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Stoked

I was born on July 23, 1965, in Stoke-on-Trent, England, the town where
Lemmy Kilmister of Motérhead was born twenty years before me. It was the
year rock and roll as we know it became greater than the sum of its parts; the
year a few isolated bands changed pop music forever. The Beatles released
Rubber Soul that year and the Stones released Rolling Stones No. 2, the best of
their collections of blues covers. There was a creative revolution afoot that has
never been equaled and I’m proud to be a by-product of it.

My mom is an African American and my dad is English and white. They
met in Paris in the sixties, fell in love, and had me. Their brand of interracial
intercontinental communion wasn’t the norm; and neither was their boundless
creativity. I thank them for being who they are. They exposed me to
environments so rich and colorful and unique that what I experienced even while
very young made a permanent impression on me. My parents treated me as an
equal as soon as I could stand. And they taught me, on the fly, how to deal with
whatever came my way in the only type of life I’ve ever known.



Tony Hudson and his sons, 1972. Slash looks exactly like his son London here.

My mom, Ola, was seventeen and my dad, Anthony (“Tony”), was twenty

when they met. He was born a painter, and like painters historically do, he left
his stuffy hometown to find himself in Paris. My mom was precocious and
exuberant, young and beautiful; she’d left Los Angeles to see the world and
make connections in fashion. When their journeys intersected they fell in love,
then got married in England. And then I came along and they set about creating
their life together.

My mom'’s career as a costume designer started around 1966, and over the
course of it, her clients included Flip Wilson, Ringo Starr, and John Lennon. She
also worked for the Pointer Sisters, Helen Reddy, Linda Ronstadt, and James
Taylor. Sylvester was one of her clients, too. He is no longer with us, but he was
once a disco artist who was like the gay Sly Stone. He had a great voice and he
was a supergood person in my eyes; he gave me a black-and-white rat that I
named Mickey. Mickey was a badass. He never flinched when I fed rats to my
snakes. He survived a fall from my bedroom window after he was tossed out by
my younger brother, and was no worse for the wear when he showed up at our
back door three days later. Mickey also survived the accidental removal of a
section of his tail when the inner chassis of our sofa bed cut it off, as well as
close to a year without food or water. We left him behind by mistake in an
apartment that we used as storage space, and when we eventually popped in to
pick up some boxes, Mickey came up to me congenially as if I’d been gone only
a day, as if to say, “Hey! Where you been?”

Mickey was one of my more memorable pets. There have been many, from
mv mountain lion. Curtis. to the hundreds of snakes I've raised. Basicallv I am a



than to most of the humans I’ve known. Those animals and I share a point of
view that most people forget: at the end of the day life is about survival. Once
that lesson is learned, earning the trust of an animal that might eat you in the
wild is a defining and rewarding experience.

SOON AFTER I WAS BORN, MY MOTHER returned to L.A. to expand her business and
to lay the financial foundation our family was built upon. My dad raised me in
England at his parents’, Charles and Sybil Hudson’s, home for four years—and
it wasn’t easy on him. I was a pretty intuitive kid, but I could not discern the
depth of the tension there. My dad and his dad, Charles, from what I understand,
had less than the best relationship. Tony was the middle of three sons, and he
was every bit the middle child upstart. His younger brother, Ian, and his older
brother, David, were much more in step with the family’s values. My dad went
to art school; he was everything his father wasn’t. Tony was the sixties; and he
stood up for his beliefs as wholeheartedly as his father condemned them. My
grandfather Charles was a fireman from Stoke, a community that had somehow
skated through history unchanged. Most residents of Stoke never leave; many,
like my grandparents, had never ventured the hundred or so miles south to
London. Tony’s unyielding vision of attending art school and making a living
through painting was something Charles could not stomach. Their clash of
opinion fueled constant arguments and often led to violent exchanges; Tony
claims that Charles beat him senseless on a regular basis for most of his youth.

My grandfather was as consummately representative of 1950s Britain as his
son was of the sixties. Charles wanted to see everything in its right place while
Tony wanted to rearrange and repaint it all. I imagine that my grandfather was
properly appalled when his son returned from Paris in love with a carefree black
American. I wonder what he said when Tony told him that he intended to be
married and raise their newborn child under their roof until he and my mom got
their affairs in order. All things considered, I’'m touched by how much
diplomacy was displayed by the parties involved.

MY DAD TOOK ME TO LONDON AS SOON as I could handle the train ride. I was maybe
two or three, but instinctively I knew how far away it was from Stoke’s
unending miles of brown brick row houses and quaint families because my dad



was into a bit of a bohemian scene. We’d crash on couches and not come back
for days. There were Lava lamps and black lights, and the electric excitement of
the open booths and artists along Portobello Road. My dad never considered
himself a Beat, but he had absorbed that kind of lifestyle through osmosis. It was
as if he had handpicked the highlights of that type of life: a love of adventure,
hitting the road with nothing but the clothes on your back, finding shelter in
apartments full of interesting people. My parents taught me a lot, but I learned
their greatest lesson early—nothing else is quite like life on the road.

I remember the good things about England. I was the center of my
grandparents’ attention. I went to school. I was in plays: The Twelve Days of
Christmas; I was the lead in The Little Drummer Boy. I drew all the time. And
once a week I watched The Avengers and The Thunderbirds. Television in late
sixties England was extremely limited and reflected the post—World War II,
Churchill view of the world of my grandparents’ generation. There were only
three channels back then, and aside from the two hours a week that any of them
played those two programs, all three played only the news. It’s no wonder that
my parents’ generation threw themselves headfirst into the cultural shift that was
afoot.

Once Tony and I joined Ola in Los Angeles, he never spoke to his parents
again. They disappeared from my life quickly and I often missed them growing
up. My mother encouraged my father to stay in touch but it made no difference;
he had no interest. I didn’t see my English relatives again until Guns N’ Roses
became well known. When we played Wembley Stadium in 1992, the Hudson
clan came out in force: backstage before the show I witnessed one of my uncles,
my cousin, and my grandfather, on his very first trip to London from Stoke,
down every drop of liquor in our dressing room. Consumed in full, our booze
rider in those days would have killed anyone but us.

MY FIRST MEMORY OF LOS ANGELES IS the Doors’ “Light My Fire” blasting from
my parents’ turntable, every day, all day long. In the late sixties and early
seventies L..A. was the place to be, especially for young Brits involved in the arts
or music: there was ample creative work compared to the still-stodgy system in
England and the weather was nothing but paradise compared to London’s rain
and fog. Besides, deserting England for Yankee shores was the best way to flip
off the system and your upbringing—and my dad was more than happy to do so.



My mother continued her work as a fashion designer while my father
parlayed his natural artistic talent into graphic design. My mom had connections
in the music industry so her husband was soon designing album covers. We lived
off Laurel Canyon Boulevard in a very sixties community up at the top of
Lookout Mountain Road. That area of Los Angeles has always been a creative
haven because of the bohemian nature of the landscape. The houses are set right
into the mountainside among lush foliage. They are bungalows with guesthouses
and any odd number of structures that allow for very organic, communal living.
There was a very cozy enclave of artists and musicians living up there when I
was young: Joni Mitchell lived a few houses down from us. Jim Morrison lived
behind the Canyon Store at that time, as did a young Glen Frey, who was just
putting together the Eagles. It was the kind of atmosphere where everyone was
connected: my mom designed Joni’s clothes while my dad designed her album
covers. David Geffen was a close friend of ours, too, and I remember him well.
He signed Guns N’ Roses years later, though when he did he didn’t know who I
was—and I didn’t tell him. He called Ola at Christmas in 1987 and asked her
how I was doing. “You should know how he’s doing,” she said, “you just put his
band’s record out.”

AFTER A YEAR OR TWO IN LAUREL CANYON we moved south to an apartment on
Doheny. I changed schools, and that is when I discovered just how differently
the average kid lived. I never had a traditional “kid” room full of toys and
primary colors. Our homes were never painted in common neutral tones. The
essence of pot and incense usually hung in the air. The vibe was always bright,
but the color scheme was always dark. It was fine with me, because I was never
concerned with connecting with kids my age. I preferred the company of adults
because my parents’ friends are still some of the most colorful characters I’ve
ever known.

[ listened to the radio 24/7, usually KHJ on the AM dial. I slept with it on. I
did my schoolwork and got good grades, although my teacher said I had a short
attention span and daydreamed all the time. The truth is, my passion was art. I
loved the French Postimpressionist painter Henri Rousseau and, like him, I drew
jungle scenes full of my favorite animals. My obsession with snakes started very
early. The first time my mother took me to Big Sur, California, to visit a friend
and camp up there, I was six years old and I spent hours in the woods catching
snakes. I’d dig under every bush and tree until I’d filled an unused aquarium.
Then I’d let them go.



That wasn’t the only excitement I experienced on that outing: my mom and
her friend were similarly wild, carefree young women, who enjoyed racing my
mom’s Volkswagen Bug along the twisting cliffside roads. I remember speeding
along in the passenger seat scared stiff, looking out my window at the rocks and
ocean that lay below, just inches past my door.

Slash used to be convinced that he was a dinosaur; then he entered his Mowgli
phase.

The sight of a guitar still turns me on.

MY PARENTS’ RECORD COLLECTION WAS flawless. They listened to everything from
Beethoven to Led Zeppelin and I continued to find undiscovered gems in their
library well into my teens. I knew every artist of the day because my parents
took me to concerts constantly, and since my mom took me to work with her
often as well. At a very early age I was exposed to the inner workings of
entertainment: I saw the inside of many recording studios and rehearsal spaces,
as well as TV and film sets. I saw many of Joni Mitchell’s recording and
rehearsal sessions; I also saw Flip Wilson (a comic who was huge then but
whom time has forgotten) record his TV show. I saw Australian pop singer
Helen Reddy rehearse and perform, and was there when Linda Ronstadt played
the Troubador. Mom also took me along when she outfitted Bill Cosby for his
stand-up gigs and made his wife a few one-off pieces; I remember going with
her to see the Pointer Sisters. All of that was over the course of her career, but
when we lived at that apartment on Doheny, her business was really taking off:
Carly Simon came over to the house, soul singer Minne Ripperton as well. I met
Stevie Wonder and Diana Ross. My mom tells me that I met John Lennon, too,
but unfortunately I don’t remember that at all. I do remember meeting Ringo
Starr: my mom designed the very Parliament-Funkadelic outfit that Ringo wore



on the cover of his 1974 album, Goodnight Vienna. It was high-waisted and
metallic gray with a white star in the middle of the chest.

Every backstage or soundstage scene that I saw with my mother worked
some kind of strange magic on me. I had no idea what was going on, but I was
fascinated by the machinations of performance back then and I still am now. A
stage full of instruments awaiting a band is exciting to me. The sight of a guitar
still turns me on. There is an unstated wonder in both of them: they hold the
ability to transcend reality given the right set of players.
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Slash and his brother, Albionn, at the La Brea Tar Pits.

MY BROTHER, ALBION, WAS BORN IN December 1972. That changed the dynamic of
my family a bit; suddenly there was a new personality among us. It was cool to
have a little brother, and I was glad to be one of his caretakers: I loved it when
my parents would ask me to look after him.

But it wasn’t too long after that that I began to notice a greater change in our
family. My parents weren’t the same when they were together and too often they
were apart. Things started to get bad I think once we moved into the apartment
on Doheny Drive and my mom’s business began to really succeed. Our address
was 710 North Doheny, by the way, which is now a vacant lot where Christmas
trees are sold in December. I should also mention that our next-door neighbor in



that building was the original, self-proclaimed Black Elvis, who can be booked
for parties in Las Vegas—if anyone’s interested.

Now that I’m older I can see some of the obvious issues that ate away at my
parents’ relationship. My father never liked how close my mother was to her
mother. It bruised his pride when his mother-in-law helped us financially, and he
was never fond of her involvement in the family. His drinking didn’t help things:
my dad used to like to drink—a lot. He was a stereotypically bad drinker: he was
never violent, because my dad is much too smart and complicated to ever
express himself through brute violence, but he had a bad temper under the
influence. When he was drunk, he’d act out by making inappropriate comments
at the expense of those in his presence. Needless to say, he burned many bridges
that way.

I was only eight, but I should have known that something was really wrong.
My parents never treated each other with anything but respect, but in the months
before they split up, they completely avoided each other. My mom was out most
nights and my dad spent those nights in the kitchen, somber and alone, drinking
red wine and listening to the piano compositions of Erik Satie. When my mom
was home, my dad and I went out on long walks.

He walked everywhere, in England and Los Angeles. In pre—Charles
Manson L.A.—before the Manson clan murdered Sharon Tate and her friends—
we also used to hitchhike everywhere. L..A. was innocent before that; those
murders signified the end of the utopian ideals of the sixties Flower Power era.

My childhood memories of Tony are cinematic; all of them afternoons spent
looking up at him, walking by his side. It was on one of those walks that we
ended up at Fatburger, where he told me that he and Mom were separating. I was
devastated; the only stability I’d known was done. I didn’t ask questions, I just
stared at my hamburger. When my mom sat me down to explain the situation
later that night, she pointed out the practical benefits: I’d have two houses to live
in. I thought about that for a while, and it made sense in a way but it sounded
like a lie; I nodded while she spoke but I stopped listening.

My parents’ separation was amicable yet awkward because they didn’t
divorce until years later. They often lived within walking distance of each other
and socialized in the same circle of friends. When they split up, my little brother
was just two years old, so for obvious reasons they agreed that he should be in



his mother’s care, but left me the option of living with either one of them so I
chose to live with my mother. Ola supported us as best as she could, traveling
constantly to wherever her work took her. Out of necessity, my brother and I
were shuffled between my mom’s house and my grandmother’s home. My
parents’ house had always been busy, interesting, and unconventional—but it
had always been stable. Once their bond was broken, though, constant transition
became the norm for me.

The separation was very hard on my father and I didn’t see him for quite a
while. It was hard on all of us; it finally became reality to me once I saw my
mother in the company of another man. That man was David Bowie.

IN 1975, MY MOTHER STARTED WORKING closely with David Bowie while he was
recording Station to Station; she had been designing clothes for him since Young
Americans. So when he signed on to star in the film The Man Who Fell to Earth
my mom was hired to do the costumes for the film, which shot in New Mexico.
Along the way, she and Bowie embarked on a semi-intense affair. Looking back
on it now, it might not have been that big of a deal, but at the time, it was like
watching an alien land in your backyard.

After my parents split up, my mom, my brother, and I moved into a house on
Rangely Drive. It was a very cool house: the walls of the living room were sky
blue and emblazoned with clouds. There was a piano, and my mom’s record
collection took up an entire wall. It was inviting and cozy. Bowie came by often,
with his wife, Angie, and their son, Zowie, in tow. The seventies were unique: it
seemed entirely natural for Bowie to bring his wife and son to the home of his
lover so that we might all hang out. At the time my mother practiced the same
form of transcendental meditation that David did. They chanted before the shrine
she maintained in the bedroom.

I accepted David once I got to know him because he’s smart, funny, and
intensely creative. My experience of him offstage enriched my experience of
him onstage. I went to see him with my mom at the L.A. Forum in 1975, and, as
I have been so many times since, the moment he came out onstage, in character,
I was captivated. His entire concert was the essence of performance. I saw the
familiar elements of a man I’d gotten to know exaggerated to the extreme. He
had reduced rock stardom to its roots: being a rock star is the intersection of who
you are and who you want to be.
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Twenty-Inch-High Hooligans

No one expects the rug to be yanked out from under them; life-changing events
usually don’t announce themselves. While instinct and intuition can help provide
some warning signs, they can do little to prepare you for the feeling of
rootlessness that follows when fate flips your world upside down. Anger,
confusion, sadness, and frustration are shaken up together inside you like a snow
globe. It takes years for the emotional dust to settle as you do your best just to
see through the storm.

My parents’ separation was the picture of an agreeable split. There were no
fights or ugly behavior, no lawyers and no courts. Yet it still took me years to
come to terms with the hurt. I lost a piece of who I was and had to redefine
myself on my own terms. I learned a lot, but those lessons didn’t help me later
on when the only other family I’d known disintegrated. I saw the signs that time,
when Guns N’ Roses started to come apart at the seams. But even though I did
the leaving that time, the same blizzard of feelings lay in wait for me, it was
every bit as hard to find my way back to my path again.

When my parents got separated, I was transformed by the sudden change.

Inside I was still a good kid, but on the outside I became a problem child.
Expressing my emotions is still one of my weaknesses, and what I felt then
defied words, so I followed my natural inclinations—I acted out drastically and



became a bit of a disciplinary problem at school.

At home, my parents’ promise of a two-abode existence that wouldn’t
change a thing hadn’t come to pass. I hardly saw my dad for the first year or so
that they were apart, and when I did, it was intense and weird. As I mentioned,
the divorce hit him hard and watching him adjust was difficult for me; for a
while he couldn’t work at all. He lived meagerly and hung out among his artist
friends. When I visited with him, I was along for the ride as he and his friends
hung out, drank a lot of red wine, and discussed art and literature, the
conversation typically turning to Picasso, my dad’s favorite artist. Dad and I
would go on adventures, too, either to the library or the art museum, where we’d
sit together and draw.

My mother was home less than ever; she worked constantly, traveling often
to support my brother and me. We spent a lot of time with my grandmother Ola
Sr., who was always our saving grace when Mom couldn’t make ends meet. We
also spent time with my aunt and cousins who lived in greater South Central
L.A. Their house was boisterous, filled with the energy of a lot of kids. Our
visits there brought some regularity to our idea of family. But all things
considered, I had a lot of time on my hands and I took advantage of it.

Once I was twelve, I grew up fast. I had sex, I drank, I smoked cigarettes, I
did drugs, I stole, I got kicked out of school, and on a few occasions I would
have gone to jail if I hadn’t been underage. I was acting out, making my life as
intense and unstable as I felt inside. A trait that has always defined me really
came into its own in this period: the intensity with which I pursue my interests.
My primary passion, by the time I was twelve, had shifted from drawing to
bicycle motocross.

In 1977, BMX racing was the newest extreme sport to follow the surfing and
skateboarding craze of the late sixties. It already had a few bona fide stars, such
as Stu Thompson and Scott Breithaupt; a few magazines, such as Bicycle
Motocross Action and American Freestyler, and more semi-pro and pro
competitions were popping up constantly. My grandmother bought me a Webco
and I was hooked. I started winning races and was listed in a couple of the
magazines as an up-and-coming rider in the thirteen to fourteen age category. I
loved it; I was ready to go pro once I’d landed a sponsor, but something was
missing. My feelings weren’t clear enough to me to vocalize just what BMX
didn’t satisfy inside me. I'd know it when I found it a few years later.



After school, I hung out at bike shops and became part of a team riding for a
store called Spokes and Stuff, where I began to collect a bunch of much older
friends—some of the other older guys worked at Schwinn in Santa Monica. Ten
or so of us would ride around Hollywood every night and all of us but two—they
were brothers—came from disturbed or broken domestic situations of some
kind. We found solace in one another’s company: our time spent together was
the only regular companionship any of us could count on.

We would meet up every afternoon in Hollywood and ride everywhere from
Culver City to the La Brea Tar Pits, treating the streets as our bike park. We’d
jump off every sloped surface we could find, and whether it was midnight or the
middle of rush hour, we always disrespected the pedestrians’ right of way. We
were just scrappy kids on twenty-inch-high bikes, but multiplied by ten, in a
pack, whizzing down the sidewalk at top speed, we were a force to be reckoned
with. We’d jump onto a bus bench, sometimes while some poor stranger was
sitting there, we’d hop fire hydrants, and we’d compete constantly to outdo one
another. We were disillusioned teenagers trying to navigate difficult times in our
lives, and we did so by bunny-hopping all over the sidewalks of L.A.

We’d ride this dirt track out in the Valley, by the youth center in Reseda. It
was about fifteen miles away from Hollywood, which is an ambitious goal on a
BMX bike. We used to hitch rides on bumpers over Laurel Canyon Boulevard to
cut down on our travel time. It’s nothing I’d advise, but we treated passing cars
like seats on a ski chairlift: we’d wait on the shoulder, then one by one we’d
grab a car and ride it up the hill. Balancing a bike, even one with a low center of
gravity, while holding on to a car driving thirty or forty miles an hour is thrilling
but tricky on flat ground; attempting it on a series of tight uphill S curves like
Laurel Canyon is something else. I’m still not sure how none of us were ever run
over. It surprises me more to remember that I did that ride, both up and down
hill, without brakes more often than not. In my mind, being the youngest meant
that I had something to prove to my friends every time we rode: judging by the
looks on their faces after some of my stunts, I succeeded. They might have been
only teenagers but my friends weren’t easily impressed.

To tell you the truth, we were a gnarly little gang. One of them was Danny
McCracken. He was sixteen; a strong, heavy, silent type, he was already a guy
everyone instinctively knew not to fuck with. One night Danny and I stole a bike
with bent forks and while he deliberately bunny-hopped it to break the forks and
make us all laugh, he fell over the handle-bars and slashed his wrist wide open. I
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everywhere.

“Ahhh!” Danny shouted. Even in pain, Danny’s voice was oddly soft-spoken
considering his size—kind of like Mike Tyson’s.

“Holy shit!”
“Fuck!”
“Danny’s fucked up!”

Danny lived just around the corner, so two of us held our hands over his
wrist as blood kept squirting out between our fingers as we walked him home.

We got to his porch and rang the bell. His mom came to the door and we
showed her Danny’s wrist. She looked at us unfazed, in disbelief.

“What the fuck do you want me to do about it?” she said, and slammed the
door.

We didn’t know what to do; by this time Danny’s face was pale. We didn’t
even know where the nearest hospital was. We walked him back down the street,
blood still spurting all over us, and flagged down the first car we saw.

I stuck my head in the window. “Hey, my friend is bleeding to death, can
you take him to the hospital?” I said hysterically. “He’s gonna die!” Luckily the
lady driving was a nurse.

She put Danny in the front seat and we followed her car on our bikes. When
he got to the emergency room, Danny didn’t have to wait; blood was pumping
out of his wrist like a victim in a horror movie so they admitted him
immediately, as the mob of people in the waiting room looked on, pissed. The
doctors stitched up his wrist but that wasn’t the end of it: when he was released
into the waiting room where we were waiting for him, he somehow popped one
of his newly sewn stitches, sending a stream of blood skyward that left a trail
across the ceiling, which freaked out and disgusted everyone in range. Needless
to say, he was readmitted; his second round of sutures did the trick.



THE ONLY STABLE ONES IN OUR GANG were John and Mike, who we called the
Cowabunga Brothers. They were stable for these reasons: they were from the
Valley, where the typical American suburban life thrived, their parents were
intact, they had sisters, and all of them lived together in a nice quaint house. But
they weren’t the only pair of brothers: there were also Jeff and Chris Griffin; Jeff
worked at Schwinn and Chris was his younger brother. Jeff was the most adult
of our crew; he was eighteen and he had a job that he took seriously. These two
weren’t as functional as the Cowabungas, because Chris tried desperately to be
like his older brother and failed miserably. Those two had a hot sister named
Tracey, who had dyed her hair black in response to the fact that her entire family
was naturally blond. Tracey had this whole little Goth style going before Goth
was even a scene.

