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Dedication

For my parents, Shanti and Boniface. For every member of Soundgarden, past and present. For Chris. For Park Forest.

Thank you all for your courage and encouragement.

Thank you, Seattle, for welcoming all of us.
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Live. Grow. Discover.

When Soundgarden arrived on the Seattle music scene in late 1984, we were an anomaly in a city that was just beginning to hum with a burgeoning new energy. Being a trio wasn’t particularly unusual—many of the local bands shared that configuration—but having a singing drummer, Chris Cornell, was. At the time, the term “grunge” didn’t yet exist in Seattle’s underground, and there was no specific “sound” that defined the scene. Bands like Melvins, U-Men, Malfunkshun, and Green River were all carving out their own territories, drawing from a progressive post-hardcore movement that was spreading across the country, fueled by indie labels like SST, Alternative Tentacles, Homestead, Touch and Go, and Twin/Tone.

Though we shared some of the same influences as our peers, we didn’t sound like any other band in Seattle. In fact, we didn’t sound like the band we would eventually become. There were early hints of what would later define us: my psychedelic, acidic guitar tones and Hiro Yamamoto’s serpentine bass lines. But back then, we were just three guys with overlapping tastes, finding a chemistry we hadn’t expected in a city still trying to figure out what its music scene was supposed to be.

Hiro’s tastes were closer to mine, though not identical. He’d started as a mandolin player in folky jam bands, and after switching to bass, he developed a distinctive style, informed by his love of gothic British post-punk: Siouxsie and the Banshees, Bauhaus, Gang of Four, Wire, and Joy Division. I remember the look on his face when he found out I liked Kiss: “What are you, a twelve-year-old?” he chided me.

Chris, on the other hand, was less familiar with the underground scene. His taste leaned toward classic rock and New Wave/punk, and was more conventional than ours (though, like Hiro, he also hated Kiss). He listened to what was on FM radio: AC/DC, Led Zeppelin, Black Sabbath, Pink Floyd, Dio—along with some lighter acts like the Police, Elvis Costello, and Joe Jackson. In the punk realm, he liked the Ramones, Dead Kennedys, Sex Pistols, and Devo. But he wasn’t fully immersed in the underground. Still, being a couple years younger than Hiro and me, he was receptive—he let us guide him, turning him on to the stuff we loved.

We also looked unlike any other band in Seattle, with two Asian dudes in our lineup. Hell, we were probably the only band in the country playing this kind of music with this kind of ethnic makeup. Our Caucasian singing drummer was sort of the odd man out, though his dyed-black hair and olive complexion did make him seem vaguely exotic. But the fact is, when Soundgarden was founded, it was two-thirds Asian. As generally liberal and accepting as the punk scene was in the late seventies and early eighties—there were women in bands and some people of color–it was still largely white, and I was ever aware of that.

Hiro and I were both children of immigrants—his from Japan, mine from India. Coincidentally, when my parents emigrated from Bombay to the US in the late fifties on student visas, they landed in Seattle. But I didn’t grow up there. While Seattle is where Soundgarden began, the true roots of the Seattle Sound and grunge story can be traced to a suburb of Chicago—Park Forest—where I first met Hiro. Though I was born in Seattle, at Ballard Hospital on September 4, 1960, once my parents, Boniface Sydney Thayil (or “Bonnie” to his friends) and Shanti Thayil (née Christine Shanti Biem), earned their degrees from the University of Washington in 1964—my dad in chemical engineering, my mom in English with minors in music and French—we moved east. First to Toledo, Ohio, and then to Park Forest, Illinois, where my journey really began.

Park Forest, built in the late forties and early fifties, was one of the first planned postwar suburban communities in the United States, designed for young urban professionals and people on the GI Bill. It had a lot of teachers, doctors, lawyers, and factory workers. A good mix, and everyone had kids. But most notably, it was designed to be racially integrated from its inception. Not a Black neighborhood, or a white neighborhood, or a Jewish neighborhood. It was all of the above, living side by side, with some Asian immigrants, too, though precious few. It was a community of young professionals who valued education, academia, and civic responsibility over money. Park Forest’s motto was (and still is): “Live, Grow, Discover.” My first band in high school had a female bassist—easily the most musically talented of us—and my second band had a Ugandan drummer.

Integrated neighborhoods, schools, and, hell, bands didn’t seem strange to me. But I guess it did to other people, especially in the Seattle music scene, because we stood out early on. We weren’t openly discriminated against or anything, but when I grew a beard (after we’d been a band for a few years), I was, for instance, dubbed “Zig-Zag Man” by local scenesters due to my apparent resemblance to the Middle Eastern–looking dude on the Zig-Zag rolling papers package.

It was the combination of unique elements—our sound, our look, our singing drummer—that made us stand out when we played our first show on November 15, 1984, opening for the New York No Wave band 3 Teens Kill 4 at Top of the Court. We had only recently landed on the name Soundgarden, inspired by a local collection of sculptures called A Sound Garden, which made different tones when the wind blew. By that point, we’d barely been playing together for three months.

Before we became Soundgarden, however, there was another chapter in the story—one that often gets misrepresented. Contrary to some reports, a band called the Shemps was not a precursor to Soundgarden. The Shemps were a lousy cover band formed by one of my roommates, Matt Dentino (someone I’d actually gone to high school with, where he was highly regarded as the best guitarist in the school), to make some beer money. Hiro, Chris, and I each briefly played in the Shemps in 1984, but never all three of us at the same time. There are promo photos of the Shemps floating around the internet that show Chris and Hiro in the lineup together, but that version of the band never actually played a gig. I played two shows with Chris fronting the band, but never appeared in any of the promotional photos. This was where our paths first crossed, but none of us formed a band together based on our Shemps experience. At the time, I wasn’t particularly interested in being in a band. I was focused on work, my classes at the University of Washington, volunteering at the U’s KCMU radio station, and my new girlfriend, Katey.

I’ll never forget meeting Chris for the first time, though, and this was before I even got talked into playing in the Shemps. Because Matt couldn’t sing worth a shit and he needed a singer for his bar band, he did what every musician in Seattle looking to find musical co­conspirators inevitably had to resort to and placed a Musicians Wanted ad in local music rag The Rocket. It said: “WAVE/ROCKABILLY band desperately seeking singer with PA. Must have presence and energy. Please, exp. only.” I don’t know how many responses he got, but the one that matters was a kid named Chris Cornell, a nineteen-year-old drummer who wanted to try his hand at singing.

I came home one day from school, and Matt walked in with this guy I’d never met. He looked kind of young with a baby face. I’m thinking, Oh, goddamn, we’ve only got three couches in our living room. Is this guy gonna start surfing here, too?

“Hey, Kim, this is Chris,” Matt said. “Chris is gonna sing in the Shemps.”

“Oh, cool,” I said, relieved that Matt made no mention of Chris moving in. He just wanted me to meet him.

Chris didn’t really have much to say. Unlike the rest of us dirtbags who had long hair and were kind of unkempt, Chris was relatively clean-cut and fresh-faced, and his hair was medium length and feathered. It looked like maybe he used hairspray, and it definitely looked like he had a proper job. As it turned out, he did; he was a cook at Ray’s Boathouse in the Ballard neighborhood, which probably didn’t allow long hair in the kitchen. I didn’t make much note of this exchange at the time, other than there was some stranger sitting in our living room, and I guess he’s a singer.

After we all had done our brief stints in the Shemps, Hiro and Chris became roommates, because the drummer from Hiro’s previous band, the Altered, had moved out of the house they were sharing, and at the time, Chris needed a place to live. Unlike Hiro and me, Chris was born and raised in Seattle and came from a large family. His first forays into playing in bands as a teenager were as a drummer. Unbeknownst to me, the Shemps gig was an anomaly for him.

Hiro and Chris’s place, located above an insurance agency on 80th and Roosevelt, had an attic, which doubled as Hiro’s bedroom, where they could rehearse after the insurance company closed for the day. They started jamming together with various guitarists—including Matt Dentino—but they weren’t clicking with any of them. Hiro finally called me in early September, not long after my twenty-fourth birthday. I was apparently not his first choice.

“Hey, Kim, do you want to come over and jam? Chris is living with me, and has his drums set up now.”

“The singer from the Shemps?” I was perplexed. When Chris sang in the Shemps, he never mentioned he played drums.

“He’s primarily a drummer,” he assured me. “We’re jamming up in our attic. We’ve played with a few guitarists, but none of them are really that good, and if they’re any good, they kind of have shitty taste. But you have cool taste, and you play guitar.”

“Yeah, I’m kind of busy.” I liked Hiro, but this didn’t sound promising. My ambition to be a rock guy was a fantasy I had when I was in junior high, along with being a baseball player or scientist. Those were the kind of childish aspirations that went away in college. I wasn’t a philosophy major reading Kafka, Camus, Descartes, and Spinoza thinking, I wanna be like Kiss when I grow up. My interest in music never waned, though, and actually grew as I was exposed to cool records while working as a DJ at the University of Washington radio station KCMU. I still had my guitar, but that fantastic idea of being in a rock band was put aside. I was supporting myself by working at the United Indians of All Tribes Foundation at Daybreak Star Cultural Center—a job my uncle Alan helped me (and my best friend and roommate, Brad) get—which kept me busy three or four days a week. Between everything I was juggling, playing in a band just didn’t have much appeal.

But Hiro wouldn’t take “I’m kind of busy” for an answer. He’d call me every few days. “Hey, man, what are you doing this weekend? You think you could come by and jam with us?”

“Uh, I don’t know, man. I’m gonna hang out with my girlfriend.” And so it went, until I gave in. Basically, he just wore me down. I got tired of saying no. To say I went in with low expectations is an understatement. I had zero expectations, other than to make some music with a good friend and his roommate, someone I barely knew. I’d liked Hiro’s previous band, the Altered, but since I’d never heard Chris play drums and I wasn’t blown away by his singing, there just didn’t seem to be much to indicate that this was going to hold my interest or be creatively compelling.

Because Hiro had already been jamming with Altered’s drummer when he still lived in the house, the attic was already set up for playing music. I schlepped my guitar up the stairs, going past Chris’s room along the way. It was a typical-looking student house as far as tidiness, and it definitely had the feel that two dudes lived there. It felt familiar, because it wasn’t much different than the kind of places I’d been living in since moving to Seattle. Hiro’s “bedroom” was toward the back of the attic—basically a bed and a dresser—where the only window was located. We couldn’t start jamming until after the insurance company on the ground floor of the house closed at 5 p.m., so by the time we turned on our amps—with the September sun beating down on the roof—the jam room was already hot and about to get hotter. The window provided little relief, and it definitely broadcast what we were doing to all the neighbors. If any of them were paying attention, they heard the sound of instant chemistry.

We clicked immediately. We were feeding off each other and doing something that kind of became its own thing. It was an organic, spontaneous establishment of a musical direction and style. It was something that worked because we all liked it and we all contributed to it. Each of the songs had a different sound and characteristic, but the unifying elements were weird time signatures and rhythms, arpeggiated chords and feedback. We were incorporating feedback into the song structure. It wasn’t just incidental. It wasn’t simply color. It was part of the song. I used a chorus pedal to try to create a little motion to the feedback without it squealing. There was a minor-key feel to things, but not in a sad way; it was more like a dark, evil way to evoke a psychedelic feeling.

We wrote three songs that first day, and those songs didn’t sound like any band I’d heard before. They were like dark, psychedelic lullabies—something innocent but dangerous, evocative and full of color, and not particularly linear. At that point, all three of us felt it was the best band we’d ever played in. And it happened so effortlessly; it seemed so easy. We sat and looked at each other in disbelief, ecstatically laughing, like How did that just happen?

After resisting Hiro’s initial entreaties, I became obsessed with jamming with him and Chris because it was such a good situation, an incredibly fertile environment. I just constantly had ideas. If I didn’t have ideas, Hiro would have an idea or Chris would have an idea, and then I’d have something that would fit with that. Some of what made our musical connection special was the fact that we didn’t have perfectly overlapping musical tastes and interests. Hiro’s tastes were probably more in line with mine, but not exactly the same.

At our very next jam session, we wrote two more songs. Suddenly, we had five songs, so we recorded them, and when we listened back, I realized I was playing differently—my approach, my technique—than I had in previous bands, which were more straightforward, punk-influenced. Chris and Hiro felt the same about their playing, too. In just two sessions, we wrote songs that would be regular parts of our sets for years. One, we initially called “Camel Walk” because of the groove, the bass line, that Hiro came up with. It was a curious little hopping bass line, probably inspired by a Bauhaus song. Once it had lyrics, we called it “Bury My Head in Sand.” Song titles changed and evolved as Chris added lyrics or sometimes changed the lyrics altogether. Another song was “Here to the End.” That one had a lot of feedback that was actually part of the song. While the drums and bass were going, I was playing a few chords and making my guitar feedback, which, in 1984, everyone thought was a cool idea. It was kind of slow and dirge-y, but not heavy. Two others from those first couple of sessions were “Red Ant” and “Open Sesame,” which Chris never added lyrics to, so we only ever played them as instrumentals in our sets. None of these first efforts were ever recorded in a proper studio.

Probably because the chemistry was so immediate and exciting, Hiro, Chris, and I wrote ferociously. Once we’d accumulated what we thought were a bunch of good ideas, we’d organize them and try to run through them as if they were a set. Like any nascent band, we were finding, crafting, and creating our sound. We had no preconceived notions of what we wanted to sound like; it was just happening, and we were figuring out what worked and what didn’t, and developing it.

One crucial aspect was the gear we were using. I didn’t own a proper guitar amp, only my black Guild S-100 guitar (dubbed “Spider-Man” by friends and fans, due to the Spider-Man sticker on it and the untrimmed, leglike guitar strings protruding from the headstock’s tuning pegs), so I was playing through Hiro’s Ampeg bass amp, which was connected to a speaker cabinet he’d built. The couple of effects pedals I used—an Ibanez Tube Screamer and Ibanez Stereo Chorus—were likely borrowed from Hiro, or maybe Chris, who was teaching himself how to play guitar. The Tube Screamer gave me some distortion, and the Chorus—think the Police and a lot of eighties New Wave and New Romantic bands—augmented the feedback and arpeggios in our songs.

We were a quirky band in the early days, with Chris drumming and singing. We were playing kind of angular, mid-tempo shit and fast stuff but utilizing a lot of unusual time signatures—kind of like Devocore but not nerdy. It was less of the heavier stuff and a lot more feedback. Chris was a good enough drummer that he could navigate the sometimes-unusual arrangements and odd time signatures. There were songs we wrote in 5/4 and songs we wrote in 7/4. We weren’t intentionally writing things in odd time signatures. We’d just come up with grooves that felt normal to us, and eventually we’d discover it was something weird. Chris could follow whatever we did, though. He wouldn’t have to intellectually break it down and then deliberately adjust what he was playing to fit it. He would just naturally get the groove and know what to do.

Once we’d honed and refined the first fifteen or twenty songs we’d written, we demoed them in our rehearsal space and made cassette dubs to give to booking agents, club promoters, and friends in other bands. We must have made an impression, because it was only our second gig—booked by Hiro, who had connections from his time in Altered—when we opened for Minneapolis trio, Hüsker Dü, and Aberdeen trio, Melvins, at the Omni Room in Seattle’s International District. Hüsker Dü also had a drummer, Grant Hart (RIP), who shared lead vocals with guitarist Bob Mould, and were one of the rising stars of the post-hardcore underground scene. Maybe grunge didn’t exist at the time, but it’s likely that shows like this were where it began to coalesce. The small collection of like-minded local bands were influenced and inspired by each other, as well as the headlining acts—Butthole Surfers, Black Flag, Fang, and others—they opened for.

Soundgarden were only beginning to discover what we could be, but we quickly distinguished ourselves and began gigging regularly in Seattle’s grotty downtown punk clubs, art galleries, and live-music taverns. Even though we were opening for either touring punk bands, or on bills with other more established locals, we made an immediate impression with our songs, our look, our lineup. Rather than fitting in, we were blazing trails. The three of us together were an anomaly in the best possible way. Two Asian guys and a singing drummer playing psychedelic, feedback-drenched post-punk? No one would forget us.






Lucy in the Sky

As a comic book nerd growing up in Park Forest, I always loved a good origin story. It’s typically that first issue of a comic series where we find out how the hero was made—gamma radiation? radioactive spider bite? parents murdered in front of them?—that sets the stage for the adventures to come. We find out what makes the hero tick, what their motivations are, whom they’re close to, and where they came from. Maybe it was a planet in a far-off galaxy, or a farm in the Midwest, or Gotham City.

I definitely had my favorite heroes—Green Lantern, Batman, Flash, Superboy—and I knew all their origin stories. I even envisioned myself as a comic writer; I submitted a story I wrote for Superboy and the Legion of Super-Heroes when I was in junior high school. That got rejected, no surprise, I suppose; I was only thirteen. So I remain, to this day, unpublished in the comic book world, except for a letter to the editor I wrote to Detective Comics that was printed in 1975.

My own musical origin story may be just as fantastic as any from a comic book, and it did sort of start in a foreign land. I did not arrive to that sweaty first Soundgarden practice in Hiro and Chris’s attic in September 1984 the fully formed guitar hero (hah!) I am today. In fact, I didn’t listen to a lot of rock music growing up with my Indian parents. My parents attended church and were young, so they’d listen to folk, gospel, and light pop like Pete Seeger and similar artists. My dad liked Lawrence Welk, Mitch Miller, and choir music, while my mom leaned more toward classical music, but later discovered a taste for blues, jazz, and raga, including Ravi Shankar. As a small child, I was highly reactive to music, and sometimes songs in minor keys would make me cry. But songs I heard on the radio and loved had an uplifting and profound effect on me, even if my father typically characterized them as “just a bunch of screaming.”

In late 1968, after nearly a decade away from their families back home in India, my parents wanted to introduce their many relatives to their own growing brood—my younger sister, Sarita, was born in early 1968—and reconnect with loved ones. So for Christmas vacation, we boarded a jet at Chicago’s O’Hare airport for the flight to Bombay (with a stopover in the UK to visit some of my mom’s family) an incredible, life-changing journey for me.

My immediate first impression of India, as our plane circled Bombay in its final descent, was how huge the city was and how hazy the air appeared. I was only eight and had never seen anything like what sprawled below. There was something simultaneously verdant and arid about the enormous city. You could see the Arabian Sea and the beaches to the west, and then the cement and urban sprawl to the east. The city looked dry, and there were unpaved dirt roads. Spread as far as the horizon, I saw what looked like refrigerator boxes and sheets of corrugated metal piled on top of each other. It was a little frightening. Do people actually live there? I wondered.

My mom noticed what I did and turned to my dad. “Look at all those shantytowns. They’ve really grown,” she said quietly, my baby sister, Sarita, resting on her lap. It was clear they were seeing something new—how the makeshift communities, stretching as far as the eye could see, had multiplied during their time away.

I was thoroughly confused. “Mom, what are those? Is that a garbage dump?”

She shook her head. “Poor people live there.”

This looked nothing like my suburban hometown of Park Forest, where there were proper homes with roofs. Looking out the jet’s window, I wondered, Where are the skyscrapers, like in Chicago? I was a little worried. Is that where my grandma and grandpa live?

Of course, my grandparents, my father’s parents, didn’t live in a shantytown. They lived in an apartment in a residential area, and it was so big they could fit over a dozen people at the dining table. Still, compared to our home in Park Forest, it seemed both slightly impoverished (the electricity would go off for periods of time), but also slightly wealthier (it was spacious and located in the city).

My father’s family was large, and I was introduced to a lot of aunts, uncles, and cousins during this Christmas visit. Thankfully, everyone spoke English. My grandparents—I called them Umpapa and Nana—also spoke Hindi and other Indian languages, which I assumed were a secret code they used to hide something from me. They were probably just commenting on the weather, but it seemed fishy to me.

Surrounded by extended family, my parents slipped easily back into Indian life during the holidays. This was a joyous occasion for them. For me, not so much. My baby sister, about to turn one, was too young to experience it, but I was blindsided with culture shock. Everything seemed so foreign—from the way water was rationed for drinking, cooking, and bathing to the food we ate, which I hated—and I was mostly alone with this feeling. My parents were enjoying the cuisine and dinners they grew up sharing. Mmm, this is really spicy . . . taste these flavors . . . look how hot I can make it . . . how hot do you like it? I subsisted largely on jam sandwiches and cheese sandwiches. Or if my aunt or grandma gave me a few rupees, I might go to the little corner store downstairs and get a Coke or some Oreos.

I had been excited to meet my cousins, who were all potential “brothers” that could be my playmates while we were visiting, but I didn’t account for the fact that they were teenagers and enjoyed activities I didn’t understand, like hanging out at the beach. The one thing it turned out my cousins and I had in common was our love of rock and roll. One of my cousins, we called him Jai Boy, played guitar, and there was an acoustic guitar mounted on the wall. I’d never seen one up close, and I’d stare longingly at it. Finally, I got up my nerve and asked to play it.

It was my first time putting my hands on a guitar, and I didn’t understand how it worked. I held the guitar and put my finger on a string and strummed it. I didn’t know what I was doing, but when I hit a recognizable pattern, I would do it over and over again. After a while I’d be like Hey, look, I wrote a song.

My first song, age eight, written in India!

There was also a turntable in the apartment and some Beatles albums: Rubber Soul, Yesterday and Today, and Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. I’d heard Beatles songs on the radio and watched the cartoon but knew nothing about the band. My Indian cousins gave me that full education, and I took in everything my eight-year-old mind could, fascinated as much by the album cover as the music. I’d never seen anything like Sgt. Pepper’s, with its bright primary colors, gatefold sleeve, and strange assortment of characters assembled on the cover. Even the Beatles themselves were entrancing in their satiny, neon-colored military-style outfits and unruly hair. I didn’t know what “psychedelic” was, but before my cousins had even shown me how to operate their turntable by dropping the needle on the opening title track, I was mesmerized.

