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For Vicky Hamilton

 

“Women hold up half the sky.” 
—Mao




INTRODUCTION

Some think the legend of Guns N’ Roses began in the nighttime Los Angeles of 1985, a distant echo of West Hollywood’s neon-lit Sunset Strip. Others think it should begin ten years earlier, at the confluence of two Indiana rivers, the Wabash and the Tippecanoe, in the 1970s. But in this telling, the GN’R saga begins in gritty New York, in upper Manhattan, on a sweltering, run-down street in the late afternoon of a summer day in 1980.

Actually it could begin way below the actual city street, in the deeply recessed concrete canyon of the Cross Bronx Expressway, which is where the two young hitchhikers from Indiana decided to get out of the car. It had been a good ride until then, a straight shot from the Ohio line across I-80, Pennsylvania, New Jersey. Bill Bailey and his friend Paul, both eighteen, had left central Indiana via I-65 thirty hours earlier and were making good hitching time toward their first visit to New York City.

The Ford Econoline van that had picked them up crossed the Hudson over the majestic George Washington Bridge. They were on I-95 now. Crossing on the upper deck, looking south, they could see the Empire State Building and the twin towers of the World Trade Center shimmering in the summer haze. Bill Bailey looked up and saw they were passing a sign that said LAST EXIT IN MANHATTAN. He said, “Hey, man. Let us off, OK?”

“I can’t pull over,” the driver said. He was an electronics salesman on his way to Providence. They were now headed east in the deep-walled pit of the Cross Bronx Expressway.

Bill asked, “Where’s the next exit?”

“Way the hell up in the East Bronx.”

The hitchers looked at each other. All they had were their backpacks and maybe thirty bucks between them. “Let us off here,” Bill said.

“Man, are you sure? It’ll be hard to get out of here.”

“Yeah, let us out.” Just then, traffic slowed into the constipation typical of I-95 as it crosses New York City. The boys jumped out. Cars honked at them as they inched along the sheer walls, looking for a way out. Drivers laughed at them, told them they were fucking insane. A trucker blasted his air horn and they jumped at the sound. The walls of the roadway were at least a hundred feet high, and all they could see were the tops of the buildings up at street level.

After a while they found the service ladder and scaled the wall, a thousand horns blaring far below, emerging into immigrant New York City, circa 1980: Calcutta on the Hudson.

To Bill and his friend, it was bedlam, a Caribbean neighborhood in Washington Heights with a funky street scene of bodegas and shouting kids playing under open hydrants, crones yelling out of windows in Spanish, idlers under shop awnings, hustlers working the corners of 177th and Broadway. Bill and Paul, from Tippecanoe County in Indiana, were the only white faces in a sea of black people, Puerto Ricans, Jamaicans, Dominicans, Muslim women in veils, Haitians, Hindus, Chinese shopkeepers, and lots of kids immediately picking up on two white boys who’d just climbed out of the hellish Cross Bronx like hayseed mountaineers in cowboy boots, blue jeans, and very long straight hair. The boys just stood and gaped, checking out this scene. “Rapper’s Delight,” bass-heavy hip-hop, blasted out of a bodega speaker. Lurid graffiti covered every flat surface. Kids were busting moves—break-dancing—on the sidewalk. Bill Bailey had never seen this before. Basically, there weren’t any black people in his part of Indiana, so they might as well have been in Senegal.

Now an old man limped over to them. He gave them the once-over, seeming to linger over Bill’s cowboy boots. Bill was becoming uneasy now, his friend noticed, which was never a good thing, because, when agitated or upset, Bill’s behavior could get a little out there. Finally the old man spoke, or rather squawked, in a high-pitched shriek.

“DO YOU KNOW WHERE YOU ARE?”

The boys, taken aback, just looked at him.

“I SAID, DO YOU KNOW WHERE YOU ARE?”

Bill Bailey said, “Uh, we’re just trying to get to . . .”

“YOU’RE IN THE JUNGLE, BABY!”

Bill Bailey—the future W. Axl Rose—just stared at him in wonderment. And then the little old man wound himself up to his full fury and told these white boys what they could expect from New York City at the tail end of the seventies: years of bankruptcy, endemic crime, corruption, decadence—the gateway to the eighties and the scourge of AIDS. He told it to them straight from the gut:

“YOU’RE GONNA DIE!”

Sometimes, legends come from true stories, and this is one of them.

Welcome to the jungle.




I’m looking forward to people doing a book about us that has a lot of stuff in it that never happened.

—Axl Rose, 1986

 

Every Angel is terrible.

—Rainer Maria Rilke.




Chapter One

HARD ROAD TO HOLLYWOOD

You can still see the shadow from when the 
 Zeppelin floated over America. It took like 
 Islam in the desert. 


—Michael Herr




ACTS OF THE APOSTLES 

And as Led Zeppelin floated over America in the seventies, its shadow darkened the country’s heartland the deepest. All the great English bands of that era—the Stones, The Who, Bowie, Queen—found their largest, most slavering audiences in the middle of the country. It was no accident that the greatest American rock stars of the eighties were born in the Midwest and grew up with lethal doses of the mighty Zeppelin and the other rock bands. Madonna was from Michigan. Prince was from Minnesota. Michael Jackson was born in Gary, Indiana, in 1958.

Four years later, Axl Rose was born a hundred miles south of there, in Lafayette, Indiana, on February 12, 1962. His mother, Sharon Lintner, was unmarried, only seventeen, and still in high school. Her pregnancy was an accident and unwanted, at least by her family. The father was William Rose, a troubled and charismatic local delinquent of maybe nineteen. The baby, born with bright red hair, was baptized William Bruce Rose.

It is not known whether Axl’s parents ever married, since a marriage certificate has proved elusive to researchers, but if they did, it was probably a shotgun-type affair and the marital relationship was an on-and-off thing. The baby was often cared for at his Lintner grandparents’ house in Lafayette, in an atmosphere of barely stifled hostility toward his no-account father.

In 1964, when the little boy was two, his young parents split up, and the father acted out his own scenario of revenge when banned from the house for hurting Axl’s mother. He apparently abducted his son, and may even have molested him. Whatever really happened to the little boy, it was never spoken of again by the family, which treated these incidents with denial and shame. Bill Rose then disappeared from Lafayette, and never returned.

The following year, Axl’s mother married a man named Stephen Bailey and moved with him to a house on 24th Street, on the east side of Lafayette. Bailey adopted his pretty young wife’s son and gave him his last name. So William Rose became William Bailey, an identity he lived with until he angrily cast it away, fifteen years later. His mother had two more children with her husband, so Bill was raised with brother Stuart and sister Amy. They lived in town but worshipped at a clap-and-shout country church on a gravel farm road in another part of Tippecanoe County. Bill Bailey’s stepfather was deep into Pentecostalism, the “old-time religion” that forbade drinking and listening to rock and roll, as well as most of life’s other pleasures. His almost total immersion in hyperpuritanism would prove crucial for the child who became the greatest rock star of his generation.

Lafayette, Indiana, was and is a pleasant, small manufacturing city along the banks of the Wabash River. The land had been part of the three million acres the Shawnee Indians sold to the United States in 1809, as the Northwest Reserve of the Ohio Territory. Two years later the local chiefs, Tecumseh and his brother Tenskwatawa—known as “The Prophet”—realized they’d been cheated and began raiding. They were defeated in 1811 by General William Henry Harrison, who went on to be president for a month before dying of a bad cold.

