedelic combo of the early alternative era, and the strange orchestral pop band of recent years.
Just as a wide variety of groups have drawn from different periods in Pink Floyd’s evolution, the Flaming Lips have emerged as one of the most influential bands of their generation, inspiring some groups with their psychedelic rock efforts (Modest Mouse, Grandaddy, the Secret Machines, Longwave, Apples in Stereo, Super Furry Animals, Earlimart), others with their orchestral pop (the Polyphonic Spree, the Olivia Tremor Control, Neutral Milk Hotel, the Arcade Fire), and others still via mutual admiration and the more general example of how they conduct their career (Radiohead, the White Stripes, Wilco, Tool, Deathcab for Cutie, Sparklehorse). But unlike Pink Floyd, which eventually split into two acrimonious camps, devolved into mediocrity, and lapsed into inactivity, or even some of the bands the Flaming Lips have spawned, they remain a vital and vibrant concern, poised to reach an even larger audience in 2006 with their new album, At War with the Mystics, and their first feature film, Christmas on Mars.
Following the sudden twists and turns and unexpected highs and lows of this roller-coaster career has been enough to give any longtime fan whiplash. I first interviewed Wayne and Michael in 1989, before the release of  In a Priest Driven Ambulance. In the years since, I’ve praised the group as one of the most inventive bands to emerge from the American underground, and I’ve sharply criticized its occasional missteps; Wayne still loves to debate me about the merits of the Boom Box Experiments. I’ve seen the band perform fifty times in five different cities; been a fly on the wall in the recording studio during the making of Clouds Taste Metallic and  At War with the Mystics; participated in its biggest and best Parking Lot Experiment (like the Boom Box Experiments, this is impossible to explain briefly; see Chapter Eight); and dressed as the giant inflatable sun to introduce Wayne during a speech at the South by Southwest Music and Media Conference in 2004.
Because of this history, Wayne didn’t hesitate for a moment when I called in late 2003 to say that I intended to write this book. “Well, sure, Jim, whatever you wanna do—it will be your version of the Flaming Lips’ story.” He knew what he was letting himself in for: that we’d spend countless hours talking about issues large and small; that I’d rifle through family photo albums and track down former girlfriends and bandmates he hadn’t spoken to in years; that I’d pin down contracts, recover embarrassing articles from the past, and recount unflattering incidents he sometimes excluded from his own otherwise frank histories of the group. Wayne once wrote of my work: “Jim has always taken the ‘investigative reporter’ approach to any area of exaggerated hype in music culture—which usually means the bigger the egos of those being critiqued, the more fun he has pointing out their blunders. If only he could’ve been around for the birth of Christ.”
To their credit and my gratitude, Wayne, Michael, Steven, Booker, Fridmann, and their spouses and family members never failed to cooperate fully and graciously with my intrusive efforts, allowing me to probe wherever I saw fit, and answering any and every question I posed without once asking to review, revise, or rescind their comments, much less see the manuscript before publication—a rare gift for any journalist in these days of omnipresent media manipulation. So Wayne is right: This is my version of the Flaming Lips’ bizarre odyssey, but I hope that it is also the most thorough, insightful, and honest one, and that it is as inspiring and entertaining as their music. They deserve no less.
“I’d like to see the Lips in twenty years be kinda like the Grateful Dead—not their music, but this group that still goes around and people come see ’em and it’s like this big party that never ends, although hopefully we’ll keep making good records,” Wayne told me in 1993. “We could do this for a hundred more albums, as long as Warner Bros. wants to keep giving us money.” Thirteen years later, the Flaming Lips show no signs of slowing down, and that vision of the future seems more attainable than ever. I hope that they’ll greet me with the same enthusiasm when I call in 2026 to begin working on Volume Two.

CHAPTER 1
I WANT MY OWN PLANET
FRUSTRATED by the lack of opportunity in southwestern Pennsylvania and drawn by the promise of a new job and a better life in Oklahoma—“Brand new state, gonna treat you great,” to quote the title tune of the Broadway musical, the official state song—Tom and Dolly Coyne loaded up the family car and set out on the seventeen-hour drive from Pittsburgh in the spring of 1961. Ranging in age from one to six, their four older children—Tommy, Kenny, Linda, and Marty—crammed into the backseat of the station wagon. Only a few months old, Dolly’s youngest son sat on her lap or perched on the dashboard, watching U.S. Route 66 unfold before them. “Maybe that is where I got my love of the highway,” Wayne joked forty-four years later.