I liked the song “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band,” but it was “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” that became my obsession. It’s so psychedelic and trippy. It’s a perfect example of the kind of playful, colorful nonsense that is amusing and wonderful to a kid. It was a very childlike world that was colorful and upside down, like the Beatles movie Yellow Submarine—psychedelic but lighthearted. There’s something about psychedelia that a kid’s gonna like—even if they’re not familiar with the concept—because it evokes colors. It’s the same reason kids like cartoons—the moving colors are almost magical. I had no idea then, but thirty years later, I learned that I had synesthesia, and “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” was evoking colors all over the place for me.

Synesthesia—sort of a crossover between one’s different senses—can manifest in different ways for people who experience it. For some, musical notes (sound) have different colors (vision). Mine isn’t exactly that, though it does have a connection to music. I have color and shape associations with words, numbers, letters, calendars (and calendric time), and arithmetic statements. Because individual letters—and sometimes even sentences or whole phrases—have their own color association, words have an overall tone or palette. The same thing would apply to music. Because of this perception, in Soundgarden I could often advocate on behalf of arrangements or songs or decision-making within songs based on the colors and shapes a certain passage evoked. I had an idea of the consistency of the colors. Like, I might object to one part that someone was proposing, I might object because it was purple and clashed with other parts. I would put it that way to my bandmates, though, because it wasn’t a convincing argument to say, “This song is a yellow triangle and you’re presenting me with a purple circle.” That wasn’t going anywhere.

But long before I understood that I had synesthesia or how it manifested with me, the Beatles’ psychedelic sounds I heard in India had a profound influence on me musically. Hearing them there and experiencing the colors they evoked was incredible. In many ways, it taught me what was possible in rock music, and where it could go. The George Harrison song “Within You Without You” felt very Eastern, and I could hear that it used an instrument I associated with the Indian raga music my mother sometimes listened to: the sitar. George Harrison had experienced his own musical awakening when he visited India in 1966 to study sitar with Ravi Shankar, and this was a watershed moment for me.

Chris loved the Beatles, too. He said many times in interviews that listening to them was his singular profound insight into music during a period when he was a bit agoraphobic. When he was a teenager, about thirteen or fourteen, he didn’t leave the house for nearly a year after a bad trip on PCP. He told me he listened to all the Beatles albums that he got from a friend or neighbor. That was pretty much me (minus the bad trip) during this same period of my life—though he was in Seattle and I was in Park Forest.

Once I returned home from India, I was back to square one: no turntable, none of my own albums, no guitar, and no money to purchase these things. My parents remedied the first part when they bought me a little portable turntable (and a Chipmunks record) when I turned nine. Yes! I could listen to what I wanted, when I wanted, and not just glue myself to the radio for an hour, hoping they’d play a song I liked. But having my own record player and money to spend on records were two different things. Finally, I explained to my parents that my friends got allowances. My dad was like For what?! My mom convinced him that it was a cultural thing and that they should give me an allowance: twenty-five cents a week. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

My meager allowance, when it wasn’t spent on comic books, had to be saved for quite a while to purchase new music. Twenty-five cents didn’t go very far, even in the early seventies. And beyond the Beatles, I didn’t know much more than what I heard on AM radio. None of my close friends cared about rock music at all, and one of my best friends, Nikey, actively hated it, so I was exploring completely on my own. As a result, I’m not super proud to admit that one of my earliest purchases, after saving for a month(!), was the “Joy to the World” single by Three Dog Night.

At that pace, anything resembling a record collection was going to take years, so I had the brilliant idea to ask my parents for Beatles albums as presents. For my tenth birthday, in September 1970, I got Hey Jude, which was basically a collection of late-era singles. I loved it, especially the song “Revolution,” because it was noisy and aggressive. Then, for Christmas that same year, my parents gave me two more Beatles records, Sgt. Pepper’s and Revolver.

Now I had the music I loved so much, but how it was made was still mysterious to me. I knew I gravitated toward the cool riffs in songs like “Taxman,” “Day Tripper,” “Paperback Writer,” and “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band,” but I couldn’t identify what was making the sounds. Was it electric piano? Guitar? Bass? I was fascinated that I could hum and memorize both what I later understood to be the guitar riff and the vocal melody, two distinct parts that came together to make a song. So many singer-songwriter songs are only vocal-oriented, with no interplay between vocal and instrument, which bored the fuck out of me. So I came to know every move on those Beatles albums, because other than a few singles I bought along the way, they were the only albums I owned from age ten to fifteen.

The Beatles were the key to awakening the superpowers I’d first encountered in India. This shared love of the band ran deep in Soundgarden’s creative nucleus. It didn’t manifest as an obvious influence, but it was vital. It prompted me to learn guitar and inspired Chris’s songwriting, and the Beatles’ willingness to explore different sounds and effects—not stay within any rigid rock framework—was a powerful lesson for us to learn at an early age.






First Kiss

I have no idea how he got my number, but one day in the early nineties, Kiss bassist Gene Simmons called my home phone in Seattle.

By this point in my Soundgarden career, I’d met and played shows with plenty of famous musicians all over the world. I’m not one to get starstruck anyway, but this was different. If the Beatles were my gateway to rock as a kid, Kiss made me want to pick up the guitar and start making that kind of noise myself. My dad may have thought the Beatles were just a bunch of screaming, but Kiss were on a whole other level, and I loved it.

Like my initial introduction to the Beatles, though, I only knew what little I’d heard on the radio. In 1975, at age fifteen, the live version of “Rock and Roll All Nite,” from Alive!, first caught my ear, but I thought it was a new song by Bachman-Turner Overdrive, because the voices were a little deeper and it reminded me of “Takin’ Care of Business” or “Roll on Down the Highway.” So I sat by the radio enduring all the songs that I didn’t like—Captain & Tennille, Helen Reddy, etc.—just to find out the name of the new song. When the announcer said, “. . . and before that we heard Kiss doing ‘Rock and Roll All Nite,’” I was dumbfounded. Kiss? What’s that?

I needed to get this record. I walked over to nearby Lowe’s Records, which was a little intimidating to me—I felt like you couldn’t just go in there and browse, like in Sears’ meager record section. But there was a clerk there I knew, Tom Zutaut. He was a year older and a grade ahead of me at my high school, and he was also a DJ at our high school radio station. I went over and asked him about Kiss.

“Hey, Tom, have you heard of this band called Kiss?”

“Yeah, Kiss. Pretty cool, huh?”

“Yeah, I love that song, ‘Rock and Roll All Nite.’ Can you help me find the album?”

He pointed me over to the “K” section, and when I saw Alive! my jaw dropped. The four people pictured on the cover did not look like any rock band I’d ever seen. The face paint, the smoke, the outfits—it was all unfathomable to me at the time. “What the fuck is this? They put monsters on the cover?”

Tom had a good chuckle at that. “No, that’s the band. They dress up. All their albums have them on the cover with their makeup, and they go onstage that way, too. The bass player breathes fire, and the lead guitarist’s guitar smokes and shoots fireworks.”

I wanted to buy it, but Alive! was a double album, which cost more. I had to decide if it was worth the risk. I consulted with Tom.

“I like ‘Rock and Roll All Nite,’” I told him, “but there are, like, fifteen other songs on here. If I like that song, are the other songs like that?”

“Yeah, they’re all hard rock songs,” he assured me. “If you like ‘Rock and Roll All Nite’ you’ll probably like everything on the record. It’s pretty cool.”

I was still unconvinced. It seemed like a risky purchase for someone with limited funds. So instead I spent five dollars and bought . . . Chicago’s Greatest Hits! My mom had a couple of Chicago albums, and they had a lot of hits on the radio, so I knew and liked a bunch of their songs. It was a safe investment for five bucks.

Of course, I should have listened to Tom and bought the Kiss album. He turned out to have impeccable taste when it came to hard rock, and he was a helpful guide as my musical explorations expanded beyond Kiss. After high school, he went to work for Warner Elektra Atlantic as an A&R person, and his first signing was a Chicago band called Off Broadway who had a hit single in 1980 called “Stay in Time.” Not too much later, Tom discovered and signed Mötley Crüe, Guns N’ Roses, and Tesla. He was a powerhouse A&R guy before he was even out of his twenties.

I eventually wised up, saved up, and bought Kiss Alive! I had to skip eating lunch and save my lunch money (fifty cents a day) for a little over two weeks to get it, but it was so worth it. I put on the first song, “Deuce,” and was immediately glad I’d taken the chance. I was totally into the guitars. The second song, “Strutter,” kicked in, and I was transfixed by the pounding drum intro. Then came the guitars—so many big, distorted riffs! I loved “Rock and Roll All Nite,” but “Strutter” was even better. Each subsequent track, as I listened, became my new favorite. Every song was fucking cool, and I was going crazy looking at the pictures and the gatefold and the booklet that came with it.

Buying Kiss Alive! opened doors for me, but it seemed like nobody in my neighborhood, or at my high school, was into Kiss the way I was. My close friends weren’t interested at all. And while I still loved Chicago’s Greatest Hits, what I really craved now was hard rock. That’s when I first knew I was a rocker.

Before I discovered Kiss, my experience with guitars was pretty limited. Once in a while, at a friend’s house, I’d maybe ask to hold their acoustic guitar and I’d fuck around with it. I’d kind of play on one string and move my finger up and down the neck and notice the tones change in the intervals. Sometimes I’d hit patterns that I would recognize as something that sounded familiar. My best friend, Nikey, eventually showed me where to put my fingers on the neck to make a couple chords, but I remember thinking at the time that it all seemed like a lot to remember. Playing those riffs I dug, like “Day Tripper” by the Beatles, wasn’t so easy. But now that I understood what a riff was and how it was made—with an electric guitar (preferably one that shot fireballs!)—a world of guitar-dominated hard rock opened up for me, and I wanted to play electric guitar because of it. Madly inspired by my Kiss mania, I finally got my own guitar in late 1976 when my parents bought me a cheap Sears acoustic for Christmas. Not exactly what I had in mind, but it was a start. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a very good guitar, and it was tough to play, which is one of the things I always advise aspiring guitar players against: Don’t get a shitty, cheap guitar because, generally, better guitars are easier to play. A good guitar with low action—where the strings sit closer to the frets—makes a big difference when you’re starting out. You’ll see faster progress and feel more rewarded as you learn. Playing guitar isn’t supposed to be easy, but a poorly made one can be downright discouraging. High action requires more pressure, which is tough when you’re new and still developing finger strength and calluses.

I was impatient when I was learning and tried to rush my progress. At first, I could barely make a chord or sustain it. I had read on a Hank Aaron baseball card that he improved his grip by squeezing rubber or tennis balls to strengthen his wrist and forearms, helping him hit home runs, and I thought I could apply the same idea to guitar. So, I’d hold the guitar, make a chord, and squeeze, then release and squeeze again—pumping the chord position repetitively—just like I imagined Hank Aaron doing with tennis balls. I could feel my fingers slowly getting stronger and more accustomed to the chord.

At night, I’d also lie in bed on my back, arms at my side, with my elbows bent and my forearms perpendicular to the bed. I’d move my fingers in sequence in both hands, my pinky to ring finger to middle finger to first finger to thumb, and I imagined I was coordinating my fingers, training them to move in sequence and to keep my fingers close together. I was also doing that squeezing motion with a tennis ball, so I was building strength in my forearms, as well. I’d do that until I couldn’t move my fingers anymore, and then I’d hang my arms over the side of the bed and let the blood rush back to them. I did that every night, obsessively.

Still, what I wanted was an electric guitar, like the guys in Kiss. I figured that my acoustic guitar was just a gateway to eventually getting an electric, but how would I talk my parents into buying one? I figured they wouldn’t do it unless I showed my commitment on the acoustic and not just have it end up standing in a corner being unused, gathering dust. But my mom, who was a classically trained pianist and had been a substitute music teacher, was a hard one to impress and didn’t seem inclined to support my interest in guitar (or music in general) much further. Despite her skills as a pianist and teacher, she never taught me how to play piano or any other instruments. So for a year I kept playing my acoustic, and eventually, when I was sixteen, I landed a summer job at a restaurant in the Lincoln Mall, and I managed to save up a hundred dollars and bought a fire-engine-red Encore Stratocaster copy. I didn’t need my parents’ approval or money.

It looked cool, but I didn’t realize it required a cord and an amp (and ideally an effects pedal) to make the sounds I wanted. But I couldn’t afford them, so I was stuck playing it acoustically until I could save up for an amp. At least, it was easier to play than the Sears acoustic my parents got me for Christmas. I’d sit on my bed and play it unplugged, trying to do string bends and imitate sounds I heard on my records.

I’ve said over the years that I never took any lessons and was totally self-taught, but that comes with an asterisk. I did go to a couple of group lessons for beginning guitarists that a teacher friend of my mom, Neil Whitham, offered, but I was already beyond the simple “Proud Mary” and “Michael, Row the Boat Ashore” chord progressions he was teaching. He’d provide adult beverages afterward, even allowing me to have a beer, but that wasn’t incentive enough to keep going. I’d rather sit in the library reading the latest issues of Creem, Hit Parader, Circus, and Rolling Stone, imagining what it would be like to be onstage and play in front of people. I’d fill my school notebooks with drawings of Kiss and sketches of myself in a band onstage—complete with my own Kiss-inspired face-paint designs.

When Gene Simmons called me at home nearly twenty years later, fifteen-year-old me was thrilled. And the reason for Gene’s call made it that much cooler. This was the era when tribute albums—a collection of current bands paying homage to an artist or band—were becoming a big thing. Local Seattle indie label C/Z Records had actually put together a Kiss tribute called Hard to Believe, which featured contributions from Seattle bands like Nirvana, Melvins, and Skin Yard, as well as acts from other parts of the United States. The label issued the album in 1990 but made the error of using cover artwork that featured Kiss’s trademarked face-paint designs, which brought some unwarranted attention to the release from Kiss’s lawyers (and maybe even a phone call from Gene Simmons!), who served them with a cease-and-desist order. Kiss couldn’t quash the record itself (it was reissued with a different cover), but they wouldn’t allow their makeup likenesses to be used.

It also likely gave Kiss an idea: Why not put out a tribute to ourselves! Thus, the concept for Kiss My Ass: Classic Kiss Regrooved came to pass, and here Gene was, trying to cobble together his own tribute to his own band, which was totally something Gene Simmons would do. This is the guy who arranged for his own celebrity roast.

Unsurprisingly, Gene Simmons tasked himself with arranging the artists to pay tribute to him and his bandmates, which led to that phone call to my apartment. Gene wanted a Seattle band on there, and maybe he saw Soundgarden as the best fit. I didn’t think Chris and Ben would ever go for it, but, hell, I had Gene Simmons on the line, so I was gonna listen to his pitch. He wondered which song Soundgarden might be interested in doing.

“Oh man, I’d love to do ‘Parasite,’” I told him. “I love that song.” It was written by original lead guitarist Ace Frehley, who hadn’t been in Kiss for over a decade.

Gene had his own thoughts. “Well, I was thinking you guys should do ‘War Machine’ off of Creatures of the Night.” That album came out in 1982, when I was twenty-two and my interest in Kiss, or at least new albums from Kiss, had waned. I suggested another song.

“‘Shock Me’ would be a fun one,” I said, mentioning another Frehley-penned tune that Ace actually sang. “I know it’s popular with Kiss fans, and our drummer Matt digs it.”

“‘Parasite’ and ‘Shock Me’ are all good,” he said, clearly irritated, “but maybe you should save them for an Ace Frehley tribute album.” I wasn’t purposely naming songs written by Ace. I was just thinking, These are Kiss songs I really like. But Gene started naming songs that he or Paul—the only original members still in the band at that point—had written, and I started to understand where this was going. I suspected they wanted the focus to be on songs written by current members. I told Gene I’d talk to the band and get back to him.

Matt was of course interested, but Chris looked at me with this smile that said, Fuck, no. Ben had the same sentiment: Fuck that shit. Chris and Ben not only never liked Kiss, but Ben actively hated them. So I had to tell Gene we weren’t gonna do it.

“You know how Kiss had that reputation as the kind of band that either you love them or you hate them?” I said to him. “Well, it’s kind of that way within our band.” I didn’t specify where the divide lay. Chris and I were the two with long hair, so he probably assumed that the Brady Bunch–looking guy and the short-haired punk rock guy were the ones who hated Kiss. But he was only half right. The short-haired all-American kid, Matt, was a Kiss fan, as was the brown, bearded guy (me). The other dudes weren’t. At the time, I didn’t bother spelling it out for him.

Gene didn’t take no for an answer. He called again another day, just as I was about to go to practice. We were in the process of writing Superunknown and rehearsing in Pearl Jam’s practice space. I let the answering machine pick up and stood there listening to the whole message. I’ve gotta give him credit, he was persistent. “Hey, Kim, I just wanted to follow up, see if you’d been able to talk to the guys about what we discussed.” When it was done, I ran down to the Soundgarden van, loaded my gear, and drove to practice, where I told the guys the story of listening to Gene’s message but not picking up.

They still didn’t want to do it, but a little later, while we were practicing, Chris suddenly stopped singing, turned around, smiled at me, and said, “Hey, Kim, did you ever think when you were a kid that Gene Simmons would call you at your house, and you’d monitor the call and not even answer it?”






Park Forest Rock City

I have a lot of pride in what I consider to be my hometown, Park Forest, Illinois. I was born in Seattle, but I grew up in Park Forest. I’m still close to a lot of the people who were important to me during that time. And in so many ways, the roots of my professional career lie there—from bandmates to the people who put out my first records. So when Soundgarden were on tour for Badmotorfinger in the early nineties and we had a day off in Chicago, I wanted to take my bandmates and give them a tour, to show them this place that meant so much to me. Hiro was no longer in the band, but he already knew the place well, having grown up there, too.

It had been a decade since I lived in Park Forest, and a lot had changed. Many memories were tied to the townhouse my parents and I moved into in 1967, but just as many—good and bad—were connected to the schools I attended: Lakewood Elementary, Dogwood Elementary, Westwood Junior High (where my mom taught), and Rich East High School. I feel okay listing them, since none of them still exist. Some have been razed, others repurposed. So, when I took Chris, Ben, and Matt to see my roots, I wanted to show them my schools—at least the ones still standing or functioning as schools.

I’d only attended Dogwood for a year, sixth grade, and it sucked. For some reason, all my friends were split between three schools that year. Some went to Dogwood (me), others to Wildwood (Nikey), and some stayed at Lakewood, where I’d gone since we moved to Park Forest. But if I hadn’t been sent to Dogwood, I might not have discovered Black Sabbath so early, a band whose darkness became integral to Soundgarden’s identity. At the time, though, I wasn’t sure I liked it. One day, our teacher let us bring in records to play for the class. A kid, already a teenager from being held back, brought in Sabbath’s Paranoid. Most people didn’t like it, especially the girls, but when I heard “Iron Man,” I loved the heaviness—the loud, distorted guitar. As a comic book fan, I also loved the title, picturing a powerful superhero shooting rays. The song felt sonically heavy, just like Iron Man.

The songs also felt wet, gray, and dark to me—evoking emotions I wasn’t ready to face at eleven. Ironically, that same darkness became a thread I kept exploring throughout my music career. Chris did, too. Maybe that’s why, early on, Soundgarden were compared to Led Zeppelin and Black Sabbath—even though those bands never spoke to me as a kid. For me, it was always about the exploration, not the explanation. The mystery was the point. That heavy, visceral edge became part of our identity, and Chris may have tapped into it best.

When Chris and the band visited Dogwood with me, it was no longer a school. Over the years, it had been so vandalized that the windows were replaced with shatterproof Plexiglass. By then, it was a community center, but there was no one there when we arrived in the evening. Our first instinct was to test the Plexiglass, so we threw bricks at one of the windows and watched them ricochet, leaving the pane unharmed. I think at some point, Chris even managed to climb onto the roof. Later, the building became an East Indian cultural center—funny, since I’d seen few Indian people in Park Forest when I lived there. But it was eventually burned down by teenage vandals and never rebuilt.

As much as I loved growing up in Park Forest, school was not my favorite part of it. Early on, I was sort of withdrawn in school, and I’d get distracted easily. I was kind of short and skinny, usually the littlest kid in class, the one who sat in a corner with his sweater pulled up over his head. I was also typically the youngest because my birthday fell in the beginning of September. I performed exceptionally well in aptitude tests and reading, so it wasn’t a big concern for my parents, who always emphasized the need to read, work hard, and do well in school, but I was not a good student.

Things started to change for me in third grade with a wonderful teacher named Mrs. Manson. Before her, I saw teachers as mean—just there to police our behavior. They seemed old and cranky, like crones with beehive hairdos. But Mrs. Manson was different. She was in her twenties, younger than the other teachers, and she was Black. All the kids liked her. She wasn’t trying to be our best friend—she was genuinely maternal and deeply involved. She cared. As a new teacher, I’m sure the cynicism that often comes with experience hadn’t touched her yet. She truly wanted us to reach our potential. She was kind, supportive, and recognized that I was underachieving. More important, she helped me learn to like learning.

From fourth grade on, I excelled. I was one of the smartest kids in my class, but it didn’t make school any more enjoyable. I was a socially awkward kid. I was uncomfortable around people and would prefer not to deal with them if I didn’t have to. Luckily I had two close friends, Nikey and Andy, who were equally smart. My friendships with them (which last to this day) really had an impact on my confidence and my ability to participate. I felt more comfortable engaging in all the usual activities that grade-school boys did back then. I may have been inclined toward being an introvert, but I was no longer a loner. I had the friendship and support of two kids I could relate to, and we did all of the normal things kids did at that age: had sleepovers, played baseball, explored the woods in our neighborhood. Later, when I was a bit older, my predisposition toward being an introvert actually worked in my favor as a guitarist, because I was totally comfortable practicing by myself relentlessly for hours. And I became a smart guy because I read a lot—everything Kurt Vonnegut and Albert Camus ever wrote—since I didn’t have a steady girlfriend and wasn’t getting high.