And there was Jonathan Watts, who was the biggest head case among us. He
was just insane; he would do anything, regardless of the bodily harm or potential
incarceration that might befall him. I was only twelve, but even so, I knew
enough about music and people to find it a bit odd that Jonathan and his dad
were dedicated Jethro Tull fans. I mean, they worshipped Jethro Tull. I’'m sorry
to say that Jonathan is no longer with us; he died tragically of an overdose after
he’d spent years as both a raging alcoholic and then a flag-waver for Alcoholics
Anonymous. I lost touch with him way back, but I saw him again at an AA
meeting that I was ordered to attend (we’ll get to all of that in just a little bit),
after I was arrested one night in the late eighties. I couldn’t believe it; I walked
into this meeting and was listening to all of these people speak and, after a while,
realized that the guy leading the meeting, the one who was as gung ho about
sobriety as Lieutenant Bill Kilgore, Robert Duval’s character in Apocalypse
Now, had been about surfing, was none other than Jonathan Watts. Time is such
a powerful catalyst for change; you never know how kindred souls will end up—
or where they might see each other again.

Back then, those guys and I spent many an evening at Laurel Elementary
School, making very creative use of their playground. It was a hangout for every
Hollywood kid with a bike, a skateboard, some booze to drink, or some weed to
smoke. The playground had two levels connected by long concrete ramps; it
begged to be abused by skaters and bikers. We took full advantage of it by
deconstructing the playground’s picnic tables to make them into jumps that
linked the two levels. I'm not proud of our chronic destruction of public
property, but riding down those two ramps and launching over the fence on my
bike was a thrill that was well worth it. As delinquent as it was, it also drew
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creatuive types, many Kidas 1In HOllywood wWNo wWent on 10 ao great tnings nung out
there. I remember Mike Balzary, better known as Flea, hanging out, playing his
trumpet and graffiti artists putting up murals all the time. It wasn’t the right
forum, but everyone there took pride in the scene we created. Unfortunately, the
students and teachers of that school were left paying the bill and cleaning up the
aftermath every morning.

Slash jumping out at the track on his Cook Bros. bike.

The principal unwisely decided to take matters into his own hands by lying
in wait to confront us one night. It didn’t go over well; we kept taunting him, he
got too worked up, and my friends and I got into it with him. It got out of hand
so quickly that a passerby called the cops. Nothing scatters a pack of kids like
the sound of a siren, so most of those present escaped. Unfortunately, I wasn’t
one of them. Another kid and I were the only two who were caught; we were
handcuffed to the handrail in the front of the school, right on the street, on
display for all to see. We were like two hogtied animals, going nowhere and
none too happy about it. We refused to cooperate: we cracked wise, we gave
them fake names, we did everything short of oinking at them and calling them
pigs. They kept asking and did their best to scare us, but we refused to reveal our
names and addresses, and since twelve-year-olds don’t carry ID, they were
forced to let us go.



PUBERTY KICKED IN FOR ME AROUND thirteen, while I attended Bancroft Junior
High in Hollywood. Whatever I was feeling about my family breaking up took a
backseat to the intense surging of hormones. Sitting through a whole day of
school seemed pointless, so I started to cut. I began smoking pot regularly and
riding my bike intensely. I found it hard to control myself; I just wanted to do
whatever I wanted to do at a moment’s notice. One night while my friends and I
were scheming about how to break into Spokes and Stuff—the same bike store
where we hung out—for what reason I can’t remember, I noticed a kid spying on
us through the window of an apartment across the alley.

“What are you lookin’ at?” I yelled. “Don’t look at me!” Then I threw a
brick through the kid’s window.

His parents called the cops, of course, and the duo that responded to the call
chased my friends and me all over town for the rest of the night. We biked for
our lives all over Hollywood and West Hollywood; we turned down one-way
streets into on-coming traffic, we cut through alleys and through parks. They
were as tenacious as Jimmy “Popeye” Doyle, Gene Hackman’s character in The
French Connection; every time we turned a corner, they were there. Eventually
we fled into the Hollywood Hills and hid in an out-of-the-way canyon like a
pack of Wild West outlaws. And just the way it goes down in a cowboy movie,
when we thought it was safe to leave the hideout and head back to the ranch, we
were headed off at the pass by the same two deputies.

I assume it was because I was the smallest that they decided to chase me
when my friends and I split up. I rode hard, all over the neighborhood, unable to
shake them, until I finally sought refuge in an underground parking garage. I
flew down a few levels, weaving between parked cars, hid in a dark corner, and
lay on the ground, hoping they wouldn’t catch me. They had run down there on
foot and by the time they got to my level I think they were over it. They
vigilantly searched between the cars with their flashlights; about hundred feet
away from me they turned back. I got lucky. This battle between my friends and
the LAPD continued for the rest of the summer and it certainly wasn’t a
constructive use of my time, but in my mind, at that point, that’s what I
considered fun.

I was pretty good at keeping my affairs to myself even back then, but when I
slipned un. mv mother and grandmother were verv forgiving. I was home as



little as possible by the middle of junior high. In the summer of 1978, I had no
idea that my grandmother was moving into a unit in a monstrous new complex
that occupied an entire block between Kings Road and Santa Monica Boulevard,
although I knew the building well because I’d been riding my bike through it
since it was a construction site. My friends and I would get high and race one
another through the hallways and down the stairwells, slamming doors in one
another’s faces, jumping onto banisters, and leaving creatively shaped skid
marks on the freshly painted walls. We were in the midst of doing so when I
came screaming around a corner and nearly bowled over my mother and
grandmother, who were carrying armloads of Ola Sr.’s belongings into her new
apartment. I’ll never forget the look on my grandmother’s face; it was
somewhere between shock and horror. I collected myself and shot a look over
my shoulder, where I saw the last of my friends take a hard turn out of sight. I
had one leg on the ground, one on a pedal, still thinking that I might get away.

“Saul?” Ola Sr. said, in her too-sweet, high-pitched grandmother voice. “Is
that you?”

“Yes Grandma,” I said. “It’s me. How are you doing? My friends and I were
just coming by to visit.”

That shit didn’t fly at all with my mom, but Ola Sr. was so glad to see me
that Ola Jr. let me get away with it. In fact, it all worked out so well in the end
that a few weeks later I moved into that very apartment, and that’s when my
junior varsity exploits in Hollywood really began to take off. But we’ll get to all
of that in just a little bit.

I’M NOT GOING TO OVERANALYZE WHAT became my other new interest—
kleptomania—aside from saying that I was a pissed-off early adolescent. I stole
what I thought I needed but couldn’t afford. I stole what I thought might make
me happy; and sometimes I stole just to steal.



Tearing up the bike track out by the Youth Center in Reseda.

I stole a lot of books, because I’ve always loved to read; I stole a ton of
cassettes, because I've always loved music. Cassettes, for those too young to
have known them, had their disadvantages: the sound quality wore down, they
got tangled in tape machines, and they melted in direct sunlight. But they were a
breeze to lift. They are like a thinner pack of cigarettes, so an ambitious
shoplifter could stuff a bands’ entire catalog in their clothes and walk away
unnoticed.

At my worst, I’d steal as much as my clothes could hide, then dump my
payload in the bushes and go steal more, sometimes at the same store. One
afternoon I stole a few snakes from the Aquarium Stock Company, a pet store
that I used to hang out in so much that once they got used to my presence I don’t
think they’d ever considered that I’d steal from them. They weren’t complete
suckers; I was there out of a true love for the animals they stocked—I just didn’t
respect the store enough not to take a few home with me. I’d snatch snakes by
wrapping them around my wrists and then putting my jacket on, making sure
that they were nestled high enough on my forearm. One day I really went to
town and took a load of them, which I stashed somewhere outside while I
returned to the store to steal books that would teach me how to care for the rare
snakes I’d just stolen.



On another occasion I lifted a Jackson’s chameleon, which isn’t exactly a
subtle steal: they are the horned chameleons that measure about ten inches and
feed on flies; they are as big as small iguanas and have those strange, protruding,
pyramid-like eyes. I had a lot of balls when I was a kid—I just walked right out
of the store with it, and it was a very expensive, exotic member of the pet store
jungle. As I walked home with the little guy, I couldn’t come up with a story that
would adequately explain his presence in my room to my mom. I decided that
my only option was to let him live outside, on the vine-covered chain-link fence
at the back of our yard, by our garbage cans. I’d stolen a book on Jackson’s
chameleons, so I knew that they love to eat flies, and I couldn’t think of a better
place for Old Jack to find flies than by the fence behind our garbage cans—
because there were plenty to be had. It was an adventure finding him every day
because he was so skilled at fading into his environment, as chameleons are
known to do. It always took me some time to locate him and I loved the
challenge. This arrangement lasted for about five months; after a while, he got
better and better at hiding among the vines, until the day I just couldn’t find him
at all. I went out there each afternoon for two months, but it was no use. I have
no idea what happened to Old Jack, but considering the myriad possibilities that
might have befallen him I hope that it ended well.

I’m very lucky not to have been caught for the majority of my shoplifting
exploits, because they were pretty extensive. It got this stupid: on a dare, I lifted
an inflated rubber raft from a sporting goods store. It took some planning but I
pulled it off, and somehow I didn’t get caught.

It’s no big deal; I'll reveal my “methods,” such as they were: the raft was
hung on a wall near the back door of the store, near the hallway that ran right
into the back alleyway. Once I managed to get that back door open without
arousing suspicion, pulling the raft off the wall was easy. And once the raft was
off the wall and on the floor, hidden from general view by some display of
camping gear or whatever, I just waited for the right moment to carry it outside
and walk it around the corner to where my friends were waiting for me. I didn’t
even keep that raft. Once I’d proved that I’d pulled that dare off I dumped it one
block away on someone’s front lawn.

I’'m not proud of it, but all things considered, when I was ten miles from
home with no money and my bike got a flat, I’'m glad that it was easy for me to
steal an inner tube from Toys “R” Us. Otherwise, I might have been out there
hitching home into God only knows what kind of situations. Still, like anyone
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yourself that your actions are necessary when you know that they’re not quite
right, they will catch up to you in the end.

In my case, in as much as we’re talking about shoplifting, in the end, I got
nabbed at Tower Records on Sunset Boulevard, which was my parents’ favorite
record shop. I remember that day all too clearly: it was one of those moments
when I’d known something was wrong but embarked on the adventure anyway. I
was fifteen, I think, and I remember thinking, as I parked my BMX bike outside,
that I should be careful in this store in the future. That revelation didn’t help me
in the short term: I greedily stuffed cassettes in my jacket, down my pants, and
glutted my clothing so much that I thought I should probably buy a few albums
just to throw the cashiers off. I believe I walked up to the counter with Cheap
Trick’s Dream Police and Led Zeppelin’s Houses of the Holy, and after I was
rung up, [ was home free in my mind.

I was outside, straddling my bike, ready to jam when a hand clamped down
hard on my shoulder. I denied everything but I was busted; they brought me up
to the room above the store where they’d been watching me steal through the
one-way window and they showed me the footage. They called my mom; I gave
up all of the tapes in my pants and they arranged them on a table for her to see
when she got there. I got away with a lot as a kid, but getting busted for
shoplifting cassettes at the store my parents had frequented for so many years
was an offense that meant more within the confines of our family than it did
within the letter of the law. I’ll never forget Ola’s expression when she came up
to that office above the store and found me sitting there with everything I'd
stolen laid out before me. She didn’t say much, and she didn’t have to; it was
clear to me that she was over thinking that I could do no wrong.

In the end, Tower didn’t press charges because all of the merchandise was
recovered. They let me go on the condition that I would never set foot in their
store again, most likely because some manager there recognized that my mom
was a well-liked regular.

Of course, when I was hired at the very same store six years later in the
video division, during every shift for the first six months, I was convinced that
someone was going to remember that I’d been caught stealing and have me fired.
I figured that any day now, someone would figure out that I had blatantly lied on
my application form and presumed what I knew to be true: that what I did
manage to lift until I was caught was worth more than a few months’ paychecks.



Usually we had weed, which was always a crowd pleaser

ALL OF THOSE PERMUTATIONS WERE going to work themselves out over the next
eight years of my life, but only once I’d found a stable family of my own design.

In the vacuum that my family’s dissolution left in its wake, I made my own
world. I'm lucky enough that, despite my age, during a period of testing my
boundaries, I made one friend who has never been far from me, even when
we’ve been worlds apart. He is still one of my closest confidants, which, after
thirty years, says a fuck of a lot.

His name is Marc Canter; his family owns the famous L.A. institution
Canter’s Deli on North Fairfax. The Canter family moved from New Jersey and
opened the restaurant in the 1940s and it’s been a hub for show-business types
ever since, because of the food and the fact that it’s open twenty-four hours. It’s
only a half mile from the Sunset Strip, and in the sixties it became a haven for
musicians and has remained so ever since. In the eighties, bands like Guns had
many a late-night meal there. The Kibbitz Room, which is their bar and live
music venue next door has hosted too many great nights of music to name. The
Canters have been wonderful to me; they’ve employed me, they’ve sheltered me,
and I can’t thank them enough.

I met Marc at Third Street Elementary School, but we didn’t really become
friends until I almost stole his mini bike in fifth grade.

Our friendship was solidified from the start. He and I hung out in Hancock
Park, which was next to the affluent neighborhood where he lived. We used to
go down to the ruins of the Pan Pacific Theater, which is where the Grove
shopping center is today. The Pan Pacific was an amazing relic; it had been a
glamorous 1940s movie palace, with an arched ceiling and huge screen that
showed news reels and defined a generation’s worth of cinematic culture. In my
day, it was still beautiful: the green Art Deco arches were still intact, though the
rest was reduced to rubble. Next to the lot was a public library and a park with a
basketball court and a pool. Like Laurel Elementary, it was a meeting point for
kids aged twelve to eighteen, who, for one reason or another, found their way
out at night.

My friends and I were the young ones on the scene; there were chicks so far



out of our league that we couldn’t even count the ways—though we did anyway.
There were flunkies and dropouts, many of whom lived in the ruins of the
theater and subsisted on the food they stole from the farmers’ market that took
place next door twice a week. Marc and I were fascinated; we gained acceptance
among them because usually we had weed, which was always a crowd pleaser.
Meeting Marc triggered a change in me; he was my first best friend—he was
someone who understood me when I felt no one else did. Neither of us have had
lives that one might call normal, but I’m proud to say that we’re just as close as
we were then. That is my definition of family. A friend still knows you as well
as they used to even if you haven’t seen them in years. A true friend is there
when you need him; they’re not around just on holidays and weekends.

I found that out firsthand a few years later. When I barely had money to eat,
I didn’t care, so long as I had money to promote Guns N’ Roses. And when I
didn’t have money to print flyers or even buy myself guitar strings, Marc Canter
was there for me. He’d front me the cash to take care of whatever needed to be
done. I paid him back once I was able, once Guns got signed, but I never forgot
that Canter was there for me when I was down and out.
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How to Play Rock-and-Roll Guitar

Experiencing yourself out of context, divorced from your usual point of view,
skews your perspective—it’s like hearing your voice on an answering machine.
It’s almost like meeting a stranger; or discovering a talent you never knew you
had. The first time I plucked a melody out on a guitar well enough that it
sounded like the original was a bit like that. The more I learned to play guitar,
the more I felt like a ventriloquist: I recognized my own creative voice filtered
through those six strings, but it was also something else entirely. Notes and
chords have become my second language and, more often than not, that
vocabulary expresses what I feel when language fails me. The guitar is my
conscience, too—whenever I’ve lost my way, it’s brought me back to center;
whenever I forget, it reminds me why I’m here.

I owe it all to Steven Adler—he did it. He is the reason that I play guitar. We

met one night at the Laurel Elementary playground when we were thirteen. As I
remember it, he was skateboarding miserably. After a particularly hard fall, I
rode over on my bike and helped him up and we were instantly inseparable.

Steven had grown up in the Valley with his mom, his stepdad, and his two
brothers until his mom couldn’t take his bad behavior anymore and shipped him
off to live with his grandparents in Hollywood. He lasted there for the remainder
of junior high, summers included, before he was bused back to his mom to
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grandmother can love, but can’t live with.

Steven and I met the summer before eighth grade and hung out until high
school, since I had just moved into my grandmother’s new condo in Hollywood,
from my mom’s apartment in Hancock Park. Both of us were new to our school,
Bancroft Junior High, as well as to the neighborhood. As long as I knew him,
Steven never spent a full week’s worth of time in school out of any given month.
I got by because I did well enough in my art, music, and English classes that my
grade-point average was high enough to pass. I got As in art, English, and music
because those were the only subjects that interested me. Apart from those I
didn’t care for much else, and I cut class all the time. Since I had stolen a pad of
absentee notices from the administration offices and forged my mom’s signature
when I needed to, in the eyes of the administration, I was there much more often
than I ever was. But the only reason I actually graduated junior high at all was
due to a teachers’ strike during my final year. Our regular teachers were replaced
by substitutes who were too easy for me to bullshit and charm. I don’t want to
get into it, but on more than one occasion I recall playing my teacher’s favorite
song on guitar for the entire class. Enough said.

To be honest, school wasn’t too bad: I had a whole circle of friends,
including a girlfriend (who we’ll get to in just a little bit) and I partook liberally
in every exercise that makes school enjoyable to stoners. Our crew met in the
early morning before homeroom to snort locker room—a head-shop brand of
amy| nitrite, a chemical whose fumes expand your blood vessels and lower your
blood pressure and in the process give you a brief euphoric rush. After a few hits
of locker room, we’d smoke a few cigarettes and at lunchtime reconvene in the
courtyard to smoke a joint.... We did what we could to make the school day
pleasant.

When I didn’t go to school, Steven and I spent the day wandering the greater
Hollywood area with our heads in the clouds talking about music and hustling
money. We did some offhand panhandling and odd jobs, like moving furniture
for some of the random characters we’d meet. Hollywood has always been a
weird place that attracts odd folks, but in the late seventies, with the strange
turns culture had taken, from the letdown of the sixties revolution to the
widespread use of drugs and loosened sexual mores, there were some really
strange ones hanging around.

I don’t remember how we met him, but there was one older guy who used to



give us money for nothing. We’d just hang out and talk to him; I think he asked
us to go to the store a couple of times. I definitely thought it was weird, but he
wasn’t threatening enough to do anything a couple of thirteen-year-olds couldn’t
handle. Besides, the extra pocket cash was worth it.

Steve had no inhibitions whatsoever, so he managed to acquire money on a
regular basis in many ways, one of which was from Clarissa, a neighbor of mine
in her mid-twenties who lived down the street. One day we saw her sitting on her
porch when we passed by and Steven felt the inclination to say hi to her. They
started talking and she invited us in; we hung out there for a while and then I
decided to take off, but Steven said that he was going to stay there a little while
longer. It turns out that he had sex with her that night and got money off her to
boot. I have no idea how he did it, but I do know that he was with her four or
five times more, and got money every single time. It was unbelievable to me; I
was really envious.

But then again, Steven would always get involved in situations like that and
they often didn’t have a happy ending. In this case, he was in the middle of
screwing Clarissa when her gay roommate walked in on them. She threw Steven
off her and he landed hard-on first on her bedroom floor, and that was the end of
that.

Steven and I got by; I stole all the music and rock magazines that we needed.
There weren’t too many other things that we cared to spend money on aside
from Big Gulps and cigarettes, so we were in good shape. We’d walk up and
down Sunset Boulevard, then Hollywood Boulevard from Sunset to Doheny,
checking out rock posters in the many head shops or ducking into whichever
souvenir or music store looked exciting to us. We’d just wander, taking in the
animated reality going on down there. We used to hang out at place called Piece
O’ Pizza for hours, playing Van Halen on the jukebox over and over. It was a
ritual by then: Steven had played their first record for me a few months before. It
was one of those moments where a new body of music totally overwhelmed me.

“You’ve got to hear this,” Steven said, all wide-eyed. “It’s this band Van
Halen, they’re awesome!” I had my doubts because Steven and I didn’t always
see eye to eye musically. He put the record on, and Eddie’s solo that sets off
“Eruption” came shredding through the speakers. “Jesus Christ,” I said, “what
the hell is that?”

It was a form of expression as satisfying and personal to me as art and drawing,



but on a much dee[;er level.

I SAW MY FIRST REALLY BIG ROCK SHOW that year, too. It was the California World
Music Festival at the L.A. Memorial Coliseum on April 8, 1979. There were
110,000 people there and the lineup was insane: there were a ton of bands, but
the headliners were Ted Nugent, Cheap Trick, Aerosmith, and Van Halen.
Without a doubt, Van Halen crushed every other band who played that day, even
Aerosmith. I guess it wasn’t hard: Aerosmith was so fucked up at the time that it
was impossible for me to differentiate one song from another in their set. I was a
fan, and the only track I recognized at all was “Seasons of Wither.”

Eventually Steve and I graduated to hanging around outside the Rainbow
and the Starwood amid the whole pre-glam metal scene. Van Halen cut their
teeth on that circuit and Métley Criie was about to do the same; aside from bands
like that, there were the earliest traces of L.A. punk rock going around. There
were always a ton of people outside the clubs and since I had access to drugs, I’d
sell them not just for cash, but to get us closer to the scene. In junior high, I
figured out a better method: I started making fake IDs, which served to actually
get me inside the scene.

There was so much activity in West Hollywood and Hollywood at night: the
whole homosexual scene—around a posh gay restaurant, the French Quarter, and
gay bars like the Rusty Nail, among others smashed right up against the mostly
hetero rock scene. That whole juxtaposition was bizarre to Steven and me. There
were just so many freaks everywhere and we liked to take it all in, as strange and
nonsensical as most of it was.

Steve and I got into all sorts of seemingly harmless trouble growing up. One
night my dad took us to a party thrown by a group of his artist friends who lived
in houses along a cul de sac up in Laurel Canyon. The host, my dad’s friend
Alexis, made a vat of horrendously lethal punch that got everyone completely
gassed. Growing up in the Valley, Steven had never seen a scene that cool: this
was a group of artistically out-there post-hippie adults, so the combination of the
crowd and the punch completely blew his mind. He and I could hold our liquor
for thirteen-year-olds, but this stuff was way too advanced for us. I was so fried
that I didn’t notice Steve slip out with the girl who lived in the guesthouse
downstairs. He ended up fucking her, which turned out to not be such a cool
thing: she was married and in her thirties. In my thirteen-year-old mind, she was
a senior citizen. To me, Steve had just fucked an old lady...who also happened



to be someone else’s old lady.

In the morning, I woke up on the floor with the taste of that punch in my
mouth, feeling like an iron spike had been nailed through my head. I went home
to my grandmother’s to sleep it off; Steven remained behind, opting to linger in
bed downstairs. I was home for about ten minutes when my dad called to let me
know that Steven should fear for his life. The woman he had spent the evening
with had confessed and her husband was very unhappy about it. The man,
according to my dad, planned to “throttle” Steven, which Tony assured me was a
very real threat. When I didn’t seem to take him seriously, Dad told me that the
guy had actually promised to kill Steven. In the end, nothing happened, so
Steven got away with it but it was a clear indication of things to come. At
thirteen, he had narrowed his life goals down to exactly two: fucking chicks and
being in a rock band. I can’t fault him for his prescience.

In his thirteen-year-old musical wisdom, which (probably due to his
advanced womanizing skills) I considered superior to mine, Steven had
concluded that there were only three bands that mattered in rock and roll: Kiss,
Boston, and Queen. Steven paid tribute to them every day, all day, when he
should have been in school. His grandmother worked in a bakery and left the
house at five a.m. each day; she had no idea that Steven rarely went to class. His
day consisted of playing Kiss records turned up to ten, while bashing away at a
little Wal-Mart electric guitar and amp, both turned up to ten as well. I’d go over
and hang out with him, and he’d be yelling at me over all the noise, “Hey! We
should start a band, you know!?”