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“BY THE TIME I GOT INTO THE PICTURE, IT WAS LIKE TARZAN BEING RAISED BY THE APES.” THE COYNE FAMILY IN 1965: FROM LEFT, MARTY, KENNY, TOM, DOLLY, MARK, WAYNE, LINDA, AND TOMMY.
Raised in working-class families of Scots-Irish, German, and Hungarian descent, Thomas Coyne and Dolores “Dolly” Jackson met and married in Pittsburgh’s Troy Hill neighborhood in the early fifties, and Dolly gave birth to their first son a short time later, at age seventeen. The family continued to grow after Tom returned from serving in Germany during the tail end of the Korean War. The couple’s fifth child, Wayne Michael Coyne, was born on January 13, 1961; their sixth and last, Wayne’s younger brother, Mark, arrived two years later, after the family had settled in its new home on the North Side of Oklahoma City.
Tom and Dolly both had watched their fathers work backbreaking jobs and die at relatively young ages. “My dad said that he didn’t want his kids growing up in the coal mines and steel mills of Pittsburgh, and that’s all there was in the fifties and sixties,” Tom’s son Marty said. “He wanted his kids to have a future, and he didn’t know what Oklahoma would bring, but he knew it would be better than Pittsburgh.” As is his style, Wayne put a more romantic spin on his parents’ decision to uproot their lives, leave their extended families, and move across the country: “They were going to go out and have this adventure.”
A skilled cabinet maker, Tom had been offered a position with an office supply company, but he arrived in Oklahoma City to find that the managerial position he’d been promised had been eliminated, and he wound up loading trucks. “He had given up everything for this dream,” Wayne said. “I always asked my mother, ‘Why didn’t you guys regroup and go back to Pittsburgh?’ If things don’t work out, so many people don’t have the courage to face up to it, but she said, ‘It sucked back there, too.’ The struggle wasn’t going to be any better anywhere else, so they stayed.”
Seventy years after the land run that attracted the “boomers” and “sooners” who settled the state, and two decades after the Dust Bowl migration of the Great Depression, Oklahoma City rapidly expanded in the late fifties, flush with money from the thriving oil industry. Between 1958 and 1961, its population increased by nearly a third, to four hundred thousand residents, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, but outside the capital, agriculture continued to form the backbone of the state’s economy, and rural attitudes and a striking homogeneity prevailed. According to the 1960 census, despite sizable populations of blacks and Native Americans, 90 percent of Oklahomans were white. Many were also poor—the median income traditionally is 75 percent of the national average—prompting a derisive nickname that lingers even today, when strip malls and office parks far outnumber family farms.
“Okie use’ta mean you was from Oklahoma,” an itinerant farmer says in John Steinbeck’s 1939 novel, The Grapes of Wrath. “Now it means you’re a dirty son-of-a-bitch. Okie means you’re scum. Don’t mean nothing itself, it’s the way they say it.”
As Roman Catholics, the Coyne family was a minority in what is often called “the Buckle of the Bible Belt.” To date, 77 percent of Oklahomans identify as conservative Christians, with the majority worshiping as Southern Baptists. The religious influence accounts for the fact that Oklahoma continued to ban liquor sales until 1959, a quarter-century after Prohibition ended in most of the country. State statutes still list blasphemy and failing to honor the Sabbath as misdemeanors, with penalties of one hundred dollars and twenty-five dollars per offense, respectively, though these are rarely enforced.
To a northerner who has made three week-long visits in the last decade, Oklahoma seems exotic only for its unrelentingly flat landscape and its pervasive blandness. It isn’t exactly nowhere, as one longtime resident told me; it’s just that it could be anywhere. There are strains of southern conservatism, midwestern tolerance, and the western frontier spirit, but none of the distinguishing eccentricities that characterize those regions. Residents can be suspect of new arrivals—“If you’re an outsider, you’re either a thief, someone else’s relative, or a bum,” another Oklahoman told me—but a strong work ethic is valued above everything besides God and family; the state motto, “Labor Omnia Vincit,” can be translated as “Work Conquers All.” Individual differences are tolerated with a quiet reserve, providing people work hard and keep to themselves, and the tight-knit Coyne family did exactly that.
“Because all of our relatives were in Pittsburgh, we didn’t have cousins and aunts and uncles, and we didn’t branch off into all these separate lives like a lot of families do,” Linda, the family’s only daughter, said. “We did everything together.” Life revolved around sports, family dinners, and big holiday celebrations, with Dolly as the warm, outgoing, and eternally upbeat cheerleader and organizer. “She was always optimistic and always curious,” Wayne said of his mom. “You never knew anything about her life, because she was always asking you, ‘Now, what is happening in your life?’”