Park Forest’s “Live, Grow, Discover” mantra turned out to be a lifeline for kids like me—nontraditional learners who needed something different. The Active Learning Process School (or ALPS) was located in “the Barn” at Rich East High School, but it drew students from three area high schools in the district, including Rich East, Rich South, and Rich Central. It wasn’t a last-chance school for dropouts. It was a forward-thinking, independent study program that drew curious, self-driven students—voracious readers, social outliers—many of whom ended up shaping the Soundgarden world. That’s where I met Hiro Yamamoto, Stuart Hallerman, Matt Dentino, and members of my first two bands. For my senior English project, I formed a band, wrote original songs, and played them at the school talent show. That’s how Bozo and the Pinheads was born.

The idea to form Bozo and the Pinheads was inspired by my introduction to punk rock in 1977. Back then, the hard rock bands I liked—Kiss, Aerosmith, Ted Nugent—were playing massive arenas where I couldn’t afford to see them play, and no one I knew liked that music anyway. Then punk showed up—raw, smart, aggressive, and unapologetically different. The Sex Pistols, the Ramones—they weren’t sexist or racist, and their music felt like something I could actually play. I couldn’t manage Ted Nugent riffs, but I could play “Blitzkrieg Bop.” So that’s what Bozo and the Pinheads did: Ramones, Pistols, Devo covers, plus all the originals I wrote.

“Plastic Love” was actually the first song I ever wrote music and lyrics for, and I was probably fifteen or sixteen, a year or a year and a half before the band formed. Our songs were aggressive and acerbic, but witty. Our singer Daniel and I were both smart kids, so we’d write sort of sarcastic-toned lyrics with odd elements that were commentaries on popular culture and alienation. These were the kinds of things that smart teenagers would be preoccupied with: their role socially, and the imperfections of society and culture. They were very much punk rock themes, though Daniel wasn’t a fan of punk rock at the time; he was more a Beat intellectual. Not surprisingly, tunes like “TV Clones,” “If I Were a Bomb, I’d Explode in Your Face,” “I Was a Teenage Frankenstein,” “Granola Culture,” “Vacuums Hop, Vacuums Groove,” and “Consumer Heaven” were inspired both musically and lyrically by bands like Devo and the Ramones.

My other Bozo bandmates—lead guitarist Paul Martia, bassist Linda Archer, and drummer Andy McGough—weren’t really into punk rock, either. They preferred Utopia, Grateful Dead, and classic rock. They joined more for fun, willing to play my three-chord songs despite not sharing my musical taste. I was fine with that. We were the first punk rock band in the south suburbs, and though none of our original songs were released, with the help of Tom Staples, the engineer who worked at Rich East’s radio station, WRHS, we recorded a demo that I still have today. In fact, I eventually had it digitized with the hopes that someday my first attempts at songwriting will be released.

In the seventies, punk rock was widely reviled, especially by the mainstream. People hated it—and they hated punk rock fans like me. Punk was seen as unmusical, with exceptions like the Talking Heads or Television. Musicians I knew preferred progressive rock—King Crimson, Yes, Zappa—the Grateful Dead, or Neil Young. They didn’t like the Sex Pistols or the Ramones. My peers in the ALPS program and faculty were aligned with the hippie culture, which felt closed-minded to me in some regards. Punk rock seemed wittier and arty, as well as smarter, more intellectual. I was a smart kid who liked ideas.

Also, it seemed like there was more diversity in punk rock. To play off a famous Groucho Marx quote, regarding hard rock and metal: I didn’t want to be a member of any club that wouldn’t have me as a member. There weren’t a lot of brown dudes (or women) in that scene. But there were plenty of examples in the punk world. Maybe not Asians, but definitely people of color. And at some point it was clear that punk rock was something that would have me.

This push-pull between two styles that were hugely influential to me—heavy rock and punk—would eventually be a hallmark of Soundgarden’s sound, and it would initially confuse and confound record labels who wanted us to somehow be one thing or another, not both. But to my bandmates, and to a lot of other Seattle musicians, this was the way forward. The open-mindedness and inclusivity of punk that allowed in all sorts of influences—from ska to funk to metal—meant that anything goes. There were no rules.






Leaving Here

As the son of an engineer and an English teacher (and sometimes music teacher), it’s safe to say that my parents didn’t envision I’d make a career as a musician. I was good in math and science, so I think my father hoped I’d follow his lead. I had no interest in that. I also didn’t have any realistic concept of what I wanted to do after high school. Being a professional musician wasn’t even a consideration. Playing in bands was recreational; I had no aspirations beyond that.

But the path from “What do I want to be when I grow up?” to signing your first record contract can happen in a weird, arbitrary way. You don’t go to college to learn how to do it; you just find the right group of people and somehow magic happens. But first you have to find that right group of people, which involves a lot of luck, and then you all have to have the same vision and drive and a million other things to keep that magic happening. You have a much better chance of “succeeding” in the world if you get that engineering degree or, hell, a teaching certificate. You shouldn’t plan to make a career as a musician, because it rarely works out.

But if it does, you can bet that journey will not be how you imagined it.

Late one summer night in 1978, a couple months after I’d graduated from high school and a couple shy of my eighteenth birthday, my mom kicked me out of our house in a firestorm of anger. I’ll spare you (most of) the ugly details, but there had been growing tension in our household since my parents split when I was twelve and my mom became a full-time teacher. Suddenly, I felt the pressure of being the “man of the house,” while my mother seemed to be prioritizing her relationships with her junior high students over those with her own children.

Unsurprisingly, she was beloved by her students, at least the ones who performed well in her classes. She put a lot of energy into fostering that “cool teacher” image, sometimes without considering how it affected her home life. She’d host (wholesome) parties for her students at our house—Ping-Pong games, music, soda, and snacks—and I’d be in the awkward position of having schoolmates, none of whom were my friends, playing on my Ping-Pong table in my basement and spinning records on my mom’s stereo. I was encouraged to join in, but no thanks, Mom. This was not my scene, and I didn’t want any of these people in my house. My mom related to her students apparently very well, but not so much to me.

It all came to a head after I directed a completely toothless (of course) threat at my then ten-year-old sister to “Go away or I’ll kill you,” when I was trying to practice guitar scales in my bedroom and all I could hear was Sarita and her friend giggling and whispering outside my door. Because of the nearly eight-year age gap, our brother-sister relationship was a little less conventional. We never, for instance, attended the same school together. But I was always very protective of her, especially after my parents split, and I think she looked up to me. That said, I think she saw herself as both being protected by and victimized by me, because she was always on the receiving end of my practical jokes. Her relationship to me was something like My big brother’s an asshole and my big brother’s cool, because she would hear stories about me from her teachers or from her peers who had older siblings who knew me—I was smart, I played guitar, I was in rock bands. I think it made her a bit annoyed and jealous, but also proud.

So my threat to “kill her” was just the kind of thing an older brother says to scare off a pesky younger sibling. But that was all it took—that unserious threat and some vulgar backtalk from me—to get me booted from the only home I’d known for the last nearly eleven years. In her fury, my mother physically removed me from our townhouse, not giving me any opportunity to pack a bag or anything. I was barely able to retrieve my bicycle from the basement, fending off her slaps with one hand, carrying the bike in the other. I knew when I rode off that night on my Schwinn Tiger—angry, hurt, confused—that I’d never live there again.

I didn’t have a lot of options as to where I could go on this particular night. I knew my dad was out of town with his then-girlfriend, and randomly knocking on some neighborhood friends’ doors at eleven o’clock, looking for shelter, didn’t seem like a good solution, either, but what else could I do? My first two tries netted me sheepish denials; they wanted to help, but . . . sorry. Then I remembered the Pavitts’ house was nearby, and I knew their three boys—Bruce, Gregg, and John—who had also been in the ALPS program at Rich East High, so I went there and knocked on the door. Through the darkened front window, I could see Mrs. Pavitt walking toward the door, smiling. Why would she be smiling?

“Kim, come in,” she said. “We’ve been expecting you.”

It was surreal. It was amazing! Apparently, my mom had called all my friends’ parents that she knew to tell them that we’d had a fight and she’d kicked me out. I was horrified at how many of my other friends and their parents now knew what went down, but I clearly benefited from her call to the Pavitts. Mrs. Pavitt, who was a social worker in a neighboring district, was happy to take me in for a few days.

From there, I couch-surfed with different friends’ families, encountering at one stop Bozo and the Pinheads vocalist Daniel Snyder doing the same thing. Once my dad came home from his holiday, I moved in with him. He had a seventh-floor studio apartment in a downtown Chicago high-rise, close to Lake Michigan, with a view of nearby Comiskey Park, the home of the Chicago White Sox and a venue for many big rock concerts in the seventies. Nobody, save her own family, knew my mom and her temperament better than my dad, so he was sympathetic to my situation. I had stayed with him on weekends and during summers after he and my mom had split, so I was comfortable enough sleeping on his hide-a-bed, even if the circumstances that precipitated the move were less than pleasant.

Nonetheless, I felt some degree of relief to be away from my mom. My dad was generally much more fair-minded and rational. He could follow arguments and address them in a reasoned manner. My mom had a harder time with that. That was not really her skill set. Mostly, though, I just felt adrift and I felt that something that was very fundamental to my identity was now gone. I was about to turn eighteen, and the one home I’d known since I was seven years old was no longer home. Knowing that I couldn’t return was hard to come to grips with. I eventually did briefly go there when my mom wasn’t around to finally retrieve my most important belongings: my comic and rec­ord collections, my guitar, and my books. Having these cherished possessions, however, didn’t keep me from feeling untethered. All I could think of was What now? I was unemployed, single, didn’t have a band, and I didn’t even know if I was going to college. Everything I was familiar with was gone.

Despite my parents’ strong emphasis on education—both held master’s degrees, and my mom was a teacher—they didn’t offer much guidance when it came to preparing me for college. In fact, they provided no direction about what my next educational step should be. My mom was more focused on preparing her students for college, almost as if they were her own children, while she was less involved in helping me. My dad, however, suddenly became motivated to get his wayward son enrolled. A couple of months before fall classes started, he picked up an application for the University of Illinois–Chicago and helped me fill out grant and scholarship forms. I was accepted, and my first year of tuition was completely covered by a scholarship.

My dad soon realized that his bachelor apartment wasn’t an ideal setup for his new living situation, so he purchased a townhouse in Richton Park, a southern Chicago suburb adjacent to Park Forest. From here, both he and I could take the Illinois Central commuter train from the Richton Park Station—immortalized on the cover of Gentle Giant’s 1980 album Civilian—into the city each day. For him, the move back to the suburbs offered a familiar and comfortable landing spot; for me, it kept me closer to high school friends and former and potential bandmates.

I can’t tell the story of this pivotal period in my life without mentioning the Pavitt brothers. Not only did their mother take me in when I needed it most, but they were also my closest friends, bandmates, tastemakers—and ultimately the ones who helped me put out my first records. All three brothers were involved in sports at Rich East, but they weren’t your typical jocks. They wore their hair long, and Bruce, the oldest, was a DJ at our high school’s tiny ten-watt radio station, where I’d later get involved.

Bruce, who I first met when I was in fifth grade and he was in sixth, had a huge influence on my musical tastes, dating back to high school when I was discovering punk rock. He and I shared a love for music, and we’d trade records when I hung out at their house. One time, I offered my Talking Heads and BeBop Deluxe albums for the Stooges’ Raw Power—and Bruce, whether stoned or just generous, agreed. I also got Bowie’s Hunky Dory and Jeff Beck’s Truth from him and swapped Santana’s Greatest Hits for Hendrix’s Are You Experienced? When punk hit, Bruce made the leap fast—moving from prog rock and art rock to underground zines and indie music. Via one of his girlfriend’s brothers, Bruce got turned on to early singles from Devo, the B-52s, and other bands I’d never heard of. At first, I didn’t get it—bands putting out records themselves, no label involved? Even the Ramones and Sex Pistols had deals. But Bruce saw something I didn’t: real talent and creativity outside the mainstream. His passion was contagious, and soon I was paying attention, too.

Gregg, the middle brother, was the one I was closest with growing up. He was a year younger, but we clicked—we were goofy, nerdy, and academic. He and our friend Nikey were National Merit finalists, competing in Latin tournaments. Gregg had quirky taste in music, but we bonded over being outsiders. Gregg was the one who eventually introduced me to Hiro Yamamoto, a tall, quiet kid who’d transferred to Rich East for his senior year as part of the ALPS program.

The youngest Pavitt, John, was three years behind me and a bassist in a band called the Decibels—garagey, punk-infused stuff with a Ugandan drummer named Joe Zake. When their guitar situation fell apart, I stepped in. Things tightened up, and I became the primary songwriter. I also brought in a singer named John Ross, and we renamed the band Identity Crisis. We still played a few Decibels songs, but mostly focused on originals. I wrote a little more than half of the music; John and I split the lyrics.

Identity Crisis didn’t sound anything like Soundgarden. We were teenagers playing the kind of punchy, hook-y punk-pop that defined the late seventies. But it gave me a few consequential firsts: first recording session, first record, first time on the radio. And once again, it was Bruce who made that possible. He connected us with Cirkle Records, a small label run by some guys in Evanston. He’d been promoting their band, Epicycle, and brought us into that orbit. Bruce was a taste­maker from an early age and always wanted to be deeply involved in all aspects of music.

Cirkle Records agreed to release our single, recorded in my dad’s basement on a four-track. We then took it to a proper studio in Hoffman Estates to mix, with Bruce guiding every step. The label pressed five hundred copies of “Pretty Feet” and its B-sides, “Overtime” and “Born to Be a Bozo.” The single got some airplay on college radio, a few fanzine reviews, and helped us book gigs. As an avid 45 buyer and radio listener growing up, it was a really cool thing to have a 7-inch record in my hands that had songs that I wrote/cowrote and played on. Hearing a song from it on the radio was a whole other trip that I couldn’t believe was happening. Sure, it was just college radio, but we might have been played alongside some other cool bands that I liked, like Joy Division, Bauhaus, or maybe the Ramones. Since some of the members in the band were still in high school, we weren’t really playing in clubs, which led to some unique gigs, including one at the Tinley Park Mental Health Institution, where I worked as a big brother counselor. The audience was a tough crowd—kids under the care of corrections, family services, or mental health departments. The vibe was clear: If your band sucks, expect trouble. But they loved us, even though many were probably zonked on Thorazine. Most of our other shows were house parties or backyard gigs. One, documented in the local paper, was an outdoor performance at a pavilion that was later destroyed by a tornado—we’d packed up early when the ominous storm clouds gathered.

It was probably an omen that foretold the scattering of the band. With the younger members graduating from high school and heading off to college, Identity Crisis folded like the outdoor pavilion whipped by the tornado.


I wasn’t in much better shape. For about a year, I had been seeing a counselor, Mr. Siegel, due to a compounding of relationship issues and general emotional stress. I was young and directionless in my post–high school life. I had left the University of Illinois–Chicago before completing even two years, disillusioned by my psychology major and lacking the motivation to continue. I gave community college a shot, just to stay on track, but it felt pointless, like I was drifting through it without a sense of purpose. Working a series of jobs that neither inspired me nor offered any future prospects did nothing to lift my spirits. I had a brief three-week stint at the McDonald’s at Lincoln Mall, which ended in me being fired by the fat, curly-haired manager who said, “Sorry, you’re not McDonald’s material.” (“Thanks” was my retort.) Since I wasn’t really shaving yet, I’d developed a Beavis and Butt-Head mustache, which he thought I needed to get rid of. He also objected to my collar-length hair. Another job I got fired from was working as a custodian/caretaker of Freedom Hall, a theater and multipurpose event hall, built in 1976 that hosted various events, art exhibits, dance recitals, and lectures. I was getting depressed, aggravated, and more prone to punching holes in walls. Just a lot of teenage frustration. I was like Jimmy Cooper in the Who’s Quadrophenia: a depressed, frustrated, and angry teenage kid. I felt like things were falling apart and I needed to talk to someone.

Breaking up with my longtime girlfriend, Michelle—who was heading off to college herself—added another layer of emotional weight, further entangling me in confusion and doubt. Michelle was good friends with Jane Pavitt (sister of Gregg, John, and Bruce) and that was really the first time I had ever fallen in love with anyone. I’d had crushes, infatuations, but this had been different. It wasn’t always a smooth or easy relationship, being young and insecure and jealous, but I didn’t want to break up with her. Realistically, though, I knew with her being away, our relationship wouldn’t survive.

I felt utterly adrift, with no clear direction, no sense of grounding.

After seeing him for a year, though, Mr. Siegel offered a positive and reassuring assessment for me: “Your situation’s not uncommon. You’re of an age where people are often directionless. I wouldn’t worry about it. You’re a smart guy, and these things will all be figured out. Everyone goes through it.”

Hiro was simultaneously experiencing a similar funk—his band broke up, he split with his girlfriend—so we spent a summer commiserating and planning our next move. The conclusion we came to? We needed to get the fuck out of dodge.

As soon as possible.

The specifics of what that would look like—where we would go and what we would do—were nebulous. But we were done with Chicago and ready for adventure. There was nothing at home for us anymore, unless we wanted to work in the Ford stamping plant, a factory in East Chicago Heights—pound a six-pack of Old Style beer every day after work, and then get up and do it again the next day. That wasn’t our style.

So in early October 1981, Hiro, my friend Brad, and I left Park Forest. We packed my guitar and amp, Hiro’s mandolins, and whatever other personal belongings we could fit in Hiro’s cramped Datsun B210 and headed west to Washington, where our ALPS friends Bruce Pavitt and Stuart Hallerman were attending Evergreen State College in Olympia. Bruce was already involved musically in Olympia—playing in a band, working as a DJ at KAOS, and launching Subterranean Pop, an underground music fanzine.

The car could only accommodate Hiro and me and our stuff, so Brad took the bus and arrived a few days after us. Our four days spent motoring down interstates during the day and crashing in cheap motels at night was eye-opening, especially for me, as I was seeing parts of the country—the flat Midwest, the jagged Rockies, and the verdant Pacific Northwest—I’d never experienced up close. I’d always lived in or near a big city or suburb, so I was getting my first real taste of rural America, for better or worse. Turns out we could have used a six-foot-two, blond-haired, blue-eyed white guy like Brad with us as we traveled along Interstate 90 through the plains and into Montana and Idaho, but we didn’t think about this in advance. Because we were young and kind of naïve, it didn’t occur to us that a couple of long-haired ethnic-looking dudes might attract some weird looks and hostile exchanges while purchasing gas and beer and going into grocery stores in Butte, Montana. And we definitely did. Our Park Forest upbringing had sheltered us from a lot of bigotry, and we found that the ALPS school’s progressive ideals were not shared by many of our fellow Americans. Who knew?

We made it to Seattle unscathed, ready to get off the road and check out the town. Hiro and I had a vague thought that we might enroll in Evergreen, but we hadn’t actually applied. We soon discovered that the economics of living in Olympia and paying tuition to attend Evergreen State wouldn’t work for us. Employment in Olympia wasn’t as plentiful as it was in Seattle, and Evergreen was more than we could afford. So we never actually lived in Olympia, and never attended Evergreen State. Instead, we ended up in a basement apartment in Seattle’s University District, where rents were cheap and housing was plentiful—the three of us crammed into one bedroom. If we weren’t going to attend Evergreen State, then the University of Washington, where my parents both got their undergraduate degrees, would potentially be a good second choice. We didn’t really have a specific plan B at this point; we were just excited to be free of our parents’ homes, finally on our own.






Then There Were Four

Hiro was furious with Chris. A piece of Soundgarden’s early history was ruined because Chris was careless, or maybe forgetful. Or maybe, at the time, it just didn’t seem important enough to Chris to keep it safe. But it mattered to Hiro, and it was destroyed.

Unlike some bands, who might just set up a boombox or other basic, condenser-mic recording device in a corner to capture their rehearsals, from our earliest days in Chris and Hiro’s attic, we’d strived to document our material a little better than that. Either Chris or Hiro had a reel-to-reel stereo recording machine—both knew how to operate it, so I’m not sure whose it was—and whenever we worked out a good arrangement for a song and rehearsed it a few times, we’d set up mics on the drums, bass amp, and guitar amp and hit record. In the first few months of our existence, we amassed more than an album’s worth of material, our first efforts as a band. We never intended to release these recordings, because they weren’t of that quality, but they were useful in helping us get gigs before we were a known commodity.

And there was something about that first burst of creativity that felt worth keeping, especially to Hiro. There would be no way to re-create that particular moment in our band’s history, which is why he was not happy when he heard Chris had left the recordings in a stack on the basement floor of the house they were living in. The basement had flooded, and the tapes got soaked. Chris couldn’t have foreseen that, but Hiro was pissed, as much about the cavalier way he felt Chris treated the tapes as about the actual damage to that document of our earliest sound.

“These are our first fifteen songs that we documented, Kim,” he lamented. “This is important to me, it’s important to you. And this is the way Chris treated it!” To be honest, I don’t think I fully appreciated what the loss of this master tape meant. I had a cassette copy of it that I was perfectly happy with.

“Can’t we dry the tapes out?” I asked. “Maybe we can save them.”

We consulted with two recording engineer friends, Stuart Hallerman and Jack Endino, who confirmed the recordings were ruined. So Hiro threw the tape away. He was, of course, right to be upset about the loss of the only master tape of our earliest recordings. Sonically that tape was far superior to a cassette dub, which was all we were left with. So even though we still have a document of those songs, it’s most certainly not the best version. And here’s another lesson for musicians: Always make a backup (or maybe two!) of your master recordings, because you never know. . . .