Steven has such an open, carefree soul that his enthusiasm is tremendously
contagious. I didn’t doubt his intention and drive; I was convinced immediately
that it would happen. He had elected himself the guitar player, and we decided
that I would play bass. When I listen to music now, after twenty-five years of
playing, I can isolate all of the instruments; I can hear the key of the guitar and
right away I can usually think of several ways to play the song. By the time I
was thirteen, I had listened to rock and roll for years; I’d seen concerts and knew
what instruments make up a rock band, but I had no idea which instrument made
each sound in the music. I knew what a guitar was, but I had no idea of the
differences between a guitar and a bass and Steven’s playing at the time didn’t
enlighten me at all.

When he and I would walk around town, we used to pass a music school on
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chiropractor’s office), so I figured that was a good place to learn to play bass. So
one day I stopped in, walked up to the desk, and just said, “I want to play bass.”
The receptionist introduced me to one of the teachers, a guy named Robert
Wolin. When Robert came out to talk to me, he wasn’t exactly what I expected:
he was a medium-sized white guy wearing Levi’s and a tucked-in plaid shirt. He
had a bushy mustache, a five o’clock shadow, and unkempt shaggy brown hair—
it had probably been a real haircut once, but it had gotten away from him.
Needless to say, Robert didn’t look like a rock star at all.

He did, however, patiently inform me that I’d need an actual bass of my own
to take lessons, which was something I hadn’t considered. I asked my
grandmother for help and she gave me an old flamenco guitar with one nylon
string on it that she had packed away in a closet. When I met Robert again at the
school, he took one look at my guitar and understood that he’d better start at the
very beginning, because I had no idea that what I was holding wasn’t necessarily
a bass. Robert put on the Stones’ “Brown Sugar,” picked up his guitar, and
played along with the riff and the lead. And that’s when I heard the sound.
Whatever Robert was doing, that was it. I stared at Robert’s guitar with total
wonder. I started pointing at it.

“That’s what I want to do,” I told him. “That.”

Robert was really encouraging; he drew some chord charts for me, showed
me proper fingering on his guitar, and tuned the one string I had. He also
informed me that I should get the remaining five strings in the very near future.
Guitar came into my life that suddenly and that innocently. There was no
thought, no premeditation; it wasn’t part of a grand plan outside of playing in
Steven’s fantasy band. Ten years later I would be, with all the perks that Steven
had dreamed about: traveling the world, playing sold-out shows, and having
more chicks at our disposal than we could handle...all thanks to that battered
piece of wood my grandmother dug out of her closet.

Guitar replaced BMX as my main obsession literally overnight. It was unlike
anything I’d ever done: it was a form of expression as satisfying and personal to
me as art and drawing, but on a much deeper level. Being able to create the
sound that had spoken to me in music ever since I can remember was more
empowering than anything I’d ever known. The change was as instantaneous as
turning on a light, and every bit as illuminating. I went home from music school
and copied Robert’s methods, putting on my favorite songs and doing my best to



play along. I did what 1 could with one string; atter a tew hours 1 could tollow
the key changes and mimic the melody of a few songs in the most remedial way.
Tunes like Deep Purple’s “Smoke on the Water,” Chicago’s “25 or 6 to 4,” Led
Zeppelin’s “Dazed and Confused,” and Jimi Hendrix’s “Hey Joe” can be played
down the E string so I contented myself with those over and over again. Simply
the understanding that I could mimic the songs on my stereo was enough to
imprint the guitar on my reality forever.

I took lessons from Robert on my worn-out flamenco guitar throughout the
summer before ninth grade—with all six strings in place, which, of course, he
taught me how to tune. I was always amazed when he put on a record that he
didn’t know and learned it on the spot in a few minutes. I set about achieving
that ability for myself: like every overeager beginner, I tried to jump to that level
straightaway and, like every good teacher, Robert forced me to master the
fundamentals. He taught me basic major, minor, and blues scales and all of the
standard chord positions. He’d also sketch chord charts to my favorite songs,
such as “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” and “Whole Lotta Love,” that I was to play as my
reward once I’d done the week’s exercises. Usually I’d skip straight to the
reward and when I showed up at the music school the next day, it was obvious to
Robert that I hadn’t even touched my homework. Sometimes I liked to play as if
I still had only one string. Every song I liked had a riff in it, so playing it all up
and down one string was more fun until my fingers learned the proper form.

My BMX racing gear gathered dust in my closet. My friends wondered
where I was at night. I saw Danny McCracken one day while I was riding back
from music school, my guitar slung over my back. He asked me where I'd been
and if I’d won any races lately. I told him that I was a guitar player now. He
sized me up, looked at my worn-out six-string, and stared hard right into my
eyes. “Oh yeah?” He had a very confused look on his face, as if he wasn’t sure
what to make of what I’d told him. We sat there awkwardly in silence for a
minute on our bikes then said our good-byes. It was the last time I ever saw him.

I respected my guitar teacher, Robert, but I naively and impatiently failed to
see the direct line between the fundamentals he was teaching me and the Rolling
Stones and Led Zeppelin songs that I wanted to play. It all came to a head soon
enough, once I discovered my personal instruction manual, so to speak; it was a
used book I found in a guitar store bargain bin called How to Play Rock Guitar.
This book had all of the chord charts, tablature, and sample solos from greats
like Eric Clapton, Johnny Winter, and Jimi Hendrix. It even came with a little



floppy 45 that demonstrated the proper way to play what was in the book. I took
that thing home and devoured it, and once I was capable of mimicking the
sounds on that little record, I was soon improvising on my own, and then I was
beside myself. Once I’d heard myself lay down patterns that sounded like rock-
and-roll lead guitar it was as if I’d found the Holy Grail. That book changed my
life; I still have my worn-out copy in a trunk somewhere and I’ve never seen
another one before or since. I’ve looked for it plenty of times to no avail. I feel
like it was the only copy left in the world and that it was there that day waiting
specifically for me. That book gave me the skills I sought and once I’d begun to
master them I quit music school forever.

I was now a “rock guitar player,” as far as I was concerned, so out of
necessity, I borrowed one hundred bucks from my grandmother and bought an
electric guitar. It was a very cheap Les Paul copy made by a company called
Memphis Guitars. I was attracted to the shape, because most of my favorite
players played Les Pauls—it epitomized rock guitar to me. That said, I didn’t
know enough to even know who Les Paul was; [ wasn’t acquainted with his
sublime jazz playing and had no idea that he had pioneered the development of
electric instruments, effects, and recording techniques. I didn’t know that his
brand of solid body guitar would soon become my primary choice of instrument.
And I had no idea at all that I’d enjoy the honor of sharing a stage with him
many times, many years later. Nope, that day it was pretty basic; in my mind,
that shape visually represented the sound I wanted to make.

FINDING GUITAR WAS LIKE FINDING MYSELF; it defined me, it gave me a purpose. It
was a creative outlet that allowed me to understand myself. The turmoil of my
adolescence was suddenly secondary; playing guitar gave me focus. I didn’t
keep a journal; I couldn’t seem to vocalize my feelings in a constructive fashion,
but the guitar gave me emotional clarity. I loved to draw; that was an activity
that took my mind off things, but it wasn’t enough of a vehicle for me to
completely express myself. I’ve always envied the artists who could express
themselves through art, and only through the guitar have I come to understand
what a wonderful release it is.

Practicing for hours wherever I found myself was liberating. Playing became
a trance that soothed my soul: with my hands occupied and my mind engaged, I
found peace. Once I got into a band, I found that the physical exertion of playing
a show became my primary personal release; when I’'m playing onstage I’'m



more at home in my own skin than at any other time in my life. There is a
subconscious, emotional level that informs playing, and since I’m the kind of
person who carries his baggage around internally, nothing has ever helped me
tap into my feelings more.

Finding my voice through guitar at fifteen was, to me, revolutionary. It was a
leap in my evolution; I can’t think of anything that made more of a difference in
my life. The only moment that came close had occurred two years before when I
first experienced the mystery of the opposite sex. Once I’d done it, I didn’t think
that anything was better than sex...until I played guitar. And soon after that I
found out that those two pursuits couldn’t coexist peacefully in my teenage
world.

My first girlfriend was named Melissa. She was a cute, kind of chubby girl
with great tits, who was one year younger than me. She was twelve and I was
thirteen when we lost our virginity to each other. That isn’t shocking by today’s
standards, when teens engage in very adult practices earlier than ever, but in
1978, she and I were ahead of the curve: most of our peers were still French
kissing. We both inherently knew not to mess with a good thing, so we stayed
together, on and off, for years. The first time we did anything was in the laundry
room of her apartment building, which was on the first floor, in the back of the
building. She jerked me off; it was a first for both of us. Eventually we moved it
to the one-bedroom apartment that she shared with her mom, Carolyn.
Unfortunately, the first time we did, Carolyn came home early, so I had to crawl
through Melissa’s bedroom window with my pants around my ankles. Luckily
the bushes were forgiving.

Things got hot and heavy between us pretty quickly; when her mom wasn’t
home, we did it in Melissa’s bed, and when she was home, we did it on the
couch after Carolyn passed out on Valium, hoping she wouldn’t wake up and
catch us. Of course, trying to wait for Carolyn’s Valium to kick in wasn’t always
easy. It was soon after Melissa and Carolyn moved upstairs to a two-bedroom
that her mother resigned herself to what we were up to. She decided that it was
better that we do it in her home than elsewhere and told us as much. According
to Melissa and me, from our sexually ravenous, adolescent point of view, her
mom was the coolest.

Caroyln smoked a ton of pot and was very open about it; she would roll us
perfect joints and allowed me to stay with them, sleeping in Melissa’s room, for
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Her mother didn’t work; she had a very nice, much older drug-dealer boyfriend
who sold coke, pot, and acid, all of which he would give to us freely, provided
we enjoyed it all in-house.

Their apartment building was on Edinburgh and Willoughby, about two
blocks west of Fairfax and half a block south of Santa Monica Boulevard. The
location was perfect—the Laurel Elementary School that my friends and I
frequented was just down the street. That’s where Melissa and I met, actually.
The playground was as much of a community as Melissa’s block was. Her
neighborhood was an interesting cultural mishmash: young gay guys, older
Jewish families, Russians, Armenians, and Middle Easterners lived alongside
one another. There was a quaint, Leave It to Beaver quality to it, with everyone
smiling and waving and saying hello, but there was also a very tangible tension.

On an average night, Melissa and I would get high and listen to music with
her mom, then head across the street to visit Wes and Nate, the two gay guys
who lived in the only house among the apartment buildings to be found in a six-
block radius. They had a huge yard, probably about an acre, and a tall oak tree
with a swing hanging from it on their lot. We’d smoke a joint with them, then
proceed to the backyard, where we’d lie under the oak tree, staring at the stars.

I discovered so much contemporary music during that period, too. I
mentioned that my parents played music all the time; it’s my fondest memory of
childhood. I listen to all of it still, from the classical composers my dad favored
to the sixties and early-seventies legends they both loved. That period was rock
and roll’s most creative time. I’m constantly looking and rarely finding music
that’s better. When I think I have, a closer inspection reveals it to be just another
rehash of the originators. And then I find that I’d rather just listen to the Stones
or Aerosmith or whatever it’s based on than listen any further.

But when I was thirteen, I wasn’t satisfied with my parents’ collection
anymore. I sought out new sounds, and found an endless supply at Melissa’s
house. That is where I was first exposed to Supertramp, Journey, Styx, April
Wine, Foghat, and Genesis—none of which really suited my taste. But Melissa’s
mom listened to a ton of Pink Floyd, which I knew from my mom, but given that
Carolyn had such good pot, their music suddenly took on a whole new meaning.
That apartment was paradise for a budding guitar player: getting stoned for free,
discovering new tunes, and having sex with my girlfriend all night, all before I
graduated junior high.



I dont't think there's anything better than hearing your favorite band live

I SPENT THE REST OF EIGHTH GRADE and all of ninth grade touring Hollywood with
Steven by day, playing guitar in my room, and sleeping with Melissa. I stole a
chunky, Panasonic top-loading tape player at some point and carried it
everywhere, soaking up music like Ted Nugent, Cheap Trick, Queen, Cream,
and Edgar and Johnny Winter. I stole more cassettes each day, absorbing one
band at a time. I would start with a band’s live album, because I believe that is
the only way to determine whether or not any band is worth your attention. If
they sounded good enough live, I'd steal their entire catalog. I also used live
records to hear their greatest hits before I embarked on stealing their entire
catalog—I was frugal. I still love live records; as a fan of rock music—and I still
feel like a fan first—I don’t think there’s anything better than hearing your
favorite band live. I still believe that the best representations of my favorite
bands were captured on their live albums, whether we’re talking about
Aerosmith’s Live Bootleg, the Whao’s Live at Leeds, the Rolling Stones’ Get
Your Ya Ya’s Out, or the Kinks’ Give the People What They Want. Much later, I
was very proud when Guns N’ Roses put out Live Era; I think it captures some
great moments.

ASIDE FROM MELISSA AND STEVEN, MY friends were much older than I was. I had
met many of them through my bike gang and made many more along the way
because I always had pot from one source or another. My mom was a pot smoker
who was very liberal in her rearing: she preferred that I smoke pot under her
supervision, rather than experiment out in the world. With all due respect to her,
she had my best intentions in mind, but she didn’t realize that not only did I
smoke at home under her watchful eye, but I also pinched a little of her weed
(sometimes just the seeds) to smoke or sell when I went out. It was, without fail,
the best way to ingratiate myself and I thank her for it.

The kids in the older circles I ran in had apartments, sold drugs, threw
parties, and clearly thought nothing of entertaining minors. Aside from the
obvious benefits, such an environment also allowed me to discover bands of the
day that I would have otherwise missed. There were a bunch of surfer and skater
guys I hung out with who turned me on to Devo, the Police, 999, and a few more
radio-friendly New Wave bands. Among another clique that I hung with, a lanky
black guy in his twenties named Kevin turned me on to the first Cars album



during one of his parties.

Kevin was the older brother of one of my bike buddies, a guy named Keith
who’d nicknamed me Solomon Grundy. I looked up to Keith because he always
had the hottest girls from Fairfax High School chasing him around. When I was
thirteen and fourteen and really into BMX, this guy was in the scene, but so cool
that he always seemed to be about one step away from ditching it altogether for
more sophisticated, adult pursuits. I’m still not sure why Keith called me
Solomon Grundy.

In any case, Kevin’s musical taste was questionable. He was into disco,
which was an interest we did not share, though I now realize that he was so
inclined because it afforded him the opportunity to get as much trim as possible
—so0 I respect him more for it now. It worked, too, because the girls in his circle
and at his parties were hot and promiscuous, which was especially intriguing to
me. That said, I didn’t expect to like the “cool new band” Kevin was going to
play for me while we smoked a joint in his room at his party that night. I
changed my mind midway through the first song, and by the time the second
song was over I was a lifelong fan of Elliot Easton. Elliot was the soul of the
Cars, and that first record of theirs won me over. In my opinion, the Cars were
one of the few impactful groups that came along when New Wave took over the
airwaves.

Just before I left the party that night, I heard a snippet of music that seriously
grabbed my attention. Someone had put Aerosmith’s Rocks on the stereo and I
caught only two songs, but that was enough. It had this really nasty alley cat vibe
to it that I had never heard before. If lead guitar was the undiscovered voice that
had resided within me, this was the record I’d waited my whole life to hear. I
made sure to check out the album cover before I took off, so I’d know who it
was. | remembered the name Aerosmith; four years before, in 1975, they had
their only AM radio hit at the time with “Walk This Way.” I ran into the Rocks
record again a week or two later...but at the most inopportune moment.

I must preface this next story by saying that relationships are never easy,
especially when both parties’ bodies are young, inexperienced, and raging with
hormones. Melissa and I really cared for each other, but we still broke up and
made up often, usually as a result of my commitment to learning to play guitar
overshadowing my commitment to spending time with her. At this particular
point, we were apart and I had set my sights on someone we’ll call Laurie. She



was a significantly older, very obviously out-of-my-league figure among my
circle of friends. Laurie had incredible tits, long blond-brown hair, and wore
really thin, strapped, low-cut tops. They were so sheer and loose that her chest
was far too easy to see. Like me, Laurie was recently single: she’d broken up
with Ricky, her very typical surfer boyfriend. I was determined to be with her; I
didn’t care that she was four years older than me and wouldn’t give me the time
of day. I knew I could do this. I kept talking to her and paying attention to her
and finally got a dialogue going. She let her guard down and got to know me,
and once she did, she seemed to forget that a few weeks before I was nothing but
some much younger punk she didn’t care to notice. Finally she invited me over
to hang out one night when her mom was going out of town.

I parked my bike on her lawn and followed her upstairs to her room. It was
years ahead of my comprehension of cool and groovy at the time: she had
scarves over the lamps, rock posters everywhere, her own stereo, and a ton of
records. We got stoned and I intended to play it cool, so I flipped through her
albums looking for something to impress her. I recognized Rocks from Kevin’s
party a few weeks earlier and put it on, ignorant of the fact that it had been
playing nonstop in my subconscious since the moment I heard those first two
songs. Once the opening shrieks of “Back in the Saddle” filled the room, I was
transfixed; I listened to the record over and over, crouched by the speakers,
ignoring Laurie completely. I forgot about her altogether as well as whatever
intricate plans I had for the evening. After a couple hours, she tapped me on the
shoulder.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey,” I said. “What’s going on?”
“I guess you should go home now.”
“Oh, yeah...Okay.”

Rocks is as powerful to me today as it was then: the screaming vocals, dirty
guitars, and relentless grooves are bluesy rock and roll as it is meant to be
played. There was something about the raw adolescence of Aerosmith that was
perfectly in tune with my inner development at the time; that record just sounded
the way I felt. After my missed opportunity with Laurie, I devoted myself to
learning “Back in the Saddle.” I stole the cassette and an Aerosmith songbook



and replayed the song until I knew the riffs. I learned a valuable lesson in the
process: music books can’t teach you how to play properly. I’d sort of learned to
read music, so I could tell that the notes in the songbook were not the same as
those being played on the record. It made sense: I struggled for hours and still
couldn’t play along properly. So I ditched the books and kept at it until I’d
learned to figure it out by ear; and I figured out every other song I wanted to
play that way forever after.

In the process of learning every lick of “Back in the Saddle,” I realized just
how idiosyncratic Joe’s and Brad’s playing is, and how no one can ever really
play like anyone else but themselves. Imitation should remain a stepping stone
for a player to find his or her own voice, but it must never become his or her
voice: no one should emulate their heroes to the point of note-for-note mimicry.
Guitar is too personal of an expression for that; it should be exactly what it is—a
singular extension of the player.

BY THE TIME MY LAST JUNIOR HIGH SUMMER drew to a close, I had created a world
of my own design that was as consistent as my home life was irregular, because
during this period, in the wake of their separation, my mom and dad each entered
into very irregular relationships. I lived with each of them for short amounts of
time, but neither situation felt quite right. I ended up mostly living with my
grandmother in her condo in Hollywood while my little brother lived with my
mom. Of course, most of the time I slept over at Melissa’s.

Following her relationship with David Bowie, my mom started dating a
talented photographer we’ll call “Boyfriend.” They were together for about three
years and eventually moved into an apartment on Cochran off Third, near La
Brea, where I lived with them for a while. Boyfriend was probably ten years
younger than Ola; when they met he was a star on the rise: I remember meeting
Herb Ritts, Moshe Brakha, and a few other famous photographers and models at
their place. My mom and Boyfriend had a pretty tumultuous relationship, during
which she regressed into his assistant and put her career aside.

Boyfriend always had a darkroom in his bathroom, and toward the end of
their relationship I discovered that he was freebasing cocaine in there all night
long while “working.” It wasn’t always all bad over there, but once freebasing
suddenly popped up in Boyfriend’s life, it proceeded to promptly halt his career
—taking his relationship with my mom down with it. Boyfriend was tortured; he



was miserable and misery loves company, so although I wasn’t fond of
Boyfriend at all (and he knew it), he was determined to drag me along for the
ride. We’d freebase together, then go out into the neighborhood and wander into
other people’s garages. Usually we’d steal used furniture, old toys, and whatever
odds and ends it seemed like the family had discarded. One of the items we
found was a red couch that we carried all the way back to our house; we then
spray-painted it black and put in the den. I can’t imagine what Ola thought when
she woke up the next morning. I have no idea actually, because she never
mentioned it. In any case, after our adventures, Boyfriend would keep at it,
basing all morning and, I suppose, all day. I'd duck into my room by 7:30 a.m.,
pretend to sleep for an hour, then get up, say good morning to my mother, and
head off to school as if I’d just had a good night’s sleep.

My mom had insisted that I live with her and Boyfriend because she
disapproved of the conditions I’d been subjected to over at my dad’s place. Once
my dad had acclimated to their separation, he got it together to rent an apartment
where his friend Miles and a group of my parents’ mutual acquaintances lived. It
seemed like everyone in that scene drank a lot, and my dad was dating a number
of women, so my mother didn’t think it was a good environment for me. My dad
dated a woman named Sonny on a regular basis during that period. Life had not
been kind to Sonny; she’d lost her son in a horrible accident and though she was
really sweet, she was really screwed up. She and my dad spent a lot of time
together drinking and fucking. So for a while there, while I lived with Mom, I
saw Dad only on weekends, but when I did, he always had something interesting
waiting for me: some unusual dinosaur model or something more technical, like
a remote controlled airplane that you had to build from scratch.

Later on, I saw more of him once he moved into an apartment on Sunset and
Gardner, in a building of studio apartments with a shared bathroom. His art
buddy Steve Douglas lived just down the hall. On the first floor was a guitar
store, though at the time I hadn’t yet picked up the habit. My dad’s art studio
filled the entire room, so he’d built a loft to sleep in on the far wall and I lived
there with him for a while when I was in seventh grade, just after I got kicked
out of John Burroughs Junior High for stealing a load of BMX bikes—but that is
a story not worth telling. In any case, for that brief period I attended Le Conte
Junior High, and since my dad didn’t drive, I walked the five miles to school and
back each day.

I’m not quite sure what Dad or Steve did for money. Steve was an artist as
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nights painting for their own benefit or talking about art. One of my more
entertaining memories from that period involved Steve’s old-fashioned medicine
bag full of vintage porn that he caught me looking at one day.

His place and our place were basically shared space, so it was entirely
normal for me to wander down to his studio whenever I wanted to. One day he
walked in and found me looking through his treasure chest of porn. “I’ll make
you a deal, Saul,” he said. “If you manage to steal that bag out from under my
nose, you can keep it. Think you’re up to it? I’m pretty quick; you’d better be
good.” I just smiled at him; I’d already devised a plan to make it mine before he
challenged me. I lived down the hall—compared to what I was already doing out
in the world in terms of theft, this wasn’t much of a heist.

A couple of days later I went over to Steve’s place looking for my dad and at
the time they were so engaged in conversation that they didn’t even notice that
I’d come in. It was the perfect opportunity; I grabbed the bag, walked out, and
stashed it up on the roof. Unfortunately it was a short-lived victory: my dad
ordered me to give it back once Steve realized that it was gone. It’s too bad;
those magazines were classics.

There were periods throughout my childhood when I insisted to my parents
that they weren’t my parents, because I honestly believed that I’d been
kidnapped. I also ran away a lot. One time when I was preparing to run away,
my dad actually helped me pack my suitcase, which was a little plaid bag he’d
bought me in England. He was so understanding about it and so helpful and kind
that by doing so, he convinced me to stay. That kind of subtle reverse
psychology is one of the traits of his that I hope I’ve inherited, because I’d like
to use it on my kids.