Dolly not only doted on her own children and encouraged their diverse interests—Kenny’s running, Marty’s motorcycle racing, and Wayne’s drawing and painting—she became a mother figure for many of their friends. “Her house could never be too full, and Christmas celebrations and birthday parties regularly exceeded twenty-five to thirty people,” Wayne wrote in her obituary in July 2004. “She saw happiness as a situation one must create, not as something to be longed for.” To a greater degree than any of his siblings, he inherited this trait.
As reserved and determined as Dolly was gregarious and bubbly, Tom instilled in his children a respect for the virtues of hard work. “Coming from a family of six, if you wanted something, Santa wasn’t necessarily going to bring it,” his daughter, Linda, said. “When you were old enough, you went to work, doing paper routes or serving fast food at the Sonic. All of us always worked.” Her brother Marty agreed. “If you weren’t sweating your ass off, you weren’t working hard enough. Wayne said to me several times that Dad just thought that if you worked hard, everything would be all right in the end. That is not really the way it is, but that is how he lived his life.”
Unfailingly loyal to family, friends, and coworkers, Tom believed that a man’s word was his bond, and he trusted people to behave as ethically as he did, but nine years after the family arrived in Oklahoma, his faith was shaken when he became the subject of a scandal that made front-page news in the Daily Oklahoman. Through his unrelenting labors, Tom had moved from the loading docks to become president of the Fields–Down Randolph office supply company when, on January 30, 1970, he was arrested by the FBI for embezzlement. The federal complaint alleged that he had conspired with Roy Meier, an assistant cashier and purchasing agent for the Oklahoma City Bank, to steal $1,660.50, a sum worth roughly four and a half times that amount in 2005 dollars.
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“WE ALL DID WEIRD THINGS.” WAYNE, AGE SEVEN, WITH HIS NAUGAHYDE “NAUGA MONSTER,” STILL ONE OF THE RECURRING CHARACTERS IN MANY OF HIS DRAWINGS.
The FBI claimed that Tom had submitted a phony invoice for bank deposit envelopes to Meier, who authorized the payment, then split the money with his alleged co-conspirator. Tom maintained his innocence, but Meier, who had been the target of the investigation, pleaded guilty to misappropriating seventy-five thousand dollars during a six-year period, and he agreed to testify for the prosecution against Tom. The trial began in June 1970, when Wayne was nine. The school year had just ended, and the defendant’s six children sat in the front row of the courtroom throughout the proceedings.
“Things will be in the newspaper, but they’re all wrong: I didn’t do it, and we are going to get through this,” Tom told his family. His daughter, Linda, recalled his attorney arranging them in a line from oldest to youngest. “We didn’t really know what the trial was all about, we just knew our dad was in trouble,” she said. When neighboring kids taunted that their father was going to jail, the Coyne children had a ready response: “No, he’s not, because he said he’s not.” For Tom, the betrayal of a trusted customer was as hurtful as being falsely accused of a crime. According to a report in the Daily Oklahoman, the thirty-six-year-old father of six sat brooding as Meier testified about their alleged fraud. The jury didn’t believe Meier, and after four days, Tom was acquitted. But he paid a price.
“Our family changed through that,” Linda said. “Our mom had to go to work, and our dad lost his job, which really rubbed him raw—he had been so devoted to that company. Up until then, he would go golfing with these guys he worked with; they had breakfast every Friday or Sunday, they would go bowling, and he belonged to all these groups. Once all that happened, he didn’t do any of that anymore.”
“I guess I was just so young and life was so good that it never dawned on me that he could go to jail,” Wayne said of his father’s ordeal. “I never felt like you could see a change in him the way Kenny and Linda talked about it. They said that before then, my mother and father were of the same [optimistic] ilk—the sunny day and the sunny day—and after that, it turned. She became even more resilient—like, ‘Look, we know bad things happen all the time, but life is still good’—and he became very much like, ‘Fuck ’em.’ But it wasn’t something that a nine-year-old could see.” Nevertheless, an abiding respect for loyalty and a devotion to honesty were two more traits that Wayne would inherit from his parents and carry into later life.
Shortly before Wayne started his freshman year in high school, the Coyne family moved from the North Side to a slightly larger, though still overcrowded, four-bedroom house with tan aluminum siding near NW Twelfth Street and N. Klein Avenue, one of a row of single-family homes in Oklahoma City’s Classen-Ten-Penn neighborhood. In the years since, Wayne has often called the area “the ghetto,” though he notes, “It’s really lower-middle-class interspersed with desperate people. The truth about all ghettoes is there’s always a mix of people who are trying to work and people who don’t work and do illegal things or whatever. I say ‘ghetto’ just because in Oklahoma City, it’s one of the worst areas.”