Chris and Hiro lived together in different rental houses in those early days of the band. I think they first became roommates out of need and convenience: Hiro needed a roommate and Chris needed a place to live where he could set up his drums. Though they never actually performed a gig together in the Shemps, I don’t believe their paths ever would have crossed were it not for that dumb band. Every time they had to look for a new place, one of the main prerequisites was it needed to have a space (typically the basement) that they could soundproof with mattresses and crate foam so Soundgarden could rehearse. They became an inseparable duo for the first two-plus years of Soundgarden, moving together from place to place, putting the band over other concerns. While they moved as the rental winds changed, I was the beneficiary of their living sacrifices, so to speak. I’d go over and practice with them at least three times a week, often just to drink some beers and turn them on to some new records from, say, Butthole Surfers or Squirrel Bait.

My living situation was a little different. Six months after she and I started dating in the summer of 1984, Katey and I moved into a one-bedroom apartment in the Fremont neighborhood, west of the University District, where I’d lived in various apartments with a rotating cast of roommates and couch-surfers. It was the first time I’d lived with a significant other, and it was a major step for both of us, because it showed commitment to and investment in the relationship. It was a big deal for me.

I first got to know Katey in my philosophy classes at UW. She was a philosophy major, like me, so we had similar interests. When I’d been attending the University of Illinois back in Chicago, I’d been a psychology major (despite my dad’s wishes that I’d follow him into engineering) because it seemed like it was kind of science-y (which I was good at), but it was about things of the mind. It only took a couple of years for me to conclude, however, that psychology is one of the most bullshit faux sciences there is. Pre-college entrance tests I took seemed to indicate that my scholastic interests generally lay somewhere between religion, psychology, and art; if there were a Venn diagram of those things, philosophy kind of sat in the middle. I was an avid reader, and what I came to understand as philosophy, I had previously thought was literature, like Dostoevsky or Camus. I thought philosophy was just classical literature, spouting Plato or Aristotle. But it was about ideas, and I was interested in ideas. Philosophy was a perfect fit for me. I first met and became friends with Mr. Epp & the Calculations guitarist/vocalist Mark Arm (who’d later go on to front Green River and Mudhoney) in one of my philosophy classes, and it’s where Katey and I first connected.

At that time, she was working at the original Starbucks location at Pike Place Market, and she definitely knew her coffee long before the rest of the country was hip to different roasts, growing regions, and how to pull the perfect shot of espresso. She and I would spend time hanging out in coffee shops talking and getting to know each other. Before long, I was madly in love. I thought she was my dream partner—smart, attractive, with artistic sensibilities, politically similar to me. When I wasn’t rehearsing with Hiro and Chris, my waking hours were spent obsessively thinking about her. She had my heart.

If Katey had my heart, the rest of me was preoccupied with Soundgarden. In addition to making our own rehearsal recordings, we started working with some friends who were also aspiring sound engineers, including Skin Yard guitarist, Jack Endino (whose given name is Mike Giacondino, and I always called him Mike, despite his “stage name”). Jack didn’t have any formal training as a sound engineer (his degree was electrical engineering), but he was learning his future trade by recording local bands in the basement studio he’d assembled or, in our case, our basement rehearsal space. Meanwhile, Chris was learning how to make his own recordings using our reel-to-reel machine. He’d been teaching himself how to play guitar, as well, and was making rough demos of his early compositions. Whereas Hiro and I generated new material for Soundgarden primarily during the band’s jam sessions, because Chris was a drummer, he did his writing on his own, away from practice. As a result, these early efforts were less riff-oriented than what Hiro or I might come up with.

In spring 1985—after about six shows as a trio—Jack came over to record a handful of our songs, including a version of “Tears to Forget” with Hiro on lead vocals. Hiro didn’t have Chris’s range, but his expressive style worked well on certain songs and gave Chris a break during sets. We recorded the session specifically for Bruce Pavitt, who was now releasing cassette compilations alongside his rebranded Subterranean Pop fanzine, now called Sub Pop. We hoped he’d include us. The final tape featured “I Think I’m Sinking,” “Bury My Head in Sand,” “Tears to Forget,” “Incessant Mace” (a crowd favorite), “Invention,” “Out of My Skin,” and a solo track from Chris called “The Storm.”

Including “The Storm” may have hinted at a coming shift. Around this time, Chris brought up something in rehearsal that would completely change our direction.

“I think either I should just drum or should just sing,” he said. “What do you guys think?”

He just put it in our lap, not really pushing for it, but maybe hoping that we’d recognize that he had more value as a singer than as a drummer, and also acknowledging that we could probably use a front man. What he wanted to hear was Yeah, let’s find a drummer, and we’ll just have you sing. But what he got was Yeah, we’ll look for a singer.

We’d always been amazed he could do both so well, so his suggestion caught us off guard. From our perspective, things were going great—we had strong gigs, a growing following, and real momentum after just six months. Why mess with it?

Our first thought was that if Chris didn’t want to do both, we could keep him drumming but find a new vocalist. It feels silly now that we didn’t appreciate what we had in hand, but his drumming fit perfectly with the songs we were writing. It was a crucial part of our initial chemistry, and besides, we didn’t yet have a clue as to what Chris was capable of as a vocalist. We hadn’t yet heard the Chris Cornell voice the world would come to know and love, and other than his teenage stint as a cover-band singer, he hadn’t demonstrated any real stage presence.

Also, the prospect of finding a new drummer who could do what Chris did seemed like a huge task on its own. We didn’t know many drummers who were available or even up to it. We weren’t looking at drummers who were into Zeppelin, Sabbath, or Metallica—we wanted someone who’d be into Wire, Joy Division, Black Flag, or the Meat Puppets, and those were a little bit harder to find.

So Hiro and I thought we could find a singer who was more like Hiro, but with a better voice, a more melodic ear. We could get someone who was dynamic and had that indie post-punk sort of sensibility and phrasing, who could command a stage. We had ideas of Nick Cave and the Birthday Party and Jaz Coleman in Killing Joke, and Peter Murphy, who’s very charismatic and dramatic onstage, in Bauhaus.

We didn’t imagine that Chris could have that kind of presence. Offstage, he was shy and reserved. He looked like a regular guy: T-shirts, jeans, and shortish hair, because he worked in a restaurant. I didn’t understand at the time that he was good-looking. I thought he looked boyish, and to me, good-looking was like Clint Eastwood, rugged and macho.

For a while, we went back and forth about what to do. Chris, the youngest of us, wasn’t pushy—he was quiet, not especially assertive. But eventually he asked us to at least try it, so Hiro half-heartedly bashed around on drums while Chris sang, just to see how it felt. It was fine, but we still weren’t convinced.

Chris worked with a guy named Scott Sundquist, a drummer who was into the Dead Kennedys, and suggested he might be a good fit. We didn’t leap at the idea, mulling it over until one day we showed up to practice and there was Scott—leather jacket, twelve-pack of beer in hand. He was at least ten years older than us, balding, with a family. Hiro and I were skeptical, but he was already there, beer in tow, so we gave it a shot.

First thing we noticed was that Scott didn’t play at all like Chris. Scott couldn’t play some of the songs written in odd time signatures like 7/4 or 5/4 that Chris was so adept at managing. He could do 4/4 and 3/4 songs, just fine. Still, we jammed with him a few times, giving Chris the opportunity to get comfortable as a lead vocalist. Now that he wasn’t inhibited by the energy he’d expend while drumming, his vocals were a little bit better, his voice a little stronger. Hmm.

This, however, still didn’t seal the deal. What did it was Scott’s style, which unlocked something in our sound that convinced us that adding him was a good move. While Chris’s style as a drummer was more mechanical and academic, Scott was more natural and feel-oriented, which was important to us. Our songs got heavier and jammier, with a groove and swing that we’d never experienced before. Even though Scott was into punk, he had a looseness to his playing—more informed by classic rock. We had an instrumental called “Red Ant” that Scott played really well, with a bluesy, Santana-like feel to it. Which, at this point, was not a direction Soundgarden were headed. But we grew up listening to Santana and thought the song sounded cool. Scott’s style was appealing to these other aspects of our nature. Soundgarden started transforming and became a little less quirky and a lot more psychedelic.

Scott’s drumming also gave our songs more breathing room. We could stretch out solos, and Chris had space to experiment—with rhythm, with phrasing, with his voice. He started singing louder, reaching higher, growing into himself as a front man. In gaining a new drummer, we’d inadvertently found a new singer—and, in some ways, a new sound. The stiffness of our early style began to loosen. We leaned into something more expansive, a little trippier—less quirky, more acid rock—and closer to the darker, heavier edge of psychedelia. We bent notes, let them hang. It didn’t happen all at once, but Scott was the spark that started the shift.

I finally finished my philosophy degree at the University of Washington in early 1985, and then all my energy and focus went into Soundgarden. For Chris, Hiro, and me, it became the number one thing in our lives, over jobs, relationships, whatever. Except I was completely in love with Katey, so if you’d asked me then what my priority was, I’d say something like “I would never trade the band for Katey, but I would never trade Katey for the band.” It’s hard to have two number ones in your life, but I kept thinking to myself, Well, there are people with large families who have lots of kids and careers. They could figure this out. And so I tried to navigate that and not have either be neglected.

Katey didn’t seem to be insecure or jealous about my attention to Soundgarden. Post-graduation, she was working as a graphic designer (including assisting the band with her skills), and I was devoting my energy to the band. I was writing a lot of songs on an acoustic guitar at home, coming up with all kinds of ideas, perhaps because I had a muse. She was not just my girlfriend, not just the person I loved, but someone who had some impact intellectually, aesthetically, and socially on me.

Katey and I connected on many levels—beyond our shared interest in philosophy—and though we didn’t exactly have similar rec­ord collections, there was plenty of crossover. She turned me on to Dream Syndicate’s first album, The Days of Wine and Roses, which sounded like a missing Velvet Underground album. It was trippy and noisy, dark and brooding. Through Katey I started getting a better understanding and appreciation of Roxy Music that I didn’t have before. We both liked Bowie; we both liked Prince.

And she didn’t just turn me on to cool records, she turned me on to authors like Pär Lagerkvist, a Swedish writer who won the Nobel Prize for literature in 1951 for Barabbas. She turned me on to film directors, she turned me on to artists—and I was doing the same for her. It was stimulating intellectually and socially—her friends, my friends, an interesting kind of scene. There were people who played in bands or were involved in journalism, graphic art, or photography. Life was good.

When I moved two-thirds of the way across the country to Seattle in 1981, I was finally on my own and trying to figure out what I wanted to be when I grew up. Three years later, I was in Soundgarden and madly in love, and I knew what I wanted to be when I grew up. I felt at age twenty-four that this was my life. I’d finally come to understand where I fit culturally, socially, creatively, and emotionally.






Describing Grunge

Soundgarden made an immediate impression on our small Seattle scene, ­which was a mix of college students, punk rockers, and artists, many of whom were friends and were in bands themselves. At touring shows like Black Flag, I’d spot members of Green River, U-Men, Malfunkshun, and occasionally Melvins, along with their teenage friends Krist Novoselic and Kurt Cobain. Kitsap County folks, like my former roommate Henry Shepherd and his younger brother Ben, were regulars, too.

After our second show, opening for Hüsker Dü, Ben and Chad Channing (later of Nirvana) came up and said, “Hey, man, me and my friends took a vote—we decided you’re our favorite band in Seattle.” That meant a lot. Ben played in March of Crimes—a cool punk band with Stone Gossard and Jonathan Evison—so coming from fellow musicians, it felt like real validation.

Scott didn’t play his first show with us until late spring or early summer of 1985, but by then we’d started to draw real attention. We were landing spots on more bills and pulling in solid crowds. Unlike some of our peers, we were strategic—we didn’t play too often. We wanted each show to feel like an event, something people looked forward to. Musically, we were evolving fast, and with Chris out front, people—especially the women in the audience—were beginning to take notice. He was still growing into the role, but so were all of us. We were finding our footing as a band.

I loved rehearsing and writing music, but playing shows made me anxious. I had stage fright—even though I wanted to perform. Days before a gig, I’d obsess: In a few days, I have to play a show . . . Tomorrow I have to play a show . . . Then it was load-in, and finally: I’m playing a show. Onstage, it was hard to stay present. I was always thinking ahead—what part came next, what song was next—so I’d mess up what I was actually playing. Then I’d fixate on the mistake. Having a few beers helped, until they didn’t. One slip and I’d spiral: Why did I do that? Everyone’s watching . . . my friends, my girlfriend, the other bands . . . It was pure stress, anxiety, fear, and weirdly, fun. Maybe I’m a masochist.

Bringing Scott into the band marked a turning point—not just in our sound, but in how we operated. The lineup shift gave us more flexibility, especially for Hiro, who could now hand off the bass to Chris and step up to sing songs he’d written. His voice added a welcome contrast to Chris’s, and we made sure to keep that variety in our sets. Beyond his creative role, Hiro also took on the nuts-and-bolts tasks that kept us moving. The son of an engineer, like me, he had a knack for logistics—handling bookings, managing our money, and even opening a band bank account. Any cash we earned went back into Soundgarden, not into our pockets. Thanks to Hiro, we weren’t just making music, we were building something sustainable.

Before we had the funds for proper studio time, we kept tracking songs in the basement at Chris and Hiro’s house. One especially memorable session came in 1985, when our friend and fellow Park Forester, Stuart Hallerman, came by to record us. Since we weren’t on the clock, Hiro and I decided—for reasons that made sense at the time—to take mushrooms beforehand. It wasn’t something we did often, but that night we leaned into it. We had a song called “Incessant Mace” that had become an early favorite—audiences actually shouted for it at shows—and we were eager to capture it. The track was long, slow-burning, and hypnotic, and that night’s version was psilocybin-drenched and trippy, even though I’d yet to start experimenting with a wah-wah pedal. Of all the versions we recorded over the years, with various lineups, that one still feels definitive. It captured the strange alchemy we were just beginning to unlock with Scott on drums.

We were so happy with the six or seven songs from that session that I sent a copy to Gerard Cosloy at Homestead Records. U-Men had done an EP with them, and Green River’s Come on Down was coming out on the label, too. We loved Homestead bands—Sonic Youth, Big Black, and Dinosaur (before they were Dinosaur Jr.)—and thought we’d fit right in.

I dubbed a tape with songs like “Fear Biter” (an early version of “Nazi Driver”), “Storm,” “Tears to Forget,” and “Incessant Mace.” Hiro made a sleeve—an odd image of native people carving up missionaries—photocopied on red paper at Kinko’s. He only made copies for each member of the band, and I sent mine to Gerard, so I don’t even have a copy anymore. We were rejected, but not because Gerard didn’t like the music. He told Green River singer Mark Arm it was the best demo he’d heard all summer, but he didn’t have the budget—he was already releasing a Squirrel Bait record and something else. It was one of only two times we solicited a label. The second was a few years later, when our manager sent a tape to Elektra’s Michael Alago. He said it sounded good, but he didn’t hear any hits and didn’t think it was radio friendly. We got a good laugh out of that. We took it as a compliment.

The fact is, in the mid-eighties, most people outside Seattle—especially A&R reps—didn’t get what was happening here. A lot of them probably couldn’t even find Seattle on a map. We were a remote outpost, far from the industry hubs of New York and LA, but that isolation may have worked in our favor. It gave us space to figure things out—Soundgarden and our peers—without outside interference. It was gestating on a small scale in a typical punk environment where everyone sort of knew each other, supported each others’ bands, and played the same handful of short-lived venues that were willing to host cutting-edge original music. No one was making any money, but we could feel an enthusiasm for what we were all doing, and the crowds eventually, slowly, began to grow.

There was a kind of shared vision in our scene, between bands and the people coming to shows, who were a mix of university students and punk rockers. It was inclusive and diverse, and our record collections overlapped. We were constantly trading music and turning each other on to new bands. Mark Arm always had cool new rec­ords and was generous about sharing them. The guys in Skin Yard weren’t as punk-focused, but they were open. I’d lend records to their bassist, Daniel House, who’d pass them on to Jack Endino. I’d run into Regan Hagar from Malfunkshun on the ferry to Bainbridge (where I’d go to visit my girlfriend, Krista)—he’d be carrying a stack of records: Miles Davis, then some punk stuff.

Even though the Malfunkshun guys (part of the Kitsap County/Bainbridge Island contingent) had long hair and wore makeup, once you listened, you could hear they weren’t a butt rock band. They were pulling from much of the same underground and punk influences we were. So even though they fully embraced bands like Kiss in a campy sort of way, that was filtered through punk and metal. They were heavy as fuck, but they were also pretty, and their imagery was glammy and psychedelic and offered a mindfuck contrast to their heavy sound. Fronted by diminutive bassist/vocalist Andy Wood, who dubbed himself “Landrew the Love Child,” they were like no other band in Seattle. The sound of Kevin Wood’s frenetic guitar—he was into underground metal like Venom and Mercyful Fate—with Andy kind of prancing around in his white fur shawl just totally worked. Their songs would somehow incorporate all these shouldn’t-work-together influences that actually did work in their hands. They had an indefinable sound, and they were, along with Melvins, playing on hardcore bills in the early eighties, with people loving them. This ethos or approach was inspiring.

It was maybe this openness that led to the lines being blurred between musical genres. Long hair, slower and heavier songs, and influences drawn across the musical spectrum—from Bauhaus to Black Sabbath—started to become normal in Seattle. Different kinds of crossover between the metal and punk worlds were happening elsewhere in the country, but there was a specific attitude that was coming out in our scene, where bands were unabashedly taking in those guilty pleasures of our youth—Led Zeppelin, Alice Cooper, Kiss, Aerosmith—and making them part of what they were doing, both visually and lyrically.

More important than specific influences, though, it was a feel (or vibe) that we all seemed to be chasing. Something gritty, dirty, and sexy, but also dangerous and wild. Something cool and dark that created a foreboding feeling. Music that hits you in the heart, the head, and the crotch and moves you emotionally. There was so much music that just didn’t do this. We figured it was all just ripe for the picking, and we weren’t shy about taking what we wanted. We didn’t invent something; we identified this thing that was there—hanging in the ether—that no one was doing, that hadn’t yet been described. We came along and described it.






Slow and Heavy

In 1985, no one outside Seattle had heard of—or cared about—our little movement. Even within the city, Soundgarden weren’t the biggest or best-known band, and neither were Green River or our peers. Other local acts were making more commercial music and drawing bigger crowds. Nationally, heavy metal was taking off—Quiet Riot, Mötley Crüe, Twisted Sister—and Seattle had its own active metal scene.

What set us apart was that no punk bands were blending elements of metal and heavy psychedelia the way we were. That made our scene unique from a punk underground perspective. New York had noise, Texas had a post–Birthday Party psych thing, LA leaned post-hardcore, and Chicago had its Wax Trax! ­meets Touch and Go industrial thing. What we were doing in Seattle didn’t sound like any of it.

Our scene felt musically different from the rest of the country, so Green River’s Mark Arm suggested in a Maximum Rocknroll Seattle scene report that a compilation could capture what was happening and draw attention, both locally and beyond. Green River had a Homestead release coming, but we all saw them as just one—albeit key—part of the picture. They’d formed six months before us and were developing both a sound and a look, especially after Steve Turner left and Bruce Fairweather from Deranged Diction joined. Steve had short hair and wore Brooks Brothers shirts and neat Levi’s; Bruce had long bleach-blond hair and looked more traditionally “rock.” Green River stood out from punk’s black-leather, short-hair image with their long hair, ripped jeans, scarves, and T-shirts.

In 1984, Chris Hanzsek and Tina Casale, a young couple from the East Coast, opened Reciprocal Recording in Seattle, and Green River recorded their first demo there in June of that year, followed by Come on Down for Homestead in 1985. Chris and Tina saw real potential—not just in Green River, but in the whole scene. After seeing Soundgarden play, they noticed we shared key traits with Green River: long hair, a heavier sound, and a strong front man. They saw what we all were witnessing at the time: There was something unique brewing, both musically and visually, and maybe they could play a part in documenting it. They already knew Mark and Green River, but soon I was introduced to Chris and discussions started as to how to document what was happening. Maybe a Green River–Soundgarden split album? Maybe a compilation? But how many bands, and which ones? Chris and Tina were new to town, so they enlisted Mark and Jeff (from Green River) and me to assist with curating the lineup. Along with us and Green River, Melvins and Malfunkshun were obvious choices. We needed one more, and U-Men were a perfect fit. This was the start of what would become Chris and Tina’s label, C/Z Records.

U-Men were Seattle heavyweights—post-punk, arty, and hugely popular. Including them would raise the project’s profile. But understandably, they passed on a new label’s comp featuring bands that usually opened for them. So we turned to Skin Yard, part of our circle. Jack Endino had recorded our basement demos, and their bassist Daniel House and drummer Matt Cameron had played in Feedback, who’d played a gig with the Shemps when I was in the band. I’d known Skin Yard vocalist Ben McMillan (RIP) since my KCMU college radio days—he was one of the first people I met in Seattle, actually. Musically, Skin Yard were more proggy than heavy, but as friends and peers, they made sense.

Still, five bands and no U-Men felt off. Chris Hanzsek was ready to move on, but I lobbied hard for their inclusion, and Mark made a personal appeal to U-Men guitarist Tom Price. I argued that the scene was influenced by them—it would feel incomplete without their presence. They eventually agreed to contribute one song, even though the label was covering the recording (as it did for all of the bands). I later learned they did it to support us. It may sound patronizing, but we appreciated it.

For Soundgarden, Malfunkshun, Melvins, and Skin Yard, it was our first appearance on a record, so we jumped at the chance—especially since we didn’t have to pay for the recording. Each band were given a set amount of vinyl time (not songs), since vinyl sounds best with no more than twenty minutes per side. With U-Men offering just one track, the rest of us had a little more room. We recorded three songs: “Tears to Forget,” “Heretic,” and “All Your Lies.” If you listen closely, you can hear Scott loudly counting us in on two tracks—a habit friends used to tease him about: “I love that one song—‘One Two Three, One Two Three, One Two Three.’”