I’'D SAY MY BIGGEST ADVENTURE WAS the day I took off on my Big Wheel when I
was six years old. At the time we lived at the top of Lookout Mountain Road and
I rode it all the way down to Laurel Canyon, then all the way down Laurel
Canyon to Sunset Boulevard, which, all in all, is just over two miles. I wasn’t
lost, I had a plan: I was going to move into a toy store, and live there for the rest
of my life. I guess I’ve always been determined. Sure, there were many times
that I wanted to get away from home as a kid, but I have no regrets about how I
was raised. If it had been any bit different, if I’d been born just one minute later,



or been in the wrong place at the right time or vice versa, the life that I’ve lived
and come to love would not exist. And that is a situation that I wouldn’t want to
consider in the slightest.



Education
High

Stash tears it wp on bis BC Rich,




=~

Education High

Institutional hallways are all the same, they’re just different colors. I’ve seen the
inside of several rehab centers, some more upscale than others, but the clinical
sobriety of their walls was identical. All of them were predominantly white and
plastered with optimistic slogans like “It’s a journey, not a destination” and
“One day at a time.” I found that last one ironic considering the road that
Mackenzie Phillips has been down. The rooms were generic backdrops
engineered to inspire hope in people from every walk of life, because, as those
who have been there know, rehab is a more accurate cross section of society than
jury duty. I never learned much from “group”; I didn’t really make any new
buddies in rehab and I didn’t take advantage of multiple opportunities to make
new drug connections either. After I’d spent days in bed with my body in
purgatorial knots, unable to eat, speak, or think, I wasn’t up for small talk. To
me, the communal aspect of rehab was forced—just like high school. And just
like high school, I didn’t fit in. Neither institution taught me their intended
lessons, but I learned something important from each of them. On my way back
down their hallways toward the exit, I was confident that I left knowing exactly
who I was.

I entered Fairfax High in 1979. It was an average American public high school

—Ilinoleum floors, rows of lockers, a courtyard, a few around-back spots where
kids have snuck cigarettes and done drugs for years. It was painted a very



institutionally neutral light gray color. There was a good spot to get high out by
the football field, there was also a continuation school on the other side of
campus called Walt Whitman, where all the real fuck-ups went, because they
had to. That seemed like the end of the line, so although it was more interesting,
even from afar, than the normal campus, I tried to stay away from that place as
much as possible.

My best friend, Steven Adler, was shipped back to the Valley for high
school, which was as far off as Spain in my mind. I did visit him out there a few
times and it never failed to disappoint: it was flat, dry, hotter than it was at
home, and exactly like a sitcom neighborhood. Everyone there seemed to cherish
their identical lawns and identical lives. Even at a young age, I knew something
was wrong with that place; beneath the normalcy, I could sense that those people
were more fucked up than anyone in Hollywood. I felt bad for Steven, and once
he was gone, I retreated further into my guitar world. I went to school, always
registering as if I were there every day, but on average I’d attend my first three
classes and spend the rest of my time on the bleachers playing guitar.

There was only one class that meant anything to me in high school;
consequently, it’s also the only one in which I earned an A. It was a music
theory course that I took freshman year called Harmony, taught by a guy named
Dr. Hummel. The class reduced the elements of musical composition to their
roots, defining the fundamentals in mathematical terms. I learned to write time
signatures, chords, and chord structures, all by analyzing the underlying logic
that binds them. We never played an instrument: our teacher used a piano as a
tool to illustrate the theories, but that was all; the class was purely a study of
theory. While I was terrible at math, I was good at this, so it was the one class I
never missed. Every time I showed up, I felt like I already knew the lessons we
learned. I never consciously applied any of it to the guitar, but I can’t help but
think the knowledge of notation that I picked up seeped into my mind and aided
my playing somehow. There was a cast of characters in this class: among others
there was Sam, the piano virtuoso, a Jewish guy with tight curly hair, and Randy,
who was a long-haired, Chinese, metal guy. Randy always wore a satin
Aerosmith jacket and was of the opinion that Keith Richards and Pete
Townshend sucked and Eddie Van Halen was God. We eventually became
friends and I came to enjoy our daily debates as much as I enjoyed that class,
because it was made up of mostly musicians discussing nothing other than
music.



Other classes, meanwhile, didn’t go so well for me. There was one teacher
who chose to make an example of me once when I fell asleep on my desk. I had
an evening job at the time at the local movie theater, so I could have been tired;
it’s more likely that I was just bored out of my mind, because the class was
social studies. From what I understand, the teacher stopped everything to discuss
the concept of stereotype with the class. He noted my long hair and the fact that I
was asleep and, illustrating the meaning of the word stereotype, he concluded
that I was a rock musician who probably had no greater aspirations in life than
playing very loud music. He then woke me up and asked me a few pointed
questions.

“So I take it you’re probably a musician, right?” he asked. “What do you
play?”

“I play guitar,” I said.

“What kind of music do you play?”

“Rock and roll, I guess.”

“Is it loud?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty loud.”

“Notice, class, this young man is the perfect example of a stereotype.”

I am always grumpy when I first wake up, so this was more than I was
willing to take. I got up, walked to the front of the class, flipped his desk over,
and left. That incident, combined with a prior weed bust, spelled the end of my
career at Fairfax High.

I LEARNED MORE ABOUT MY PEER GROUP at the unofficial high school recess where
freshmen to seniors from Fairfax and other high schools gathered at the end of a
long dirt road at the top of Fuller Drive, way up in the Hollywood Hills. It was
called Fuller Estates; it’s not there anymore—now it’s just a curve on the hiking
trail in Runyon Canyon. It was a teenage wasteland in the late seventies and
early eighties, but before that it was much more interesting: in the 1920s, it was
Errol Flynn’s mansion; it occupied a few acres at the top of that wide hill



overlooking L.A. Between then and when I was a kid, it fell into serious decline,
and by 1979 it was a ruin of a foundation; just a big concrete slab and an empty
pool. By the time I saw it, the place was a statuesque wreck with an amazing
view.

The song's bombastic, apocalyptic riff just consumed my entire body.

The crumbling concrete walls were a two-level maze that was a perfect, out-
of-the-way spot for stoners of all ages. It was pitch-black there at night, far away
from the glare of any streetlight. But somebody always had a radio. I was on
acid up there the first time I ever heard Black Sabbath. I was out of my mind,
staring into the black sky above Fuller Estates, tracing trails between the stars
when someone nearby blasted “Iron Man.” I’m not sure that I can pinpoint how I
felt; the song’s bombastic, apocalyptic riff just consumed my entire body.

That place and everyone there was straight out of a seventies teen movie. In
fact, it was captured perfectly in Over the Edge, a film starring a young Matt
Dillon, about a bunch of repressed, stoned, and out-of-control Texas teenagers
who were ignored by their parents to the degree that they took their whole town
hostage. In the film, as I bet it was for all of the kids who hung out up at Fuller,
the characters’ parents had no idea as to what their kids were really up to. In its
most aggressive and most realistic moments, that film was a true representation
of teenage culture at the time: most kids’ parents either didn’t care enough to
notice or naively thought they were doing the right thing by trusting their
children and turning a blind eye.

WHEN I WAS IN HIGH SCHOOL KIDS LOOKED a few different ways. The influence of
spandex seeped in, thanks to Pat Benatar and David Lee Roth, and that trend left
its colorful mark: girls wore tight, low-cut, neon body suits, and some guys
weren’t far behind. I remember seeing Capezios when I was in junior high, but
thank God, they were out by the time I was a freshman; although feathered hair
was still standard for either sex. It was far too common and wasn’t cool by any
means.

Another huge influence was the film American Gigolo, starring Richard
Gere, which chronicled the downfall of a stylish Beverly Hills male escort. It
was the worst thing that could have happened to Hollywood teenagers because
every girl who saw it strove to re-create their personal version of that world.



Suddenly, girls who were thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen tried to dress as if they
were twenty-five and aspired to date well-dressed, much older guys. I never
dialed into their psychology, but I watched more than a few girls I knew, as early
as fifteen, start wearing too much makeup, doing blow, and dating nineteen-
year-olds and twentysomethings. It was fucking pathetic and straight up sad. A
lot of them became casualties of the scene before they even reached legal
drinking age. After all, they had a huge head start, so it caught up to them before
they even got out of the gate.

I DIDN’T LOOK LIKE ANY OF THE OTHER kids in school and my interests certainly set
me apart. I have worn long hair, T-shirts, jeans, and Vans or Chuck Taylors
since I first had a say in the matter. Once I was in high school, all I cared about
was music and playing guitar; I never abided by the trends that swayed my
peers, so I was a throw-back. It’s always been a paradox with me; I stood out but
I didn’t crave or court obvious attention. All the same, I was used to not fitting in
and wasn’t comfortable with anything else: I had changed schools so often that I
was the perennial new guy—and probably, in the minds of my peers, the freaky
new guy.

It didn’t help that to the naked eye, I wasn’t obviously anything: upper-,
middle-, or lower-class; white, black, or otherwise. As I got older, and as my
home address continued to change, I realized and understood why my mom so
deeply pondered my school registration forms before checking one box or
another: if I was listed as black in certain school districts I might be bused out of
the zone to an inferior school when I otherwise might be enrolled in the better
school down the street if I were a registered Caucasian. I never found a niche
based on race in high school, and I've always been aware of my race only when
it was an issue in the minds of others. I have been in many situations, back then
and ever since, when I’ve noticed very “open-minded” individuals adjust their
behavior because they were unsure of whether I was black or white. As a
musician, I’ve always been amused that I’m both British and black; particularly
because so many American musicians seem to aspire to be British while so many
British musicans, in the sixties in particular, went to such great pains to be black.
It was another way I wasn’t like anyone else, but I can count on one hand the
confrontations I’ve had that were racially motivated; they occured once I was
submerged in the very white universe of eighties metal. One time at the Rainbow
I got into a fight with Chris Holmes from W.A.S.P. Duff overheard Chris saying



that niggers shouldn’t play guitar. He didn’t say it to me, but it was obviously
about me. As I remember, Duff told me about it later and the next time I saw
Chris I went up to confront him and he took off running. Aside from insulting
me, it’s one of the more ridiculous and untrue things a musician, of all people,
could ever possibly say.

I FOUND MY OWN CIRCLE OF FRIENDS in high school, people who were all pretty
unique, different from the rest of the student body. My closest friends, Matt and
Mark, defined that period of my life. Matt Cassel is the son of Seymour Cassel,
one of the greatest character actors of the past fifty years. Seymour has been in
nearly two hundred films since the sixties, most notably those made with his
close friend John Cassavetes. He’s been in too many films and TV shows to
name; in recent years, director Wes Anderson has been his champion: he’s cast
Seymour in Rushmore, The Royal Tenenbaums, and The Life Aquatic with Steve
Zissou. Seymour is a Hollywood legend; he supported indie film making before
it became an institution (his philosophy was that he’d play a role he connected
with for the price of the plane ticket). He was also a figure in a hard-partying
class of moviemaking royalty that included Cassavetes, Ben Gazzara, Roman
Polanski, and others.

I could show up at Matt’s house, sit in his room, and play guitar for hours,
learning stuff off the records he had: Pat Travers’s Live, AC/DC’s newest, Back
in Black; those albums provided hours and hours of riffs to learn. They lived
right above Sunset on Kings Road, tucked behind the Riot Hyatt, next door to an
A-frame house that is still there. There were porn movies being shot in that
house all the time while Seymour was growing weed in the backyard of his
place. The A-frame was a huge advantage to hanging at Matt’s: we’d wander
over there and mix it up with the porn girls. It wasn’t appropriate, but they liked
to get us teenage boys all fired up and frustrated by playing with each other.

Seymour had the best parties, and he had raised his kids well enough to trust
them to hang out. My mom knew Seymour, but she never would have condoned
the goings-on over there. At Seymour’s parties there was a lot of freedom and it
was full-on. His kids, Matt and Dilynn, were so smart and independent that he
didn’t have to worry: they’d already figured out who they were amid this crazy
existence. Seymour’s wife, Betty, never came out of her bedroom; it was a dark
and foreboding mystery to me as to what went on upstairs. Coupled with the fact
that Seymour ruled the house with a bit of an iron fist, Matt allowed only a select



few of his friends, of which I was one, into their world.

One day Seymour looked at me and bestowed upon me the nickname that
resonated with him more than my proper name ever did. As I was passing from
one room to another in his house, at a party, looking for the next whatever it was
I was after, he touched me on the shoulder, fixed me with that affable gaze of
his, and said, “Hey, Slash, where ya going? Where ya going, Slash? Huh?”

Obviously it stuck. My friends who hung at Seymour’s started calling me
Slash back at school and soon enough that was the only name everyone knew me
by. At the time, my friends and I just thought it was a cool name, but it wasn’t
until years later that I caught up with Seymour and he explained it properly. I
was on tour during Use Your Illusions, and happened to be in Paris, with my
mom along, when Seymour was there, too. The three of us had lunch and he
explained that the nickname embodied my sense of hustle, in every sense of the
word. He was proud of the fact that I’d actually made a name for myself and that
he’d been the one to give me that moniker. His reason for calling me Slash was
that I never stood still for more than five minutes; he saw me as someone who
was always working on his next scheme. He was right: I’ve always been coming
or going more than I’ve ever stayed still. I am perpetually in motion, often
saying good-bye while saying hello and Seymour summed that quality up in a
word.

I met a ton of people at Seymour’s—including the Stones. After they played
the L.A. Coliseum they came by for an after-after party at his place. I had seen
the show that night; they played “You Can’t Always Get What You Want” so
soulfully that I’ll never forget it. I managed to shake Ronnie Wood’s hand; I was
fifteen and little did I know that he’d be one of my best friends later in life. In
fact, my first son, London, was conceived in his house.

My other close friend, Mark Mansfield, has popped in and out of my life
ever since we first met back in high school. Mark’s dad, Ken, was a record
producer and his stepmom was a singer—his real mom lived in Santa Barbara,
where he’d often go when he got in trouble—and he was constantly in trouble.
Mark’s family lived in a very nice house above Sunset and Mark was a mini
James Dean with a touch of Dennis Hopper. He’d try anything and he’d do
anything that anyone ever dared him to do—and he’d do it with sheer
enthusiasm and a smile on his face. Slowly but surely that attitude led him down
a dark road: juvenile detention, rehab, and the like. Mark was the kind of guy

uhn nnre Fallad me at ten a2 m  tn tall me that he and a friend had inct dArivvan hic
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friend’s mom’s car off the road somewhere along Mulholland. They’d stolen it
out of the kid’s mom’s driveway since she was out of town and inevitably
launched it off the shoulder, into the canyon. Luckily for them they landed it in a
tree and were able to climb back up to street level. Needless to say, the next call
I got from Mark was from exile at his mom’s house in Santa Barbara.

AS SOON AS I COULD STRING THREE chords together consistently and improvise a
solo, I wanted to form a band. Steven was gone, he was off in the Valley, so |
struck out on my own. I had tried to start a band at the very tail end of junior
high but it hadn’t gone so well. I found a bass player and a drummer whose mom
taught French at Fairfax High School. This was to be my first experience with a
tempermental, tantrum-prone drummer; if he made one mistake, this kid would
kick the entire kit over. Then we’d have to wait while he set it all back up. The
bass player in that band was just awesome. His name was Albert, and we’d play
Rainbow covers like “Stargazer.” Unfortunately, Albert got into a bike accident
on Mulholland Drive and ended up in a coma for a month or so. He was in
traction; he had pins in his neck and in both of his legs and braces holding his
legs apart—all of it. He came to school looking like a big captial A, and he had
no aspirations of playing bass at all anymore.

My first professional gig was at Al’s Bar, playing in a band with friends of
my dad’s. My dad was very proud of my love of guitar and always bragged to
his friends about me. I don’t know what, but something must have happened
with their guitar player and Tony talked them into letting me play. I’'m sure they
were worried about whether or not I could do it. But I got up there and was able
to handle it: it was all twelve-bar blues and standard blues-based covers like the
Stones, which I had a feel for. I got free beers out of it, which is what made it
truly professional.

There were a few guitar players in my circle of high school friends. I met a
guy named Adam Greenberg who played drums and we found a guy named Ron
Schneider who played bass and we became a trio dubbed Tidus Sloan. I still
have no idea what that name means...I’m pretty sure that I got it off a guy
named Phillip Davidson (who we’ll get to in just a little bit). One night when
Phillip was mumbling incoherently I remember being really curious about
whatever it was that he was saying.

“Tidne allv clnan te oo hame ” Phillin gaid At leact that’s what T heard
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“What?” I asked him.
“Tid us all de sloans to ghos hum,” he said. Or so I thought.
“Hey, Phillip, what are you trying to say?”

“I’m stelling you to tidus these sloans ta grow fome,” he said. “Tidus sloans
to go home.”

“Okay, man,” I said. “Cool.”

I think he wanted me to tell all these girls in his house to go home, but I
walked away from that situation thinking that Tidus Sloan, whatever the fuck
that meant, was a pretty cool name for a band.

TIDUS SLOAN WAS A PURELY INSTRUMENTAL band because we never found a singer
and I certainly wasn’t going to sing myself. Basically, I don’t have the
personality to be a front man of any kind; it’s enough of an effort for me to get
out there and talk to people at all. All I really want to do is play guitar and be left
alone. In any case, Tidus Sloan played early Black Sabbath, early Rush, early
Zeppelin, and early Deep Purple without vocals—we were retro before there was
a retro.



Slash and Ron Schneider, two-thirds of Tidus Sloan.

We rehearsed in Adam’s garage, which drove his mom completely insane.
She and the neighbors would complain constantly, which is understandable
because we played much too loud for a residential neighborhood. His mom’s
name was Shirley and I drew a cartoon in her honor: it was a woman in the
doorway of a room screaming, “It’s too loud and I can’t stand the noise!” at the
top of her lungs. The floor of the room in the picture is littered with beer cans
and on the bed is a kid with long hair playing guitar, totally oblivious.

My caricature of Shirley became the inspiration for my first tattoo, though
the figure that I had inked on my arm looks nothing like her—my version has
Nikki Sixx hair and huge tits, while the real Shirley favored curlers and was old
and fat—though also with big tits. I got that tattoo when I was sixteen; it’s on
my right arm and it says Slash underneath it. Adam explained to me later that
Shirley’s frequent outbursts were entirely my fault: I had just acquired a Talkbox
from Mark Mansfield’s stepmom, which is a sound amplifier that allows a
musician to modify the sound of whatever instrument is filtered through it by the
movement of his mouth against a clear tube that’s attached to it. Apparently the
sounds that I made reminded Shirley of her late husband, who died of throat
cancer just a couple years previously. He’d had to speak through an artificial
voice box and the sounds I was making were too similar for her to bear.
Needless to say I stopped using the Talkbox at her house.



There were a few other guitar players and bands around my high school, like
Tracii Guns and his band Pyrhus. I had a moment of envy when I first started
playing guitar, before I owned an electric; Tracii had a black Les Paul (a real
one) and a Peavy amp, and I'll never forget how together I thought he was. We
would check out each other’s bands at parties and there was definitely a
competitive vibe about the whole thing.

In high school I started hanging out with whatever musicians I could find.
There were a few guys my age and a few older, left-over Deep Purple dudes,
who were irretrievably brain-dead and well past their expiration date to still be
hanging out with kids from high school. The best of them was the
aforementioned Phillip Davidson: not only did he unintentionally name my first
band, but he had a Stratocaster, which was a very big deal, and his parents never
seemed to be home. He lived in this beat-up house in Hancock Park that was
overgrown with weeds and we’d just party over there all day and all night. We
were teenagers throwing keg parties; no parents, just Phillip and his two stoner
brothers.

I always wondered where his parents were; it was like the Peanuts cartoon,
all kids, no authority figures. It was a mystery to me—I always thought that
maybe his parents were coming home at any given moment, but they never did. I
felt like the only one who was concerned; Phillip mentioned the existence of his
parents, who owned the place, but they never seemed to materialize. There was
nowhere they could be hiding either; this was a one-story house with three
bedrooms. For all I knew, they could be buried in the backyard, and if they were
no one would ever find them because the backyard was piled high with debris.

Phillip used to wander from room to room carrying his joint or cigarette or
whatever combination of the two it was, while telling stories that were really
long only because he talked really slow. He was a tall lanky guy with a true
billy-goat goatee, long auburn hair, and freckles; and he was just stoned like
really stoned. I mean, sometimes he would chuckle, but otherwise he was pretty
expressionless. His eyes seemed perpetually closed—he was that kind of stoned.

Supposedly Phillip could play Hendrix and lots of stuff on that vintage Strat
of his, but I never heard any of it. I never even heard him play anything at all.
Whenever [ was over there I only remember him putting Deep Purple records on
the stereo. He was so burned out that it was just painful to hang out with this
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just that small spark in him to ignite a flame that nobody else might see. I waited
for two straight years of junior high and never saw it. Nope, nothing. But, he did
have a Stratocaster.

I do not like to combine cocaine and guitar.

ALL THINGS CONSIDERED, TIDUS SLOAN was pretty functional for a high school
band. We played our school amphitheater and plenty of rowdy high school
parties, including my own birthday. When I turned sixteen, Mark Mansfield
threw a party for me at his parents’ house in the Hollywood Hills and my band
was all set to play. For my birthday, my girlfriend, Melissa, gave me a gram of
coke and that night I learned a valuable lesson: I do not like to combine cocaine
and guitar. I did a few lines just before we went on and I could hardly play a
note; it was really embarrassing. It’s been the same the very few times since that
I’ve made that mistake: nothing sounded right, I could not find the groove, and I
really didn’t want to be playing at all. It felt like I had never played guitar
before, or as awkward as the first time I tried to ski.

We did about three songs before I just quit. I learned early to save any kind
of extracurriculars for after the show. I can drink and play, but I know my limit;
and as for heroin, we’ll get into that later because that’s a whole other can of
worms. I did, however, learn enough to know to never carry that kind of habit on
the road.

The most extravagant Tidus Sloan gig was at a bat mitzvah deep in the
middle of nowhere. Adam, Ron, and I were getting high at the La Brea Tar Pits
one night and met some girl who offered us five hundred bucks to play her
sister’s party. When she saw that we weren’t that interested, she started dropping
the names of many famous people, her “family’s friends,” who were going to be
there, Mick Jagger included. We remained skeptical, but over the course of the
next few hours, she built this party up to be the biggest happening in L.A. So we
packed our equipment and as many friends as we could into our friend Matt’s
pickup truck and set off to play this gig. The party was at the family’s house,
which was about two hours from Hollywood—about an hour and forty-five
minutes further than we expected; it took so long that we didn’t even know
where we were by the time we got there. The moment we turned into the
driveway, I found it impossible to believe that this house was about to host
L.A.’s most star-studded party of the year: it was a small, old-fashioned,
grandparents’ home. There were clear vinyl slipcovers on the furniture, blue



shag carpet in the living room, and family portraits and china displayed on the
wall. For the space available, this place was way overfurnished.

We arrived the night before and slept in their guesthouse. It was a hospitable
gesture but a horrible idea, and to tell you the truth, this very proper Jewish
family looked truly shocked when we arrived. We set up our equipment that
night on the veranda, where they’d set out the tables and chairs and a small
stage, for the next day’s performance. Then we proceeded to get completely
annihilated on the load of booze we’d brought with us. We consumed it privately
and did our best to contain ourselves to the guesthouse, but unfortunately, we
exhausted our supply and were obliged to break into the family’s house to
acquire a few bottles of whatever was readily available. Those bottles happened
to be the worst ones we could have gotten our hands on: mixing our vodka, and
whiskey, with Manischewitz, and a bunch of liquors that were never meant to be
downed straight from the bottle spelled the beginning of a very long weekend—
for us, for our hosts, and for the many guests who showed up the following
morning.