Classen High School was one of the two oldest and poorest schools in the city, and it ranked among the least academically distinguished, with a faculty that cared more about coaching football than teaching class, and who viewed the Classen Comets as the only viable path for students who wanted to go to college. (“The law requires every citizen to be vitally interested in football,” The New Yorker wrote in a brief profile of the team in December 1983. “Have your car safety-inspected, be home by nine-thirty, always know the score—those are the rules.”) While enrollment was declining in the mid-seventies, the number of minority students was rising— about a third were African-American, and another third came from Oklahoma’s growing population of immigrants from Cambodia, Vietnam, and Laos—and amid considerable controversy, city officials would close the school in the mid-eighties. When Wayne arrived in 1975, he found little to motivate him.
“We had come from the schools on the North Side, which at the time were the bigger and better schools in town, and we were used to things being a little more accelerated. I think if I had stayed in school on the North Side, I would have done better, but here, they were working at such a lower level that you could just zip through. I had some teachers who were really great—there was the occasional English teacher who’d really see when people had a curiosity about them—but the art teachers were for the most part a waste of time. I was like, ‘I can do this work in five minutes. I can do better on my own.’”
The Coynes had already pegged Wayne as the artist in their midst, and in his early teens, he sometimes earned money by drawing pictures of the children of his father’s coworkers. The siblings could tease each other about their ambitions, but ultimately they supported one another’s dreams. “By the time I got into the picture, it was like Tarzan being raised by the apes,” Wayne said. “We all did weird things—somebody was going to join the Hell’s Angels, and somebody else wanted to be Evel Knievel—but they allowed me to do whatever I wanted without being beat up, which is a big deal when you are younger. Everyone thought I’d be an artist, and when you can view the possibilities, you think, ‘Well, I guess I really could do that. Maybe I could be an artist.’”
Wayne could often be found sitting alone for hours, drawing or painting pictures in the bedroom he shared with his younger brother, Mark. Occasionally he worked on the dining-room table beside Tommy, six years his elder and a skillful artist himself, sketching comic-book heroes such as the Silver Surfer and the Hulk. At first Wayne tried to imitate his older brother. “I was still a really little kid, and I remember that I got stuck once on a picture and asked Tommy to help me,” he said. Tommy refused and told his younger brother to do it on his own. “So I went ahead and did the drawing and found out that I was able to do it by myself. I came to see that whether it was with writing, drawing, or playing guitar, if you could remove yourself from all this exciting shit that was going on around you, and sit there by yourself and focus, you could figure things out on your own.”
As a freshman at Classen High School, Wayne played on the football team, but he quickly discovered that organized sports didn’t suit him. “I wasn’t that good, and while the guys on the team liked me, the coaches hated me because I had long hair and I thought that they were kind of stupid. Plus, I didn’t react well to this authority figure yelling at me.” He preferred the rough-and-tumble free-for-alls arranged by his brothers and their friends, who had formed a sandlot football team called the Fearless Freaks.
“We’d listen to Pink Floyd, smoke a joint in the car, then go out and play football; it was awesome,” Wayne said. “We had seen these factions: There were the jocks, but they didn’t listen to Pink Floyd or smoke pot, and there were the freaks, but they didn’t play football. My brothers believed that we could live our own lives in whatever way we wanted, and I think they looked at football as a way of being in a fight, but without guns or knives. They really did despise the jocks we played against, and I swear, they would murder these guys who were really good athletes.”
Though he got along well with everyone at Classen, thanks to his gregarious personality, Wayne didn’t fit into any of the established cliques, and he didn’t have a big crowd of high-school friends. He didn’t attend his junior or senior prom, and he skipped his graduation ceremony. “There was something about the camaraderie of being in high school that wasn’t for me. I felt like, ‘These are just a bunch of kids here.’ Even though I was one of them, I was already feeling kind of superior,” he said, laughing. “I wanted to be an adult more than the people I was surrounded by. Then, once I got the job at Long John Silver’s, I was making money, dealing with the real world, and hanging out every night with the assistant managers, smoking pot.”
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“THAT WAS A REAL SHIT-BREATHER GIG THAT NOBODY WANTS, BUT I THOUGHT I HAD THE EASIEST, BEST JOB IN THE WORLD.” WAYNE’S SELF-PORTRAIT FROM THE LONG JOHN SILVER’S NEWSLETTER Gangplank, 1980.