When it came time to mix our songs, Chris Hanzsek wanted to be inclusive, so he let one member from each band help with mixing their own tracks. As the band’s primary songwriter and creative leader, I was chosen to represent us. While the idea was democratic, it might not have been the best for the album’s cohesiveness. You can hear the sonic quality vary dramatically from band to band, and the overall sound of the record isn’t great. This could be partly because Chris wasn’t as familiar with Ironwood Recording, the sixteen-track studio where the sessions took place, and partly due to too many cooks in the mixing kitchen.

When it came time to name this compilation, Chris and Tina, again, wanted to be democratic, so they invited the bands to chime in with ideas. They were pushing to call it Cause for Alarm, but I thought it was lame. This was a title they’d apparently come up with before the record had even been recorded, so they were pretty set on it. Conceptually it made sense, but visually and to my ears it wasn’t impactful or memorable. I was the one who proposed we call it Deep Six, the eventual title. There were six bands and the term “deep six” has multiple meanings, some of which are nautical, which made sense based on Seattle’s proximity to Puget Sound. And it just had a darkness and heaviness to it that seemed fitting. So we took a vote among the bands and everyone wanted Deep Six. Chris and Tina reluctantly agreed, which was a pretty magnanimous gesture since this was their baby and they were footing the bill for everything. We’d have to wait six months for it to see the light of day, though, and a lot happened in that time.

At this point, we were mostly playing support gigs at clubs, which didn’t bring in much money, but we kept up our monthly appearances at places like Gorilla Gardens, the Rainbow, the Ditto, and the Vogue—opening for touring bands and sharing the stage with our Deep Six friends. Every so often, we’d get an all-ages show where we could make a better chunk of money. One such gig was a “Two Band Dance” at Shoreline Community College, just north of Seattle. Technically, our first out-of-town show, though only nine miles from downtown. We were paired with the Beat Pagodas, a Seattle band whose New Wave funk was far more suited for dancing. Why we were hired for a dance, I’m still not sure, but the college’s entertainment budget made it worth it.

We were definitely not what the students expected. There were barely any people there to see us, just a few friends helping with gear and our girlfriends. I clearly remember the students, probably scared by the noise, gathered at the back of the room, far from the stage. At one point, Chris tossed his mic stand onto the dance floor, unconcerned about hitting anyone. When we finished and packed up, I think everyone was relieved to finally get to the dancing part of the “Two Band Dance.”

Early in 1986, we played our first two out-of-state gigs when we went down to Oregon for shows in Eugene and Portland. Scott had a friend, Malcolm Conover, who lived in Eugene and ran a punk rec­ord label, Fatal Erection, he’d started with Poison Idea guitarist Pig Champion (RIP). Fatal Erection’s first release was actually a split single with two Seattle bands, the Accüsed and Rejectors, but the label was more oriented toward Oregon hardcore bands like Poison Idea. Malcolm set up a show for us at a house party in Eugene with local legends Snakepit, and another the next night at the Satyricon in Portland. These two shows weren’t only notable because they were Soundgarden’s first two out of state, but because they were the only ones we’d play beyond Seattle with Scott, who made it clear to us he was unwilling to tour, due to his job and family situation (he had a young son). This wasn’t so much of a problem for the band at this point, because we didn’t have a record out (and Deep Six hadn’t been released, either), but it did draw our attention to the fact that Scott was ten years older than us and in a very different place in his life than his twentysomething bandmates, who were far more unencumbered.

The release of Deep Six was celebrated in March 1986 with two shows featuring all six bands. Even U-Men, reluctant at first to be involved, joined in the celebration. We played on the first night, March 21, with Green River and Melvins. The release of this album was a watershed event for our scene. It was both an accurate musical and visual representation. The recording had been done by the people putting it out, and the cover was a collaboration between my graphic artist friend Reyza Sageb, who designed it, and local photographer Charles Peterson, whose photos Reyza used in his design.

There was a vibe at these record release shows that Seattle had come into its own, that it had an identity. It didn’t just have a bunch of bands and a bunch of venues that accommodated those bills. It had a musical and subcultural identity that was now corralled and we could reference it with our peers and with an audience. And now that it was corralled and identified, it was going to grow. That was the feeling we all shared: Hey, this is us. You’re our brothers. We always kind of felt that way, but until Deep Six was put together, released, reviewed positively, and we had these shows, it really said, This is what Seattle is known for, a weird amalgam of punk, post-punk, classic rock, and psychedelia. It was cool. We had our people; we had our place in the rock world. And it was growing. It was a great feeling.

The record itself was an especially exciting moment for four of the bands, marking our first appearance on vinyl. There was a lot of optimism that this could be a good launching point for all of us. Bruce Pavitt mentioned the record in his “Sub Pop” column in The Rocket, saying, “It’s SLOW and HEAVY, and it’s THE predominant sound of underground Seattle in 1986 . . . THIS RECORD ROCKS.” In a full review of the album a few months later, writer Dawn Anderson (RIP) said it was “music that isn’t punk-metal but a third sound distinct altogether.” Somewhere along the way, that distinct sound found a name: grunge.

As much as Deep Six was celebrated, Chris Hanzsek and Tina Casale came into some criticism regarding the sound of the album, which had a distinct muddiness to it that wasn’t just due to the style of music. That seemed to hurt Chris professionally. They also faced the struggles and growing pains that anyone starting an independent label in 1986 would encounter. Distribution, advertising, radio, and press promotion take a lot of time and energy, and I wonder if ultimately their relationship suffered from the stress of starting a label and releasing a record, because they eventually split up. C/Z put out one more release, a Melvins 7-inch, and then Skin Yard bassist Daniel House took it over and still runs it to this day.

History shows that despite the sound, Deep Six was an impor­tant record. Its release was a pivotal point during the inception of the grunge scene. It opened things for our band and my friends’ bands, and it helped define a scene and put it on the map nationally. It got it out there, and Chris Hanzsek did that.

However, much of the attention he got, at least initially, was negative. He failed at running a label, he split with Tina, and he saw the grunge legacy eventually tied to Sub Pop and Jack Endino (who Chris worked with at the second incarnation of Reciprocal). Chris didn’t get the name he could have gotten. My impression was that it took Chris a while to get over the whole Deep Six thing, and that he felt very sour about the way it turned out for him, which is too bad because he does deserve a lot of credit for pulling it together, working closely with people in the scene, and putting it out. It was because of his efforts that people first came to know about Soundgarden and our little scene in Seattle.






Crow’s Mess

Hiro waved me off dismissively as he conferred with Chris in a conversation that seemed pretty grim. Neither looked happy. We were in our rehearsal space, and they were listening to the recordings we’d recently made at Crow Recording Studio. I was sitting in the corner, playing guitar. I could feel the tension in the room, and I kept peppering Hiro with questions—What are you talking about? What’s going on? He finally barked at me, “You’re not gonna help us figure this out, so let us discuss it, and I’ll tell you in a second, Kim!”

Whatever the issue was, I figured it had something to do with drums, which was why Hiro wanted to talk to Chris. And Scott wasn’t present for this discussion, which was somehow telling. When Hiro and Chris finally concluded their conversation, Hiro turned to me and explained the situation. The news was as bad as I’d suspected: The album we’d just recorded with all our saved gig money—thousands of dollars—was fucked. The kick drum—a key part of the kit that was essential to the low-end frequencies—couldn’t be heard at all. The recordings were unusable. Our first foray into a pro studio had been a disaster.

We’d decided to make our (proposed) first record at the sixteen-track Crow Recording Studio, which was in a residential neighborhood not too far from where Katey and I lived. U-Men had recorded at Crow with owner John Nelson, which was part of our impetus for booking time there, but we also wanted to be able to have more than four tracks available to us, which was what all our previous basement demos had been. The rate was a reasonable twenty-five dollars an hour, so that didn’t hurt. But realistically, it might not have mattered where we recorded it, because it was mostly our inexperience and one member’s performance that sunk us, which likely could have happened anywhere. However, the young engineer at Crow we were assigned to work with was only eighteen at the time and just as green as us. His youth may have also contributed to an unwillingness to confront older dudes like us regarding any deficiencies he might have noticed in our performances.

Going in, we were obviously excited about the prospect of hearing ten or twelve of our songs recorded in a sixteen-track studio. The Deep Six experience at Ironwood was just a small taste, and we were sure we could surpass that. We had newer tunes we’d written, like “Beast,” and after nearly two years together, we were well rehearsed and tight. The sessions themselves, probably done within a week, seemed to go just fine. But when we cued up the tapes to mix the songs, adjusting the levels of each of the tracks so that they were all balanced to our satisfaction, we noticed the glaring lack of kick drum. We probably cycled through all the stages of grief in rapid succession: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.

At first we thought that it was because the engineer didn’t mic it properly or didn’t turn the mic on. But Chris, who was a drummer, knew that it had been mic’d properly during the setup and line-checking part of the session. The only conclusion we could come to was Scott simply wasn’t playing the kick, or when he did, it was very weak. We’d already blasted through denial in our grief stages, and next came anger.

“There’s no fucking kick anywhere,” Chris said. “We can’t release this. This is fucked!”

I tossed in some bargaining. “Could we add it in afterward?” I wondered. “Can we just have Scott play the kick where it should go and then Ping-Pong that down?” In 1986, studios used actual recording tape, and while what I was suggesting would be a snap today using Pro Tools, it would have been nearly impossible back then.

We were headed toward acceptance, but first we had to make a stop at depression.

“That’s all our money,” Hiro moaned. “That’s everything we worked on for the past year and a half, and we can’t use it. What are we going to do?”

I was already at acceptance, but what the hell did I know? “Well, wait a minute,” I offered. “The guitar’s all there. Isn’t that the most important part? The singer’s on it, the bass is there, the vocals are there, and the drums are there except for one piece. It sounds kind of okay to me.”

“There’s an important part of the drums that isn’t there,” Chris explained, “and it’s fucking up the entire drum sound, which fucks up everything else.”

We did our best to mix the recording, but we knew it was dead on arrival. It’s stayed buried ever since—no one outside the band ever heard it, maybe a few friends at most. The hard part was realizing the engineer—who’ll remain nameless—should’ve caught the issue while we were tracking. That opened my eyes. When we were doing our basement demos, I’d been pretty hands off. It was always Chris and Hiro running the reel-to-reel, or Jack Endino and Stuart Hallerman in their basements. I’d been the one member of Soundgarden chosen to help mix our Deep Six tracks, so I understood how the instruments and sounds all fit together, but I wasn’t as experienced with the nuts and bolts of recording. So I didn’t, at the time, understand that the track that should have had Scott’s bass drum on it couldn’t just be rerecorded, and that without that essential piece of our sound, the recording was basically incomplete. When the Crow mixing session ended, we each got a cassette dub. I played mine over and over on a cheap disco box with tiny speakers, thinking, These songs are cool. To my ears, they sounded fine.

Since Hiro and Chris didn’t exactly share my attitude toward the recording—I think it was unlistenable to them—they held some resentment toward Scott regarding this experience. Hiro was frustrated, but Chris, as the person who brought Scott into our fold, was mostly disappointed. But we didn’t hang on to any of this because we loved Scott. He fit with us like a brother, and Chris was willing to give Scott the benefit of the doubt because he had a very soulful feel and interpretation of our songs that we liked. We were able to overlook any shortcomings because of what we thought he ultimately brought to our sound.

What I don’t think we understood at the time, though, was that Scott was an alcoholic and alcohol was likely partly to blame for his performance at Crow, at least by his own telling years later. We were naïve to a lot of this stuff, and I doubt that we would have called him out on it at the time anyway. Though he was the newest member of the band, being older than us sort of put him in a position of at least social seniority. He had a pickup, a steady job, and a wife and child. He had life experience that we learned from, and he offered big brotherly guidance to us in his own way.

But little things started to add up that caused concern and brought some tension to the band. Soundgarden were now starting to headline shows and our audience was growing. At the same time, Scott’s performances seemed to become more erratic due to his drinking. On more than one occasion he fell off his drum throne, mid song. We’d be playing, there’d be a crash, and Scott would be laid out on the floor. Or he’d get mixed up about what song we were supposed to be playing and count us in wrong. It happened enough that we thought it might be a matter of concern. Initially it was maybe quirky and humorous, but it went from being quirky and humorous to being concerning. Because we valued his dynamic style of drumming—he could come down really quiet and then be explosive—we were willing to give him plenty of slack and overlooked some obvious and growing signs of dysfunction within the band.

Two things eventually made the situation untenable. First, though we shared a lot of musical interests, he didn’t like the direction the rest of us wanted to explore. We were getting into bands like Butthole Surfers, Sonic Youth, Scratch Acid, and Big Black. At first, he humored us, but it became clear he wasn’t into it. He didn’t like minimal or direct drumming—anything that felt too mechanical or stripped down. He either couldn’t or didn’t want to play that way. It felt constraining to him.

He started pushing back. If we played him a Scratch Acid track during practice, he’d say, “Is this over yet? Can we get back to jamming?” He was blunt about his dislike, even a little unfriendly. We started seeing what felt like the ugly side of “big brother”—the guy who turns off your Kiss record to blast Emerson, Lake & Palmer. He didn’t connect with the influences shaping our new material—and eventually refused to play some of the songs that ended up on Screaming Life.

Second, our growth was being impeded by Scott’s steadfast refusal to tour. Melvins, Green River, and U-Men had all toured outside of Washington, and we wanted to follow suit. We were getting bigger and bigger and thought, We don’t want to be the band that just keeps playing the Ditto and the Central and the Rainbow, and is the biggest band in that circuit. But Scott dug in his heels; he wasn’t willing to try to work out a solution like Maybe I can take a leave of absence for a few weeks so we can tour. He simply wouldn’t entertain the notion, in any way. For a young, hungry band on the rise, that wasn’t going to work. We wanted to move forward, not tread water. If he didn’t like the new songs we were writing and he didn’t want to tour, it seemed like he was in the wrong band. We were at an impasse. Chris and Hiro were the first to suggest that we needed to move on, but I was hesitant because we all liked Scott as a friend and as a brother.

We’d had our disagreements—and there had been some personality conflicts and dysfunction in our interband relationships—but this was a hard move to make. Since we were a brotherhood, we chose to address it with Scott together. We called a band practice at the house on Capitol Hill that Chris now shared with Malfunkshun’s Andy Wood, someone he’d become quite close friends with. In many ways, the two forged an unlikely friendship: Chris was fairly shy and reserved offstage, while Andy was flamboyant, dramatic, and funny as hell pretty much all the time. He was a true character, known and beloved by everyone in our scene, and I think in many ways Chris looked up to him because he was so free and uninhibited in all that he did. Plus, Andy was a talented musician and songwriter and endlessly creative.

Chris and Andy’s house—where we’d been rehearsing since Chris moved in—had a nice view of the city and Lake Union to the west, and we sat on the porch looking toward the Space Needle and listening to the highway traffic on I-5 just below. We all uncomfortably laid out about half a dozen different elements—three or four big reasons—why we had to move on from Scott. There’s no way he couldn’t have seen the writing on the wall, though. He was opposed to so many things that we were firmly leaning into as a band: touring, writing material with fresh influences, and playing minimally when it was required. These were issues we’d butted heads on, and that seemed to be nonnegotiable for him. He wouldn’t budge, so we had to find someone new.

It was an uncomfortable moment, but the move was a necessary one. It was the first time we’d had to address a personnel problem and we handled it as professionally as we knew how. It wasn’t a decision made without careful consideration; we’d weighed the pros and cons of having Scott as our drummer, and ultimately decided that if we wanted to keep moving forward—which Chris, Hiro, and I did—we couldn’t do that with Scott, as much as we loved him as a brother. Scott eventually got sober after we kicked him out, and he’s still one of my best friends, and I’m one of his best friends. Chris had a similarly close and lasting friendship with Scott. He’s an important part of the Soundgarden story, someone who helped us establish ourselves in Seattle and who played on our first recorded output. We went as far as we could with him, but we knew that we couldn’t go where we were headed, where we wanted to go, unless we made a move.


When it came to finding a new drummer in the fall of 1986, we had an advantage we didn’t possess in early 1985 when we were first contemplating Chris becoming our front man: People actively wanted the gig. It wasn’t like we could pick and choose from within the scene, but we definitely had more leverage. We also had some parameters that helped shape our decision-making. We knew we needed someone our age who didn’t have family or job commitments to inhibit their mobility and dedication to our work, and who shared our musical interest in the indie underground. And obviously, they’d have to fit personality- and skills-wise.

In drawing up our “wish list,” we quickly singled out former 10 Minute Warning drummer Greg Gilmore. His dynamic style was similar to Scott’s, but more skilled. 10 Minute Warning was a heavy, psychedelic band that had come out of Seattle’s early hardcore scene, with notable musicians passing through, including future Guns N’ Roses bassist Duff McKagan, Accüsed vocalist Blaine Cook, and Skin Yard bassist Daniel House. When Duff moved to LA in 1984, Greg followed him, but after a stint there, Greg returned to Seattle, and as far as we knew, he was available.

I’d met Greg a few times, but Hiro knew him better, so he called him to see if he’d be interested in jamming with us. After the call, Hiro told Chris and me that Greg was interested, but no formal plan was made, and we didn’t hear anything further.

While we waited to hear back from Greg, we started auditioning other drummers—among them Scott McCullum, who would go on to play in Skin Yard and later Gruntruck. Scott was a friend of Chris’s and the cousin of his best friend, Eric Garcia. He jammed with us for a few days but seemed to struggle with our odd time signatures and quirks. As much as we liked him, Hiro and Chris were clear: We didn’t want a placeholder. We needed someone better than Chris, and better than Scott Sundquist.

We kept auditioning. Each drummer brought something we liked—their taste, their attitude, their vibe—but no one quite clicked. We weren’t looking for someone who could keep up. We wanted someone who could push us further. I was self-deprecating enough to think, I shouldn’t be teaching the drummer anything. He should be showing me.

Meanwhile, we still hadn’t heard back from Greg. It didn’t make sense—Hiro said he seemed interested. At this point, Soundgarden had been around for a couple of years. We were a known quantity, and drummers were calling us. We figured Greg should be calling us, too. But Hiro resisted reaching out again. His stance was: If Greg wants to be in the band, he knows how to find us. The door is open. But sometimes the door needs a push, and if we didn’t act, we might lose the one drummer we coveted most. Hiro didn’t want to beg, but if we weren’t a little more aggressive and proactive, we’d lose the guy we’d identified as not only one of the best drummers in the scene, but a perfect fit for our band.






Personality Test

Long before Scientology had roped half of Hollywood into its creepy clutches, there was a small space in downtown Seattle where members of the religion would actively solicit people walking on the sidewalk to come inside and take a “personality test.” The location at 3rd Avenue and Pine Street—it’s still there, by the way—was perfect for their aggressive tactics; it was across from the Bon Marché, near a major bus stop, and a few blocks from Pike Place Market. From there they could easily try to convert locals and tourists alike. And they were relentless.

I was waiting for a bus one day when I saw Matt Cameron, Skin Yard’s first drummer, getting the hard press from whatever rube was on duty at the Scientology office. Matt looked like he’d been backed up against a wall and now wasn’t sure how to extricate himself from the situation. I decided to intervene. I’d had these guys approach me before, and as a philosophy major, I was perfectly armed for the confrontation and well aware of what Scientology was about. I stepped up to the guy and said, “Hey, Matt, is this guy bugging you?”

Matt nodded.

“Did you know, Matt, that this ‘religion’ was created by a sci-fi author? And this sci-fi author once spoke at a sci-fi convention and said, ‘You don’t get rich writing science fiction. If you want to get rich, you start a religion.’ So what did he do? He actually started this sci-fi religion.” I continued on, talking about Thetans and all the other Scientology nonsense. Matt was smiling and laughing now, but the Scientology pusher looked like he wanted to punch me. He stared at me for a moment and finally walked away.

Matt seemed relieved and thanked me. “That guy was not going to leave me alone, and I didn’t know what to say to him.”

When Katey and I first moved into our Fremont apartment in early 1985, I discovered that Matt, who had recently joined Skin Yard, lived just a couple of blocks away. She and I would often walk to Market Time Foods, passing his house, which he shared with Jim Brickell. I didn’t know Matt well at the time, though I remembered him from his days drumming for Feedback. Jim, I knew through my KCMU friend Ben McMillan (Skin Yard’s singer), so if Jim was on the porch, we’d stop to chat.

As time went on, I got to know Matt better, and we bonded over music. One day, while flipping through his record collection, I noticed a rare 10-inch record by Klark Kent (a side project of Police drummer, Stewart Copeland) that I also owned. We both liked the Police, and we quickly hit it off over our shared love of the Police, XTC, and David Bowie. It turned out Bowie was our first concert, though in different cities. We only found out later that we both loved Kiss. In fact, as a teenager growing up in San Diego, Matt had been in a band called Kiss that received a cease and desist letter from the more famous Kiss’s lawyers! Matt eventually moved to Seattle in 1983, briefly played with Bam Bam, and then joined Feedback. That eventually led to his stint in Skin Yard, which formed in early 1985, about half a year after Soundgarden. Not long after, our bands started sharing bills.

It turned out that Matt was a fan of Soundgarden. He liked Chris’s drumming early on and thought he was a great singer, as well. Matt loved Chris’s voice. He also was into my guitar playing and the way I used the stereo chorus pedal (which Police guitarist Andy Summers used a lot) and the arpeggios and harmonics I put into our songs. Nonetheless, we were a little surprised when we were looking to replace Scott and Hiro came to practice with some news.

“Matt Cameron called me today,” he announced. “He said he wants to jam with us.” Last we’d all heard, Matt had quit Skin Yard because he didn’t want to play rock anymore. He was getting more into jazz-fusion and prog-type stuff.