Over the course of the night, our band and our friends destroyed this
family’s guesthouse to a degree that surpasses nearly every similar episode that I
can remember Guns ever getting into. There was puke all over the bathtub; I was
sitting on the bathroom sink with this girl when it broke off the wall—water
sprayed everywhere until we closed the valve. It looked as if we’d vandalized
the place on purpose, but most of it was just a side effect. I am happy to say that
I did not commit the worst offense of all: barfing in the stew. This dish, which
was a traditional recipe served at every bar and bat mitzvah in the family, had
been left to simmer overnight in the guesthouse so it would be ready to eat the
next day. At some point in the evening, one of our friends lifted the lid, vomited
into the pot, and replaced the lid without telling anybody—or turning off the
heat. I can’t tell you quite what it was like to wake up on the floor with a raging
headache, broken glass stuck to my face, and the odor of warm vomit-infused
stew clinging to the air.

Unfortunately the horror show continued for this poor family. We had drunk
all of our booze and all of the booze we’d stolen from the main house the night
before, so we started stealing booze from the outdoor bar first thing in the
morning, as we began to rehearse. Later, when the relatives filed in for the
afternoon’s celebration, we were playing pretty loud and no one knew what to do
or say, though a few suggestions were made.



A very peppy, very short old lady came up to offer her constructive
criticism.
“Hey, you, young man, it’s too loud!” she said, squinting up at us. “Do you
think you could turn it down? Some of us are trying to have a conversation!”

Grandma was slick, she had Coke-bottle black-framed glasses and a designer
suit and though she was short she had complete authority. She asked us if we
knew any “familiar” songs and we did our best to accommodate her. We threw
in all of the Deep Purple and Black Sabbath covers that we knew. They had a
stage set up for us with chairs in front of it, but it was pretty clear that aside from
a few six-and eight-year-olds, the entire party was plastered against the wall
farthest from the stage. Actually, the guests were behaving as if it were raining
outside, because when I looked up I realized that they’d packed themselves into
the living room when there was no reason to flee the open air aside from the
sounds of our set.

We’d completely freaked out the partygoers, so we tried to draw them in by
slowing things down: we did a heavy-metal version of “Message in a Bottle.”
That didn’t work, so we tried to play whatever other popular songs we knew; we
played “Start Me Up,” over and over, without a singer. It was no use; our half-
hour instrumental verison of it didn’t get anyone out on the floor. Out of
desperation we played Morris Albert’s “Feelings,” as interpreted by Jimi
Hendrix. That didn’t do it either, so we made it our swan song and got the hell
out of there.

IT MIGHT BE SURPRISING TO SOME, BUT even before I had a band, I started working
regularly as early as possible to earn the money that I needed to pursue playing
guitar. I’d had a paper route since ninth grade that was pretty extensive; I
covered from Wilshire and La Brea down to Fairfax and Beverly. It was only
Sundays; I’d have to be up at six a.m. unless I could convince my grandmother
to drive me. I’d have two huge bags on either end of my handle bars, so leaning
just a touch too much to either side spelled wipeout. I eventually upgraded my
employment to a job at the Fairfax movie theater.

The amount of time I put into work and the amount of time I put into
learning the guitar were simultaneous revelations to me: I finally knew why I
was putting my nose to the grindstone. I guess it was the union of my parents’



intluence: my dad’s creativity and my mom’s instinct to succeed. I might choose
the hardest way to get wherever I want to go but I’'m always determined enough
to get there. That inner drive has helped me survive those moments when
everything was against me and I’ve found myself on my own with nothing else
to see me through.

Work was something that I focused on and did well whether I liked my job
or not, because I was willing to work my ass off all night and day for the cash to
support my passion. I got a job at Business Card Clocks, a small mail-order
clock factory. From September through December each year, I would assemble
clocks for a bunch of companies’ holiday gift baskets. I’d put an enlarged
reproduction of their business card on a piece of masonite, insert a clock
movement in the center, put a wooden frame around it, box it up, and that was
that. I made thousands and thousands of these things. We were paid by the hour
and I was the only person there who got crazy; I’d be there at six a.m., work all
day, through the night, then I’d sleep there. I don’t think it was legal, but I didn’t
care: I wanted to make as much money as I could during the season.

It was a great job that I kept for quite a few years, though it did eventually
bite me in the ass: my boss, Larry, paid me by personal check, so I was never on
the books at his company, and he never reported my salary to the IRS. Since I
wasn’t on the books, I saw no reason to pay taxes on my earnings. But the very
moment that I made money with Guns a few years later, the IRS came calling,
demanding all of those back taxes, plus interest. I still can’t believe that of all the
things I’ve done, the government nailed me for my job at a clock factory. I found
out later how it went down: the IRS audited Larry and grilled him about a certain
amount of money that couldn’t be accounted for over the course of a few years
so he was forced to confess that it had been paid out to his employee, me. The
IRS tracked me down and put a lien on my earnings, accounts, and assets: any
money that I deposited in a bank would immediately be seized to cover my tax
debt. At that point, I had been broke for too long to give it all up once I’d finally
gotten it: rather than pay it off with my share of Guns’ first advance check, I had
my cut consolidated into traveler’s checks, which I kept on me at all times. But
we’ll get to all that in just a little bit.

Another job was at the Hollywood Music Store, an instrument and sheet
music shop on Fairfax and Melrose. As much as I was trying to earn my keep
while pursuing what I really wanted to be doing, there were so many what-the-
fuck moments. Here’s one of them: there was a guy who used to come in and
shred everv dav in the gnitar section. He’d nick a “new” guitar off the wall. as if
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he’d never seen it before, and proceed to play it for hours. He’d tune it, shred on
it, and just kind of hang out and play for what seemed like years. I’m sure there’s
one in every music store.

WHEN I STARTED JUNIOR HIGH, THERE were so many great hard rock records for me
to listen to and learn from: Cheap Trick, Van Halen, Ted Nugent, AC/DC,
Aerosmith, and Queen were all in their prime. Unlike a lot of my guitar-playing
peers I never strove to imitate Eddie Van Halen. He was the marquee lead player
around, so everyone tried to play like he did, but nobody had his feel—and they
didn’t seem to realize that. His sound was so personal, I couldn’t imagine
coming close, or trying or even wanting to. I picked up a few of Eddie’s blues
licks from listening to him, licks that no one registers as his signature style
because I don’t think he’s ever properly appreciated for his great sense of
rhythm and melody. So while everyone else praticed their hammer-ons and
listened to “Eruption,” I just listened to Van Halen. I’ve always enjoyed
individualistic guitar players, from Stevie Ray Vaughn to Jeff Beck to Jonhny
Winter to Albert King, and while I’ve learned from observing their technique,
absorbing the passion of their playing has taught me so much more.

In any case, things had changed by the time I got to high school. By 1980,
English punk had found its way to L.A. and had become something utterly
ridiculous that had nothing to do with its roots. It was a swift, impossible-to-
ignore fashion statement: suddenly every older kid I knew was wearing torn-up
shirts, creepers, and wallet chains made of paper clips or safety pins. I never
understood what the big deal was; it was just another superficial installment in
the West Hollywood scene that revolved around the Rainbow, the Whisky, Club
Lingere, and the Starwood.

I never considered L.A. punk worth listening to, because I didn’t consider it
real. Around then the Germs were the big band, and they had many imitators, all
of whom I thought couldn’t play and totally sucked. The only bands that I
thought were worth anything were X and Fear—and that was it. I respected the
fact that the core of punk, from a musician’s point of view, was about not being
able to play very well, and not giving a shit about it. But I had a problem with
the fact that everyone in the scene exploited that aesthetic for all the wrong
reasons—there’s a difference between bad playing and deliberately playing
badly for a reason.



Slash doing what he does best: playing constantly.

Coming out of London and New York, punk rock made an impression, and
as much as it was misinterpreted in L.A., it did give birth to a bunch of great
clubs, the Café de Grand being the best of them. That was the greatest venue at
which to see true hardcore punk shows, but it wasn’t the only one—the
Palladium put on great hardcore shows, too. I saw the Ramones there, and I’1l
never forget it—it was as intense as surfing big waves. Other than a few
exceptions, L.A. punk was as pathetic as the miles of poseurs lined up outside of
the Starwood every weekend.

At that time, I had finally gotten to an age where I was the older kid. I had
spent my life running around being the younger guy hanging with the older kids,
getting into what they were into, always wanting to be a part of the cool stuff
they were doing. Now I was that kid, and as far as I was concerned, the punk
movement and this really horrible fashion thing that had followed it in the back
door had ruined everything. I had just gotten old enough to appreciate and enjoy
all the stuff that had gone on before that, and just as I had everything started to
fucking suck.

From the time I was born up until 1980, everything was pretty stable. It was
all sort of based on rock and roll, despite the pretty watered-down rock bands



that came out: Foghat, Styx, Journey, REO Speedwagon, and many more. From
’79 and ’80 on, with the exception of Van Halen, everything went in a different
direction, which instilled a whole different kind of rebellion, and what I was into
more or less got phased out by trendiness.

I wanted to play guitar in a band that inspired that degree of devotion and
excitement.

AFTER I WAS EXPELLED FROM FAIRFAX High for that social studies incident I found
myself in high school limbo. Education has always been a priority for my
mother; she let me live wherever I could, however I wanted, all summer long, as
long as I agreed to move in with her, wherever she might be, come fall. She
needed real assurance that I was going to school so nothing but my living under
her roof would do. The summer after my expulsion, I enrolled for summer
school at Hollywood High to try to earn the credits I needed to join Beverly Hills
Unified High School with the rest of the class at the beginning of my sophomore
year. But I also tried to get out of high school altogether by studying for and
taking the proficiency exam. It didn’t go so well: during the first half hour I took
a smoke break and never went back.

During this period, my mom finally left her boyfriend, “Boyfriend” the
photographer. Once Boyfriend began to freebase away, literally, everything in
the house (he eventually ended up bankrupt), my mom and my brother packed
up and moved out suddenly. I wasn’t spending much time at home at the time, so
I didn’t witness it all go down firsthand. But when I heard, I was relieved.

My mom, brother, and grandmother moved into an apartment together on
Wilshire and La Cienega and, per Mom'’s rules, I joined them there in the fall.
Mom wanted me to graduate high school before I set out on whatever path I
chose to follow, but I hadn’t left her much to work with. My grades, attendance,
and behavior record were less than stellar, so she did her best: she got me
enrolled as a continuation student at Beverly Hills High.

Continuation is where they put kids with “adjustment” problems: learning
disorders, behavior issues, and those who don’t otherwise sync with the standard
curriculum. Whereas at Fairfax I thought this was a situation to avoid, here it
was perfect for me; I was allowed to work at my own pace, and I could set my
hours to suit my new place in the workforce. I’d arrive at eight and leave at noon
because I had two jobs at the time; aside from the Fairfax movie theater, the fall
was high season at the clock factory.



My classmates in Continuation Education at Beverly Hills High were a real
cast of characters. There were a couple of full-on Harley-Davidson biker chicks,
one that was a behemoth, whose heavy-set, fortysomething, Hell’s Angels
boyfriend picked her up every day. He’d arrive early and just sit there revving
his engine; the other chick had her own Harley. There were also three Sunset
Strip rocker chicks in class; their Aqua Net hair extended in every direction and
their ripped-up T-shirts and spiked stiletto heels spoke for themselves. All three
were attractive in their own way...they knew how to use lipstick and eye
shadow, put it that way. I knew this other girl in class: her name was Desiree, the
daughter of one of my dad’s friends, Norman Seiff, a well-known rock
photographer. We were playmates when we were little and we used to play
naughty with each other back then. I had a crush on her all those years ago and I
had so many more reasons to have a crush on her when I saw her again: she sat a
row in front of me and wore nothing but loose sleeveless shirts and no bra. She
had grown into a hot buxom punk rocker, who was still as cute to me as she had
been when we were seven.

There was other riffraff in that class as well; we were a diverse and
outlandish enough group that we could have been collectible figurines: there was
the surfer-stoner Jeff Spicoli guy, the hot teenage mom-slut, the plump brooding
Goth, the sad Indian kid who worked the night shift at his parents’ 7-Eleven; all
of us barely clinging to the fringe of high school society. Looking back, I’d like
to know how every person in the classroom ended up there, at the otherwise ritzy
Beverly Hills High, no less. We were sequestered together for the benefit of our
“progressive” education in one classroom with one coed bathroom that doubled
as our community smoking lounge. That is where I discovered why those three
Sunset Strip rocker chicks looked like they did: they were the unofficial
presidents of the Mdtley Criie fan club. They did free PR as well: they turned me
on to Motley during the first smoke break I shared with them.

I had known about Nikki Sixx, the bassist and creator of Métley Criie, since
his first band, London, because Steven and I saw them play the Starwood one
night when we managed to sneak in. London had true stage presence; combined
with their low-budget pyrotechnics and Kiss-esque clothes, they were band
enough to blow any teenage mind. I had no idea that Nikki had met Tommy and
that they had found the other guys and evolved into Métley Criie; neither did I
know that they were spearheading a movement that would displace L.A. punk
overnight. Métley didn’t look like Quiet Riot, Y&T, or any other Sunset Strip



band of the day: they were as equally over the top but they weren’t quite like
anyone else. They were so into their own thing that there was no way that
anyone, aside from me I suppose, could have mistaken these three girls for
anything other than Métley Criie fans.

There are moments in life that only time can properly frame; at best you
know the snapshot is special when you take it, but most of the time only distance
and perspective prove you right. I had one of those moments just before I
ditched education altogether: it was the day Nikki Sixx and Tommy Lee showed
up outside of my school. Six years later I’d be doing lines with them off the flip-
down meal trays on their private jet, but seeing them loitering outside Beverly
Hills High is more memorable to me. They were wearing high-heeled boots,
stretch pants, teased out hair, and makeup; they were smoking cigarettes; talking
to girls in my high school parking lot. It was sort of surreal. I watched my
newfound continuation friends, those three Motley look-alike chicks, stare at the
two of them with glazed doughnut eyes as Tommy and Nikki nonchalantly
handed them posters to hang and flyers to hand out on the Strip announcing
Motley’s next show. I was in awe: not only did these chicks find this band so
exciting that they chose to dress like them, they were also willing to be their
volunteer street team. Nikki had given them copies of their new EP, Too Fast for
Love, and their job was to convert all their friends into Métley Criie fans. It was
like seeing Dracula set his disciples loose on Beverly Hills to suck the blood of
virgins.

I was impressed and objectively envious: I could never be in a band that
looked or sounded like Métley Criie, but I wanted what they had. I wanted to
play guitar in a band that inspired that degree of devotion and excitement. I went
to see Motley that weekend at the Whisky...musically, it was just okay, but as a
concert it was effective. It was memorable because of the full-on production:
Vince lit Nikki’s thigh-high boots on fire and they set off a ton of mini flash
pots. Tommy pounded away like he wanted to split his drum set in two, while
Mick Mars shuffled around his side of the stage, hunched over like the walking
dead. What affected me the most, though, was the audience: they were so die-
hard that they sang every song and rocked out as if the band were headlining the
L.A. Forum. It was obvious to me at least, that soon, Motley would be doing just
that. And in my mind, that meant only one thing: If they can do it on their own
terms, why the fuck can’t I?
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Least Likely to Succeed

Once you’ve lived a little you will find that whatever you send out into the world
comes back to you one way or another. It may be today, tomorrow, or years from
now, but it happens; usually when you least expect it, usually in a form that’s
pretty different from the original. Those coincidental moments that change your
life seem random at the time, but I don’t think they are. At least that’s how it’s
worked out in my life. And I know I’'m not the only one.

I hadn’t seen Marc Canter in about a year, for no other reason than that we’d

each been busy doing other things. In the interim, he’d undergone a
metamorphosis: when I’d seen him last, he was a music fan and was just
beginning to take on a role in running the family business at Canter’s Deli. He
was by no means a total “rock guy”—that was more my angle, if broad strokes
were drawn. When we reconnected, Marc was someone else entirely: he was a
sterling specimen of the obsessed, die-hard rock devotee. I wouldn’t have called
it in a million years, but he’d dedicated his entire life to Aerosmith. He’d
transformed his room into a wall-to-wall shrine: his Aerosmith posters were a
continuous collage that looked like wallpaper, he had cataloged copies of every
magazine that they’d ever appeared in, he maintained an orderly gallery, in
plastic sleeves, of signed photographs, and he had amassed enough rare foreign
vinyl and bootleg concert cassettes to open a record store.
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with a taste for Aerosmith T-shirts, because he never let his fandom go so far as
to inspire sartorial homage to Steven or Joe. It did, however, inspire stalking,
stealing, trespassing, and a few other mildly illegal pursuits in the name of the
cause. Marc had also gotten himself in with the local ticket-scalping community
somehow: he’d buy a load of tickets for a show, then trade among the scalpers
until he had bartered his way up to the perfect pair of floor seats. It was all a big
game to him; he was like a kid trading baseball cards, but come showtime, he
was the kid who walked away with the rarest cards up for grabs.

Once Marc had his seats sorted out, his little operation was just getting
going. He’d sneak in a very nice, professional-grade camera and a collection of
lenses by taking the whole apparatus apart and stashing the individual pieces in
his pants, the arms of his jacket, and wherever else they fit. He never got caught;
and he just caught amazing live shots of Aerosmith. The only problem was that
he got into Aerosmith a little too late: when he started really digging them they
broke up.

A cornerstone of Marc’s collection of Aerosmith memorabilia was an empty
bag of Doritos and a small Ziploc bag full of cigarette butts that he’d snatched
from Joe Perry’s hotel room at the Sunset Marquis. Apparently he’d staked the
place out and managed to get in there after Joe checked out and before
housekeeping showed up. Joe hadn’t even played a show or anything the night
before—at that point, he had quit the band actually. I thought it was a little
weird, Aerosmith wasn’t even together, but Marc was living for them 24/7. Marc
has been one of my best friends in life since the day we met, so I had to support
him by contributing to his collection: I did a freehand sketch of Aerosmith
onstage for his birthday. I did it in pencil and then shadowed and highlighted it
with colored pens and it came out pretty good.

That picture taught me a lesson that’s been stated by the wise and otherwise
throughout history: whatever you put out into the world comes back to you one
way or another. In this instance, that picture came back to me literally and
brought with it just what I’d been looking for.

The next time I saw the drawing I was at an impasse: I had been struggling
unsuccessfully to get a band together amid a music scene that didn’t speak to me
at all. I wanted the spoils that I watched lesser players enjoy, but if that meant
changing as much as I'd have to, I wasn’t having that—I tried but I found that I
was incapable of too much compromise. I won’t lie now that retrospect is on my



side and claim that deep down I knew it would all come together fine. It didn’t
look like it was going that way at all, but it didn’t keep me from doing the only
thing I could do: I did what felt right, and somehow, I got lucky. I found four
other dysfunctional like-minded souls.

I was working in the Hollywood Music Store the day a slinky guy dressed
like Johnny Thunders came up to me. He was wearing tight black jeans,
creepers, dyed black hair, and pink socks. He had a copy of my Aerosmith
drawing in his hand that a mutual friend had given him: apparently prints of it
had been made and circulated. This guy had been inspired enough to seek me
out, especially when he heard that I was a lead guitar player.

“Hey, man, are you the guy who drew this?” he asked a bit impatiently. “I
dig it. It’s fuckin’ cool.”

“Yeah, I did,” I said. “Thanks.”
“What’s your name?”

“I’m Slash.”

“Hey. I’'m Izzy Stradlin.”

We didn’t talk for long; Izzy has always been the kind of guy with
somewhere else that he needed to be. But we made a plan to hang out later on,
and when he came by my house that night, he brought me a tape of his band. It
couldn’t have sounded worse: the tape was the cheapest type around, and their
rehearsal had been recorded through the built-in mike in a boom box that had
been placed on the floor. It sounded like they were playing deep inside a jet
engine. But through the static din, way in the background, I heard something
intriguing, that I believed to be their singer’s voice. It was hard to make out and
his squeal was so high-pitched that I thought it might be a technical flaw in the
tape. It sounded like the squeak that a cassette makes just before the tape snaps
—except it was in key.

AFTER MY INCOMPLETE STINT AT HIGH school, I lived with my mother and
grandmother in a house on Melrose and La Cienega in a small basement room
off the garage. It was perfect for me; if need be, I could slip out of the street-



level window undetected at any time of day or night. I had my snakes and my
cats down there; I could also play guitar whenever I liked without bothering
anyone. As soon as I dropped out of school, I agreed to pay my mother rent.

As I mentioned, I held several day jobs while trying to put together or get
into a band that I believed in amid the quagmire of the L.A. metal scene. Around
this time, I worked for a while at Canter’s Deli in a job that Marc basically
invented for me. I worked alone upstairs in the banquet room, which wasn’t
suited for a banquet at all—it was more or less where they stored all kinds of shit
that they didn’t necessarily need. I didn’t realize the humor in that back then.

My job involved comparing the waitstaff ’s checks with the corresponding
cashier’s receipts so that Marc could quickly and easily figure out who was
stealing. It was so easy; a job that the biggest idiot could do. And it came with
perks: I’d eat pastrami sandwiches and drink Cokes the whole time, while
putting those papers in two piles, basically. My job did have its place: through
my sorting, Marc caught more than a few staffers who had probably been
robbing his family for years.

After I left, Marc willed my job to Ron Schneider, my bass player in Tidus
Sloan. Our band still played together sometimes, but we weren’t taking things to
the next level in any way—without a singer, we weren’t going to ever gig on the
Strip.

My job at the Hollywood Music Store was one of a few that I saw as
stepping-stones to playing guitar professionally, full-time; I wasn’t in it for the
fame and girls, I wanted it for a much simpler reason: there wasn’t anything else
in the world that I enjoyed more. At the music store I was a salesclerk who sold
—and played—every guitar on the floor, but that was by no means my only area
of expertise. I also sold all kinds of shit that I knew absolutely nothing about. I
could fake my way through explaining the ins and outs of bass amps, but when it
came to drum sets, drumheads, drumsticks, and the wide array of percussion
instruments I sold, I’'m still impressed by my ability to put a shine on a pile of
bullshit.

I liked my job in the music store, but it was a voyeuristic purgatory. I'd
spend every idle moment staring through the front windows at Cherokee Studios
across the street. Cherokee was a bit of a recording destination in the early
eighties: not that I was a huge admirer, but every time I’d see the Doobie
Brothers roll in there to cut a song. I can’t sav that I wasn’t totallv fucking



envious. I was, however, totally fucking starstruck the day that I happened to
gaze out the window to see Ric Ocasek walking down the street, heading to
Cherokee.

Around this time Steven Adler returned from his exile in the Valley and we
picked up precisely where we left off. Each of us had girls in our lives and the
four of us became an inseparable unit. My girlfriend Yvonne was a senior in
high school when we met; she was a disciplined student by day and a rock chick
by night, and she managed those dual identities very well. Yvonne was an
amazing girl: she was very smart, very sexy, very outspoken, and very ambitious
—today she is a high-powered lawyer in L.A. After she graduated, she enrolled
as a psychology major at UCLA, and since by that point I had begun to more or
less live with her, on my days off she’d somehow talk me into accompanying her
to school at something like eight a.m. I’d spend the morning at the UCLA
campus, sitting outside, smoking cigarettes, and watching the yuppies go by.
Some days, whenever I found the course or professor interesting, I’d sit in on her
larger lecture classes.