Wayne started working as a part-time fry cook at Long John Silver’s in the spring of 1977, during his sophomore year at Classen High School. He would spend the next eleven years sporadically cooking at “America’s largest quick-service seafood chain,” returning to the job even after the harrowing night when three armed robbers forced him to lie on the floor of the restaurant, and the time a drunk driver crashed through the front window. “That was a real shit-breather gig that nobody wants, but I thought I had the easiest, best job in the world,” he said. “I liked the idea of it being mindless work. It was like, ‘While I am here earning money, I can think about my life, and when I work and make more money, I can do what I want.’” He won distinguished-service pins at the five- and ten-year marks, and the chain tried to promote him to assistant manager several times, but he declined, insisting on remaining what the company called a “third mate.”
Like his siblings, Wayne never considered going to college, and his parents didn’t push him to further his education. “I just don’t think my mom saw any value in that. She had been around so many poor people all her life that she just thought, ‘You make your life what it is. Be whatever you want to be, no judgments.’” This attitude rubbed off on all of Dolly’s children, yet while they shared her philosophy of never looking down on one another or on anyone else, they didn’t agree on many other issues, and family dinners could be as competitive and brutal as the Fearless Freaks’ football games.
“We don’t call it arguing, we call it debating,” Linda said. “That’s always been there, and it’s still like that when we get together today. We probably all should have been on the debate team in school.” Contentious conversations between the five brothers and their sister sometimes lasted hours. “We would all sit around the table at Christmas dinner and kick around the big themes—love and death, elections, football games, gay people, black people— anything to keep the ideas going,” Wayne said. But he always probed harder than his brothers or sister, honing his own intense version of the Socratic method by firing off an insistent string of ever more challenging questions. “I always feel there’s something I can dig out of people.”
Years later, Wayne’s cohorts would dub him “the Buzzard,” because he was always pecking away at them, and they would coin a term for his relentlessly inquisitive talks—“confronsations.” But his siblings took it in stride. “I never thought Wayne was confrontational,” his brother Marty said. “It’s just that when he finds something he doesn’t agree with, he will push it. If he thinks he is right, he will go and go. It’s not that he can’t see the other side; it’s just that he likes advocating the opposite position.”
Religion, philosophy, science, and odd natural phenomena always fascinated Wayne, but by his own admission, he never read deeply about any of these subjects, merely flipping through magazine articles or quickly skimming books for the parts that interested him. He preferred to learn by picking people’s brains, talking for hours with his family members and their friends, and soaking up knowledge like a sponge. He also watched as they began to experiment with drugs. “I remember being seven years old and hearing one of my brothers tell my other brother that he was on LSD. I thought, ‘No way; that is what the Beatles are taking! That’s what’s on Dragnet!’”
“With all of us around the same age in the seventies, there were always a lot of drugs around, but Wayne never really did all that,” Linda said. “He watched and observed and learned, and he saw how stupid we were.” Through the seventies and into the early eighties, several of Wayne’s siblings had brushes with the law and spent the occasional night in jail, and his oldest brother and fellow artist, Tommy, struggled with addiction for years, serving several extended prison terms and attending their mother’s funeral in leg irons while doing time for possession. “As I got older, I saw a lot of people who were just destroyed by drugs,” Wayne said. “I never looked down on them because of that, but I never thought it was cool or wanted to have anything to do with it, either.”
During his late teens, Wayne admitted that he occasionally smoked pot or “got drunk with the fellows,” and he eventually took three or four acid trips himself, but he disliked what he called these “unpleasant death trips.” He described one of these experiences in the liner notes to the Flaming Lips’ 2002 compilation, Finally the Punk Rockers Are Taking Acid. At age seventeen, he made a psychedelically enhanced early-morning trip to Jack in the Box shortly after a robber broke the drive-through window in an attempt to grab the cash drawer. The register had been bolted down, and the thief only succeeded in slashing his wrists.
“THERE IS A LOT OF BLOOD!!!! And it’s all over everything— bright red fresh thick blood,” Wayne wrote, but the clerk was still serving food nonetheless. “An order of greasy French fries was on top of the cheeseburgers . . . TIME STOPS . . . and the fries are wiggling! I try to change my doomed perception—shaking my head—the fries becoming white worms . . . FUCK NO!!”