“He’s good,” Chris chimed in, “easily one of the two best drummers in this scene. But the way he plays may not be right for us. We’re so used to Scott’s style.”

We knew he was super talented, but we weren’t sure he’d be the right fit—musically or temperamentally—for Soundgarden. Matt’s temperament seemed fine, but the three of us had a tight creative and fraternal bond. We knew each other’s quirks and had an easy, established rapport. We had our differences, sure, but there were shared threads in our moods and values—especially around anti-racism, anti-sexism, and our mutual disdain for douchebags and dirtbags. We weren’t druggies, but we liked to drink, and occasionally smoked pot or did mushrooms. Never any needle drugs.

We needed someone who fit—not someone identical to us, just compatible. We knew we didn’t click with everyone, but we clicked with each other. We were odd in general, but the chemistry worked, and we knew we had to protect that balance. From what I could tell, Matt seemed mostly free of quirks—clean-cut, well-adjusted, and deeply focused on his instrument. We wondered if his playing style and his personality might not mesh with ours. He might get on our nerves—or more likely, we’d get on his with our drinking, our vulgarities, and the way we talked about the world and ourselves. Maybe he was a Young Republican. We didn’t know. Still, we were flattered he wanted to audition. We took it as a compliment: He wanted in, and there was no harm in seeing if there was chemistry there.

Matt picked things up quickly in our first couple of jam sessions. He learned songs easily, except for the two fast ones in our set, “Tears to Forget” and “Circle of Power,” in which he had trouble keeping up tempo-wise. Hiro made some joke about how we’d “stumped Matt Cameron.” Matt laughed it off and said, “Yeah, that one time. Let’s try it again.” We didn’t have to explain anything to him. All we had to do was play it, and he got it. He was a quick study and was incredibly proficient. Unlike Scott, who was very loose, Matt was crisp and precise. He lacked Scott’s booming dynamics and heaviness, but he had a crispness, and a snap to his playing. His drumming was brighter and sunnier, which weren’t two adjectives that applied to Soundgarden. But he was really good, and he seemed to like both our music and us. This should have been the end of the search, but there was still some lingering interest in Greg Gilmore. We urged Hiro to give him one more call, just so we could have some sort of resolution one way or the other. We never got a response, so that said everything we needed to know: Greg wasn’t interested, Matt was.

We jammed a few more times with Matt, and we all realized we liked him; he was a pleasant person. The slight difference in his temperament and disposition, rather than being a detriment, actually solidified Soundgarden personality-wise. It helped having a person who was a little bit more dedicated, focused, organized, and dependable. Scott didn’t have that kind of personality and disposition. He fit with us, but it turned out we probably needed what Matt had to offer.

Matt has his own quirks and he definitely thinks outside the box, but he’s even-tempered, and that was something that was needed to steady the temperamental and at times volatile personalities that Chris, Hiro, and I had. We probably leaned into that type of behavior when Scott was in the band, all of us drinkers, all of us at some point inclined to maybe smash an instrument or punch a wall. We weren’t rowdy idiots or troublemakers, but we walked it like we talked it. We played dark, heavy music, and we were dark, heavy personalities. And maybe it was good that Matt wasn’t, because that could’ve become self-destructive. And maybe that was the direction we were heading with Scott, the four of us all kind of drinking and telling people to fuck off. I’d saved Matt from being accosted by the aggressive Scientologist, but Matt might have saved Soundgarden from ourselves.


Matt’s addition to the band was transformative, musically. There were some songs in our repertoire where his crisp, precise style wasn’t as effective as Scott’s looser, heavier booming approach, but Matt made everything else, and us, better. The songs were more versatile, and we became more versatile as songwriters. We were playing better because of him. Songs with tricky time signatures didn’t faze him. We suddenly had the drumming equivalent of the hottest girl in high school, which elicited both excitement, because he was with us, but also the inevitable insecurity that we couldn’t keep him.

We just weren’t sure how long Matt would stick around. Not that he had some reputation for climbing the rock-and-roll social ladder—he’d quit Skin Yard months before he’d called us about auditioning—but we just felt like he was so good that he might get an offer from some bigger, established band, some national act. Or maybe because of his versatility he’d become a session player or seek the challenge of playing in a jazz band. I often wondered, Why did he stick around? Yeah, Chris is a great singer, and I know at one point Matt liked my guitar sound. Certainly Hiro was a great bass player. But good guitarists are a dime a dozen, and I was a good guitarist, not a great guitarist. I thought maybe he was just in it for the ride until something better came along. These feelings persisted for probably the first year and a half.

What we discovered, though, was that he liked the challenge we posed as songwriters and as personalities. What we may have thought was a deficit (our curmudgeonly attitudes), he was okay with. He genuinely liked the material, and he liked the way we were ascending, building our audience and growing creatively and commercially. And I think he trusted the kind of people we were. He knew we weren’t criminals or douchebags, and we weren’t drug addicts. He appreciated that we were trustworthy, dependable, loyal, and supportive friends. We may have been cranky, but we were also decent people, and, like Matt, we all had long-term relationships. He just saw us as principled. He was not only willing to put up with our imperfections—he seemed to kind of dig them.






Sunny Days

When Hiro and I moved from Park Forest to Seattle in 1981, a strong connection to the community we grew up in and its progressive, equality-focused principles remained long after we left. Obviously our families were still there, but the values we learned and the friends we made were incredibly important as well. These carried beyond Park Forest’s city limits and were an ever-present part of the Soundgarden story, and my personal story, even to this day. When I think of my youth in Park Forest, I see aspects of it as being like an idealized, sort of Sesame Street–­like community.

When Sesame Street premiered in November 1969, I was nine and still a year from my family owning our first color TV. Even if it was initially in black and white for me, I was immediately a fan. I loved the way it approached ideas and learning, and I loved the fact that it was integrated. The Muppets were integrated and the people were integrated—men and women of different religions, ethnicities, and ages. This felt familiar to me, because it was similar to what I was experiencing in real life in Park Forest, minus the Muppets, of course. I’d watch Sesame Street and think, This is the world I’m growing up in. Look, I experienced racism and name-calling in Park Forest, just like any kid. I was teased with Native American nicknames—Geronimo, Hiawatha, Kemosabe, Cochise—and called “Kimberly.” But because civic-mindedness, social concern, and a feeling of brotherhood were embedded in Park Forest’s DNA, they became part of mine, and of others I grew up with.

Naïvely, I thought the rest of the world was like this. Then I went out into the world, enrolled in college, got a job, and realized, The world isn’t this way at all. It’s segregated and it’s hostile. I only really appreciated how special Park Forest was once Hiro and I got out of it. We didn’t leave behind the values that our youth in Park Forest gave us, though; we brought them here to Seattle. And we met people here, like Chris Cornell and Matt Cameron (and many others), who were like-minded in the way they viewed the world, culture, and music. Even though Soundgarden’s music was aggressive, we made sure we weren’t hanging out with knuckleheads. We were hanging out with people who actually read books, who were anti-racist and anti-sexist and had progressive values. If they weren’t actively working to make the world better, they were quick to point out how much it sucked, and how they wanted no part of that.

Bruce Pavitt, my fellow Park Forester, was another key figure bringing our town to Seattle. Through his monthly “Sub Pop U.S.A.” column in The Rocket and his Sub Pop fanzine and compilation cassettes, he became well-connected in the punk and indie underground. So it wasn’t a surprise when, in 1986, he decided to release a compilation album, Sub Pop 100, featuring Northwest bands like U-Men, Wipers, and Steve Fisk, as well as national/international acts like Sonic Youth, Naked Raygun, Scratch Acid, Skinny Puppy, and Shonen Knife.

At the time, I didn’t think Bruce was starting a proper label—I figured it was just another of his fanzine/cassette projects, but on vinyl. Released a few months after Deep Six, Sub Pop 100 turned out to be the birth of Sub Pop Records. It featured just one band from Deep Six (U-Men), but Bruce had bigger plans. Rather than repeat the same compilation formula—focusing on local grunge bands—he sought something different. He was thinking beyond what Deep Six had started, and as Chris Hanzsek and Daniel House weren’t yet picking up the slack and supporting and promoting the local scene with C/Z Records, Bruce stepped in, beginning with a new Green River single, “Together We’ll Never” backed with “Ain’t Nothin’ to Do,” and their Dry as a Bone EP.

Bruce was also a big fan of Soundgarden and was a regular at our shows. In fact, he famously referred to our live performances in his October 1986 “Sub Pop U.S.A.” column as “total fucking godhead.” This was his appraisal of Soundgarden in the Matt Cameron era, when we were now getting better gigs and playing to increasingly bigger crowds. We were even making fans of the touring bands we shared bills with. Faith No More played their first show in Seattle with us (we were direct support) at the Central Tavern on October 10, 1986, and drummer, Mike Bordin (who went on to drum for Black Sabbath, Ozzy Osbourne, and Korn) was an instant convert. That same month, we got the opening slot on Love & Rockets’ date at the Moore Theatre, the biggest venue we’d ever played. This was an especially cool show for me as a Bauhaus fan, because all three members of L&R were previously in that band.

At this point, we had developed a reputation for our live performances. Chris’s bare-shirted antics definitely got people’s attention. But I can’t help but think that at least a little of our popularity was fueled by a lot of people in our scene doing MDMA, aka Ecstasy, which we were sort of ignorant about at the time. None of us took it, but some friends and other musicians in the scene did, and they were regulars at our gigs. We knew we were a good band, but we were apparently transcendent to our friends who were high on Ecstasy! In the middle of a gig at the Rainbow, some of these friends knelt down in front of the stage and were bowing, prostrating themselves in front of the band. My first thought, though, was Are they mocking us? Is there something going on I don’t know about? But no, they were just into us, high on Ecstasy. Still, when Bruce wrote “total fucking godhead” in his column, I thought, Were we that good, what the hell?

Bruce really did think we were that good, whether or not he was high on MDMA when he concluded we were “total fucking godhead.” He’d financed the pressing of Green River’s Dry as a Bone EP with money borrowed from his father, Robert Pavitt, and he expressed interest in putting out Soundgarden as his next release. Just as he had with my previous band in Chicago, Identity Crisis, Bruce stepped in to try to help his Park Forest friends release their music and promote it, and them. The only problem was, he didn’t have the money to do it at that point in time, since all his money was wrapped up in Dry as a Bone, and that record wouldn’t be released until June 1987. Then he’d have to wait for distributors to pay him once it was out. Even though we wanted to work with Bruce and put out our first record on Sub Pop, we didn’t want to wait that long.

As it turned out, Bruce wasn’t the only one who wanted to put out a Soundgarden record. Jonathan Poneman, a fellow DJ from my KCMU days and a fellow Midwesterner—he grew up in Toledo, Ohio, where I’d briefly lived as a kid—also expressed interest. He actually had the money to do it—and wanted to do a full-length album—but he had no label or network in the underground punk and indie scene like Bruce did. Neither was an obvious choice. With Jonathan, we could move faster, but he lacked Bruce’s brand and experience. Bruce had more credibility and history with us, but we’d be stuck waiting, possibly for months, and we were impatient after the buzz from Deep Six.

Our solution: convince them to partner. I gave each the other’s number and told them to call. They didn’t. Neither wanted to share the project. They were comfortable doing it solo. I leaned on Bruce, since I knew him better, and said, “Then we’re not going to have a Soundgarden record—because neither of you can pull it off alone, and we’re not going to compromise.” That got the point across.

Eventually, they agreed to work together—better to join forces than let us sign with someone else. Sub Pop had always been our first choice, and we were relieved it worked out. This wasn’t the official launch of Sub Pop Records—they’d count that as 1988, when they moved into the Terminal Sales Building—but it was the beginning of the Pavitt/Poneman partnership that would shape a new era.

Though Jon and Bruce had the funds to release a Soundgarden record, they didn’t have the money to pay for the recording. Luckily, we did. The bigger and better-paying gigs we were getting were not only helping us grow our audience, they were replenishing our coffers emptied out by our ill-fated Crow recording session with Scott. We had a growing repertoire of material—more than an album’s worth at this point—including songs like “Little Joe” and “Hand of God” that Scott didn’t like and wouldn’t play. Matt had no such qualms and he easily picked up whatever we threw at him, going back to our days when Chris was our drummer.

Skin Yard guitarist Jack Endino was now working as a recording engineer at Chris Hanzsek’s newly reopened Reciprocal Recording (relocated to a triangle-shaped building in Fremont), so we booked time with him to record our Sub Pop debut. Unlike previous studio experiences, with Jack we felt a distinct level of confidence. He wasn’t just a recording engineer, he was a guitarist in our little scene. And he loved Black Sabbath, and heavy, distorted guitar-oriented rock, so we knew he understood our sound. Plus, he was a Soundgarden fan.

We went into our session with Jack knowing that Sub Pop only wanted to release a Soundgarden EP (or mini-album, if you will). It wasn’t our preferred choice, as we had more than enough material for a full-length, but their argument was that they could sell it at a lower price point, say, five dollars versus seven or eight for a full-length, which would hopefully encourage record buyers who’d never heard of us to take a low-risk chance and check us out. A lot of bands in this era put out mini-albums, including U-Men and Green River. We were still going to record a full-length’s worth of material, though, with the hopes that we’d have the opportunity to release the rest of it later. Jon and Bruce suggested we narrow our selection to five songs to focus on, but we pressured them to include six for symmetry’s sake.

Choosing the six songs for Screaming Life was trickier than we expected. We knew that with just six slots, every song had to hit hard. That meant some favorites—mellower, trippy tracks we loved playing live—had to go. We wanted it to introduce us as a heavy, progressive post-punk band. Everyone made a wish list, and half of it lined up—“Nothing to Say,” “Hunted Down,” “Entering.” Then we hashed out the rest. A few contenders, like “Incessant Mace” and “Toy Box,” didn’t make it purely because they were too long. In the end, the songs we chose captured our range, even reaching back to our earliest days with “Tears to Forget.”

Recording with Jack Endino at Reciprocal was a blast. We all arrived at the studio with a lot of optimism that this would be a positive experience. Hiro and I pulled up in his green Chevy van (one that had served us well carrying equipment to gigs), while Chris showed up with his amp and guitar loaded in the back of his old Ford Galaxie and Matt rolled up in his red-and-white Volkswagen microbus. Reciprocal was a small studio, located in a residential neighborhood, but because it was near a largish arterial, the sound generated by bands recording inside didn’t seem to cause any trouble with the surrounding neighbors.

After we loaded the gear in, Jack set up the mics in front of the amps and drums. He already knew Matt, because Matt had been in Skin Yard and had recorded their first album with the band, with Jack doing the engineering, of course. We were initially a little worried that there might be some weirdness because Matt quit Skin Yard and later joined Soundgarden, but that didn’t bother Jack at all. Jack loved Matt’s drum sound and thought it was a gift to him as an engineer. Matt’s so skilled and has such a good sound, Jack figured it would make his job easy. Once the mics were set up, we just kind of rehearsed and went over what we were going to play while Jack got everything dialed in.

In short order, we’d tracked a dozen or so songs, six of which would be for Screaming Life and another six we didn’t finish mixing—some of which we’d rerecord later for our first full-length. It was all done rather quickly—a few days, probably—because we only had eight tracks to work with, so there wouldn’t be a lot of overdubs, and we were well rehearsed and knew the songs intimately. After the messiness of Deep Six and the drama with Scott and the Crow session, Screaming Life was a high point. I loved Jack’s recording and how warm and round the guitars and drums sound. Still one of my favorite Soundgarden releases. The songs are dark, psychedelic, heavy—but the whole experience was sunshine. Literally. I remember listening to playback in the cramped Reciprocal control room on a sunny Seattle day and just feeling light. Maybe it was synesthesia, maybe just the glow of a good session. Cue the Sesame Street theme: “Sunny day . . .”

Like Deep Six, the release of Screaming Life on Sub Pop was a true group effort. My bandmates and I made the music. It was recorded by our friend and fellow musician, Jack. The cover photo was shot by Charles Peterson, a regular fixture at our shows. Katey designed the insert and our logo. And my longtime Park Forest friend, Bruce, released it on his label. It felt like the kind of creative community Hiro and I had imagined as kids—collaborative, idealistic, real. A couple of Asian kids from immigrant families, starting to make noise in a very white rock world.






Hunted Down

For Soundgarden, handing over the reins was no small thing. We’d taken pride in running the whole endeavor ourselves. Hiro managed the money and booking; I handled the networking; Katey designed our posters (along with Hiro); Matt printed those posters at his job at Kinko’s; and Katey and I stapled and plastered them all over the city together. As a band, we were also very deliberate about which shows we played and how often, building a solid reputation as a club-level headliner with real leverage.

But once we connected with Sub Pop and had Screaming Life on the way, we knew we needed help. Fortunately, someone close to the band already had the experience and connections we lacked: Chris’s girlfriend, Susan Silver. We all knew her from her time helping Metropolis co-owner Hugo Piottin booking shows—Hiro’s band, the Altered, had played there—and managing U-Men (among other local acts). Before she started managing us, though, I can’t say that I really associated with her. She was the pretty girl, all dressed up, who I’d see in the office at the Metropolis, and I was just a guy in a T-shirt and jeans hanging out with the other guys in T-shirts and jeans. But we knew she was deeply rooted and invested in the Seattle music scene—she was born and raised in Seattle and had been attending shows since she was a teenager—and more than qualified to grow with us. And, as Chris’s partner, she had an extra incentive to see us succeed.

Hiro and I were on board. Chris was hesitant, understandably—mixing business and relationships is risky. But we all liked and trusted Susan, and we trusted each other. That trust became the deciding factor. The timing couldn’t have been any better, because 1987 turned out to be a year when having a manager wasn’t just a luxury, it was a necessity.

Though Screaming Life wasn’t released until October, Sub Pop put out our first single—“Hunted Down” backed with “Nothing to Say”—on blue vinyl in June. Both tracks were from the EP but featured slightly different mixes. Only five hundred copies were made, in a plain blue sleeve. It was technically Sub Pop’s first official single (Green River’s came out on their own Tasque Force label, with Bruce’s help), and the label adopted the same limited-edition, colored-vinyl format for their next few releases by local bands Tad, Blood Circus, and Swallow.

Bruce mailed our single to college radio, fanzines, and magazines around the country—and suddenly, we were being heard outside Seattle. Our local college station, KCMU, where Bruce, Jonathan, and I had all worked, put it into heavy rotation. KCMU championed local bands, many of which had ties to the station. But this wasn’t just nepotism—music director Faith Henschel genuinely believed in the scene. She even curated a ­cassette compilation, Bands That Will Make Money, featuring Soundgarden, Skin Yard, Bundle of Hiss, and others, and sent it to every major label. It was a bold move—but she wasn’t wrong.

Despite all this momentum, we still had day jobs, and through all of this my parents weren’t thrilled with my situation. To them, I was wasting my philosophy degree playing in a band and working menial jobs (dishwasher, custodian, etc.). They thought I should follow Katey’s lead when she eventually made the decision to attend law school. Though I hadn’t completely eliminated that possibility, or of perhaps pursuing an advanced degree in philosophy, I wasn’t ready to walk away from Soundgarden. We were growing—more shows, more press, more buzz. For the first time, it felt like the work we’d poured in for years was starting to pay off.

I was at my job at Seattle Film Works, a film processing factory in the Interbay area, when I got a call from Susan. This kind of threw me off, because she wouldn’t normally call me at work. My first thought was Something happened to Chris! I took the call.

“Sorry to bug you at work, but I can’t contain this anymore,” she said. “We just got contacted by Slash Records and A&M Records.”

“What? How?” I stammered.

“They heard that tape that Faith sent out, and they’re all freaking out about the song ‘Nothing to Say.’ They’re blown away by that song and Chris’s singing and how heavy the band is. They want to know more about you guys.” Susan sent them a press kit with a photo, and seeing our good-looking front man and the interesting ethnic makeup of the band intrigued them even more.

The news that we now had major labels approaching us—there were multiple parties once word got out—initially caused some conflicting emotions for me, and some of my bandmates as well. I was excited, and in a way I was flattered: These people like us and want to put out a record! But at that point, being signed to a major label wasn’t a standard of excellence for me, and I was resistant. Sure, it would mean greater distribution. But I knew what major record labels could do to bands. I’d read something about Lou Reed telling the Talking Heads, “They’ll shake your hand and massage your thumb until it’s separated from your hand and you can’t hold anything anymore,” or something to that effect. Meaning the “thumb” was the singer, and in the case of the Talking Heads, that’s what happened.

So, yeah, I was excited by the interest, but I was still leery. The whole thing was unexpected. I mean, we weren’t aiming that high. We always kept our focus on what was in front of us. We just stayed true to what we were doing and built our audience, our fans. We were happy with our trajectory, but we’d all agreed that if a door opened, we’d check it out and left it at that.

A door was opening, but we had to decide if we’d walk through it. Talking to Bruce and Jonathan at Sub Pop was one thing, but interest from major labels was another. They liked us, and I could see why—we were the biggest band in our scene, with a growing buzz. While flattered, we weren’t in a rush to sign. Our response was simple: “Thanks, but we’ve got things to do.” We were focused on our Sub Pop record, touring, and building our audience.

I told Chris and Hiro, “The more we do on our own, the less they can tell us what to do.” We knew our fans, the venues, the magazines. We knew how to connect with them—something we weren’t sure a major label could do. They could release an album, sure, but we didn’t think they’d understand the market we’d built. Signing to a major label, at this point, didn’t seem like it would help us. So, while we considered the offers, we stayed focused on what we were building and played to our audience.

In 1987, the buzz around Soundgarden came from some pretty unexpected places, including out-of-town bands we’d played with. Faith No More, fresh off their We Care a Lot debut on Mordam and now signed to Slash Records, put in a solid word for us when they heard their Slash A&R rep, Anna Statman, blasting “Nothing to Say” in her office. We’d played shows with them that spring while they were on tour for their Slash debut Introduce Yourself, and our reputation as a killer live band definitely helped. A&R reps want to know if you can bring it onstage, and Faith No More could vouch for us firsthand.