I don’t even remember her name anymore, but Steven’s girl at the time and
Yvonne became fast friends because the four of us went out every single night. I
didn’t even want to most of the time, but there we were, out there hitting the
Strip—and I didn’t even like the music of the day at all, though I tried to be
positive. The coup de grace came when a very hyped, overrated “innovation”
known as MTYV first aired. I expected it to be like Don Kirshner’s Rock Concert,
the live, hour-long program that ran on Saturday nights from 1973 to 1981. That
show spotlighted an artist a week and aired amazing performances by everyone
from the Stones to the Eagles to the Sex Pistols to Sly and the Family Stone to
comedians like Steve Martin.

MTYV couldn’t have been more of a polar opposite: they showed Thomas
Dolby’s “She Blinded Me with Science,” the Police, and Pat Benatar over and
over. I would literally wait for hours to see a good song; and usually it would be
either Prince or Van Halen. I felt the same way when I explored Sunset at night:
I saw a lot, I liked very little, and I was fucking bored the entire time.

Steven, on the other hand, was in his element. He was all about what was
going down on the Strip, because it was his chance to realize his rock-star
dreams. He’d never exhibited such ambition before: he did whatever it took to
get into a club, to meet people, to make connections, and be in the mix to
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Friday and Saturday night, and he kept tabs on every band that ever played as
often as he did everything but give his balls to get himself inside.

I rarely cared to go along, because I could never do what most often needed
to be done: I was incapable of humiliating myself to go that extra mile. I don’t
know why but I had a problem hanging around parking lots and stage doors,
looking for any way in that might present itself. As a result I was so infrequently
present that Steven’s never-ending morning-after tales of incredible bands and
hot chicks eventually got to me. But I never saw any of those mythical creatures
when I decided to accompany him (against my better judgment). I witnessed
nothing but a string of evenings that never achieved epic status.

I thought to myself just how hard it must be to be a girl.

One night that stands out started with Steven and me borrowing my mom’s
car (I was seventeen at the time, I believe) to go the Rainbow to mix it up.

We drove down to Hollywood and walked up to the club, and discovered
that it was ladies’ night.

“That’s fuckin’ awesome!” Steven shouted.

I had gotten into the Rainbow for years, thanks to my fake ID and Steady,
the club’s bouncer. He’s still there, and he still recognizes me. For whatever
reason, though, Steady wasn’t having it on this particular night: he let Steven in
and sent me packing.

“Naw, not you,” he said. “Not tonight, go home.”

“What?” I asked. I had no right to be indignant but I was anyway. “What do
you mean? I’'m here all the time, man.”

“Yeah, I don’t give a shit,” he said. “Get out of here, you’re not coming in
tonight.”

I was so fucking pissed off. I had nowhere else to go, so I followed Steady’s
orders and went home. I drowned my embarrassment in alcohol, and once I was
good and drunk, I came up with the crazy idea to return to the Rainbow dressed
as a girl. It made complete sense in that special way that drunken plans do: I'd
show Steady—1I’d get in the club for free thanks to ladies’ night, and then I’d



fuck with Steven. Adler hit on every girl in sight, so I was sure that he’d hit on
me long before he realized who I was.

My mom thought my plan was hilarious: she outfitted me with a skirt and
fishnets, piled my hair up under a black beret, and did my makeup. I couldn’t
wear her shoes, but the outfit worked—I looked like a chick...no—

I looked like a Rainbow chick. I drove back up to West Hollywood in my
outfit; I parked a few blocks away on Doheny and walked to the club. I was both
drunk and on a mission, so my inhibitions were nonexistent. I sauntered up to
Steady and nearly laughed in his face when he waved me in with no pause for
ID.

I was on top of the world; I had won—until I realized that Steven was
nowhere to be found. It was like reaching the end of the roller coaster before the
car had even gone over the first hill. The reality of the situation hit me square in
the face: I was dressed as a girl, in the middle of the Rainbow. Once I saw the
light, I did the only sensible thing—I left. On the long walk back to my mom’s
car, I thought that every shout was directed at me, I thought every laugh was at
my expense; I thought to myself just how hard it must be to be a girl.

STEVEN’S GIRLFRIEND RAN INTO TOMMY Lee out on the town one night and Tommy
invited her down to Cherokee Studios to hang out and watch Métley record
Theatre of Pain, the follow-up to their breakthrough album, Shout at the Devil.
Steve’s girl thought nothing of inviting Yvonne, Steven, and me; I guess she
figured that Tommy’s invitation included a “plus three.” Steven and I should
have known better. The four of us headed down there, all ready to hang out and
watch the proceedings; when we arrived, we were informed, in no uncertain
terms, that the girls could go inside—which they did—but Steven and I could
not. It was suggested that we go home. We were fuming: we watched our
girlfriends head into the studio, and spent the night in the two lounge chairs in
the lobby trying to be cool while we discussed what they might be doing in
there. It was not a good scene.

I’m not sure how, but somehow that experience didn’t scar me enough to
desert the notion of getting a job at Cherokee. I had been pestering the studio’s
day manager to hire me for an entire year. I’d stop by daily, like clockwork,
during my lunch break at Hollywood Music across the street. I continued to do



so, business as usual, but a few weeks later he finally gave in and offered me a
job. In my mind, it was a milestone; I was now just one step away from
becoming a professional musician. I was very wrong, but my plan was that once
I worked in a studio, I would make connections because I would meet musicians
and producers every single day. In my mind, a studio was the place to meet other
players who took it seriously and by working there at the very least I’d get free
recording time once I got a band together. With that kind of bullshit in my head,
I quit Hollywood Music feeling like I’d just won the lottery.

I was hired at Cherokee to be a gofer to the engineers, no more no less. I
didn’t care; I showed up to my first day, ready to run errands, take out the trash,
whatever, whenever. Or so I thought: I visibly wilted when I discovered that my
job for the week was to fetch whatever Métley Criie might need, day or night.
Just over a week before, these same guys had refused to let me into the studio
and might have had my girlfriend (I believed her when she said nothing
happened, but still...), and now I would have to spend the next few weeks as
their errand boy. Great...

The studio manager gave me one hundred bucks to fill Métley’s first order,
which I was sure was just the first of many: a magnum of Jack Daniel’s, a
magnum of vodka, a few bags of chips, and a couple of cartons of cigarettes. I
looked down at the money as I walked outside into the sunlight, debating the
pros and cons of swallowing my pride. It was a really nice day. I stopped when I
got to the liquor store to think about this for a minute.

I squinted up at the sky; I stared at the sidewalk, and then I started walking
again—toward home. That was all she wrote for Cherokee and me: considering
how many hours I’ve spent in professional recording facilities over the years
since, it’s almost ridiculous that I’ve never again set foot in Cherokee Studios.
At this point I have no intention of doing so—I owe those guys a hundred bucks.
The one day I did spend there taught me an invaluable lesson, however: I needed
to pave my own way into the music business. It didn’t matter that any idiot could
fulfill the duties of fetching for Métley Criie, or anyone else for that matter—that
job was something that I refused to do on principle. I'm glad that I did; it made it
that much easier when Métley hired us to open for them a few years later.

SO I’'D DITCHED HOLLYWOOD MUSIC, thinking that my studio job would be the last
day job I'd ever have before I made it. Hardly. Things weren’t looking too good



for me at that point: I hadn’t graduated high school, I wasn’t going to college,
and as far as I knew, I’d walked out on the only job that might have helped me
on my way.

I was unemployed and undirected there for a while, which was a perfect
moment for my mom to get me into school again—any school. God bless her
perpetual commitment to getting me educated. This time she did the only thing
that made sense—she knew that I loved music, so she enrolled me in some weird
vocational music school.

I’m very disappointed in myself that I can’t remember the name of this
place, though I do remember how unfocused our teachers were. I’m now pretty
sure that my mom found out about this place via a flyer at the Laundromat. In
any case, I enrolled, I showed up, and within weeks my teachers had me out in
the field laying cables and putting filters (“gels” they’re called) over lights at
various live venues. This place educated its students in the arts of sound and
light engineering for live performance in a very hands-on fashion. There were
about six of us in my class and almost immediately we were assisting techs on-
site at venues like the Country Club, the FM Station, and various others in L.A.
Actually it was a total sham: the school was clearly funded or run by the
production company that put on these shows, so we, the students, were not only
working for them for free, they had also taken our tuition money. Shady as it
was, I did learn to run light and sound for live concerts. I enjoyed it, too, until
the night I did the light show for a group of Duran Duran wannabes called Bang
Bang. I realized two things as I watched their set: 1) it wasn’t possible for a
music performance to be more ridiculous, and 2) this sound-and-light gig was
taking me nowhere fast.

I WAS DESPERATE TO BE IN A BAND; SO I combed the ads in The Recycler—L.A.’s
free musicians’ paper—every week, looking for an invitation to something that
appealed to me. For the most part it was futile: the ads were nothing but
shredders seeking shredders. But one week, I saw an ad that intrigued me: it was
a singer and guitarist looking for a fellow guitarist in the vein of Aerosmith and
Hanoi Rocks. And more important, it expressly stated that “no beards or
mustaches” need apply.

I called the number in the ad and made arrangements to meet them at this
guesthouse that they were renting on some street up in Laurel Canyon. I showed



up there with a girl that I was dating and recognized Izzy immediately from the
day he came into the music store with my Aerosmith drawing. I then realized
that the other guy must be that high-pitched singer I’d heard on the tape. I
thought, Cool, this might actually go somewhere. Their little shack was more
like a closet: there was room enough for a bed, with space to sit on the floor in
front of it, and room enough for a TV—which was the only source of light in
there.

I talked to Izzy for a while, but Axl never got off the phone, though he
nodded his head in acknowledgment when I came into the room. At the time I
thought it was rude, but now that I know him I understand that wasn’t the case.
When AxI gets into a conversation, there’s no stopping him. In Guns, we used to
call it a Twain Wreck: when AxI started telling a story, he was as long-winded as
Mark Twain. That first meeting, though, was pretty uneventful: either they’d
decided that they were no longer interested in a second guitar player or I just
didn’t look the part. Whatever the problem was, it went nowhere at all.

THE MINUTE STEVEN GOT BACK TO HOLLYWOOD, he proudly informed me that he’d
learned to play drums at his mom’s house out there in the Valley, which I am
sure contributed to his being kicked out again. Steven was ready to start our
band, even though at the time I was still halfheartedly playing with Tidus Sloan
and answering the odd ad in the paper looking for a guitar player. I didn’t take
him seriously; to me Steve was my social director—and a bit of a nuisance: he
started coming to Tidus Sloan rehearsals, and every chance he got, he insisted
that he was a better drummer than Adam Greenberg. When I eventually found
myself without a band, Steve had annoyed me so much that I wasn’t even
willing to watch him play, let alone play with him.

Steve’s grandmother had given him her old blue Gremlin; a car that looks
exactly like it sounds—stout and boxy. Apparently, every day, since he couldn’t
practice in his grandmother’s house, he’d been loading his drum kit into this
thing and driving out to the public park on Pico across the street from Twentieth
Century-Fox studios that includes a swimming pool and a golf course. I knew it
well; I used to play soccer there when I was nine. As weird as it was, Steven
would set up his drums next to a section of the walking path and just practice all
afternoon and evening. I’'m sure the seniors, joggers, ducks, and dog walkers
were happy about it; a blond rock kid with teased-out hair playing a full-size



double-bass-drum metal kit as hard as he can is bound to be a crowd pleaser in
any setting.

I eventually agreed to check him out, though I continued to wonder what the
hell I was thinking as I drove out to meet him. It was completely dark when I got
there. I parked next to his car and wandered out to the jogging path and there he
was, drumming away in the dark. He was back-lit by the distant floodlights,
while the huge expanse of the park and the golf course loomed behind him. It
was a very weird scene. I took that in for a while before I even paid attention to
his playing. But once I did, I forgot about the backdrop. Sitting there in the dark,
watching Steven play, I wasn’t convinced of his abilities, but I was satisfied.
Besides, I didn’t have a better option open to me anyway.

STEVEN AND [ WERE IN A SITUATION that was familiar and unwelcome—we were
looking for a singer, and this time, a bass player as well. Steven was an asset in
that regard, because he knew all the players: he was out so much that he had
seen nearly every band there was to see in the L.A. rock scene at the time.
Steven was also up on the gossip: once Métley Criie took off, Steve heard that
Lizzy Grey, Nikki Sixx’s cofounder in London, intended to put that band back
together. That was huge—Steven and I had seen London when we were younger
and they blew our minds. Izzy Stradlin was in that second version of London,
but once he left, things fell apart a bit and there was a vacancy for a guitar player
and a drummer. Steve and I auditioned for them at the space where the legendary
funk band War used to rehearse and record on Sunset, down the street from
Denny’s. By this time that spot was nothing but a bombed-out hovel; today it’s
where Guitar Center Hollywood is, by the way.

So we rehearsed there with London for four days; we learned a ton of their
songs, and even though it was a step up from nowhere, nothing ever came of it.
If anything, the experience was interesting because I saw firsthand just how
pompous those who believe themselves to be rock stars can be. The guys in
London behaved like they were larger-than-life, as if Steven and me and
everyone else in the world existed on the other side of an invisible fence. It took
me back to my childhood and all of the rock stars that I’d met back then through
my parents. Growing up around my mom and dad’s clients and friends, I'd seen
it all and had learned how to act and how not to act. I’d seen real rock stars
throw temper tantrums and watched my mom deal with them. I'd learned
through observation just how delicately to treat those personality types.



At the time I thought the guys in London were worldly and I was intimidated
and impressed. Not so much now. I saw the guy who was singing for them at
that time on the street in early 2007 while I was driving to the studio to record
with Velvet Revolver. There he was, cruising down Sunset Boulevard wearing
the same getup, still looking for a gig.

After that fruitless endeavor, Steven and I struck out on our own. We needed
a bass player and a singer, but we figured we’d go about things logically and
land ourselves a bassist first so that when we began auditioning singers, we’d
actually have a whole band for them to sing over. We took out an ad in The
Recycler; it was in the “Seeking” section, and it went something like this:

Bass player needed for band influenced by Aerosmith, Alice Cooper. Call
Slash.

We got a few calls, but the only guy we wanted to meet was someone named
Duff. He’d just moved out from Seattle and he sounded cool on the phone, so I
told him to meet us at Canter’s Deli at eight p.m. Steven and I got a corner booth
right near the front; we had our girls with us—my girlfriend Yvonne had a big
bottle of vodka in a brown paper bag in her purse. She was the one who
introduced me to vodka, actually; before I met her, I drank nothing but whiskey.

No one remotely resembling a musician came into Canter’s for a long while
and the girls were definitely drunk when Duff did show up. I think the four of us
were debating what he might look like when this bone-skinny, six-foot-plus guy
with short spiked blond hair rolled in wearing a Sid Vicious—style chain and
padlock around his neck, combat boots, and a red-and-black leather trench coat
in spite of the seventy-five-degree weather. No one had predicted that. I kicked
Steven and hushed the girls.

“Check it out,” I said. “This has to be him.”

Duff had been in a series of punk-rock bands in Seattle: the seminal but
mostly overlooked outfit the Fartz, for whom he’d played guitar, the legendary
pre-grunge power quartet the Fastbacks (drums), and a few others. Just before
moving down to L.A., he had taken up bass. Duff was as musically versatile as
he was driven: he didn’t leave Seattle because he wasn’t creatively satisfied; he
left Seattle because he knew that the scene (at that time, at least) was a losing
proposition and he wanted to make it. He knew that Los Angeles was the West



Coast music capital, so without a plan and with no friends waiting to take him in,
he packed up his beat-up red Chevy Nova and drove down to L.A. to make a
name for himself. I respected him immediately for his devotion: he and I shared
a similar work ethic. It established a kinship between us right away that hasn’t
faltered at all over all of these years.

“So you’re Slash,” Duff said as he squeezed himself in beside me in our
booth at Canter’s. “You’re not what I expected at all.”

“Oh yeah?” I said. “Well, what were you expecting?”

“With a name like Slash, I thought you’d be much scarier, man,” he said.
Steven and the girls and all laughed. “I’m not even kidding, I expected you to be
some kind of punk-rock psychopath with a name like that.”

“Oh yeah?” I said smirking. We shared a laugh.

If that hadn’t broken the ice, my girlfriend Yvonne made sure to smash it a
few minutes later. We’d sort of settled into small talk: Duff was getting to know
us and vice versa, when, apropos of nothing, Yvonne leaned across me and put
her hand on Duff ’s shoulder.

“Can I ask you a personal question?” she said, louder than necessary.
“Yeah,” he said. “Sure.”
“Are you gay? I’m just curious.”

For the first time in hours our table was silent. What can I say, I’ve always
been attracted to outspoken women.

“No,” Duff said. “I’m definitely not gay.”

After that exchange faded the five of us went upstairs, piled into the
bathroom, and broke out the vodka. And not long after that, we formed a band
right then and there, and once again spent the next month or so looking for a
singer. We auditioned Ron Reyes, better known as Chavo Pederast, when he was
the front man for Black Flag for a few months back in 1979. There were a few
other characters in there as well, but as usual, we couldn’t find the right guy. All
things considered, we wrote some really cool material: we came up with the
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ideas.

Despite the creativity flowing between the three of us, I began to get really
frustrated with Steven. He never kept up with the dedicated work ethic that Duff
and I shared; though he maintained twice the social schedule. It was so
aggravating to watch him expend his energy on partying when we had so much
to do. At the time, it was obvious that should we find the right singer, we would
really have a band that was worth something. The problem was, we didn’t have a
singer, but Steven was behaving as if we’d already been signed by a major label.
In the end I was the one who broke up the band; I told Duff it just wasn’t
working and I broke off with Steven in every way for a while, too. Duff went on
to greener pastures: coincidentally, when he’d moved to Los Angeles he got an
apartment on Orange Avenue, directly across the street from Izzy. Soon enough,
those two ran into each other on the street, and that was that; Duff became a
player in the L.A. Guns/Hollywood Rose universe.

THOSE WERE THE ONLY TWO BANDS COMING up behind Métley Criie that were
worthy of note—L.A. Guns and Hollywood Rose, each of which were revolving-
door outfits that shared a number of local players to an incestuous degree. L.A.
Guns was founded by Tracii Guns, who had gone to Fairfax High with me—that
band was nothing but a tighter, harder version of the sleazy blues shredding he
played at keg parties back then.

Hollywood Rose was something else. I met up with Steven just after he’d
seen them, and as he described their high-pitched singer, a guy who could tear
the roof off, I realized that for once, Steven wasn’t exaggerating. I didn’t put it
together that I’d already heard this guy, probably because I’d heard him on what
is most likely the shittiest, low-fi recording of a live band that had ever been
made.

Steve and I went to see Hollywood Rose at Gazarri’s and it was the first time
that I beheld, hands down, the best singer in Hollywood at the time: W. AxI
Rose. Much like the tape, the show was nothing more than an amateur garage
band doing their best, but they had an amazing sense of reckless abandon and
unbridled energy. At least two of them did: apart from Izzy and Axl, the band
was pretty nondescript, but those two friends from Lafayette, Indiana, had an
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voice drew me in immediately; it was so versatile, and underneath his
impossibly high-pitched shrieking, the bluesy natural rhythm he had was
riveting.

As I said, Hollywood Rose (like L.A. Guns) was a revolving-door band
whose players all knew one another and were always coming or going. Bass
player Steve Darrow worked with Izzy delivering the L.A. Weekly during the
afternoon, so they were tight, but Axl didn’t seem to like guitar player Chris
Webber for whatever reason. Axl apparently up and fired Chris without telling
anyone else and somehow Steven heard that they were holding auditions for
guitar players the next day.

It’s all as vague and illogical to me now as it was then, but Steven convinced
me to show up at their rehearsal space, which was a room in some hovel called
Fortress on Selma and Highland. That place was the epitome of ratty Hollywood
punk, because only punk rockers would have thought to trash it so extensively.
Rock guys don’t trash things until they’ve made it and are older; only punks do
that out of the gate. I’m not sure what color it was originally, but the carpet at
Fortress had turned a sick yellow brown, not only on the floor, but all the way up
the walls and ceiling, where it had been installed to dampen the noise. Every
corner was disgusting; the entire room was a lice-infested cube.

[ started rehearsing with them and it was going fine—until Izzy took off
during the second song. Now I know that bolting is Izzy’s defense mechanism
when he thinks things aren’t quite right: he never makes a show of it, he just
slips out and won’t look back. Apparently Izzy had no idea what I was doing
there that day and understandably didn’t like it that Axl had fired Chris Webber
without consulting, or even informing, him.

Eventually, a while later after we’d become good friends, I asked Izzy about
it. Izzy always maintained an aura of cool; he was never ruffled, he never let that
guard down. But when I asked him about this, he leveled a deathly serious gaze
at me, so I had no doubt that he was sincere.

“It’s pretty fucking simple,” he said. “I just don’t like being dictated to
under any circumstances.”

In any case, he split. I’d been dragged into the middle of that situation,
entirely clueless to it. After 1zzy left, there was a short, awkward moment...and
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I didn’t even know that there was another concentric circle of tension around
the move to bring me in: Tracii Guns had been vying for that gig. He’d been
trying to recruit Axl and Izzy into a band for quite a while. I can’t imagine that
he was excited to hear that they’d chosen me over him. I had no idea about any
of this, and even if I had I would have ignored all of it anyway. Finally, finally, 1
was in a band with a great singer—or a singer at all.

Slash in Hollywood Rose, bassist Steve Darrow is at left. Slash is playing the
voice box.

Axl had been brainstorming on how to put together the right band, and he
thought Izzy and I would make a great pairing, but since they’d never actually
discussed it before he put it in motion, I was in but Izzy was gone. Hollywood
Rose, as I knew it, was Axl, Steve Darrow, Steve Adler, and me. We booked
gigs at Madame Wong’s East and West and rehearsed in a studio called
Shamrock on Santa Monica Boulevard between Western and Gower. That place
was an incredible scene, where just about anything might happen; considering
that it was located way past East Hollywood, anything really could happen
without arousing the authorities. There were three studios in the complex and the
owners threw insane parties every weekend, where it was always balls to the
wall.

Axl and I became really good friends during this period because, for a while,
he lived with my family and me. It wasn’t because we were soul mates or
anything: Axl never had a place of his own back then; he just crashed wherever
he could. When he lived with us, he’d spend his days sleeping in my



subterranean room surrounded by my snakes and my cats while I was at work.
When I got home, I’d wake him up and we’d go to rehearsal.

All the same, I learned a lot about Axl during that time. We talked about
music and the things we thought were great; we’d listen to a particular song and
dissect it, and it was clear that we had a lot in common in terms of our musical
taste. We had a mutual respect for all the bands that had influenced me.

AxI also had an interest in talking about life, both his own and in the greater
sense. I didn’t have a lot to say but I was always a good listener. So he told me
about his family and the hard times he’d endured in Indiana; it was half a world
away from anything I could comprehend. Axl impressed me then the way he
always has: no matter what anyone might say about him, Axl Rose is brutally
honest. His version of events might be singular, to say the least, but the truth is,
he believes in what he says with more heart than anyone else I’ve ever met.