Ultimately Wayne decided that he hated the feeling of losing control, and from his early twenties on, he never did drugs and rarely drank again. “I really trust and like my senses,” he said. “I love seeing stuff, I love hearing stuff, I love smelling and touching stuff, and that really makes me who I am. When I did drugs, I wasn’t able to think and perceive, and I’m nothing if I can’t see, if I can’t listen.” He eventually would espouse the mantra “Don’t do drugs, be a drug.” Nevertheless, in his late teens, he had no problem dealing drugs, and for several years he exponentially built his income from Long John Silver’s by selling pot.
“You could buy reasonably by the pound, and my brothers knew all these guys who sold it,” Wayne said. “I don’t know what kind of scales they were using, but I could spend a hundred bucks and make five hundred in a week. I knew it was illegal, I knew people who had gone to jail, and I knew I was taking chances, but I just didn’t want to have to work until I was thirty before I got something.”
Thanks to his entrepreneurial skills, wads of ten- and twenty-dollar bills piled up in Wayne’s desk drawer. He sometimes granted his siblings loans, but he denied their requests for gifts. “Can I get a dollar for a Coke?” Linda would ask, but Wayne’s reply would resemble his father’s: “You have a job; buy it yourself!” Still, no one in the family ever raided his drawer. “We all knew the money was there, and in some families, that would have been an issue,” Linda said. “But we knew Wayne probably knew exactly how much he had.”
Eventually Wayne saved enough to buy a Yamaha 600 motorcycle, which he cautiously drove everywhere for the next few years—“He was like an old lady on that bike,” his brother Marty joked—and at age seventeen, at the start of his senior year in high school, he rented an apartment of his own. He loved living with his family, but selling pot required privacy. And he had fallen in love.
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“HE WAS A COMBINATION OF LEIF GARRETT AND PETER FRAMPTON—JUST MY TYPE.” WAYNE AND HIS GIRLFRIEND HALI NEYLAND AT OKLAHOMA’S LAKE TENKILLER, 1980.
Wayne hadn’t shown much interest in the opposite sex during his first few years at Classen High School. “Girls always sort of liked me—not like they liked Johnny Depp or anything, but I never struggled with that,” he claimed. Nevertheless, he didn’t have a steady girlfriend until Hali Neyland summoned the courage to ask him out. “He’s a good-looking guy, and when I saw him, I just about lost my breath,” she said. “He was a combination of Leif Garrett and Peter Frampton—just my type.”
Half Mexican, half Irish, and five months older than Wayne, Hali grew up surrounded by hippies and musicians. She was raised by her father’s aunt, whose oldest son is Michael Brewer; in 1971, his folk duo Brewer & Shipley recorded the druggy anthem “One Toke Over the Line,” a Top Ten hit (which the Flaming Lips later covered). “We knew everyone, and people were always coming and going, just like Wayne’s family,” Hali said. She first saw her future boyfriend during eighth grade at Central Junior High School, though they never spoke until they moved on to Classen High School the following year.
“We had one class together, math, and he sat right in front of me. He usually drew or slept, but when he did do his work, he did it really quickly, and I thought, ‘Wow, he’s really smart.’ He wasn’t a big talker with the girls; he seemed kind of shy.” During ninth grade Hali switched to another school, but she and her father sometimes ate at Long John Silver’s, and when she saw Wayne at the restaurant, “something clicked. One day I phoned him out of the blue, and I made the first move.”
The couple started dating, and they moved in together in October 1978, shortly after Hali’s father died in a car accident. They lived together for five years. “It was fun, but it was reckless; it wasn’t necessarily like a serious relationship,” Wayne said. “There were always people there getting high—she and her friends did a lot of drugs—and I remember one of her friends committed suicide and her dad was in an accident. There was always an element of drama around.”
Wayne continued to augment his income from Long John Silver’s by selling pot until he got a wakeup call shortly after his eighteenth birthday. 
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“MAYBE I could BE AN ARTIST.” ONE OF WAYNE’S FRANK FRAZETTA–INSPIRED PAINTINGS, CIRCA 1980.
 He and Hali had just picked up a pound of marijuana and were driving home with his brother Mark when a police car started following them. “Don’t swerve!” Hali said, but the squad car turned on its lights and pulled them over. As the cop questioned Mark on the curb, Wayne turned to his girlfriend. “Please, God, just let us out of this and I promise I’ll never do it ever again!” he whispered. “I’ll quit now!”
“Thank God the cop let Mark go, but it was a very close call, and that was when we stopped selling pot,” Hali said.