A frontier speculator paid five dollars for the land and laid out the town in 1824, naming it after the Marquis de Lafayette, the French hero of the American Revolution who happened to be making a triumphant progress through America at the time. The river-banks were low, convenient for loading and unloading supplies, so commerce came naturally. Lafayette became the seat of Tippecanoe County in 1826, and the town was thriving by the time of the Civil War in 1860. Slavery was illegal in Indiana, and the state sent regiments of its sons to fight for the Union cause. Yet in the aftermath of the bloody war, with a comparatively tiny black population, racism was prevalent in the towns and farm communities. Membership in the Ku Klux Klan was a path to respectability in some Indiana towns in the 1920s.

Lafayette prospered as a manufacturing town. Chicago was 120 miles to the northeast. Indianapolis was 65 miles south. Factories opened on the east side of the river. Purdue University opened on the west side in 1869. The huge courthouse that dominates the main square went up in 1884, a Victorian wedding cake of architectural styles, from Gothic Revival to neobaroque. Young Bill Bailey would become familiar with the imposing building and its stern judges during his future career as one of Lafayette’s most annoying teenage offenders, following in the footsteps of his real father.

 
 

Religion in that part of the country was mostly the mainstream Protestant denominations until the Great Depression of the 1930s turned the social contract inside out. Factories closed, the crops failed, and the dust blew north from Oklahoma. The banks went under, and money basically disappeared. It took a resilient people to survive this economic disaster, and some, especially in the Midwest, found their strength in the charismatic ministries of the Pentecostal movement.

Open your Bible to the New Testament, the second chapter of Acts of the Apostles. In the first chapter the risen Christ gives various instructions to his disciples. In the second chapter the disciples are gathered for the Jewish holy day of Pentecost. The holy spirit comes over them, falls upon them with “tongues of fire,” giving them sudden power to speak in various languages, so those from Cappadocia heard Jesus proclaimed in Cappadocian and those from Phrygia heard it in Greek. Some thought this a miracle. Others sneered that the apostles were drunk on new wine because they were dancing and carrying on and speaking in strange tongues. That’s when Simon Peter took over, explaining that they were not drunk, but, rather, they were filled with the Holy Spirit. “In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams. . . . The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” By the end of that day, three thousand new souls were added to the Christian church.

This story became the basis for a new, more passionate form of American worship that sprang up in Kansas in the early 1900s and flowered during the Roaring Twenties and the later desperation of the Great Depression of the thirties. Pentecostals, interpreting the Bible literally, accepted Christ as the savior of humanity and were compelled to share the faith before the Last Days, when the “Born Again” will be whisked to heaven in the Rapture. In these churches, the Devil was as real as God, so most of human culture was inherently sinful, because it brought pleasure. The archetypal Pentecostal was a humorless scold, but the church services often exploded in a wild collective joy that brought freedom and abandon in worship. Music flowed through everything, and people “spoke in tongues” when rationality failed. Healings, miracles, and exorcisms were normal events. Aimee Semple McPherson became the archetype of the Pentecostal woman preacher portrayed by Sinclair Lewis in his novel  Elmer Gantry. The Pentecostals were truly populist, and way out in front of the mainstream churches on issues of gender equality and racial diversity. McPherson’s powerful ministry, one of the first amplified by radio, would have been barred by the Methodists, the Baptists, and other mainstream denominations, because she was a woman. Even old class distinctions tended to blur in the new churches built among the cornfields and pastures, well outside of town. The gospel-infused singing was loud, raucous, the ancestor of the “praise music” phenomenon currently in vogue in many mainline suburban churches. It was religion as charismatic theater—performance and presentation. Some Pentecostals are “Holy Rollers,” enraptured with the Holy Spirit that filled Jesus’s disciples. Some handle poisonous snakes, or walk on hot coals, almost daring the Lord: gambling with pain and death for the sake of Jesus.

Stephen Bailey took his family to church at least twice a week, sometimes more. This was how Axl Rose grew up, in the middle of the conservative, puritanical American heartland in the 1960s and 1970s.




DEVIL VISIONS

When Axl’s mother got rid of her baby’s sociopath father and married a Pentecostal martinet, it meant her son would be raised under a harsh regimen of discipline, serial church attendance, and what Axl later described as regular beatings and psychic abuse. The sensitive boy responded to this immediately, suffering nightmares and other symptoms. Sometimes Bill’s dreams were so disturbed he fell out of the top bunk in the room he shared with his sister. Later in life, he said he had suffered seizures. Once he awoke on the floor, bloody because he had pierced his bottom lip with his teeth. In his early school years at Oakland Elementary, he wonderingly described for his parents vivid night visions of being a baby and living in a house with his mother and another man, a strange man who did bad, bad things to him. Bill Bailey had no idea that Stephen Bailey was not his father. (He called him Dad.) His parents told him the visions were false, placed there by the Devil to scare him. But the boy somehow remembered something important, and knew that the visions were true. Years later, Axl remembered: “This was a mystery I tried to uncover since I was a little kid, you know? ’Cos as a kid, I was always told it was the Devil who made me know for sure what the inside of a house looked like that I supposedly never lived in. But I knew I did. I knew I’d lived in this house when I was a little kid. Weird things like that happened to me all the time.”

The family went out to their country church, about eight miles outside Lafayette, as much as they could, anywhere from three to six times a week—but at the very least on Sunday morning, Sunday night, and Wednesday night. There wasn’t a choir as such; the whole congregation sang out the old hymns—“Come to the church in the wildwood, come to the church in the vale.” Young Bill Bailey had a sweet, melodious voice and could be heard above the rest of the believers. Later, he sang in a gospel trio with his sister and brother, and the piano lessons his mother bought for him led to his playing in church. “This was a Holy Roller, Pentecostal, hell-raising revival,” he later told an interviewer. “We had tent meetings, we had healings; we saw blind people read; people would talk in tongues; there were foot washings, the whole bit.” Youngsters were expected to preach as early as ten years old, so after winning a series of Bible contests—correctly identifying chapter and verse—Bill was invited to sermonize one Wednesday night, perhaps his first exposure to performing before a full house. He thought he had seen real miracles when cripples got out of wheelchairs and walked, but he kept being disappointed that nothing like that ever happened to him. “I knew more gospel songs than anybody else,” he said later, “but if there’s a god up there, I don’t know him. I didn’t have a clue about it.”

The family’s religious life dominated the Bailey household. There was no record player, and the radio played only on Sunday afternoons, when Mom and Dad shut the bedroom door after lunch and had their “special time.” “We’d have television for about a week,” Axl remembered, “and then my stepdad would throw them out because they were satanic.” Everything was evil. Women were temptresses. “I remember the first time I got smacked for looking at a woman. I don’t know how old I was, or what [show] I was looking at, but it was a cigarette ad on TV with two girls coming out of the water in bikinis. I was just watching this—not thinking, just watching—and my dad smacked me in the mouth, and I went flying across the floor.”

His teachers noticed Bill’s singing voice early on. “When I was in first grade, I wasn’t allowed to cross the street until I sang an Elvis Presley song. In third grade, at recess, the teachers would put me on a tree stump and make me sing Top Forty and Elvis songs for the younger kids. I loved to work on the harmonies, and I was always getting into trouble for singing everyone else’s parts.” Almost everyone who went to school with Bill Bailey remembers him singing on the playgrounds.

Bill was expected to be a good student and so brought home straight A’s until he was about twelve. But a bad grade, rude behavior, or a sarcastic remark could bring a violent response from Dad. Trying to bang out Led Zeppelin’s raunchy “D’yer Mak’er” on the family piano brought on a sneak attack that knocked Bill off the piano bench. Axl later characterized his stepfather as “a paranoid control freak.”