It shouldn’t be shocking to hear that it wasn’t always smooth sailing when
Axl lived with my family. As I mentioned, my room was off the living room,
down two flights of stairs, under the garage. For the most part, Axl kept to
himself when I wasn’t there, but one morning after I’d left for work, apparently
he wandered up and crashed out on the couch in the living room. In other
households that might not have been that big of a deal, but in ours it was. My
grandmother, Ola Sr., was our matriarch and that couch was the throne from
which she watched her favorite TV shows every afternoon. When she arrived,
right on time to enjoy her regularly scheduled programming, and found Axl
there, sprawled out, Ola Sr. politely roused him. In her sweet, soft, old-lady
voice she asked him to go back downstairs to my room, where he could sleep as
long as he liked. For whatever reason, that didn’t go over well: from what I
understand, Axl told my grandmother to fuck off then stormed downstairs to my
room—at least that’s what my mom said.

My mom took me aside when I got home from work, and as easygoing as
she is, she insisted that if Ax] was going to live under her roof for even one more
day, he needed to apologize to her mother and promise to never behave that way
again. It was my duty to make it happen, which at the time I didn’t think was
that big of a deal.

My mom used to loan me her green Datsun 510, and as Axl and I drove to
rehearsal that evening, I mentioned, in the least confrontational way, that he
should probably apologize to Ola Sr. for telling her to fuck off. I hadn’t known



Axl long, but I already knew him well enough to understand that he was a
sensitive, introspective person who endured serious mood swings, so I chose my
words carefully and presented the issue in a very nonjudgmental, objective tone.
AxI stared out the window as I spoke, then he started rocking back and forth in
the passenger seat. We were driving on Santa Monica Boulevard, doing about
forty miles an hour, when suddenly, he opened the car door and jumped out
without a word. He stumbled, kind of hopped, and made it onto the sidewalk
without falling. He steadied himself, then took off down a side street without
looking back.

I was shocked; I did a U-turn and drove around in vain, looking for him for
an hour. He didn’t show up back at my house that night and he didn’t come to
rehearsal for four days. On the fifth day he appeared at the studio as if nothing
had happened. He’d found somewhere else to crash and he never mentioned it
again. It was pretty clear to me from that point forward that Axl had a few
personality traits that set him very far apart from every other person I’d ever
known.

THE LAST HOLLYWOOD ROSE GIG TOOK place at the Troubadour and it ended
eventfully. It was an “off” night all around, basically a series of almost right
moments. We went on late and everything sounded terrible, the crowd was
rowdy and disengaged, and no matter how hard we tried, there was no turning
the vibe around. Some heckler in the front row antagonized Axl and soon he’d
had enough; he threw a glass at the guy or broke a bottle on his head—it doesn’t
matter which, but it was a fitting expression of the pent-up frustration within the
band that night. As I watched the altercation with this guy build throughout the
set, it was such a big distraction during the show that I knew I was going to quit
as soon as the set was done. Axl going after him was like affirmation from the
universe.

It’s not like I hadn’t seen it coming: I wasn’t satisfied and the whole
situation didn’t seem very stable. We’d had only a handful of gigs in the few
months we’d been together and the lineup never felt quite right. By that point, it
didn’t take much; and the bottle scene seemed uncalled for—it distracted from
the music to say the least. Here we were, a fledgling band with enough internal
issues trying to scratch out a name for ourselves, having to contend with
incidents like that. It meant something to Axl, of course, but not everyone
necessarily agreed with him. It was the way he felt and, seriously, if it was called



for, fine, but sometimes you gotta pick your battles. Stopping the show to deal
with this situation was a bit much. In the spirit of rock and roll, I had an
appreciation for the full-on fuck-you, but as far as professionalism was
concerned, it was an issue for me.

Axl is a dramatic kind of individual. Everything he says or does has a
meaning, a theatrical place in his mind, in a blown-out-of-proportion kind of
way. Little things become greatly exaggerated, so that interactions with people
can become magnified into major issues. The bottom line is, he has his own way
of looking at things. I am a pretty easygoing guy, so I’'m told, so when Axl
would fly off the handle, I never followed suit. I’d be like, “what?” and blow it
off. There were such dramatic highs and lows and extreme mood swings that
being close to him always felt like a roller-coaster ride. What I didn’t know then
was that this would be a recurring theme.

In any event, I told everyone in Hollywood Rose that I quit as soon as we
got offstage. The band split up after that and Axl and I parted ways for a while.
He went on to join Tracii Guns in L.A. Guns, which soon became the earliest
incarnation of Guns N’ Roses.



Slash on the circuit, 1985.

I went on to join a band called Black Sheep with Willie Bass, which was a
rite of passage for a succession of talented musicians. Willie is a great front man;
he’s a really tall black guy who sings and plays bass and he had a penchant for
landing the hottest shredder guitar players of the day, one after the other. He’d
had Paul Gilbert, a virtuoso, Yngwie Malmsteen type; Mitch Perry, who had
played with Michael Schenker; and for a time, me. Shredding was not my forte
—1I could play fast, but I valued classic rock-and-roll, Chuck Berry—style playing
over heavy metal showboating. I took the gig anyway, because, after Hollywood
Rose, I realized that getting out there and being noticed was essential: it was a
way to meet other players and learn about other opportunities in a fashion that
suited my personality more than networking on the Strip.

I took the gig and played to about eight hundred people out at the Country
Club in the Valley, and it was a particularly good show, I must say. It was also
the first time I’d ever played to so many. I enjoyed the exposure, though I
remember thinking that I’d played terribly. I found out later that Ax] was there,
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Black Sheep wasn’t really doing much by this point; after that one gig, we
didn’t have any others booked; we’d just get together to rehearse now and again.
My brief experience with them might not have been exactly what I wanted to do,
but it did make me more public, so it seemed to me that if playing in a well-liked
L.A. club band was winning me attention and putting my career on some kind of
track, joining the biggest L.A. club band of the day might not be a bad idea at
all.

Poison’s guitar player, Matt Smith, called me when he decided that he was
going to leave the band. His wife was pregnant and they had decided to move
back to Pennsylvania to start their family. Matt and I had friends in common and
he’d invited me to a few of Poison’s parties. Matt was a good guy, he was down
to earth—the least poisonous of the bunch. Matt knew that it wasn’t my thing at
all, but he said that it was a good gig that paid well and I already knew the band
was definitely in demand. I was pretty against it, but Matt talked me into trying
out.

Poison rehearsed in a big flat way down in Venice on Washington and La
Brea or something like that, which was plastered with posters...of themselves. I
showed up to the audition wearing my typical uniform: jeans, T-shirt, and that
day a pair of these really cool moccasins that I stole from the farmer’s market—
they weren’t beaded, just really plain brown leather with short fringe around the
ankle. I had learned four or five songs from a tape they’d given me and I just
killed them when we ran through it all. They called me back for a second
audition and I remember Bobby Dall, the bass player, looking me over as |
played. The vibe was very different; there was a tangible attention to detail.

“So, like, what do you wear?” he asked me. “You don’t wear those shoes
onstage, do you?”

“I haven’t given it much thought, to tell you the truth,” I said. He looked
concerned and confused.

I was one of three that they were deciding on, and I saw another guy at the
callback that day. He had platinum-blond hair, a sparkly white leather jacket,
and full makeup, complete with frosted pink lipstick. I got one look at him on
the way out and knew that he’d get the gig. He did, of course—it was C.C.
Deville. I had played the shit out of Poison’s material, but that was the one and

Anlxr xirnxr thnt T xitne n mnarfant fit fAar vishnt thasr vurara A1l kAt



Ullly wa_y lidat 1 vwadd a ]_JCILCLL 11l 1Ul wvlladl LllC_y VClCT dll auvuul.
Nobody ever complained because they were shocked speechless.

IN 1984, AXL HELPED ME GET A JOB AT Tower Video and when he did it was
bittersweet to see him again. When Hollywood Rose broke up, it wasn’t exactly
acrimonious but in the interim, another source of contention had come between
us: Axl had hooked up with my then ex Yvonne.

I had met Yvonne through Marc Canter at a Ratt concert, where they were
playing with Yngwie Malmsteen, at the Hollywood Palladium. She’d actually
been Ratt front man Stephen Pearcy’s girlfriend at one time. We went out to a
late-night dinner afterward at this place the Beverly Hills Café that was one of
Marc’s favorite spots and that’s where we got eyes for each other. We started
dating after that. Yvonne was really cool—she was the person who turned me on
to Hanoi Rocks and front man Mike Monroe, which was a band that I definitely
appreciated. They were an influence on Guns N’ Roses and are still an
undervalued rock-and-roll institution as far as I’'m concerned.

Anyway, Yvonne and I dated for a while, but during one of those spells
where we took some time off from each other, Axl fucked her. I was not happy
about that at all, but I can’t say that I was surprised because it was obvious that
he always had a thing for her. When she and I got back together, of course she
had to tell me about it, under the guise of “being honest,” when the real
motivation was probably revenge for my dumping her.

I called Axl at his job at Tower Video to confront him. I was just pissed.
“You fucked Yvonne,” I said. “What kind of cheap shot is that?”

I have to give AxIl credit—he was honest and didn’t try to weasel his way
out of it. He told me that of course he did but that at the time I wasn’t fucking
her, so what did it matter? I didn’t see it quite the same way, so things escalated
from there until he invited me to try and kick his ass. I was going to go up there
and duke it out but I let it go. Needless to say, it took some time to defuse the
animosity. And one day, after hearing I was looking for a job, he told me about
an opening at Tower as a peacemaking gesture. Axl always chose to patch things
up with grand gestures.

Tower Video was located directly across the street from the Tower Records



where I’d been busted shoplifting a few years earlier. Axl was living with one of
the managers, and once I’d joined the ranks it didn’t take me long to figure out
that I was now one of a truly loony cast of colorful characters; I imagine that we
were the most ludicrous and utterly negligent staff that any Tower location has
ever employed. There were also some great, senile alcoholics who worked at the
Tower Classical next door.

Every night at about eight o’clock, after the general manager for records and
video left for the night, those of us in video would stock up at the liquor store
across the street, throw porno movies on the store’s video system, and just drink.
We’d put our friends’ bands on the stereo and generally ignore every customer
that wandered in.

It wasn’t anything that the security cameras picked up because we didn’t
have vodka bottles next to the cash register, so it went on unnoticed for a long
time—I imagine, though, that if those tapes were viewed, we’d come off as lazy
and unhelpful. We’d mix our cocktails back in the office and walk around with
them in plastic Solo cups; we’d be ringing up any purchases with one hand
around a screwdriver. I’m sure the customers knew what we were up to the
moment we breathed on them, but nobody ever complained because they were
shocked speechless. All things considered, we were way too scary for most
people; they just got out of there as quickly as they could.

Unfortunately, one of the tighter-assed managers caught on to us and when
he did, AxI took the fall: he was fired for the antics that we were all guilty of.
Even then, I knew why: Axl has the kind of presence and star power that
threatens authority figures; they see someone like Axl as nothing but a
“ringleader.”

MY MEMORY IS HAZY ON THE VARIOUS events that led to the forming of Guns N’
Roses, because, to be honest, for most of it I wasn’t there. I’'m not here to present
the academic history of the band or set straight every misconception; I can only
speak of my experience. In any case, sometime in early 1985, Axl and Tracii
Guns started putting a band together; they brought in Ole Bench and Rob
Gardner, who’d played bass and drums, respectively, in L.A. Guns. Not too long
after that, Izzy joined their group and that is when Axl opted to change the name
to Guns N’ Roses for obvious reasons. Tracii had finally gotten his dream
situation—as I said, he’d been after Axl and Izzy to be in a band with him for a



while. They did a few gigs, they wrote a few songs—in that order.

I was still working at Tower and had nothing else going on. I was envious, to
say the least, when Izzy came in to give me a flyer for a Guns N’ Roses show in
Orange County. Somewhere along the line, Duff replaced Ole; they did a few
more gigs and wrote a few more songs. I believe that during those Orange
County shows Tracii and Axl had a major falling-out. Tracii quit pretty soon
afterward and then one night Axl showed up at Tower to ask if I’d be interested
in hooking up with Izzy to write some songs and give the gig a go. I stopped for
a moment to think about what that meant.

Axl and Izzy were a unit, so any other players coming into their band had to
work well with both of them, and Izzy had left Hollywood Rose too quickly to
get to know me at all. I liked Izzy. He was, after all, the first guy [ met and I
enjoyed his style and admired his talent. In dealing directly with Izzy, I’d have
something of a buffer with Axl. Axl and I got along in so many ways but we had
innate personality differences. We were attracted to each other and worked
together tremendously well yet we were a study in polar opposites. Izzy (and
later Duff ) would help. At the time, Izzy was enough to take the pressure off.

I showed up at Izzy’s apartment a few days later and he was working on a
song called “Don’t Cry,” which I immediately took to. I wrote some guitar parts
for it and we fine-tuned it for the rest of the evening. It was a cool session; we
both got a lot out of jamming with each other.

We found ourselves a rehearsal space in Silverlake: Duff, Izzy, Axl, Rob
Gardner, and myself. Everyone knew one another, so we started throwing songs
together that evening and it just gelled quickly; it was one of those magic
moments that musicians speak of where every player naturally complements the
other and a group becomes an organic collective. I had never felt it that intensely
in my life. It was all about the kind of music I was into: ratty rock and roll like
old Aerosmith, AC/ DC, Humble Pie, and Alice Cooper. Everyone in the band
wore their influences on their sleeves and there was not a bit of the typical L.A.
vibe going on where the goal is to court a record deal. There was no concern for
the proper poses or goofy choruses that might spell pop-chart success; which
ultimately guaranteed endless hot chicks. That type of calculated rebellion
wasn’t an option for us; we were too rabid a pack of musically like-minded
gutter rats. We were passionate, with a common goal and a very distinct sense of
integrity. That was the difference between us and them.
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You Learn to Live Like an Animal

We weren’t exactly the type of people who took no for an answer. We were
much more likely to give no for an answer. As individuals, each of us was street-
smart, self-sufficient, and used to doing things his way only—death before
compromise. When we became a unit that quality multiplied by five because
we’d have one another’s backs as fiercely as we’d stood up for ourselves. All
three of the common definitions of the word gang definitely applied to us: 1) we
were a group who associated closely for social reasons such as delinquent
behavior; 2) we were a collection of people with compatible tastes and mutual
interests who gathered to work together; and 3) we were a group of persons who
associated for criminal or other antisocial purposes. We had a gang’s sense of
loyalty, too: we only trusted our oldest friends, and found everything we needed
to get by in one another.

Our group willpower drove us to succeed on our own terms but never made
the ride any easier. We were unlike the other bands of the day; we didn’t take
kindly to criticism from anyone—not our peers, not the charlatans that tried to
sign us to unfair management contracts, not the A&R reps vying to hand us a
deal. We did nothing to court acceptance and we shunned easy success. We
waited for our popularity to speak for itself and for the industry to take notice.
And when it did, we made them pay.



We rehearsed every day, working up songs that we knew and liked from one

another’s bands, like “Move to the City” and “Reckless Life,” which were
written by some version or another of Hollywood Rose. We had a piece of shit
PA, so we composed most of the music without Axl actually singing with us.
He’d sing under his breath and listen and provide feedback on what we were
talking about in the arrangements.

After three nights we had a fully realized set that also included “Don’t Cry”
and “Shadow of Your Love,” and so we unanimously decided that we were now
fit for public consumption. We could have booked a gig locally, because,
collectively, we all knew the right people, but no, we decided that after three
rehearsals, we were ready for a tour. And not just a long weekend tour of clubs
close to L.A.; we took Duff up on his offer to book us a jaunt that stretched from
Sacramento all the way up to his hometown of Seattle. It was completely
improbable but to us it seemed like the most sensible idea in the world.

We planned to pack the gear and leave in a few days, but our zeal scared the
shit out of our drummer, Rob Gardner, so much that he more or less quit the
band on the spot. It didn’t surprise anyone because Rob could play well enough
but he didn’t fit in from the start; he wasn’t of the same ilk, he wasn’t one of us:
he just wasn’t the sell-your-soul-for-rock-and-roll type. It was a polite departure
—we couldn’t imagine anyone who had played those last three rehearsals not
wanting to tour the coast as an unknown band with nothing but our gear and the
clothes on our backs, but we accepted his decision. We would not be stopped,
however, so I called the one drummer that I knew who would leave that night if
we asked him to: Steven Adler.

We watched as Steven set up both of his silver-blue bass drums and
loosened up with a few typical double-bass fills at rehearsal the next day. His
aesthetic touchstones were off, but it wasn’t an insurmountable problem. It was a
situation rectified in a typically Guns fashion: when Steven ducked out to take a
piss, Izzy and Duff hid one of his bass drums, a floor tom, and some small rack
toms. Steven returned, sat down, and started counting in the next song before he
realized what was missing.

“Hey, where’s my other bass drum?” he asked, looking around as if he’d
dropped them on the way to the bathroom or something. “I came here with
two...and my other drums?



“Don’t worry about it, man. You don’t need them, just count off the song,”
Izzy said.

Steven never got his extra bass drum back and it was the best thing that ever
happened to him. Of the five of us, he was the most conventionally
contemporary, which, all things considered, lent a key element to our sound—
but we weren’t going to let him hammer that point home all night long. We
bullied him into being a straight-ahead, 4/4 rock-and-roll drummer, which
complemented and easily locked in with Duff ’s bass style, while allowing Izzy
and me the freedom to mesh blues-driven rock and roll with the neurotic edge of
first-generation punk. Not to mention what Axl’s lyrics and delivery brought to
it. Axl had a unique voice; it was brilliant in range and tone, but even though it
was often intense and in your face, it had an amazingly soulful, bluesy quality to
it because he had a choir background from singing in church when he was in
grade school.

By the end of his tryout, Steven was hired and the original Guns N’ Roses
lineup was locked and loaded. Duff had booked the tour; all that we needed was
wheels. Anyone who knows a musician well, successful or otherwise, knows
this: generally, they are adept at “borrowing” from their friends. It took one
phone call and very minor convincing for us to enlist our friends Danny and Joe,
whose car and loyalty we made use of very regularly. To sweeten the deal, we
christened Danny our tour manager and Joe our roadie and the next morning
drove Danny’s weathered green tank of an Oldsmobile out to the Valley to pick
up a U-Haul trailer that we filled with the amps, guitars, and drum Kit.

Seven of us packed into this mid-seventies Olds and set out on what I don’t
think anyone but Duff realized was a trip of over a thousand miles. We were
outside of Fresno, two hundred miles from L.A. and two hundred short of
Sacramento, when the car broke down. Danny wasn’t the type of guy to have
splurged for AAA, so luckily we broke down within pushing distance of a gas
station, where we discovered that it would take four days to get the necessary
parts to fix a beast that old. At that rate, we wouldn’t make any of the shows.

Our enthusiasm was too great to allow for delays or thoughts of practicality,
so we told Danny and Joe to stay with the car and gear until it was repaired and
to meet us in Portland (about seven hundred fifty miles away), at one of the gigs
on the route. From there, we decided we’d drive to Seattle together (about a
hundred and seventy-five miles farther) to play the final show of our tour with
our own gear. There was a hrief moment when Dannv and Joe camnaigned for



il o Rt P ere en e m— s mma e mma—aae i e e = i

us to remain in Fresno together until the car was back on the road, but neither
that nor the obvious option of turning back were ever considered seriously. We
hadn’t even considered how to get from one gig to the next, let alone that we
might not find amps and drums ready to borrow when we got there. We really
didn’t give a shit about any of that; the five of us didn’t hesitate—we hit the
highway to start hitchhiking.

We gave Danny and Joe whatever money we could spare to pay for the car
—probably about twenty bucks—and walked up the on-ramp to the highway,
guitar cases in hand. A few hours without so much as one vehicle even slowing
down to check us out didn’t dent our confidence. We remained proactive, testing
the efficiency of the various hitchhiking configurations available to us: five guys
with no visible luggage; two guys hitching and three guys hidden in the bushes;
one guy with a guitar case; just Axl and Izzy; just Izzy and me; just Axl and me;
just Steven alone, waving and grinning; just Duff alone. Nothing seemed to
work; the people of Fresno weren’t having us in any way, shape, or form.

It took about six hours for our kind of misfit to come along; a trucker willing
to take all of us on board, stuffed into the front seat and the small bench behind it
in his cab. It was close quarters, made even closer by the guitar cases and the
sheer intensity of this guy’s speed habit. He shared his stash with us sparingly,
which made his endless stories of life on the road more digestible: the five of us
were all pretty cynical and sarcastic, so in the beginning we were thoroughly
amused by this guy’s insanity. As that night, the next day, and the day after that
came screaming down the road at us through the windshield, there wasn’t
anyplace else I thought I’d rather be. When we’d pull over at rest stops so this
guy could sleep for a while in the back of his cab—which was a consistently
inconsistent amount of time lasting anywhere from an hour to half a day—we’d
crash on park benches, write songs as the sun came up, or just walk around
kicking trash at squirrels.

After a couple of days of this, our chauffeur started to smell particularly
pungent and his formerly affable, strung-out chatter seemed to turn darkly weird.
We were soon collectively disenchanted. He informed us that he planned to take
a detour to pick up more speed from “his old lady,” who I guess drove out to
meet him at regular spots on his route to keep him juiced up. It didn’t look like
the situation was bound to improve. The next time he pulled into a rest stop to
take one of his endless naps, we were way too bored and broke to stick it out any
longer. We decided to explore our options by hitting the blacktop to again look



for a ride, tiguring that if worse came to worst, the speed demon in the semi
would find us and pick us up again whenever he woke up. He probably wouldn’t
even think we’d ditched him.

Our prospects weren’t plentiful, because, among the five of us, not one of us
bore an iota of mainstream appeal, from Duff ’s red-and-black leather trench
coat to our black leather jackets, long hair, and a few days of road grime. I have
no idea how long we waited, but eventually we hailed a ride from two chicks in
a pickup truck with a shell. They drove us to the outskirts of Portland, and once
we got within the city limits, all was well—Duff ’s friend Donner from Seattle
had sent someone to get us who informed us that Danny and Joe had called
ahead: apparently the car was too unreliable to make the trip so they had headed
back to L.A. It’s not like we cared; we were forging on, even though we’d
missed every single gig along the way. It didn’t matter to us so long as we had a
shot at making our final show of the tour—it was scheduled to take place in
Seattle, and what was meant to be our last gig became the first Guns N’ Roses
show that ever was.

Arriving in Seattle was especially victorious both because we’d actually
made it (that last drive came off with no problems), and also because Donner’s
house was the closest thing I have ever seen to Animal House. The day we rolled
in, they threw a barbecue in our honor that, as far as I could tell, never seemed to
end—it was as raging when we dragged ourselves out of there as it had been
when everyone first cheered the five strangers from L.A. who came through their
door. There was an endless supply of pot, a ton of booze, and people sleeping,
tripping, or fucking in every corner. It was a fitting Guns N’ Roses after-show
party...that started before our first show.

We arrived at Donner’s house a handful of hours before we were supposed
to be onstage. We had nothing but our guitars, so we really needed to find
ourselves equipment. As I said, before moving to L.A., Duff had played in
legendary Seattle punk bands, so he could pull in some favors: he gave Lulu
Gargiulo of the Fastbacks a call, and she came through for us by loaning us their
drum kit and amps. She personally made the first Guns N’ Roses show possible.
And I'd like to thank her right now once again.

The club was called Gorilla Gardens, which was the epitome of a punk-rock
shit hole: it was dank and dirty and smelled of stale beer. It was situated right on
the water, on an industrial wharf that lent it a vaguely maritime feel, but not in a
picturesque, wooden dock manner at all. That place was at the end of a concrete



slab; it was the kind of setting where deals gethade in East Coast gangster
movies, and on top of all of that, it was cold and raining outside the night we
played there.