Wayne still spent hours painting, sometimes creating surreal fantasy scenes in the style of Frank Frazetta—“You’ll see some of the girls in those paintings with long black hair that look just like me, except he always drew gigantic boobs on them,” Hali said—as well as using himself for a canvas. “He’d paint his shoes, he’d paint his pants, he’d paint his T-shirt, he was like walking graffiti, and everywhere we went, whether it was Roy Rogers or anywhere, the old people would just shake their heads.”
The Coyne family continued to encourage Wayne’s ambitions, and it welcomed Hali as one of its own. “His parents were really good people, accepting and very open-minded,” she said, and she accompanied Wayne to dinner every Sunday. “His mom loved to cook for us, and every holiday she’d do it up: Every Valentine’s Day we got a heart full of candy, and every Easter we got an Easter basket, and here we were in our twenties!” Occasionally Wayne’s brothers chided him that he should make an honest woman of Hali, but he vowed that he’d never get married: He had a plan, and he didn’t want anything to distract him from becoming an artist.
“Wayne knows what he wants and he gets it,” Hali said, but one of the most inspiring things about her former boyfriend was that he believed that anyone could do the same. “One day we were painting together, and I thought, ‘Gosh, I wish I could paint like you,’” she said. “He said, ‘You can, if you want to.’ That’s just the way he thought: You can do anything, and nothing can stop you.”
Wayne’s longest collaborator, Michael Lee Ivins, was born on Saint Patrick’s Day, 1963, in Omaha, Nebraska, though a month later, his family moved to Saigon, just as the Vietnam War started to escalate. “This was right when the shit was about to hit the fan,” Michael said. “My mom would go down to the market with me in the stroller, and she could hear the explosions not too many blocks away.”
Born William Robert De Fretes, Michael’s father grew up as an orphan uncertain of his heritage. When he was adopted at age three, his foster parents renamed him Peter Ivins; later on he visited a Shinto priest who used a form of numerology to divine that his name should have been Padraic, the moniker he used from that point on. Following the path of his adoptive father, he joined the military, and rose to the rank of captain in the Air Force Intelligence Agency, specializing in Communist relations. Stationed in Florida, Padraic took a course at the University of Miami, and there he met Linda Greer, an independent, free-spirited woman who had been raised by a Scots-Irish father and a Jewish mother.
Linda wanted to be an actress, and she studied drama. “I realized that I didn’t have what it took—going hungry, taking waitress jobs, waiting for a break—plus my mother was very much against it,” she said. “Her idea of a good life is you find a good man. I got to a point where it was easier to do what my mother wanted than to do what I wanted.” In 1960, she and Padraic married, and a short time later, the Air Force transferred him, first to Hawaii, then to Vietnam. The military generally forbade personnel from taking dependents into the country, but Padraic nevertheless brought Linda and his infant son, Michael, with him.
By the spring of 1965, Vietcong activity had made Saigon increasingly dangerous, and Linda and Michael relocated to Thailand for several months, before Padraic secured a transfer to Japan and moved his family there. His second son, Michael’s brother, Charles, was born in a military hospital in Tokyo in November 1965.
As a two-year-old in Japan, Michael was stricken with spinal meningitis. “He didn’t feel well, and I touched his head and he was burning up,” his mother said. “We were very fortunate that we were living in military housing and there was a doctor near us. He put Michael in a tub of ice water and made arrangements for an ambulance. This doctor had seen meningitis before. Michael was in isolation for two weeks, and at the beginning, I don’t think they expected him to live, but the doctor said he had never seen a child with such a will. Most children go peacefully, but he wanted to survive.”
Disillusioned with the course of the war, Padraic resigned his commission in 1966. “I had a lot of problems with how the war was being run in Vietnam, and I came into conflict with the upper echelons,” he said. “This happened to a lot of officers over there. It wasn’t so much the war itself, it was the way it was being conducted: free-fire zones and such. You just don’t do that in the military.” A trained parachutist, he started a new career teaching skydiving and using his aerial skills to film television commercials for Kirin beer and Seiko watches, among other companies. The work continued after the family returned to Hawaii, settling in Honolulu in 1967.
Five years later, when Michael was ten, Padraic and Linda divorced, and she eventually remarried in October 1973. Linda had taken a job with the YWCA and was working toward a degree in human resources at the University of Hawaii when she met Chris Nuthall, a flamboyant, fun-loving New Zealander who had tried several careers, including a stint in the nickel mines of the Australian outback, before deciding to give college in Honolulu a shot.