And he learned to live with it, for as long as he had to. Years later, he would become (unusually) inarticulate when trying to explain what he had been through. “If a kid is getting beaten, and someone offers help, and the kid just fucking goes off . . . a lot of the time the punishment is just compounded. Instead of helping the kid, and trying to break through to him, it was like, ‘No, this is a problem, right now! Do you understand me? ’ But that does not fucking work. Commands like SHUT UP and SIT DOWN are outdated if you are trying to help someone.”

Often Bill lost himself in music. Years later, he wistfully recalled how the melodies and feelings expressed in the songs he liked became like friends when he was a child. “I heard ‘D’yer Mak’er’ [in 1973] and I was hooked,” he said later. “It blew my mind, and after that I was a Led Zeppelin freak. [Referring to Jimmy Page] I thought, How does he write like this? How does he feel like this? I mean, everything around me was religious and strict. This song got into my thoughts and stayed there. It got me into hard rock, big-time. It was like, How does he think like this, you know?”

 
 

Bill was an outsider in school. In the sixth grade at Sunnyside Middle School, he was forced by his parents to wear starched white shirts, buttoned to the neck; black polyester trousers; white socks, black shoes. “I was an outcast, a totally fucking little nerd,” he recalled, “because my parents made me dress weird and forced me to get a bowl haircut. Nobody else looked anything like that. The cool kids thought I was a hick. It was totally fucking embarrassing.” Then there was the religious thing; winning Bible quizzes in a down-market church was decidedly uncool. If Bill tried to change anything about this, like growing his hair a little, or sneaking a cigarette, a whipping would fall on him like a tongue of fire.

Sometimes, when he was bullied and tormented by Dad, he instinctively turned to Mom for help. But she was afraid of her husband and couldn’t help her wild-hearted son. She had her own problems. “I remember watching something horrible happen to my mother when she came to [help] me,” he said, twenty years later. “And I got a lot of violent, abusive thoughts towards women out of watching my mom with this man.

“I was totally brainwashed in a Pentecostal church,” Axl said in 1992, after intensive psychotherapy. “My particular church was filled with self-righteous hypocrites who were child abusers, child molesters. These were people who’d been damaged in their own childhoods and lives. These were people who were finding God, but still living with their damage and inflicting it upon their children. I’m not against churches or religion, but I do believe . . . that most organized religions make a mockery of humanity.”

Yet somehow, out of this repressive childhood came an instinctive realization, a power, a precognition of his future might. Singing all the time, preaching to rapt, perspiring believers, playing piano at his family’s church, Bill Bailey learned how to work an audience, how to handle himself before a crowd, how to manipulate the fervor of the faithful. Pentecostalism already had major rock star affinities. (Little Richard was now a Pentecostal preacher. Soon Al Green would open his own tabernacle.) Ten years later, Axl recalled: “I realized something big—that I could get up there, in front of an audience, and direct  whatever message I wanted to give them—forcefully. It was something I had in me. I could do this, and they would fucking respond! I could sing in front of people!”

But he couldn’t sing in front of his stepfather. One day he was in the back of the car and Barry Manilow’s big hit “Mandy” came on the radio. Bill started to sing along with the song’s catchy, highly suggestive chorus, and Dad turned around and smacked Bill in the mouth for singing that “evil” song. The boy put his tongue to his lip and tasted his own blood.

 
 

In 1974, when he was twelve, Bill Bailey was secretly listening to his little radio under the covers one night. The number-one single was 10cc’s “I’m Not in Love.” Bill loved this ballad with its synthetic effects. When “Benny and the Jets” came on, Bill smiled with pleasure. The song, from Elton John’s Goodbye Yellow Brick Road album, was a faux re-creation of a stadium concert, with ambient baseball-park echo and the unholy roar of an immense crowd of rock fans. Bill Bailey was transfixed by Benny and began having visions of himself onstage in a sold-out Dodger Stadium, before a hundred thousand crazy fans, singing his own songs and enjoying the adulation and power of the supreme preacher of the age, the Rock Star, performing for the largest audiences in history. “That’s when I decided,” he later said, “that I wanted to play a song I was proud of in front of big crowds. The way [‘Benny’] was recorded made me want the stage. It made me think about a concert and being onstage and the way it would sound in a room, things all miked out. . . . Plus it reminded me of the glam scene that was going on around America, and the clubs and bands I would read about in Creem magazine and stuff like that. That’s when I got the [Elton John] piano book, and was trying to learn the songs, and discovered the guy was playing ten fingers of the weirdest chords in the world. Elton’s singing is amazing, and that piano solo can’t be touched. It was a huge influence on me.”




THE WILD BOY OF LAFAYETTE

When it was time for Bill Bailey to rebel against his parents, his church, his school, the whole social order—he did it big. This was in 1976, the era of Frampton Comes Alive and Fleetwood Mac’s new lineup. Stevie Nicks was singing “Rhiannon” on the radio. The Eagles were huge, beckoning America west—“Welcome to the Hotel California”—the way the Beach Boys had a decade earlier. Soft rock was big. So was “Free Bird.” Jimmy Carter, a Georgia peanut farmer, became president after defeating Gerald Ford. The former Georgia governor Carter had been endorsed by the Allman Brothers Band. Democrat spin doctors made sure America knew that Carter and his sons listened to Led Zeppelin on the campaign bus.

On the other side of Lafayette lived Jeffrey Isbell, a quiet music fanatic who played drums. Born in Florida in 1962, he moved to Indiana before starting school. There was Indian blood on his father’s side. They lived “so far out in Bumfuck” that he had to ride his bike to someone’s house for ten miles in any direction, all on gravel roads.

When Jeff’s parents split up, he moved into Lafayette with his mom and brother Joe. He was guided toward music in part by his grandmother, who played in a little group with her friends. He asked for a drum kit when he was thirteen, and the family got one for him. His best friend had some older brothers who were the local hooligans. They rode bikes, got drunk, fought each other like mad dogs. He remembered, “They’d have these bands play at this old farmhouse, with a barn like an airplane hangar. So I’d be hanging out there, getting shit-faced, and when they’d got so drunk they couldn’t play, they’d go, ‘C’mon up here, little kid, and play the drums.’ So that was my first adrenaline rush. Other than that, my life was completely boring.”

Then he met Bill Bailey. On the first day of ninth grade, he was sitting in class and heard a commotion. “I hear this noise going on in front, and then I see these fucking books flying past, and I hear yelling and cursing, and then a scuffle, and then I see him—Axl—and this teacher’s bouncing off the fuckin’ door jamb. And then he was gone, tear-assing down the hall with a whole bunch of teachers running after him.” Jeff (a.k.a. Izzy Stradlin) laughed at the memory. “That was the first time I ever saw him.”

When things calmed down, Bill and Jeff became friends, bonding over music, skateboards, and a caustic distaste for everything Indiana. Izzy recalls: “We were long-haired guys in a high school where you were either a jock or a stoner. We weren’t jocks, so we ended up hanging out together.” To Jeff, three months younger than Bill, Alice Cooper and Zeppelin were cool, but the Rolling Stones were gods, and the slim, dark-haired teenager patterned his look and attitude on the glowering Glimmer Twin, Keith Richards, and also on Keith’s American counterpart, Aerosmith’s Joe Perry. Bill and Jeff both loved Aerosmith, America’s hometown band, a band that kids in Indiana could actually see, unlike dinosaur bands like Zeppelin that lumbered through the big cities only every few years. Aerosmith stayed on the road all the time in the seventies, played hard rock in Stones and Yardbirds mode, and made deep impressions with their albums of the era: Toys in the Attic (1975), Rocks (1976), and Draw the Line (1979).