We’d also played with Southern California’s Saint Vitus, a retro doom band that sounded like Black Sabbath reincarnated. They mentioned us to their label, SST. Screaming Trees—another band from Washington—did the same, and even members of Das Damen, who wrote for college radio publications and were signed to SST, raved about us to their label. Next thing I know, I’m talking to Greg Ginn, owner of SST and Black Flag’s guitarist. He’d heard Screaming Life, loved it, and wanted to put a record out with us.

Don’t get me wrong—we were incredibly grateful for everything Bruce and Jonathan at Sub Pop had done for us, but this SST offer? We couldn’t just let it slide. SST had been a huge influence on us from the start. In those early days of Soundgarden, we’d be blasting records by Black Flag, Meat Puppets, Minutemen, Saint Vitus, and Hüsker Dü during practice. By the time SST came knocking, they were already home to some of the biggest names in the underground—Sonic Youth, Bad Brains, Dinosaur Jr. The appeal of SST wasn’t just about the prestige—it was about what they had that Sub Pop didn’t: resources. Sub Pop had been great to us, but we knew SST had the tools to help us move forward.

We were obviously being well received in Seattle, but now we were getting reviews and reactions from outside the area. People unfamiliar with what was going on in Seattle musically didn’t always know what to make of a bunch of ethnic-looking long-haired dudes playing music that wasn’t exactly punk and wasn’t exactly metal, but was, as music writer Dawn Anderson noted, “a third sound distinct altogether.” Punk zine Maximum Rocknroll, known for its strident defense of punk rock purity in that era, printed two reviews of Screaming Life right next to each other—one bad, one positive. Bruce was thrilled, and said to me, “As far as I’m concerned, Kim, this is the best review you can get. To have back-to-back contradictory reviews of the same album, that is controversy. That’s what you want.” His contention was that one reviewer saying, This is the future of hardcore’s lineage and where it is going, and another saying, This isn’t punk rock, it’s some kind of bullshit, sell-out, Led Zeppelin shit from Seattle, would provoke people into checking it out. It seemed like the people who hated it, hated it for being heavy metal, and people who liked it, liked it for being progressive hardcore. We were apparently very divisive because we were so progressive: both liked and hated by metal guys and similarly loved and despised in the punk world.

After Screaming Life came out, Chris—front and center on the cover—drew a new kind of attention. Corrosion of Conformity, a hardcore crossover band from North Carolina, reached out to Sub Pop to ask if he might consider joining them. A year later, Faith No More came calling after parting ways with their erratic front man, Chuck Mosley (RIP). Chris’s name was clearly circulating. But Seattle was home—his friends, family, girlfriend, and band were all here. He told them, “I can’t leave my band.”

Beyond loyalty, I think he knew what he needed creatively. In Soundgarden, he was starting to write more and stretch his range. He didn’t want to be someone else’s hired voice—he wanted to build something of his own. Faith No More eventually found Mike Patton and broke through with The Real Thing, but I doubt that would’ve been the right fit for Chris. Soundgarden matched his voice, both literally and figuratively. That multi-octave range—so out of step with the raw, often tuneless delivery of punk—wasn’t always easy for people to place. But it was real. And it was ours.

Putting something out on SST would complicate how people categorized us. But that was fine. The people who actually listened—the fans—would get it. We just had to figure out if that was the right direction to go at that time. Since recording Screaming Life with Jack Endino, we’d kept going back to Reciprocal, working with both Jack and Chris Hanzsek. So we had enough material for our first full-length. But both Sub Pop and SST wanted to release it. Sub Pop was home turf, but SST had been the dream. That major labels were fervently knocking on our door made the decision even more complicated.

Fortunately, we’d brought Susan on as our manager. Things were rapidly picking up speed and we’d need her experience and know-how to help us navigate this crazy ride as we found the band unexpectedly taking off.






Going Mobile

At the same time we were heading out of Seattle on a West Coast tour to support Screaming Life, we were contemplating leaving Sub Pop. Bruce and Jonathan were aware of the overtures from SST and now multiple major labels, but they were going to make every effort they could to keep us on the label. Jonathan had known our manager, Susan, for years, both having done show promotion in the scene, so he made appeals to her, as well as me, in person and on the phone. His message was simple: What do I have to do to keep Soundgarden on Sub Pop? Unfortunately, what he needed to do—pay for and release a new album sooner rather than later—he couldn’t do. Sub Pop simply had no money.

I had to have a heartbreaking conversation with Jonathan, because it felt like we were breaking up, just as Sub Pop was trying to become a serious concern for him and Bruce. I sat down with him in Sub Pop’s new office in the Terminal Sales Building and said, “We love you guys, we know you guys, and we trust you. We have a friendship with you, and we really appreciate the fact that Sub Pop is a local/regional label, but we have this opportunity to step up and make a record with SST, and we just don’t know where we’re gonna be for the next half year with all these other conversations going on with major labels. So I think we need to go in and make this record with SST now, get some touring under our belt, and see where it takes us.” I think he and Bruce understood but they weren’t happy with our decision. They treated us like jilted lovers and shifted their attention to another Seattle band, Mudhoney (with Mark and Steve from Green River and Matt Lukin from Melvins), an Aberdeen trio called Nirvana that Jack Endino had raved to them about.

Somewhat ironically, one of the reasons Nirvana started working with Sub Pop was because we were on the label. I used to frequently see Kurt, Krist, and Chad at our shows, and I got to know them that way. Kurt was the quiet, brooding type, but if I’d see him standing by himself at a Melvins show or something, I’d go over and chat with him. In these early days, we all knew and supported each other. When Sub Pop eventually released Nirvana’s debut, Bleach, in 1989, we would blast it in our van while on tour.

After Screaming Life, we recorded one more single for Sub Pop—the “Fopp” 12-inch maxi single. Instead of the usual eight-track setup at Reciprocal, Sub Pop booked the sixteen-track Dogfish Sound mobile unit, based in the Portland area and owned by Drew Canulette and Norm Costa. They brought the mobile recording unit up to the Moore Theatre in Seattle, where Steve Fisk, known for his cool remixes, produced the recording. The song “Fopp,” a funky Ohio Players cover we used to include in our sets, was perfect for a Steve Fisk dub remix, and with more tracks to work with, he took it to another level, adding keyboard horns and a psychedelic touch.

We also recorded “Kingdom of Come,” a new song Chris had written, and a cover of Green River’s “Swallow My Pride.” However, it felt like a shift from what people might have expected from us. Even the die-cut cover, so different from the live photo on Screaming Life, felt like a big departure. But we weren’t concerned with conforming—this was us doing what we wanted.

In February 1988, we toured the West Coast supporting Screaming Life and met with SST Records in Long Beach. We had lunch with Greg Ginn and Chuck Dukowski, Black Flag’s bassist—the punk rock version of being wined and dined. We made it clear we were talking to major labels, but we also wanted to work with a label we respected. Although we had material ready that we’d recorded at Reciprocal, SST wanted us to record the album in a sixteen-track studio and suggested using Drew’s mobile unit again. We could even do it in Seattle.

With so much material already written and demoed, one of the first things we had to do for recording a new album was narrow down what we would include. We had songs dating back to when Chris was still drumming that we’d kept in our set, as well as more recently written ones we were excited to include. While the music on Screaming Life had largely been brought to the band by me, we now had two other songwriters in the band contributing music, Matt and Chris. Chris had been learning how to play guitar since he stopped drumming for us and was now even occasionally playing it onstage on certain songs. But his musical contributions to our repertoire weren’t done collaboratively in the same way that Hiro and I contributed.

Going back to when Soundgarden formed and we were recording our practices using a four-track reel-to-reel machine, Chris started learning to use it to make his own demos, at the same time as he was teaching himself to play guitar (with some tips from me, as well). He’d play around with it in his bedroom, using a drum machine and putting vocals on to accompany his guitar. When we first got to know Jack Endino, Chris quickly befriended him and would pick his brain about home recording, garnering any technical aspects he could regarding techniques for making multitrack demos. The guitar was a creative voice for Chris, where he would come up with weird chords and passages and interpret them on the instrument. He didn’t naturally play the guitar in a unique way, but he wrote on it in a unique way.

While Hiro and I could spontaneously generate riffs or ideas in practice, that wasn’t Chris’s forte. He was a bit tight and inhibited creatively in these situations, often coming up with more pedestrian ideas. He didn’t know the guitar as well as Hiro or I did. But when he was alone with his four-track, he’d come up with amazing riffs. So, his way of contributing to Soundgarden became making fully produced demos—arranged, with his best vocals and ideas for background vocals, and even spots where I might add a guitar solo. His strategy worked, because those demos would often wow us, and we’d learn them.

When we were deciding on songs for our next album, three songs Chris wrote on his own—“Mood for Trouble,” “Head Injury,” and “Beyond the Wheel”—were in the mix. We’d already recorded “Head Injury” and “Beyond the Wheel” with Jack Endino, but we were eager to see how they’d sound in a sixteen-track studio.

Since Dogfish Sound was a mobile unit, Drew could bring it anywhere and run cables from the truck to where we set up. For “Fopp,” we tracked at the Moore Theatre, which gave us a spacious stage and a comfortable green room. But when it came time to record the album, we couldn’t repeat that experience. Instead, we found an empty loft on the Ave in the University District. It was rustic but open, and we liked it sonically for the drums. However, it wasn’t comfortable to hang out in—there was nowhere to sit. Between takes, we’d end up hanging out in Drew’s truck. We recorded some drum tracks there, but realized we couldn’t finish the whole album in the loft. Drew took the truck back to Newberg (just outside of Portland), and we commuted there to finish the record.

We went into making this album with a lot of excitement and enthusiasm, thrilled at the prospect of having sixteen tracks at our disposal. Plus we’d be releasing it on what amounted to, at that time, our dream label. This would likely be the last record we’d make before moving on to a major label, so it was important that we took a step forward and exceeded what we’d already done on the Deep Six compilation and the Sub Pop releases. We were confident with the material and each other’s abilities. The only wildcard was the studio and producer. Greg and Chuck at SST were happy with the results they got with the live Black Flag album Drew recorded and produced, so they obviously felt confident in paying for us to record with him.

Most of the tracking, after a bit of work in Seattle, was done at Drew and his partner Norm’s place in rural Newberg. They were incredibly hospitable, putting us up in their house and feeding us while we recorded. Matt had his VW van down there, a place to escape to if the noise got to be too much. Since he’d already recorded some of his drum tracks in Seattle—and drums are usually done first—he wasn’t there for the entire session. Hiro also came and went, making the three-hour drive back to Seattle once his parts were done, thanks to the demands of his day job. Chris and I were probably there the most, since guitar and vocal overdubs were the last steps before mixing and took the most time.

Things were going smoothly. Matt was happy with the drum sounds Drew had captured, and everyone was getting along—both with each other and with Drew. And I was satisfied with my guitar sound as I was playing it in the recording room. But when I’d listen to the playback in the truck after a take, something was off. The sound wasn’t big; it didn’t have presence. It sounded thin, wiry, and brittle. The low-mids were missing. In the recording room, the amp was cranked, screaming with a hum and body that felt just right, but on tape, what I’d just played my heart out on sounded like a cheap, tinny mess—like Metallica trying to play through Elvis Costello’s guitar. What the fuck?

I wasn’t the type to bite my tongue in situations like this. I pointed it out to Drew and the rest of the band: the guitar tracks didn’t sound right, they didn’t have the power I wanted. I didn’t have all the right words to describe what I was hearing, which, honestly, is a problem a lot of bands have with producers. But I gave it my best shot.

“I feel like what we’re getting on tape has no sustain, no body,” I said, doing my best to convey what I felt was missing in terms Drew would hopefully understand.

“Well, we can add sustain,” he countered. “But it sounds big to me; it has a nice tonal range.”

“No, something’s missing. I’m not talking just EQ. It’s something else. What’s coming out of the speaker in the amp is not coming out of the speaker in the control room. It’s not pushing the same way.”

“Don’t worry, Kim, it’s just these speakers,” Hiro assured me, indicating the speakers in the control room.

“How are you guys not hearing this?” I was getting increasingly exasperated. Not only was I apparently unable to convey what I felt was deficient, but everyone else seemed okay with it, or at least weren’t as troubled. It was suggested that maybe I was being too sensitive. In a fit of frustration, I stormed out of the recording truck and into the dark woods surrounding Drew’s house. I was so mad I felt like I could cry.

The ultimate rock recording cliché, when problems arise in the studio, is that you can “fix it in the mix.” I was assured that, once all the pieces were assembled, the drums and bass would fill out the body I felt was missing, and we could address it in the mix. Ideally you go into mixing with sounds you are already happy with, but since we couldn’t seem to address the issue satisfactorily in the studio, we hoped it would be handled in the mixing process. Unfortunately, the mix didn’t fucking improve it sufficiently, and even Chris started to grasp my concerns.

This was a bad time for a misstep for us, on the cusp of potentially signing with a major label. We had to get this right. We took the finished mixes back to Seattle, and I shared them with Jack Endino, someone who knew our songs, our sound, and what we were about. Plus he had already tracked several of these songs, so he knew how they should sound. What he heard bummed him out. He did his own mix of “Flower,” just to see if the record could be brought up to our expectations. It sounded very similar to the version he had previously recorded at Reciprocal. So with this knowledge in hand, we went back to SST. Once Greg Ginn had a chance to listen to Drew’s mix, he agreed that it should be remixed. He was willing to increase the budget and let Jack handle it.

But the building storm that was swirling around us forced us to make some choices and compromises that normally we wouldn’t have been comfortable doing. There was simply too much going on in our world at that point, with live obligations, the release of the “Fopp” maxi single on Sub Pop, and the ongoing discussions with major labels. We had to prioritize. We wanted this record to come out as scheduled, on October 31, and spending any time remixing would potentially set that back and potentially foul up our trajectory. We wanted to move forward—pick a name, design the artwork, and get it out there.

The title we came up with, Ultramega OK, didn’t so much have to do with any reservations we may have had about the album—we loved the material—it was the result, actually, of a contentious band debate over the name. I proposed Ultramega Rock, which I thought sounded cool. Chris liked it, but Hiro did not. He thought it was too boastful. My take was that being boastful wasn’t unusual in indie and underground music culture. For instance, rap culture is very over the top and boastful. Metal was doing something similar, and so was punk rock. I felt like something about it was ridiculous, bold, challenging, and daring. But Hiro really didn’t like it, likely because it was inconsistent with the more self-deprecating and introspective goth stuff he had liked years prior, and the folk and jazz stuff he liked in the seventies. Matt sided with Hiro, and Chris didn’t want to jump into it too much. He was fine with what I was proposing. He understood where I was coming from.

My argument was simple. Our music is bold; we’re a punk band that’s incorporating these psychedelic and hard rock/classic metal elements. There’s something humorous about calling it Ultramega Rock, and it would look cool graphically in the bold lettering that was a big part of our scene’s design aesthetic at the time. I thought it was funny and ridiculous, but Matt and Hiro didn’t see it that way. They thought it was cocky and jackassy.

Jokingly I took the “R” and “C” out, and said, Fine, let’s just call it Ultramega OK or Ultramega So-so! They laughed at that and thought I was patronizing them. But Chris said he thought the contrast in referring to something as “ultramega” and “OK,” like we’re equivocating or self-conscious or unsure, was kind of cool or funny. Hiro started liking it, and they went for that. I was so bummed! I definitely wasn’t a hundred percent satisfied with the title, but I don’t think any of us really were. It was a compromise we all were, uh, OK with.

For as dark and heavy as our music was, we always tried to keep a sense of humor, and there are a few things on Ultramega OK that reflect that. When it came to the cover, Katey created the final version, with input from the band, using a picture taken by local photographer Lance Mercer.

As much as we as a band didn’t think Ultramega OK was the best representation of Soundgarden sonically at that point, it did actually turn out to be well received in ways that we hadn’t anticipated at the time. Perhaps because it was issued on SST, which had some heavier bands on the label—or at least bands that were starting to connect with the metal crowd—we found traction in the metal realm. We obviously didn’t come from that scene, but we apparently had an appeal that crossed over.

We found out later that James Hetfield of Metallica was a fan of UMOK and apparently carried a cassette of it around in his pocket at the time. Axl Rose of Guns N’ Roses was already talking us up before our major label album eventually came out, and Billy Corgan of Smashing Pumpkins once mentioned in an interview how the album was a model and inspiration for the kind of band they could be without having to be knuckle-draggers. To him, Ultramega OK was an example of a heavy record that didn’t rely on dumbass tropes about chicks, parties, and the devil.






Good View from the Jungle

Capitol, Epic, Geffen, A&M. These were some of the biggest labels in the US, and they were all after us. Yes, it was flattering, but we had to consider why they wanted to sign us. What did they see? The scene we came from didn’t (yet) have a proven track record of turning out nationally successful bands. Soundgarden were essentially a progressive post-hardcore punk band with a good (and good-looking) singer, a couple of long-haired Asian dudes, and a clean-cut drummer.

We’d gotten some good press for our Sub Pop releases, but we were meeting with major labels before they’d even heard (or seen the sales numbers for) Ultramega OK. Who did the A&R reps and marketing people think they were going to sell us to? As we took some of these meetings, we started to ask this question, because we kept hearing them dropping names like Poison, Bon Jovi, Warrant, Guns N’ Roses, and the platinum-selling MTV “metal” acts, Megadeth and Metallica, as success stories. That seemed to be the closest they could get to understanding us.

They were making their sales pitches about what they could offer us, because there are no secrets in the music business and they knew that they were competing with other labels. But what we wanted to know, and the questions we were asking were, What does your label want or expect by signing us? Did they understand that we were coming from the same type of scene as Black Flag or Hüsker Dü, and could they address that audience? Or was their thought to put us in a studio with a well-known metal producer to try and guide us toward that lucrative audience? I remember a couple of A&R guys, and one in particular, just kind of looked at us blank-faced when we posed these kinds of questions. They didn’t answer. It’s like they’d never been asked this stuff before. They didn’t know what to do, because usually guys in rock bands want to know how much advance they’re getting and if they’re gonna get chicks on their tour bus.

Being a Seattle band had zero cachet. It would not be a factor in how they marketed us, so they needed to pick a lane, or, better yet, make a new one for us and other similar bands. We obviously didn’t fit with the pretty pop metal bands of the era—Poison, Mötley Crüe, Extreme, Bon Jovi, etc.—nor did we have any connection to the prominent thrash metal bands like Megadeth, Metallica, and Anthrax. We were Soundgarden. People within our scene understood us, but how did we fit in a world that had a defined conception of what heavy music was commercially and visually? How would we be presented? How would the world see this thing that we already knew and understood in Seattle?

Green River broke up acrimoniously in late 1987, largely because Mark Arm wasn’t interested in pursuing major label attention while his bandmates definitely were. A few months later, Mark was fronting Mudhoney with ex–Green River guitarist Steve Turner, while the rest of Green River (minus drummer Alex Vincent) formed Mother Love Bone with Andy Wood of Malfunkshun. With Andy at the helm and Greg Gilmore on drums, Mother Love Bone’s Seattle-meets-seventies Love Rock was a much easier sell for major labels than Green River or Soundgarden. Five good-looking white guys with long hair and commercially viable songs, they fit right in to the glam metal scene. No surprise, they too were entertaining offers from major labels, despite not having released anything yet. For us, it was kind of surreal—Soundgarden and the members of two other bands from Deep Six all drawing major label interest in 1988. It felt like the Seattle scene was finally getting the attention it deserved.

As we navigated the idea of joining a major label, we were also having internal discussions about the band’s direction. It’s not like we were having meetings about it, but comments would sometimes be made. Every band evolves, and ours had shifted over the years, and maybe not in a way that all members felt comfortable with. Personnel changes and natural development played a part in that shift. From the original power trio to a quartet with Scott and then Matt on drums, we’d grown heavier. Hiro wasn’t always comfortable with this and would occasionally express his thoughts on it. We’d experimented with alternate tunings, like the Sabbath-inspired drop-D, and Chris’s vocals and songwriting had opened up new possibilities. Though we still played some of our earliest material, we were a very different band than we had been almost four years earlier, when Hiro and I were writing nonstop.

It was during this era that some of our girlfriends asked, “Why do you guys have to be so macho or heavy?” It led to some introspection about our musical direction. It wasn’t about us as people, but about the music and our live performances. Were we too macho? Too heavy? I asked Katey, and she said there was an aggressive energy to what we were doing, but she didn’t think it was dumb or knuckleheaded. Still, the questions lingered. Some of the criticism was aimed at Chris. “Why do you have to take your shirt off and be all macho?” Hiro agreed with this, though the rest of us didn’t see an issue.

When it came to the music, it was a little hypocritical for Hiro to say it was too macho or heavy, because some of these were his songs. I guess it came down to how we were interpreting them. Hiro didn’t share the same appreciation for the heavier elements of the bands we loved, while Chris and I were more willing to embrace them. As the primary drivers of our sound—guitar and vocals—Chris and I likely had a bigger influence on our direction. To me, what we were doing felt natural, not something we were trying to force. We weren’t becoming a metal band, but it did feel like Hiro thought we were pushing too far in that direction, especially compared to the more angular style we had early on. As our lineup and songwriting evolved, we were able to blend influences like metal and hard rock without losing our identity. But maybe we were starting to push the boundaries more than we realized.