We just got up and did our set and the crowd was neither hostile nor
gracious. We probably played seven or eight songs—“Move to the City,”
“Reckless Life,” “Heartbreak Hotel,” “Shadow of Your Love,” and “Anything
Goes” among them—and it went by pretty quickly. That night we were a raw
interpretation of what the band was; once the nervous energy subsided, at least
for me, we’d reached the end of the set. That said, we had a very small number
of train wrecks in the arrangements, and all in all the gig was pretty good...until
we had to collect our money. Then it became as much of an uphill battle as the
rest of our early career would be.

The club owner refused to pay us the $150 we were promised. We tackled
this obstacle as we had the entire road trip—as a group. We broke down our
gear, got it packed up outside of the club, and cornered this guy in his office.
Duff talked to him while we crowded around, looking formidable and throwing
in a couple threats for good measure. We blocked the door and held him hostage
until he finally coughed up $100 of our cash. He had some sort of bullshit excuse
about why he was shorting us $50 that was just fucking dumb. We didn’t care to
get to the bottom of it at all, so we took the $100 and split.

THERE IS ONE IMAGE THAT I HAVE OF our days in Seattle that sums it all up to me. It
is of an upside down TV. I remember lying with my body half on the bed, my
head hung over the end of the pull-out couch so far that the top of it was against
the floor. There were equally rotted people that I didn’t know lying on both sides
of me and I was so stoned that I thought I’d found the best position in the world
that a body might ever be in. The blood rushed to my brain as I dangled there
watching The Abominable Dr. Phibes, starring Vincent Price, and there wasn’t
anything else I wanted to do.

After a couple of days of after-partying at Donner’s house, we hopped back
in the car with his friend, whom we’ll call Jane. She was either crazy or just
liked us enough to drive us all the way back to L.A.. I’m still not sure which. We
drove through to Sacramento, which is about seven hundred fifty miles, before
we made our first pit stop. By that point, we had to pause: Jane wasn’t the type
to have a car with functioning air-conditioning, and considering the summertime



heat, it might have been lethal to keep going by that point.

We parked and spent the afternoon wandering around the state-capitol area
begging for change to get something to eat. After a few hours, we took our
earnings and hit the McDonald’s and we barely had enough food to share among
the six of us. Afterward, we lay down under the shade of a few oak trees in the
park across from the capitol in search of some relief from the heat. It got so
unbearable that we jumped the fence and took refuge in some convalescent
home’s pool. We didn’t give a fuck that we were trespassing; actually, if we’d
gotten arrested, it probably would have been an improvement—at least there
would be food and better air-conditioning than Jane’s car. Once the sun went
down and it finally cooled off enough to get back in that thing, we got back on
the road.

I didn’t realize it until years later, but that trip cemented us as a band more
than we knew; our commitments were tested on that journey. We’d partied, we’d
played, we’d survived, we’d endured, and we racked up a lifetime’s worth of
stories in just two weeks. Or was it one week...I think it was one week...what
do I know?

IT MAKES SENSE THAT GUNS’ FIRST SHOW took place in Seattle because as much as
L.A. was our address, we had as much in common with the average “L.A.” band
as Seattle’s weather has with Southern California’s. Our main influences were
Aerosmith, especially for me, and then there was T. Rex, Hanoi Rocks, and the
New York Dolls. I guess you could even say that Axl was a version of Michael
Monroe.

So we were back in L.A. with our first-ever gig as a band behind us. We
were all set to get back to rehearsing and keep the momentum focused. We got
together out at this space in Silverlake and were all packed into Duff ’s little
Toyota Celica driving home after rehearsal. As we pulled into an intersection to
make a left turn, we were broadsided by some guy doing about sixty miles an
hour. Steven broke his ankle because his legs were stretched out between the two
front seats, and everyone got pretty banged up, myself least of all—I walked
away unscathed. It was a pretty gnarly little accident; Duff ’s car was totaled and
we could have been, too. That would have been a sick twist of fate: the band
dying together after we’d just gotten together.



WE STARTED HANGING AROUND WITH A few of the seedier rock-and-roll people in
the L.A. scene; they were part of an underbelly that the typical Sunset Strip rock
fan didn’t know about. One of the characters was Nicky Beat, who was the
drummer for L.A. Guns for a minute, but mostly spent his time playing in lesser-
known glam bands like the Joneses. Nicky wasn’t necessarily seedy but he had a
lot of seedy friends. He also had a rehearsal studio in his house in Silverlake
where we’d go, set up our gear, and jam, and that is where the whole band really
came together. Izzy had something called “Think About You” that we liked, and
we revisited “Don’t Cry,” which was the first song I’d ever worked on with 1zzy.
Izzy had another riff for a song called “Out Ta Get Me” that clicked with me
immediately when I first heard it—we had that one done in no time. Axl
remembered a riff that I’d played him when he was living over at my mom’s
house, which was ages ago at this point: it was the introduction and the main riff
to “Welcome to the Jungle.” That song, if anything, was the first real tune that
the band wrote together. We were sitting around rehearsal looking to write
something new when that riff came to AxI’s mind.

“Hey, what about that riff you played me a while ago?” he asked.
“When you were staying with me?” I asked.
“Yeah. It was good. Let’s hear it.”

I started playing it and instantly Steve came up with a beat, Duff joined in
with a bass line, and away we went. I kept throwing parts out to build on it: the
chorus part, the solo, as Axl came up with the lyrics.

Duff was the glue on that song—he came up with the breakdown, that wild
rumbling bass line, and Izzy provided the texture. In about three hours, the song
was complete. The arrangement is virtually the same as it appears on the album.

We needed an intro and I came up with one that day using the digital delay
on my cheap Boss guitar pedal board. I got my money’s worth out of that thing,
because as crappy as it was, that pedal provided the tense echo effect that set the
mood for that song and eventually the kickoff for our debut album.

A lot of our earliest songs came to us almost too easy. “Out Ta Get Me”
came to be in an afternoon, even faster than “Jungle.” Izzy showed up with the



riff and the basic idea for the song and the second he played it, the notes hit my
ear and inspired me. That one happened so quickly, I think that even the most
complicated section—the dual guitar parts—were written in under twenty
minutes.

I had never been in a band where pieces of music that I found so inspiring
came so fluidly. I can’t speak for the other guys, but judging by the speed at
which our collective creativity came together I assume they felt something
similar. We seemed to share this common knowledge and a kind of secret
language back then; it was as if we all already knew what the other guy was
going to bring into rehearsal and had already written the perfect part to move the
song along. When we were all on the same page, it really was that easy.

Slash, during Guns’ short-lived glam phase.

WE BORROWED SHIT FROM CHICKS AND initially we had that trashy glam look,
though a lot more rough-edged. Very quickly, though, we got too lazy to do the
makeup and all that so our glam phase was short-lived. Plus the clothes were a
problem because we were always changing girlfriends, and you never knew what
the next “she” was going to have. Besides, I don’t think that look ever really



suited me—I didn’t have the emaciated white-boy long-haired physique.
Ditching the whole idea worked to our advantage in the end: we were grittier,
more traditional, and more genuine; more a product of Hollywood itself than the
L.A. glam scene.

We were also the lunatic-fringe rock-and-roll band. We thrived on being out
of place and took every gig we were offered. We practiced every day, and new
songs came quickly; we’d test them in front of bawdy crowds at venues like
Madame Wong’s West, the Troubadour, and the Whisky. I looked at whatever
we did each day as the next step along a path to where everything was possible.
In my mind it was simple: if we focused on nothing but surmounting the nearest
obstacle, we’d make our way from Point A to Point C in no time no matter how
great the distance.

With every show that we played, we made more fans—and usually a few
new enemies. It didn’t matter; as we drew bigger crowds, it was easier to get
gigs. Our fans, from the start, were always a mixed bag: we had punks, we had
metalheads, we had stoners, we had psychos, the odd weirdo, and a few lost
souls. They were never an easily identified or quantifiable commodity...in fact,
after all of these years, I am still at a loss for a simple phrase that puts a bow on
them—which is fine by me. Guns’ die-hard fans were, I suppose, kindred spirits;
misfits who’d made their outcast status their stance.

Once our profile started to grow on the local level, we hooked up with Vicky
Hamilton, a manager who’d helped both Métley Criie and Poison in their early
days. Vicky was a five-foot nine-inch overweight platinum blonde with a whiny
voice who just believed in us and proved it by promoting us for free. I liked
Vicky a lot—she was very sincere and meant well; she helped me get posters for
our shows printed, took out ads in the L.A. Weekly, and dealt with the promoters
at our gigs. I worked alongside her doing everything I could to further our cause;
with her help, everything began to really take off.

We started playing at least once a week, and as our exposure increased, so
did the need to get some new clothes—my three T-shirts, my loaner leather
jacket, one pair of jeans, and one pair of leather pants weren’t gonna cut it. I
decided that I had to do something about it the afternoon before we played our
first Saturday-night headlining slot at the Whisky.

I didn’t have the financial means to make much happen, so I wandered the



shops in Hollywood looking for odds and ends. I stole a concho belt from a place
called Leathers and Treasures that was black and silver, just like the one Jim
Morrison always wore. I planned on wearing it with my jeans or my pair of
leather pants (which I’d found in the Dumpster of my grandmother’s old
apartment complex) and continued browsing the various shops. I found
something interesting in a place called Retail Slut. There was no way that I could
afford it, and for the first time in my life, I wasn’t sure how I could steal it—but
I knew I had to have it.

A large black top hat doesn’t easily fit under your shirt, though I’ve had so
many stolen from me over the years that someone has worked out an effective
technique that I don’t know about. In any case, I’m still not sure if the staff
noticed and, if they did, whether or not they cared as I blatantly snatched that top
hat off the mannequin and casually walked out of the store and never looked
back. I don’t know what it was; the hat just spoke to me.

Once I got back to the apartment I was living in at the time, I realized my
new “purchases” would best serve each other by becoming one: I cut the belt to
fit the top hat and was happy with the way it looked. I was even happier to
discover that with my new accessory pulled down as far as it could go, I could
see everything but no one could really see me. Some might say that a guitarist
hides behind his instrument anyway, but my hat added an impenetrable comfort.
And while I never thought it was original, it was mine—a trademark that became
an indelible part of my image.

WHEN GUNS FIRST GOT GOING I WAS working at a newsstand on Fairfax and
Melrose. I lived with my on-again, off-again girlfriend Yvonne full-time until
she got sick of me, at which point we broke up once more, leaving me nowhere
to live. My former manager at the newsstand, Alison, let me crash in her living
room and pay her half of the rent. She was a very handsome reggae chick with
an apartment on Fairfax and Olympic who was taking college classes at night.
Alison was attractive, but I always thought that either she was a little old for me
or that I was a little young for her; either way, we never had that kind of
relationship. We got along very well, and when she left the newsstand for a
better job, I was lucky enough to inherit her position.

Alison always treated me like the cute stray she’d taken in, and I did little to
prove her wrong. As her tenant, I didn’t take up much space. My worldly



possessions were my guitar, a black trunk full of rock magazines, cassettes, an
alarm clock, some pictures, and whatever clothes I owned or had been given by
friends and girlfriends. And there was my snake, Clyde, in his cage.

Anyway, the newsstand job came to an abrupt end in the summer of ’85
when a local rock station, KNEC, threw a party out in Griffith Park, complete
with free charter buses that departed from the Hyatt on the Sunset Strip. I headed
over there after work with two pints of Jack Daniel’s in my jeans, not giving a
shit that I was expected to open the newsstand up at five the next morning. It
was a pretty debauched summer night as I recall; people passed bottles and joints
as the bus made its way across town. There were plenty of local characters and
musicians on board, and when we got there, music playing and a barbecue. The
grass was full of people engaged in everything.

I got so fucked up that night that I brought a girl back to Alison’s place and
was fucking her on the living-room floor when Alison came home and caught us.
She didn’t need to say anything—her expression told me that she wasn’t too
pleased. I stayed up with this girl anyway until it was time for me to go to work.
By the time I got her dressed and on her way, I was already late and my boss,
Jake, had called. I was in the doghouse already because I used the phone at the
newsstand to conduct band business so often that he’d started calling during my
shifts to catch me in the act, which proved to be difficult. Those were the days
before call waiting and I was on the phone constantly so it took Jake hours to get
through just to yell at me. Needless to say he was pretty pissed off about opening
up for me that day.

“Yeah, Jake, I'm sorry,” I mumbled, still pretty drunk when he called for the
second time. “I know I’m late, I got held up. But I’'m on my way.”

“Oh, you’re on your way?” he asked.
“Yeah, Jake, I’ll be there really soon.”

“No you won’t,” he said. “Don’t bother. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not
ever.”

I paused for a minute and let that sink in. “You know, Jake, that’s probably a
good idea.”



AT THAT TIME DUFF AND 12ZY STILL lived across the street from each other on
Orange Avenue. Duff had a working-class-musician mentality like mine—until
the band really got going, he didn’t feel right if he didn’t have a job, even if his
job was morally suspect. He did phone sales or phone theft, depending on your
point of view: Duff worked as a telemarketer for one of those firms that promise
people a prize of some kind if they agree to pay a small fee “in order to redeem
it.” I had a similar job before I got my job in the clock factory: I'd call people all
day, promising them a Jacuzzi or a tropical vacation if they’d just “confirm”
their credit-card number to cover their “eligibility fee.” It was a nasty, cutthroat
gig and I got out the day before it was raided by the police.

Axl and Steven would do anything not to work a regular job, so they got by
on the street, or via their girlfriends’ handouts. Though, as I recall, on occasion
AxI and I took jobs together as extras on movie sets. We were in a few crowd
shots at the L.A. Sports Arena for a Michael Keaton movie called Touch and Go
where he played a hockey player. We didn’t care as much for the camera time as
we did getting fed and making money for doing nothing: we’d show up in the
morning, get our meal ticket, then find somewhere to sleep behind the bleachers
where we wouldn’t be found. We’d wake up when they called for lunch to eat
with the rest of the crowd, then sleep until it was time to clock out and collect
our hundred-dollar check.

I liked being the industry’s least industrious extra as often as possible: I
found absolutely nothing wrong with free lunch and an afternoon of being paid
to sleep. I looked forward to the same when I was scouted by a casting director
for the film Sid and Nancy. Unbeknownst to any of us, the same casting director
in various locales, scouted every single member of Guns N’ Roses individually.
All of us showed up to the first day of casting, like, “Hey...what are you doing
here?”

It wasn’t much fun; actually, it was like jury duty: there was a pen full of
extras, but all five of us were chosen to be in the same concert scene, where “the
Sex Pistols” are playing some small club. The shoot required showing up early
in the morning, for three consecutive days, with the usual promise of a meal
ticket and a hundred bucks each day. A three-day commitment was too much for
the other guys. In the end, I was the only one of us pathetic enough to show up
for the duration.

Fuck them, I had a blast; for three days, they shot these “Sex Pistols” concert
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morning, clock in and get my meal ticket, then disappear into the bowels of the
Starwood and get drunk on Jim Beam all by myself. While the other extras were
doing their part playing audience members down on the floor in front of the
stage, I watched the proceedings from a hidden corner of the mezzanine—and
got paid the same wage.

AS GUNS BECAME A CLUB BAND TO BE reckoned with, a few ridiculous L.A.
managers started to circle us like sharks, claiming that they had what it took to
make us stars. At this point we had amicably and temporarily parted ways with
Vicky Hamilton, so we were open to offers, but most of those that we got were
just retarded. One of the more convincing examples of how low those types will
go and what would be in store for us should we make that mistake came courtesy
of Kim Fowley, the infamous character who managed the Runaways the way
Phil Spector managed the Ronettes; basically just a legalized form of indentured
servitude. Kim gave us his best lines, but the moment he talked about taking a
percentage of our publishing and making a long-term creative commitment to
him, it was clear what he had in mind. His bullshit and demeanor spoke for
themselves because Kim was too odd of a guy to fake it.

I liked him nonetheless and was happy to hang out and be entertained by him
—as long as he didn’t get too close. The rest of us were the same kind of animal:
willing to take advantage of everything someone might have to offer without
making any promises we’d have to keep. Axl would hang out as long as the
conversation was worthwhile because Axl is a good talker. Steven was there if
there were chicks involved. And I was willing to consume all of the free
Denny’s meals, cigarettes, drinks, and drugs in exchange for the conversation I
had to put up with. Once the factors that had drawn us in were exhausted, one by
one, we’d make our exit.

Kim introduced us to a guy named Dave Liebert, who was Alice Cooper’s
tour manager for a time and had worked with Parliament-Funkadelic, only God
knows when, and those two were intent on signing us as a team, and taking us
for all we were worth. Kim took me over to Dave’s house to meet him one night
and I remember Dave showing us his gold records. His attitude was “Hey, kid,
this could be you.” I assume he intended to entice me further by inviting two
girls over, who were young enough to be his daughters, that spent the night
shooting speed in the bathroom. Dave dragged me in there at one point and it



seemed like these chicks had no idea what they were doing. They were so inept
that I wanted to grab the needle and inject them myself. Dave was into it and, in
the unbearable fluorescent light of that bathroom, stripped down to his
underwear and fooled around with these girls—who were nineteen at best—and
invited me to join in. I remember thinking that of all the reasons why this scene
was so very scummy, the lighting was worst of all. The thought of this guy
managing our band and Kim Fowley with his collection of prehistoric gold
records made it nearly impossible not to just laugh hysterically right in his face.
It would have been professional suicide before we ever had something to lose.
We’d never stand a chance if the management was as debaucherous as the band,

anyway.

AS GUNS KEPT REHEARSING, WRITING, and gigging, working to define who we were,
I started going out more. Suddenly there were actually bands I wanted to see
because finally the scene was changing: there were bands like Red Kross who
were a glam band, but were gritty, and at the other end of the spectrum, there
were bands like Jane’s Addiction who were great and that I related to but I
wasn’t on the same page with. We played shows with some of those more
obscure, arty bands—I remember a gig at the Stardust Ballroom—but they never
quite came off right. We weren’t considered hip by the bands in that scene,
because they thought of us as a glam outfit from the Troubadour side of town
more than we ever really were. What those bands didn’t know is that we were
probably darker and more sinister than they were. Nor did they realize that we
could not fucking stand our peers on the other side of town.

In fact, as our popularity grew, we began to wage war with the bands on
“our” side of town. We never went out of our way to fuck with them, but after a
while everybody we played with was scared of us because Axl got a reputation
for being volatile and flying off the handle at any given moment. I’d been out
with him several nights where we got into these fucking major fights with total
strangers for no real reason that I can recall. As far as Axl was concerned, there
definitely was a good reason for it, but as far as I could tell, we were just
fighting people in the street—literally in the street—because someone had
looked at him the wrong way or said the wrong thing. Although I must admit...it
was a hell of a lot of fun.

I’d say that my life lost all trace of a stable, “regular” existence once I was
fired from my job at the newsstand. As I mentioned earlier, I’d been living with



Alison, my former manager at that job, literally renting space on her living-room
floor, but once I got fired, her charity and my regular paycheck dried up. With
nowhere to live, I packed up my snake, my guitar, and my black trunk and
moved into Guns’ rehearsal space, where Axl and I soon became permanent
residents. Izzy, Steven, and Duff had girlfriends that they crashed with—Izzy
and Duff even had apartments of their own. Axl and I were the only two with
nowhere else to go.

Our rehearsal “studio” was pretty raw; it was one of three storage units in a
building off Sunset and Gardner that were meant to house boxes or cars, not
people. The front door was a corrugated aluminum roll-up like the kind you find
on a cheap garage, the floor was sealed concrete, and we were the only renters
who chose to make our fifteen-by-twenty-foot space into a residence. The
building came complete with a communal bathroom about fifty yards away, but
most often, I preferred to piss in the bushes across the alley from our “foyer.”
We called the place the Sunset and Gardner Hotel and Villas.

Our rehearsal space had no business masquerading as a living space because
it wasn’t even meant to be a rehearsal space—it was barely even a decent storage
space.

Eventually, Izzy decided that at the least, Axl and I should have a proper
bed, so one day, he and Steven found some two-by-fours and built a makeshift
queen-size loft over the drum kit. It was as welcome an innovation as the flush
toilet had been in eighteenth-century England. We had one other implement that
made our band “apartment” more of a home—a charcoal hibachi grill that one of
us either stole or bought. I never used it, because as much as I appreciate fine
cuisine, I’ve never been bothered to try my hand at it, but somehow Steven and
Izzy could turn out very decent meals on that thing.

We were industrious about writing songs and rehearsing every day in there,
but since AxIl and I lived there full-time, our practice space soon became an out-
of-the-way, off-the-map late-night destination with no house rules. On a typical
night, one of us would be getting laid in the loft or out in the open, another one
of us might be passed out between an amp and the drum kit, and usually assorted
friends were drinking and doing drugs in the alley until the sun came up. We
wrote a lot of good songs in that garage, inspired by our surroundings. “Night
Train,” “My Michelle,” and “Rocket Queen” among them.

“Night Train” was nieced together from a few different moments. T
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remember first workmg on the main riff of that song with Izzy, sitting there on
the dank floor of that place, just before I moved out of Alison’s. We didn’t know
where the song was going and we didn’t have any kind of subject in mind, but
the groove was so right and we locked in and felt it out. I remember feeling a bit
off and the next day I came down with a bad case of strep throat. I was laid up
sick on Alison’s couch for two days but in the interim, Izzy played Duff what
we’d done and Duff worked on it, filling out the groove and making our riffs
into a proper instrumental.

None of us had any words in mind for this piece of music, but we were very
inspired by it and it floated around in the band’s consciousness until it found the
appropriate vessel, which happened to be a celebration of our favorite drink,
Night Train.

One night we were walking up Palm Avenue, which was an infamous street
in our world because more than a few sleazy chicks lived there, a few junkie
girls we knew lived there, and so did Lizzy Grey, the guitarist in London. We
spent a lot of time on that block in those days, because we knew a few too many
characters in that neighborhood, so every time we found ourselves walking over
there we knew it was the start of something. That night we were sharing a bottle
of Night Train, a “wine” that is about 18 percent strong and back then could be
bought for less than two bucks a bottle. It is the cheapest low-rent wine that
money could buy and we drank it like crazy whenever no one else was paying. It
might not sound like much, but it’s definitely a trip; unless you’ve tried it, you
probably won’t understand why we found ourselves improvising lyrics in its
honor as we wandered up Palm Ave.

I can’t remember who started it, but someone burst out with the chorus: “I’m
on the Night Train!” We all joined in and kept going as Axl improvised all of the
lines in between: “Bottoms up!” “Fill my cup!” “Love that stuff!” and “I’m
ready to crash and burn!”

It came to us in one of those amazing moments, just like “Paradise City.”
“Night Train” was an anthem that we came up with on the spot, not even
knowing how much it really captured us as we were at that moment in time. In
the same vein as “Paradise,” there is an innocent quality to that song; it’s a
nursery rhyme almost, a cute melody sung by kids on a playground...sinister
kids whose playground is a seedy back alley.



That song really got all of us fired up. I don’t remember if we got to it later
that night back at the rehearsal garage or the next morning, but within a day, we
had it all worked out. Axl got the lyrics down, we smoothed out all of the parts
and that was it. We tested it out at our next club date and it worked. It really
worked. That song has a rhythm to it in the verses that from the start always
made me go crazy. The first time we played it, even, I just started jumping up
and down—I couldn’t help it. When we had our huge stage much later on, I’d
run the length of it, jump off the amplifiers, and lose it just about every single
time we played it. I’'m not sure why, but no other song we’ve ever played live
made me move like that.

There was one more classic that we wrote back there in that garage: “My
Michelle.” The music originated there, I think over the course of a few
afternoons. I believe Izzy and I came up with 