Bill was heavy into flamboyant Elton John, and knew every track on Elton’s first seven albums because he studied them. To develop his voice, he’d lock himself in the bathroom and sing along with The Eagles Greatest Hits. He and Jeff liked the big English bands of the day: Bowie, T. Rex, Queen (especially Queen II), Electric Light Orchestra (especially Out of the Blue) —Bill saw ELO play in Indianapolis. And they were knowledgeable about second-division UK bands, especially Nazareth and Thin Lizzy, featuring Phil Lynott’s skewed stories and twin guitar attack. They stayed up late on weekend nights to watch the syndicated network TV music shows—In Concert and Rock Concert. Axl: “In Indiana, Lynyrd Skynyrd were considered God to the point that you ended up saying, ‘I hate this fucking band.’” But everyone turned the radio up when “Free Bird” came on.

Then there was AC/DC: raw power from Down Under with a guitar hero who dressed like a schoolboy and a singer whose ghastly scream could saw a tavern bar in half.

So rock fanaticism brought two dissimilar personalities together. Bill was hot-tempered, restless, random, trouble-prone. Jeff was cool, reserved, sarcastic, organized, with an unshakable conviction and a steely determination that he was born to be in a band. All through high school they played together in garage bands. At first Jeff played drums and Bill sang and played piano. Then Bill moved to bass and Jeff sang. Later Jeff played bass and Axl sang. But there were no gigs for them, no place to play unless they could talk someone into renting a hall and throwing a dance. The local bars featured only country groups or cover bands—“which we hated at the time,” Izzy recalled. “When you’re sixteen, you hate everything you see when you live out there.”

Axl said it wasn’t much of a band: “We’d do one gig in, like, six months.”

Bill managed to keep up his piano lessons. “But I really only played my lesson on the day of the lesson,” he remembered. “The rest of the time I’d just sit at the piano and make up stuff. To this day, I still can’t play other people’s songs.” On the day of his piano lesson, he always detoured into a nearby pharmacy, where he sneaked a peek at his favorite magazine, OUI, an edgier version of its sister monthly  Playboy. OUI’s younger centerfolds attracted younger “readers.”

When he was fifteen, Bill Bailey started to vent his anger and act out his frustrations by getting in some serious trouble. His juvenile records are sealed, but he began to get arrested for petty crimes like possession of alcohol, loitering, or just mouthing off to the cops whose job it was to keep Lafayette’s bored, unruly teenagers off the streets. After two years in high school, he’d been busted at least four times and was hated by the local cops, who thought he was crazy. They even arrested him for drinking in his own family’s backyard. There were a couple of detectives who really hated him for his drunken personal insults as well as his general attitude of total disrespect. Once, while being arrested in someone else’s car, Bill asked them when they were going to stop harassing him, and they told him they would leave him alone after they’d run his sorry ass out of town.

“I was one of the craziest of my friends,” he said years later, “but also one of the smartest, so the cops figured I was the ringleader. The first time I got drunk I was sixteen. I was with these three guys, and I had never smoked pot or taken any drugs before. We bought a case of beer, we bought ten joints, and I bought forty Valiums—10 mg. Valiums for five dollars apiece. I ate ten of ’em, drank a bunch of beers, and we smoked all these joints. Then we went to this rock concert downtown, at the Morris Theater, where Roadmaster was playing. They were like the biggest local band we had.

“At the theater I was acting up, and this girl goes, ‘You are just too fucked up.’ So I tore up her ticket and threw it at her. Then I went over to the front of city hall and directed traffic for a while. Then I threw a beer at this fucking cop, so my friend grabbed me and put a different jacket on me and snuck me back into the concert.

“It was packed. I walked in and tripped over another friend, who was passed out in the aisle. Then this other guy stands up, looks at me, and says, ‘What the hell are you looking at?’ He was this big ugly guy so I hit him as hard as I could. I saw his teeth go down his throat, so I ran.”

But the night was still young. “I fell out the window of a two-story building and broke my hand. I broke into an insane asylum, broke in one side and out the other because I couldn’t figure out how to get around this building. I wrecked a bicycle that had no brakes under a train. Then my friend Paul found me and put me in his car, and then I went flying over another car, and then my friend’s dad came running out of the house from across the street. He wanted to shoot my other friend because he thought somebody was out to kill me. It was a very exciting night. In fact, I went and got drunk the next day just to forget about it.”

“Axl was a serious lunatic when I met him,” Izzy said, years later. “He was just fuckin’ really bent on fighting, and destroying things. Somebody would look at him wrong, and he’d start a fight. And you think about Lafayette, man, there’s like fuck all to do. . . . If it wasn’t for the band, I just hate to think what he’d have done.”

 
 

Punk rock hit Middle America in 1977 with seismic fury. The records didn’t sell all that much, but the culture did wonders for negative teen spirit. The Sex Pistols’ Never Mind the Bollocks, with its screaming guitar attack and anarchist snarl, was huge. The Clash were next, along with Generation X, Subway Sect, and the Slits. The Ramones blasted out of New York and played in Indianapolis. Bill and Jeff got cassettes of the Ramones’ first two albums and spent hours learning the easy, three-chord songs. Also that year, the group Boston set a historic sales record for a band’s first album. “More Than a Feeling” was on the radio constantly. Bill loved the album and learned most of the songs.

Jeff Isbell hated Indiana and wanted out. He wanted to go to Los Angeles and start a band. It was all he could think about. Bill Bailey was supportive. He told Jeff that the band they would have together would someday break Boston’s sales record by many millions of albums. He could see it, almost touch it, this golden destiny in the West. He had a recurring dream of living in a big house in California with a view of the blue sea, whose walls were covered by framed gold and platinum albums.

Meanwhile they were still in high school, and it was the usual nightmare. Bill Bailey sang in the chorus, and they did Handel’s Messiah at Christmas. The school was fanatically anti-punk. Everybody loved the Rolling Stones until one night in 1978 when the Stones were playing on NBC’s Saturday Night Live, promoting Some Girls, with the whole country watching. Insanely, lewdly, years after the glam vibe had peaked, Mick Jagger tongued Ron Wood’s face during “Shattered.” Suddenly, the Rolling Stones were branded as gay in the high schools, and everyone who still liked the Stones was a fag.

 
 

Things started to go really badly for Bill Bailey when he was sixteen. He was going through his mother’s drawers one day and came upon some old papers. His mom’s high school diploma had a different name on it from her maiden name. Insurance papers described him as not the son of his dad, Stephen Bailey, but of someone named William Rose. He read in these papers that his real name was William Bruce Rose.

He confronted his mother, and she told him the truth—or at least some of it. When his dad came home from work, they had a meeting of sorts. His parents told Bill that his real father had hurt his mother and was no good. And they just didn’t want to talk about him—ever. Bill asked where his real father was, and was told that they didn’t know, and didn’t want to know. Bill was getting the idea that something terrible had happened with this guy, and was in effect told that, yes, something very bad had happened, but they wouldn’t tell him about it. Bill noticed his mother’s eyes would grow black with fury whenever he mentioned his real father.

He went to his relatives, his uncles, but no one would tell him anything except that Bill Rose was a bad actor, a troublemaker, and was more than likely dead. If he tried to say something at home, they told him, “Your real father does not get brought up.”