“I wasn’t getting laid at the University of Hawaii, so my buddy and I found a home economics class where they were teaching cooking,” Chris said. “It was us and twenty-six women, and that is where I met Linda. I wasn’t doing very well in school because I liked to party too much, so I thought, ‘Let’s get married so I can stay in the country.’ Linda has been a feminist for years—she started the first free women’s health clinic in Hawaii at the university—and when we got married, she wanted a marriage contract drawn up. We had one of the first in the United States—in fact, a TV station wanted to speak to us—and it said that if we got divorced, we’d just split everything fifty-fifty. But we’re still married after thirty-three years.”
Michael attended private schools in Hawaii, where he did well, and he loved to read on his own, devouring L. Frank Baum’s stories about the Land of Oz before moving on to the work of Jules Verne. Wherever he went, he carried a book. “I have to have something in front of me at all times, and I have to finish it, because I want to know how the story ends,” he said, and for a time he considered becoming a writer. “When I was about thirteen, I went to sort of a weird writing workshop. At the very end, we were supposed to look at a picture and then write a short story about it. I was sitting in the back, and I just could not tell what the picture was about, so I started writing some kind of stream-of-consciousness bullshit. The teachers were just baffled. When I saw what the picture was”—an old-fashioned ice cream vendor—“I was like, ‘Oh, man! If I had just known.’ I guess I just didn’t have the guts to get up and say, ‘I can’t see it; I need to get glasses, I guess,’ but that seemed to shoot down any sort of real writing career.”
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WHEREVER HE WENT, HE CARRIED A BOOK: MICHAEL IVINS, AGE ELEVEN.
During junior high school Michael started to grow a huge Afro. Native Hawaiians had a bitter racial slur for Caucasian immigrants—“haoles”—and incidents of antiwhite violence often made the news, but Michael’s hair won him a measure of acceptance. “The Samoan kids had never seen a white boy with hair like this,” his mother said. “He’d always show his individualism through his hair or clothing.”
For a few years after his parents divorced, Michael and his brother, Charles, visited their father on weekends, but they saw less of Padraic after he moved to Denver and then returned to government service as a civilian contractor at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Ohio, developing programs to manage weapons systems—though Michael suspected he worked for the CIA. The last time he spent an extended period with his father was in 1976, when he was thirteen and he stayed for the summer. “There was some kind of melt-down. I don’t really remember what happened, but something made me think, ‘I need to go home,’” Michael said.
Michael participated on the swim and track teams, but his father valued a more macho kind of athleticism. “We never really connected as parent and child, as friends, or as anything else,” Padraic said. “Maybe it was my upbringing, or his upbringing, or some combination of both.” Linda believed that her elder son and her ex-husband simply differed too much to ever really bond. “Padraic has a controlling kind of personality, and Michael was not one to be controlled, even as a child. Michael has always been his own person. It’s not that he was not a good child, but if Padraic wanted him to do something, and Michael didn’t want to do it, he wouldn’t do it.”
In 2005, at age seventy, Padraic was still skydiving, with eight thousand jumps to his credit. While his father was a daredevil, and his stepfather was a self-described “character”—“Michael would just shake his head whenever I did something outrageous,” Chris said—Michael took after his mom, who was quiet and introspective, avoiding confrontations. “I was painfully, maybe even clinically shy,” Michael said, but like Linda, who had studied acting, he also had a desire to express himself. “There is a part of Michael that has always surprised me,” his mother said. “When he was twelve, at summer camp, he got up at the talent show and did an impersonation of Elvis Presley, and I was floored, because I had never seen that side of him.”
During one of his weekend visits with his father, Michael had discovered Padraic’s reel-to-reel recorder, and he remembered hearing tapes of Tom Jones and Dave Brubeck. He became obsessed with music and started listening to the radio constantly. The first single he bought was by Elvis Presley; the first album, by Elton John; and soon his bedroom walls were covered with posters of other heroes. “Around 1976 or ’77, I actually tried to build a guitar, but that didn’t work out because no one had clued me in on the electronic end of things. I just really loved music and everything about it, and I remember that once I started seeing clips of the Beatles on TV, I thought, ‘Boy, that would be pretty cool to actually be doing that.’”
In 1979, when Michael was sixteen, his mother received an offer to serve as the executive director of the YWCA in Oklahoma City, and the family moved to the mainland. “I had grown up on the eighth floor of a high-rise apartment building in Honolulu, facing the ocean, and there was always more sea than land,” Michael said. “Then we came to this place where there was just land for as far as you could see.” Other differences awaited when he enrolled as a junior in Classen High School, where he felt as if he knew more than many of his teachers. “That was a big cultural adjustment. The coaches would be teaching classes, and they’d
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