All the same, Bill Bailey changed his name. He told friends that from now on, he wanted to be called W. Rose. For a while he wanted to be called Babe. One of the short-lived local bands he’d sung with was called AXL, which then became his moniker. When the band broke up, he kept using the name, and styled himself “W. Axl Rose.”

Bill’s mood swings became more violent and uncontrolled, and some of the kids in school were afraid of him. Some of the Lafayette cops were afraid of him. A psychiatrist noted Bill’s high IQ and decided his behavior indicated intermittent psychosis. His arrest record grew longer, and his grades dropped way down. Then, toward the end of his junior year, in 1978, he dropped out of high school. He set up his own little school at home. He moved a piano into his room so he could practice in private. He filled his room with art supplies, which in turn attracted friends who came over after school to draw and paint and listen to music. His parents wanted him to go back, but he refused. He was often seen reading in the public library on school mornings, buried in a book for as long as his limited attention span allowed. “Basically,” he said later, “I started to put myself through Axl’s school of subjects that I wanted to learn about.”

Those few people who knew him well thought Bill Bailey was actually a pretty good kid at heart. Monique Gregory, one of his friends from that era, provides a snapshot of Axl’s dropped-out life: “[We liked] Axl’s bedroom because he just had mattresses sitting around and drawing pads and his piano, so you could get really artistic in there. He practiced his piano a lot, just sat down and played the most beautiful things, especially a lot of Elton John. His creative side was just so intense, it grounded the little group of people that gathered around him.”

The following September, he tried to return for his senior year. But after some fights and another arrest, everyone agreed that he leave Jefferson High and try something else. Everyone suggested that Bill “get some help,” but it is unknown whether he received any significant professional counseling in this period.

Jeff Isbell, meanwhile, kept his grades up and graduated from high school in June 1979—the only original member of Guns N’ Roses with a diploma. He kept hanging out with Bill Bailey, rehearsing “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” ad nauseam. They studied the new bands, especially Cheap Trick and Van Halen, and Jeff kept talking with Axl about being in a band together someday.

True to his word, sometime late that summer, Jeff Isbell packed his guitar, his drum kit, a guitar amplifier, and his clothes into an old car and left Lafayette, headed for Los Angeles to be a rock star. (It would take eight years to make this happen, but Jeff did it.) Bill Bailey would have waved good-bye to his friend, but he was spending the summer in the county jail. He didn’t trust the public defenders, and his family was fed up and wouldn’t pay for an attorney. He’d tried to plead on his own behalf, but the judge had seen enough of Bill Bailey and locked him up. When Jeff Isbell lit out for the territory, Bill was doing three months in jail because he didn’t have the money to pay his fines.

Later, in 1986, when he was just starting to make his mark in the world, W. Axl Rose summed up these turbulent years:

“You know, I grew up in a place where I got sick of being made fun of by straights. I had real long hair. I got kicked out of my house when I was sixteen because my dad was real strict and I wouldn’t cut my hair. Then they called me a drug addict, when I was actually running cross-country and completely into living healthy. So I left home, got into beer, drugs, and went to jail about twenty fucking times, and five of those times I was guilty of what they busted me for—disturbing the peace. The other times were for the simple fucking reason that the cops fucking hated me. But I always kept my hair long. When I went back to high school, where I knew that certain people had had respect for me—some of the athletes and student council types—and suddenly, they didn’t! They thought I was a fuckin’ hippie! But I wasn’t really friendly with the hippies because I liked all kinds of music. If you thought Devo or the Sex Pistols were good, you were a punk rocker. If you liked Bowie or the Stones, you were a fag. So now, to them, I was now a hippie punk faggot, you know? All at the same time.”




SLASH’S BIG AWAKENING

While Axl and Izzy were enduring excruciating adolescence in Indiana, Slash and Steven Adler were hanging out in actual Hollywood and dreaming of what they instinctively foresaw as certain stardom for themselves and their future band.

They were three years younger than the Indiana boys, both born in 1965. Steven, born in Cleveland, came to Los Angeles from Ohio with his family when he was a baby. Slash was born Saul Hudson in England, in Stoke-on-Trent, one of the Staffordshire “Potteries.” His parents were both artists. Tony Hudson was English and Jewish, a talented art director who specialized in album design. His mother, Ola Oliver, was a black American costume designer who worked in the theater and in the rock world. When the Hudsons moved to L.A., they settled in the musical haven of Laurel Canyon, in the hills above Hollywood, and pursued their careers. Tony Hudson designed platinum-selling album jackets for artists like Neil Young. His most famous album design, Joni Mitchell’s Court and Spark (1974), was for their Lookout Mountain Road neighbor David Geffen’s record label, Asylum Records. (David Geffen once babysat for tiny Saul as a favor to his parents. Twenty-five years later, when Guns N’ Roses was the baddest band in the world, Geffen joked to his executives that he had diapered the reptilian Slash when he was a baby.)

Ola worked with major black seventies rock stars like Chaka Khan and Diana Ross, as well as touring groups like the Pointer Sisters. She made stage clothes for Ringo Starr and Carly Simon. Big rock stars like Ron Wood and Iggy Pop were always in and out of the Hudson household. Drink and drugs were a normal part of the family’s diet. Young Saul showed early artistic flair and could draw as soon as he could pick up a pencil. As a child, he contributed animal drawings to an unpublished book of neighbor Joni Mitchell’s verse called The Bestiary. (Mitchell was living in David Geffen’s house in this period.) Saul was fascinated by dinosaurs and snakes and liked to draw the small lizards that had been living in the hills above Hollywood for millions of years.

In 1975, Ola started working on the costumes for David Bowie’s sci-fi movie The Man Who Fell to Earth. The Hudsons split up around then, and Saul’s mom began dating Bowie, who was in his blatant coke-freak “Thin White Duke” persona. Slash remembered: “She was making all his clothes, and I fucking hated it, because he took the place of my dad. It was still the age of free love, and you didn’t say no. I was sort of young, but this still was weird. [Bowie] had this little white Mercedes, and this huge fuckin’ house up in Bel Air that he rented while he was in L.A. His wife was there too, with their son Zowie, and I’d have to hang out with them. They’d take me up there, and I’d think: What the fuck is this? Why does he have such a big house?  All the to-do he would put into everything . . . It was just fucking ridiculous.”

 
 

So Saul Hudson grew up in a louche Hollywood milieu that prepared him for a later life with an alternate persona, someone called “Slash.” “I grew up in a kind of rebellious hippie household,” he said later, “and I was given a lot of freedom as a kid. Like my parents were always telling each other to ‘fuck off,’ which is an English thing; so when I started saying it, ‘fuck off,’ when I was, like, seven or eight, people thought it was funny.

“My parents were always supportive of me, whatever I did,” he recalled. “And I really love them for that.”

Slash got his nickname from the renowned character actor Seymour Cassell. “I was friends with his kids, and he used to call me ‘Slash,’ because I was an aspiring guitar player, always hustling, never stopping to hang out. To him, it looked like I was always in a hurry, so he started calling me that, and it stuck.”

With lots of parental love but little actual supervision, Slash was one of the semi-feral lost boys of Hollywood, sometimes staying out all night, sometimes hustling Quaaludes or scalping tickets to club shows, or just hanging out in the parking lot of the Rainbow Bar and Grill on the Sunset Strip, waiting to see who came out and what happened when the club closed at two in the morning. And there were serious sightings, since the Rainbow was the Hollywood “local” of visiting English rockers: members of Zeppelin and their teenage groupies; the Stones and their girlfriends; Elton and his gay entourage; Slade; the Sweet; Judas Priest.

Slash’s grandmother, also named Ola, was the anchor of his childhood. A serious lady who could curse like Richard Pryor when provoked, she kept an eye on Saul, and even gave him his first guitar. “I used to fuck up around the house, and she’d chase me around the couch. She’d freak out when I played ‘Black Dog’ really loud.” But this no-nonsense woman was extremely loving and supportive of her grandson, and provided the kind of backbone and background that he would need to survive on the streets of Los Angeles a decade later.

He later mused that he was lucky to have grown up in such an absurdly self-indulgent and ego-driven world. “I watched all this heavy shit go down, all the time. I watched people go down. And I learned from it.”

Slash claims that he started drinking when he was about twelve. “I like being drunk,” he explained in 1990. “It helps me. It brings me out of my shell. It’s a habit I picked up when I was twelve years old.” His father, he added, was a heavy drinker. “I had total freedom, all the time,” he said. “I used to not come home for weeks.”

Up to that point, he’d been unpopular at school. “I had really long hair, and the schools I went to were filled with the kids of bankers and real estate agents. [One exception was Lenny Kravitz, who went to grade school with Slash.] So I was just too weird, had a different background,and never really fitted in,” he recalled. “But when I was thirteen I just thought, fuck it, and didn’t care about it any more. Then all of a sudden I started becoming popular because I was playing the guitar. It was really strange. All the kids around me changed. Then I stopped even caring because I was into hanging out by myself and practicing guitar.”

 
 

One day in 1977, Slash was racing his BMX bike with some other kids at Bancroft Junior High in Hollywood. There was another kid there, on a skateboard, who was busting moves to impress the girls who were watching. But he lost control and smashed his head on the way down. Slash walked over to see if the kid was OK. This was Steven Adler.

They both went to Bancroft but didn’t really know each other. However, both were heavy into music and liked some of the same bands (Steven liked KISS, Slash didn’t), especially local gods Van Halen, still playing high schools and beach piers in 1977. Steven took Slash to his house on North Hayworth Avenue. He showed Slash his electric guitar and plugged into this little amp. Slash remembers: “He just plugged in and turned all the way up and banged on it—real loud. I was fuckin’ just fascinated by it.”

Steven Adler was a very Hollywood, very seventies, very post-hippie type of kid: funny, relaxed, happy-go-lucky; an innocent-looking simpleton who walked to eighth grade in the morning, smoking a joint. (“The first time I got wasted, I was eight years old. I smoked some pot in my grandmother’s bathroom.”) With his wooly blond curls, saucy strut, and vacant blue eyes, he was very attractive to the local gay predators. Steven told an interviewer, “When I was twelve, thirteen years old, I was living in Hollywood, off Santa Monica Boulevard and Fairfax. And Santa Monica Boulevard was a very gay neighborhood . . . where guys pick up guys for, like, sex . . . So Slash lived on Sweetzer and I lived on North Hayworth, and there were a couple times that I was on my way over there, walking down the street, and I got a blow job from some guy. I was, like, thirteen years old. I used to walk around with a fucking hard-on, you know, twenty-four hours a day. I was, like, a teenager . . . and your girlfriends aren’t doing it yet . . . and so I was partying with somebody, and I got a blow job. I was thirteen. What? I’m the only one?”

 
 

One night Slash sneaked out of the house to sell Quaaludes outside the Starwood nightclub, and then later he ended up on Hollywood Boulevard, an all-night sleaze bazaar of peep shows, porn shops, liquor stores, hustlers, and whores. It was deep Hollywood, but very alive, and drew the down-and-out from all over, and those who loved them. “I was walking by this hamburger stand at, like, three in the morning. A small crowd had gathered, and there was this crazy fucking guy, on acid or something, who’d decided that he’d fucking had enough, and he was going to beat someone up. He went after the wrong guy, I guess, because he got knifed, right in front of me, and then he was, like, laid out on the fucking sidewalk, man.” He smiled at the memory. “And I’ve been on Hollywood Boulevard ever since.”

 
 

When Slash was thirteen, he experienced what he later called his “Big Awakening.”

“I’d been trying to get into this older girl’s pants for a while, and she finally let me come over to her house. We hung out, smoked some pot, and listened to Aerosmith’s Rocks. It hit me like a ton of fucking bricks. I sat there listening to it, over and over, and then totally blew off this girl, who was annoyed. I remember riding my bike back to my grandma’s house, somehow knowing that my life had changed. It was one of those moments that brought clarity. Now, maybe for the first time, I passionately identified with something.”

According to Slash, he discovered what would become his signature sound by listening to Aerosmith’s two guitarists, Joe Perry and Brad Whitford, the reigning American masters of the guitar style known as “flash.” Flash guitar was pioneered in England by the Yardbirds and The Who, in 1965. Flash was explosive musical energy, released as a blast of white sonic heat. It was feedback and drone with R&B overdrive. Flash was a way of holding the guitar, usually low-slung, and moving with it, acting out the raw power of the music: Jeff Beck playing his guitar behind his neck, Jimmy Page’s gunfighter boogie. It was Jimi Hendrix setting his Les Paul on fire.

Slash went to Tower Records on Sunset and expertly shoplifted a cassette of Rocks. “The key to Rocks is the first two songs: ‘Back in the Saddle’ and ‘Last Child.’ That combination basically ripped my head off.” (But the song he actually liked most was “Nobody’s Fault.”) “Aerosmith had this very intense vibe—aggressive, drugged-out, psychotic— but at the same they had a Stones-y blues thing going on. There was just nothing cooler than Aerosmith coming out of America at that point.”

In late summer 1978, Slash went to see Aerosmith play at a nearby festival, with Van Halen and Ted Nugent opening. “They [Aerosmith] were incredibly loud, and I barely recognized a note, but it was still the most bitchin’ thing I’d ever seen. I totally identified with Joe Perry’s image, both visually and sound-wise. He was streamlined, in a way that reminded me of Keith Richards. He always looked completely fuckin’ wasted, and had this ‘careless’ guitar style that was really cool. But I was also into Brad Whitford’s guitar solos, and eventually [Whitford] had a more direct influence on the way I play than anybody realizes. And anyone who sings needs to be exposed to Steven Tyler.

“Classic Aerosmith—they were our teenage heroes. I grew up on the Stones, Dylan, the Kinks, Zeppelin, but when I discovered this one Aerosmith record, I related to it on a different level. The decadence, the sloppy guitars, the huge drums, the screaming . . . The whole of it did something to me. They were the template for what I do . . . as well as most other bands that came after us—Soundgarden, Alice in Chains, Nirvana, Pearl Jam. We all owe a serious debt to Aerosmith.”

The next time Slash shoplifted cassette tapes from Tower Records, the security guard stopped him at the door. They took him upstairs to the office, which had a one-way mirror overlooking the selling floor. They searched his jeans and found the tapes. He told them he just forgot to pay. OK, they said, pay now and you can go. He had no money. They threatened to call the police. Then they told him to call home so his parents could come and pay for the tape. He called home, and his mom—who often shopped at the store and was known to the staff—arrived and paid for the tapes. The manager told her that her son was banned from Tower Records—a serious indignity in West Hollywood.

 
 

In 1978 the Pasadena band Van Halen released their first album. They had been playing (as Mammoth) since 1974 but came alive only after hiring singer David Lee Roth (who had actually failed his first audition with the group). But Roth had his own PA, so they eventually let him into the band, which he renamed after the Van Halen brothers, because it sounded cool. The Van Halen debut album was a sensational, hard-rocking bitch slap against punk rock, with Eddie Van Halen acquiring immediate and awesome street cred for deploying the most innovative arsenal of guitar techniques to appear on the scene since Jimi Hendrix. Van Halen helped develop string-tapping and shredding—the speedy, hypertechnical picking style that injected a shot of meth into heavy metal and which millions of would-be guitar gods would soon start slaving to master. Eddie’s technical genius and musical chops, plus Roth’s hearty vocals, athletic showmanship, and long blond locks established Van Halen almost overnight as Hollywood’s top-dog band and America’s latest response to the mighty Zeppelin (which, unknown to all, had already played its last American shows). Van Halen ruled the Strip as Slash was growing up, and Eddie Van Halen had an incalculable influence over him, as he had over every young guitarist in the country for the next ten years.

 
 

Stevie Adler switched to drums around the time he and Slash started ninth grade at Fairfax High in Hollywood. (They also cut their wrists and rubbed them together, according to Adler, becoming “blood brothers.”) With so many show business families living nearby, the school was bursting with talented kids, and the two pals quickly joined one of the school’s two rock and roll bands. (The other starred super-talented guitarist Tracy Ulrich—the future Tracii Guns.) But Slash and Stevie mostly cut school and hung out, smoked dope, did poppers, jammed all the time, and actively talked themselves into the total assurance that they and their band were destined to be major rock stars when they grew up.

“I always knew it, since I was ten years old,” Adler said—thirty years later. “Me and Slash grew up with each other. We’ve known each other since we were eleven years old! I gave him his first guitar, and showed him his first chords. The whole Guns N’ Roses trip—that was our dream that we dreamed. We ditched school every fuckin’ day, and all we did was talk about putting a real rock and roll band together. The best fucking band anyone had ever heard. Make a record. Travel around the world. Fuck all the girls we can.

“What still fucking kills me is that our dream came true! But there was never a doubt that we weren’t going to do it, or that it wasn’t going to happen.”

Steven Adler dropped out of Fairfax High in the tenth grade. Slash stayed until his junior year, then just stopped going. Slash began playing in a band called Tidus Sloan. It was 1982, and the fugitive W. Axl Rose was on his way to Hollywood, waiting to be born.




THE HISTORY OF SUNSET STRIP

The old Chevy Impala carrying Jeff Isbell, the future Izzy Stradlin, somehow made it across half of America to Los Angeles, and within three days resourceful Jeff was in a band with a paying gig. Usually, for most musicians arriving in Hollywood in obsessive pursuit of their silk scarf fantasies, this kind of progress took much longer, or never happened at all. First you settled in somewhere, usually a cheap motel. Needing to make connections, you checked out the bulletin boards at the Guitar Center or Tower Records. You perused the classified ads in  Music Connection and The Recycler. You hung around The Troubadour, the fabled music club on Santa Monica Boulevard. Most of all, after midnight, you made the scene on the legendary Sunset Strip, still Hollywood’s nighttime playground after fifty years.

The Strip had been American rock and roll’s HQ since 1964, when two reputedly “connected” guys from Chicago opened the Whisky a Go Go in an old bank building at Sunset and Clark. Until then, the Strip’s former Old Hollywood and fifties/Ratpack glamour had faded after Frank Sinatra and his cronies moved their acts to Las Vegas’s casino lounges. The Whisky, patterned on sophisticated Parisian discotheques of the early sixties, where adults danced to pop songs, was an instant sensation when house band Johnny Rivers—stolen from Gazzari’s nightclub just up the street—began to have hit records. Swingers packed the place. Steve McQueen had his own booth. So did Warren Beatty and other New Hollywood stars. John Lennon and Paul McCartney hung out at the Whisky with Jayne Mansfield. It was the hottest nightclub in America, and spawned dozens of other clubs along Sunset Boulevard, which needed new bands to fill them. The Byrds exploded on the Strip in 1965, followed by Sonny and Cher, The Mamas and the Papas, the Doors, Buffalo Springfield, and literally hundreds of other bands. On weekend nights, younger kids poured onto the Strip from the upscale suburbs and the San Fernando Valley. They hung out ten deep on the sidewalk and spilled into the road, annoying the sheriff’s deputies and creating a whiff of antiauthoritarian tension. There were so many kids—barefoot girls blowing bubbles, long-haired guys with guitars—that people had a hard time getting from one club to another. You couldn’t drive west on Sunset at night because it was too jammed. A week of riots erupted in 1966 over cop harassment, one of the first instances of sixties kids defending themselves against the police in the streets. Hollywood smelled tear gas for the first time. The whole scene was sexy, exhibitionist, and volatile. Featured in magazines and broadcast on television, the new Sunset Strip set the tone for youth entertainment for the rest of the country, and began to draw ambitious young musicians from all over.

The Rainbow Bar and Grill opened up the street from the Whisky and was soon a clubhouse for visiting rock stars. A few doors away, one of the old clubs reopened as the Roxy Theater, which became, along with the Troubadour, the premier band showcase in L.A. Now the folk rock hippies of the sixties gave way to the hard-rocking neon angels of the seventies—underdressed, amoral glitter kids in spandex, stacked heels, and big hair. The organic scent of reefer was replaced by the acrid odor of cocaine. The punks brought heroin into the scene a few years later. The Whisky and other clubs survived the punk slump in the late seventies by booking new bands, often on a “pay to play” basis, in which the band hired the club to book them and were paid with the door receipts. Now it was up to young musicians to lure an audience. Unsigned bands learned to promote themselves with street buzz and “flyering”—creating eye-catching photocopied leaflets—which became just as important to new bands as rehearsing and looking ultra-cool.

The Strip saw it all come and go. Country rock, glam, Rodney’s English Disco, reggae, disco, punk, new wave, the Runaways, power pop, heavy metal. When Izzy and then Axl arrived from Indiana in the early eighties, the Strip was at the beginning of another upward thrust that, by the end of the decade, saw its hair metal energy assume a huge slice of not just the counterculture, but mainstream American culture as well. Not since the eighties has there been another era when so much of the mass market share—how kids looked, what they saw on TV, what they heard on the radio, what they bought in the record stores, what they read in magazines—derived from one specific street.

 
 

When Izzy got to town, the serious L.A. punk bands—Black Flag, X, the Blasters, Social Distortion, Fear—were still dominant. On his third day in town, he made a connection with some guys, went to see them, had a play, and was hired. “Since I had a car and a drum kit, I was an asset.” The next gig was that weekend in a warehouse loft in L.A’s then deserted downtown. “We’re getting ready to go on,” Izzy recalled, “and the rest of the band show up—completely in drag. I mean, lipstick, mascara, pink spandex tights, high heels. This was my band, but they’d forgot to tell me there was like a motif, you know?”

Izzy shrugged and took the stage in his Keef-looking outfit of white shirt, dark vest, cool scarf, cloth cap, his guitar slung low. “And it was like, slam music. BAM BAM BAM BAM. We made it through about three songs” before the local skinheads and Fear fans charged the stage and started spitting on the band. It was a punk chaos of curses, chairs, and bottles flying through the smoky air. Someone cut the lights. Someone called the cops. The bass drum got kicked in by a linebacker in Doc Martens. Izzy: “I stepped back and saw they were beating the living fuck out of the band. I grabbed a cymbal stand, took a few swings, and slipped out the back door.

“That kind of broke me into the way things were out here.” It was simple: If you were in a band, you were at war. It was cutthroat competition, dog eat dog, with no quarter asked or given. Other bands would kill you if they could—or at least send you packing with your tail between your legs, back to the nowhere from which you’d arrived. “After that, I had no problems with how anyone looked or sounded, or if they didn’t like you. So I guess it was a good way to break the ice.”




ONE IN A MILLION 

Back in Indiana, Bill Bailey was restless. His family wanted him to finish high school, go to college. Everyone said Bill had such a good mind. His friends knew he was too big for Lafayette; some of them urged him to leave and find himself. But Bill Bailey wasn’t ready to go just yet. He and a friend hitched to New York and back. He often hung out at Arni’s, his fave pizzeria, on Elmwood Avenue. (Arni’s upstairs seating area was called the “Toys in the Attic Room,” in homage to Aerosmith.) Bill got himself arrested some more, mostly for petty crimes, but now the Lafayette cops were really out to get him.

“Once this girl picked me up in her mom’s car. She was sixteen, maybe seventeen, and her mom reported the car stolen.” The mother was horrified when someone called and said they’d seen her daughter in a car with Bill Bailey. The police stopped the car in West Lafayette, near Purdue. Axl was driving. “They tried to get me for grand theft auto, contributing to the delinquency of a minor, statutory rape—and I never even touched this girl. After they filed charges against me, I went over to her house and we had a little party. I left town after that.”

This was late in 1979. Axl decided to hitchhike to Los Angeles and try to find Izzy. Izzy’s mom told him that she didn’t have a phone number for her son, who had purposefully dropped out of touch with his family. Axl thought he could probably find Izzy on his own, since he had a postcard Izzy had sent him from L.A. with a return address in Hollywood. He stuffed his backpack with a change of clothes and some cassettes, and put his thumb out on the entrance ramp to I-65. The first guy that picked him up took him up to Chicago and then all the way to St. Louis.

Axl remembers this with horror: “My first ride—this guy—told me I could crash on the floor of his hotel room. I was like, nineteen years old, very naïve, and very tired. So I basically passed out, but I woke up a couple of hours later with this guy trying to rape me.” Axl shoved the man away, and he fell to the floor. As he got up, Axl reached into his backpack and grabbed his straight razor. “He came at me again. I went running for the door. He caught up with me, and I pinned him between the door and the wall.” Axl held the razor up to the guy’s face and hissed, “Don’t ever touch me. Don’t ever think about touching me. Don’t touch yourself and think about touching me. Nothing.” The man ran out the door, leaving a badly shaken Axl to himself. “I’d almost killed this man, I was so frightened. I felt so violated. [Back then] I didn’t know that I felt so violated because of what had happened to me in my childhood, and what I had pretty much buried—and didn’t even remember.”

Axl grabbed his stuff and fled into the night, sleepless, with no place to go, in the middle of nowhere, somewhere outside St. Louis. Shivering in the cold wind as the sun came up over the river, he stuck his thumb out and kept heading west.

He got to L.A. eventually, and was dropped off near the downtown bus station late at night, where Axl—this slender, red-headed kid in cowboy boots and very long hair—was confronted by a midnight carnival of sleaze. A boom box was blasting “The Message” by Grand-master Flash and the Furious Five: It’s like a jungle sometimes / It makes me wonder / How I keep from going under.

“I’d never been in a city this big before. Black people kept coming up to me, trying to sell me joints and stuff. I saw this huge black dude with a fucking Bowie knife take a boom box off this Chinese guy.” He looked around. The sidewalk was thick with hookers, beggars, dope dealers—most of them black. People were shouting in Spanish, in Chinese. Latinos jostled him off the sidewalk by an all-night burrito stand. He tried to orient himself, get directions, but couldn’t get a straight answer from anyone. “When I finally sat down, after walking in circles for three hours, the cops came by and told me to get off the streets. The cops down there have seen so much slime that they figured that if you had long hair, you’re probably slime too.”

Finally, someone took pity on the kid. “I was fortunate enough to have this black dude help me find my way. He guided me to the RTD station and showed me what bus to take. He wasn’t after my money or anything. It was more like, ‘Here’s this new kid in town, and it looks like he might get in trouble down here. Let me help him get on his way.’ You could kind of say that he was—one in a million.”

Axl searched for a week but couldn’t find Izzy anywhere. When his money ran out, he hitched back to Lafayette. (Izzy later remarked: “He just had no fucking idea how big this place was.”)

Bill Bailey kept working at music with his friend Paul Huge. Together they wrote a stupid, misogynist punk song called “Back Off Bitch.” Axl somehow thought it was a cool song he could take with him to Los Angeles, when he moved there for good.

Axl turned eighteen in February 1980. After that his police records indicate numerous arrests and at least ten days in the county jail for criminal trespass, public intoxication, vagrancy, assault and battery, marijuana possession, car theft. So Bill kept leaving town for short periods in L.A., where he kept searching for Izzy wherever young musicians hung out: Canter’s Deli on Fairfax; Tower Records on Sunset; Ben Frank’s coffee shop. Sometimes, in the parking lot behind the Rainbow at two in the morning, he would hear things like: “Izzy from Indiana? He left an hour ago.” Or, outside the Cathouse, where the white-hot Mötley Crüe was packing ’em in: “Izzy? Yeah man, he was here last night. We couldn’t get in, so we hung out on the sidewalk.”

Finally, in April 1980, on a rainy Easter Sunday morning, groggy Jeff Isbell woke up to a persistent knocking on the door of his little apartment. He had just gone to sleep, having played drums all night in a band called the Atoms. When he opened the door, Bill Bailey was standing there, dripping wet in cowboy boots, having walked for miles in the rain, carrying nothing but his soggy backpack. “Uh, well, Izzy,” Axl said, smiling. “I’ve only been looking for you at least a fucking month.”

Axl Rose said later that over the next two years he made eight round-trips between Indiana and Los Angeles, usually on a bus. What he later described as “very bad experiences with homosexuals” led him to avoid hitching if he had the money to ride the bus. On one of these long-haul rides, he heard some music in his head, some piano chords vaguely related to an old Elton John song, and wrote down the approximate notation in the notebook he was carrying. This Greyhound revelation was the beginning of the epochal late GN’R ballad “November Rain.”

Finally, sometime in early 1982, things came to a head for Axl in Lafayette. “Me and my friends were always in trouble. Fuck, man, we’d get in trouble just for fun. There was nothing else, for kids like us. But with me, it finally reached a point where I just realized that I was going to end up in fucking prison, because I just kept fucking with the system.”

During the summer of 1982, Axl said: “This guy and I got into a fight. I hit him, and he pressed charges. Later we got friendly, and he tried to drop the charges, but the state [attorney] wouldn’t let him do it.”

These assault and battery charges were eventually dropped, “so they tried other charges. They tried everything! Once you’ve pissed off a detective, it’s like a fucking vengeance rap back there [in Indiana]. I’d already spent three months in jail, so now they were trying to brand me as a habitual criminal, which could mean, like, life in prison.” A public defender eventually managed to get the assault charges dismissed, but ancillary charges against Bill Bailey were pending, so the judge decided to keep him out on bail.

But then Axl skipped town, forfeited his bail, and lit out for the territory—a great American tradition. “I left town, and came to California,” he recalled. “They ordered me not to leave, but I left anyway. My lawyer [eventually] took care of it. I didn’t go back to Indiana for a  long time.”

So W. Axl Rose went on the lam. Even years later, even at the height of Guns N’ Roses’ greatest success, whenever Axl Rose returned to Lafayette to see family and friends, he kept a low profile and carefully avoided any contact with the police in his hometown.
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