If I had to point to the genesis of our evolution toward this path, it probably started when Scott joined, because he couldn’t (and also sometimes wouldn’t) play our quirky, odd, cerebral numbers. But he excelled at dynamic, straight 4/4 or 3/4 beats, the most basic time signatures for heavy rock. Hiro and I as riff writers responded to this change in the band and wrote accordingly. We became a heavy band by virtue of our groove and psychedelia, inspired by our drummer’s skills. So, yes, our identity shifted slightly, and when that identity shifted, we embraced it because it touched on other aspects of our musicianship and our abilities as players and writers. Maybe by embracing it, it was a little bit alienating to Hiro and others because it meant we maybe shared elements with bands that they were less thrilled about.

After finishing Ultramega OK, we gathered in Susan’s office (sans Susan) to discuss the major label offers we’d received. We knew we wanted to keep building our audience before releasing our debut with a major label. We had an album set to release with SST in October, plus a tour lined up for the US and Europe in the new year. Our goal was to remain as independent as possible and partner with a label that respected our vision—one that would work alongside us, not control us.

A&M seemed like the right fit. Founded by Herb Alpert and Jerry Moss, A&M had a vibe more like an indie than a big powerhouse like Warner Bros. It was big enough to provide support but small enough not to overwhelm us. It felt like a calculated risk, but we trusted that A&M understood our audience, thanks to the groundwork we’d laid.

Things moved quickly from there. A&M gave us money to record demos, so we booked Jack Endino and tracked fifteen songs in no time. We had plenty of material, and with a few months before our December sessions with producer Terry Date, we had room to write more. But we weren’t about to sit back. We had Ultramega OK to release and a tour to support it.

One thing that made it clear how far we’d come was seeing how our friends’ bands were changing. We had a huge influence on what would become grunge. Mudhoney and Mother Love Bone went their own ways after Green River split, but no one impacted the scene quite like we did. When Alice in Chains started, they had more of a glam rock, LA-influenced sound, but after hearing Screaming Life, they completely shifted gears. They even covered “Hunted Down” in a live show. Kurt Cobain later told me that Nirvana’s biggest influence early on was Soundgarden. I’d noticed it, too, especially when I heard them using drop-D tuning, which we had popularized. It was incredibly flattering to know our music had such an impact. For me, success wasn’t about selling a ton of records or making a lot of money—it was about having our work referenced and becoming part of rock history.

We were heading toward a future, though, where we’d be part of the Seattle scene less and less, as a band and as fans at our friends’ shows. But this is what we were signing up for when we decided to put Ultramega OK out on SST, a label that had an in-house booking agency that was ready to put us on the road both in the US and Europe, and then signed with A&M, who had resources to get us even further. Even among our Seattle friends and fans I think there was some expectation that we were headed for bigger things. After local shows we’d hear things like Such a great show! Dude, I could totally see you in arenas! We would just kind of laugh, because we weren’t aiming that high. We always aimed for what was in front of us and stayed true to what we were doing. We figured we didn’t need to aim for something that wasn’t there, or may not ever be there. But we kept getting bigger and getting more buzz, and the idea of playing an arena maybe didn’t seem that ridiculous.






Louder Than Meat?

We knew what our next album was going to be called before we’d finished mixing our previous album, Ultramega OK. Chris and I had been sitting in the lunchroom at Pace Studio in Portland while we were doing the final mixes for Ultramega, and for whatever reason we were pondering what we might call our (potential) first major label release. We always liked the idea of doing something more than taking the album title from one of the songs, so I was sort of riffing on some record titles I liked, Kiss’s Hotter Than Hell and the Smith’s Louder Than Bombs. I loved Hotter Than Hell when I was a teenager; I still do. So I was thinking, Hotter Than Hell, Louder Than Bombs . . . Louder Than Hell? Hotter Than Bombs? Then I remembered another Smiths title, Meat Is Murder, and I tossed out Louder Than Meat? That made everyone crack up. We were just running everything around. Louder Than Murder? No, that was dumb. So we thought, How about just Louder Than Fuck?

We had no problem with profanity in relation to our marketing. Our very first shirt had Godzilla and “Screaming Live ’88” on the front, and on the back it said “Total Fucking Godhead.” We actually got a letter from a fan that was wearing that shirt at the beach and a cop came up to him and made him turn it inside out. He told him he couldn’t wear it on the beach because there were families around. Also, because the phrase “shit happens” was popular in the late eighties, the shirt we created for the Ultramega OK tour turned that sentiment up a notch and said “Fuck Happens.” So to be consistent in boldly and brazenly incorporating “fuck” into our marketing, we thought, Why not call the album Louder Than Fuck? Susan assured us the label wouldn’t let us call it that. Louder Than Love was our compromise. We were good with that because it sounded cool, and it was both sincere and witty. And in between the time we came up with the title in spring 1988 and actually recorded Louder Than Love, Chris wrote the song “Loud Love.”

Our label, however, was apparently confounded by the title. And we only found this out secondhand a bit later. Sometime around when A&M was planning to release Louder Than Love, the guys in Soul Asylum (who were also on A&M) were in the A&M offices when they overheard some execs in a meeting saying, What does that even mean, Louder than Love? The band took that line and put it in a song of theirs (“Gullible’s Travels” on And the Horse They Rode in On). We had no idea they’d done this, but there’s a line where guitarist Dan Murphy sings, “It’s louder than love but don’t think they know what it means.” So when the album came out, the Soul Asylum guys made it a point to apologize to us and clarify that they weren’t making fun of us. It was the executives they were mocking who were like That doesn’t mean anything. We thought it was great that the record company thought that there was no meaning to that title. That’s part of what’s beautiful about it; people can’t put their thumb on it. It just worked.

Early on, we also had a pretty good idea what songs would be on Louder Than Love. Some of the material we had on hand had been written years before, when Hiro and I were the primary songwriters. Those had obviously been performed live and road tested in front of our fans. But even a handful of the newer ones—stuff we’d written in rehearsals or Chris had brought in—had been played live leading up to the start of our recording session in December 1988, so we had a very clear understanding of the material for Louder. We knew how the audience responded to it. We knew conceptually how the songs could be addressed when we went into the studio. And as Chris became more confident in his guitar playing and songwriting, the number of songs he wrote himself—music and lyrics—started to increase. This would be the first album where his songwriting would start to come more to the forefront.

One song, “I Awake,” actually had lyrics inadvertently provided by Hiro’s girlfriend (now wife), Kate. Hiro had written both the music and lyrics, which he had scribbled on a piece of paper and left in his room. We went to rehearse it in practice and Hiro handed the paper to Chris. We started in on the song, and Chris was singing from the page, “I woke up depressed, and I went to work. I’m sorry, it’s not your fault.” Hiro stopped. “Whoa, whoa, what are you doing? Those aren’t my lyrics.”

“I kind of like these lyrics,” Chris said. “Can I sing them?”

“But those aren’t lyrics,” Hiro said and grabbed the paper from Chris to see what he was reading. Apparently, before she left for work, Kate had written Hiro a note on the back of the paper with his lyrics on it, and Chris was singing Kate’s note. Why she chose to write the note there is anyone’s guess, but they somehow fit the feel of the song. I loved it and thought they made the song that much trippier. So Chris added some lyrics, expanded on the theme, and created the vocal melody.

What proved to be trickier, however, was the arrangement. Even though Hiro is the only one with a credit for the music on it, I worked hard to arrange it. He wrote all these riffs, and then we kept trying to move it around and arrange it, and Hiro kept second-guessing the arrangements and not liking the ones we came up with. So he abandoned it and left it to Chris and me to finish; he indicated at the time that he wasn’t really interested in how it was turning out. The final arrangement is something the band came up with independent of Hiro. He wrote the music, but it felt like something I’d written. It felt like a song that I wrote with Chris. I don’t know, maybe we made it too macho. It seemed to me that Hiro was losing interest in the music we were making, which was difficult on all of us, because he was, along with me, one of the original creative forces and songwriters in the band.

Given a budget by A&M to work with a producer, we went with Terry Date, who Susan knew and who had worked on albums for a wide range of local artists, from metal to punk to hip-hop—Metal Church, Sanctuary, the Accüsed, Sir Mix-a-Lot. In fact, when Mix’s album Swass went platinum, the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) actually came to Seattle to make the presentation to his label, NastyMix Records. A year after working with us, Terry also recorded Mother Love Bone’s debut. We went with Terry because we felt we needed more of a recording engineer, rather than a producer who might try to meddle with the songs or provide a lot of unnecessary studio augmentation. We wanted someone who could offer another pair of ears and who could get the sounds that would make the songs shine. We didn’t expect anything else from a producer. That said, Terry had plenty of experience working in pro studios like London Bridge, which was located twelve miles north of Seattle in the Shoreline suburb, and he was comfortable utilizing all the gear—and twenty-four tracks—we now had at our disposal.

Starting in December, we began working on the second full-length album we’d recorded in 1988. In slightly over a year’s time we’d released Screaming Life, recorded and released the “Fopp” maxi single, recorded and released Ultramega OK, and recorded Louder Than Love. In between, we’d signed our deal with A&M, done two West Coast tours, played our first show in New York City at CBGB’s, and performed at Seattle’s Bumbershoot festival. We’d even managed to contribute a track, “Sub Pop Rock City,” recorded hastily with Jack Endino, to Sub Pop 200, the label’s three-EP box-set compilation. It was that compilation and the attention that it garnered in the UK press that helped launch Sub Pop on a more international level. Even though we’d been with them from the beginning of the label and we helped bring the two partners together, they’d moved on from us, as far as promotion went. It was understandable on one level (we’d moved on to other labels), but to a certain degree it had the effect of sort of rewriting grunge history.

Because we didn’t stay with Sub Pop like Mudhoney or Tad, and never signed a contract with the label, like Nirvana did, it felt like our early efforts in creating this sound in Seattle were whitewashed. But not only were we there at Ground Zero, of those Deep Six bands, we were the only one to stay whole and in Seattle well into the nineties. Melvins left for San Francisco in the late eighties, and Green River, U-Men, Malfunkshun, and Skin Yard were all done by the early nineties. It seemed like rather than being proud of our accomplishment of bringing this music to a major label and a wider audience, we were somehow seen as no longer connected. We’d recorded every bit of music we released—including our major label debut—in Northwest studios, with Northwest engineers/producers, so it wasn’t like we went to Los Angeles to make it big. We hadn’t gone anywhere.

One concession we did make to A&M with Louder Than Love was that the label wanted it to be mixed by the hot commodity of the day: Michael Barbiero and his creative partner Steve Thompson. Barbiero and Thompson had worked on Guns N’ Roses’ Appetite for Destruction, Metallica’s . . . And Justice For All, and Tesla’s The Great Radio Controversy, so we could start to see a bit more clearly what kind of band A&M thought they had with us. They were thinking “eighties hard rock/metal,” but we knew enough of who we were to know that the commercial eighties sound was not where we were coming from and wouldn’t suit our music. My recollection is that Thompson was on his honeymoon at the time and wasn’t actively involved in the mixing process while we were there in New Jersey for a week or two. It was just Barbiero.

This was our first time working with a mixer who hadn’t recorded the music—his job was just to deliver a final mix that worked for the band, the label, radio, and record buyers (not necessarily in that order). We knew his track record: Along with hard rock and metal, he’d mixed plenty of eighties dance music—big snare, heavy reverb, everything sounding “wet.” That was exactly what we didn’t want. Our sound was a reaction against that era. We wanted all of Matt’s drums audible, not just the snare, and we preferred a dry, punchy feel. The kind of music we played didn’t benefit from and wasn’t meant to be dressed up with reverb and tons of effects. We may have been on a major label, but our musical aesthetic hadn’t changed.

I usually stay out of drum decisions—Matt knows what he’s doing, and Chris was a drummer, too—but I was vocal about it in this situation. Thompson and Barbiero had done a lot of “wet” records, and we made it clear we didn’t want that. Louder Than Love still ended up wetter than we liked, but only because we kept pushing back: “Dial that back on the vocals. Dial it back on the guitar. Dial it back on the kit. Make it sound less underwater.”

We also weren’t about to let A&M handle the cover design for Louder Than Love. We’d always been hands on with our visuals, and it was crucial that the album looked like Soundgarden—something instantly recognizable to our fans. Even though we were now on a major label, we didn’t want to lose the Seattle aesthetic we’d worked so hard to build. So, I called Bruce Pavitt and asked if he’d design it for us.

Bruce chose a bold black-and-white Charles Peterson photo, much like we did for Screaming Life. It was simple, striking, and perfect. For the back cover, we had a high-contrast color photo of the band from a shoot with Michael Lavine (another Evergreen State grad) in New York. But then came the problem. The layout, including the typesetting, was handed off to local designer Art Chantry to “spruce it up.” For reasons I still don’t understand, the solution was to slap a weird paisley pattern on Michael’s photo, bordering it with fringe—like a carpet or wall hanging. It was the kind of thing someone older in a major label’s art department might do with a band called Soundgarden. Frankly, it looked ridiculous.

Conceptually, it didn’t make sense. The front cover was minimalist and bold, while the back was ornate and cluttered. The contrast was jarring. We wanted a color photo on the back to contrast the stark black-and-white front, showing the diversity and youth of the band—half of us were Asian, most of us had long hair. But someone decided to “hippie it up.” Everything else was our choice, but this was not. The label had already locked it in by the time we saw it, so it was too late to change.

This was a small but telling moment of what we were getting into. We were entering a new level of the music industry, where our control was slipping. No more casually dropping by Sub Pop’s offices or having lunch with Greg and Chuck at SST. Now, we had to fight for what we wanted, dealing with people who didn’t always understand us or our music, from A&R reps to art departments in LA.






Mood for Trouble

Touring in the eighties kind of sucked. I’m not making that assertion based on the fact that touring got easier for Soundgarden once we had success in the nineties (spoiler alert!). It’s not that black and white. There were a lot of factors that made eighties touring shitty. Yes, it wasn’t super fun to be packed into a van with our sound guy (Stuart) and our tour manager, Eric “Gunny” Johnson, staying in cheap motels and living off tiny per diems. Bands still deal with that shit today. But imagine that combined with a reliance on pay phones for communication and actual paper maps for navigation.

The good part was obviously being onstage and meeting fans and seeing parts of the country we’d never been to. (Hello, Tampa!) But considering that grunge was still mostly beloved in the Pacific Northwest, the crowds weren’t big on those initial forays outside of the West Coast supporting our first independent releases. We were lucky to have SST’s in-house global booking agency behind us, because at least they had established relationships with venues, so we were generally playing the right kinds of places with mostly similar bands. But if a show was canceled or moved or whatever, we wouldn’t know until we arrived at the venue.

Another downside of touring in the eighties was occasionally playing with shitty eighties bands. At the historic 9:30 Club in Washington, DC, we once opened up for an Australian New Wave band, a mismatched bill, to be sure. And this is a club where iconic DC hardcore bands like Minor Threat, Beefeater, and Void had played, so it was a big deal for us.

Unfortunately we had to share the one dressing room in the venue with the Aussie headliners. When we showed up at the club, we brought in what we needed from our vehicle. Well, at some point we stepped out to do something with our gear or luggage, and when we tried to get back in, the door was locked. This wasn’t a case of the door just locking upon closing; someone had to willfully lock it from the inside. So Hiro knocked on the door, and they didn’t answer. Then Hiro kicked the door, and Gunny kicked the door, yelling, “Open the fucking door!”

They finally opened the door—I think they were doing their sound check—and let us in, but by this time Hiro was fuming. “They think it’s their dressing room! It’s both of our dressing rooms, and we have our stuff in here! We’re on tour, and we’ve got our luggage. We’ve got to figure out the same issues they do—where we’re staying, where our gear is, when we’re getting paid, all that shit. Assholes!”

So they did their sound check, which went so long that we were only allowed enough time to do a line check. Which meant we couldn’t play a song to check monitor levels and all that. Hiro decided that after all the bullshit they put us through, he’d had enough and went and adjusted all the settings on their amplifiers.

“That’s kind of dickish to do, Hiro,” I said, but he didn’t care.

“You think it’s not dickish for them to take our sound check away and lock us out of the dressing room? Fuck them.”

“Yeah, but Hiro, maybe we shouldn’t do that,” I said.

“Well, maybe we should’ve had a sound check. Maybe we shouldn’t be locked out of our dressing room where our clothes are, where our bags are, where our guitars are. Fuck those guys and fuck their little New Wave, triangle earring–wearing audience.” That’s exactly the crowd that came in, and those people did not like us. They were kind of milling about, sitting at the bar, and we’d see these girls with pink triangle earrings rolling their eyes, looking at their friends like God, are they still playing?

Look, maybe we weren’t the most warm and friendly guys on tour, but we wouldn’t abide by bands being dicks. We’ve always felt that way. When we were headliners, we were really generous to openers. We’d support up-and-coming bands, take our friends’ bands on tour, and we were helpful to them. We’d loan them drum equipment or a set of strings if they needed it, or we’d buy beers for them. But we would not put up with a band looking down their nose at us, because we’d never look down our nose at a band due to their station in the rock world. Our position was We’re not better than anyone, and you’re not better than us.

Before we headed off to Europe for the Ultramega OK tour, SST released “Flower” as a single in several formats, including the rare three-inch CD. I wrote the music for the song, and one standout feature is the ethereal opening, which sounds like a sitar. In reality, it’s me blowing on my Guild S-100 guitar strings, just above its ultra-sensitive pickups—something I believe had never been done on a record before. The single also included “Toy Box,” a track recorded during the Screaming Life sessions with Jack Endino that I wrote the music for. Hiro wrote the lyrics, inspired by a childhood memory of a house fire and explosion near a field in Park Forest (an event we both independently remembered from our youths). After the fire, Hiro found a singed doll hanging in a tree, and “Toy Box” was written from the doll’s perspective: “Please take me back to my toy box.”

The first show of our European tour was nearly as explosive. We were opening for Mudhoney at the School of Oriental and African Studies in London, and early in Mudhoney’s set, Mark Arm invited the crowd to join them onstage, which turned into total bedlam. With every UK music journalist in attendance, the chaos was quickly dubbed a “riot” in the press. Sub Pop had already made waves by introducing the Seattle scene to the English press, thanks to UK journalist Everett True’s visit to Seattle, so there was a ton of hype surrounding the show. And Mudhoney, fresh off their just-completed European tour, were Sub Pop’s darlings, soon to be followed by Tad and Nirvana. But as Steve Turner noted in his own book, this was the last time we’d open for them.

We were about to head out on our own SST-backed European tour, ready to discover our own legion of rabid Soundgarden fans. We brought the same crew from our US tour—Stuart and Gunny—but added a European tour manager/driver, Dino Galasso, to help us navigate pre-EU Europe. Despite his Italian name, Dino was Scottish, with a thick brogue, and we took to him quickly. He had a great sense of humor, his taste in music matched ours, and he fit right in. Dino helped us handle the different promoters and currencies, but I’ll reiterate: Touring Europe in the eighties (pre-EU) was even more challenging than touring the US. The mix of obstacles included ever-changing currencies, the time difference from Seattle (if you wanted to keep in touch with loved ones), the language barrier, and constant border crossings. Our van had Dutch plates, and since marijuana was legal in the Netherlands, we were often subject to overly enthusiastic searches. We’d arrive at a border, and with a van full of dark-skinned longhairs, the authorities would decide they needed to take a look.

We enjoyed meeting people, connecting with our audiences and fans, but that was just a small part of our daily grind. The hassle and stress took a toll, and our nerves began to fray. This happens when people spend long periods together, even the closest of friends. There was also an underlying dissatisfaction that we couldn’t always put a finger on. Tensions led to arguments, sometimes over the smallest things, like currency conversion. I often clashed with Hiro, because I was more prone to being argumentative, and those disagreements could drag on. But it wasn’t all bad. We’d joke, laugh, make fun of each other, other bands, and even political figures. Little pockets of conversation would start—someone would mention a book, others would talk about a record. Our usual banter.

But we started to notice a pattern. We were all bummed about leaving our partners back home in Seattle, but it seemed especially challenging for Hiro to deal with. We’d get a hotel room, and he’d go into the bedroom, drag the phone in there, and he’d be in there for, at times, over an hour. Then he’d come back out, and he’d be pissy and snippy to everyone. It was like What the fuck happened? There was some domestic issue that was stressing him out and causing him some problems, and his attitude could shift from happy and bubbly when we were in a new city or hotel to bitter and bickering. It was like a 180-degree change—before bedroom and phone call, after bedroom and phone call. He seemed to be unaware of how conspicuous and transparent his mood changes were. But we’d see him take the phone in there and we knew what was coming. Gunny would look at us and go, “Okay, should we just go down to the bar and try to avoid Hiro for the rest of the afternoon, or what?”

Soundgarden had always taken pride in self-policing regarding bad behavior, both within the band and outside of it. We generally weren’t afraid to call someone out if they were being a dick, or whatever. This was probably our first impulse when it came to Hiro’s moods after he got off the phone. In this instance, though, Chris thought that was a bad idea. Chris wasn’t always very comfortable in his own skin and had difficulties and anxieties dealing with other people sometimes, but he also had great self-awareness, and was pretty smart when it came to personal relationships. As always, he had an astute take.

“I wouldn’t say anything to Hiro about this, because it doesn’t have anything to do with us,” he said. “It’s in his head; he’s going to have to figure it out. He’s gotta navigate his other relationship, and if we address it in any way, we’ll be the objects of that ire.” Chris felt that if we were to insinuate ourselves into Hiro’s situation, which was emotionally a hot potato for him, we’d be in the middle of something he needed to work out with Kate and cause problems. It was good advice at the time.

Eventually, it just got ridiculous, though, and I couldn’t take it anymore. One day, when Hiro was in one of his moods, and I was in no better shape myself, I just broke it open and asked him what was going on. “Dude, you were in a great mood before you got the phone call. What’s up? Is everything cool at home?” I could see Chris and Matt squirm and probably wince. Probably thinking, No! What have you done? We all loved Hiro. He was an integral part of our entire experience. He was a close friend and a creative juggernaut. But we wanted everyone to be happy. Within the band, everyone was generally polite and would say “please” and “thank you.” We were well-behaved and had the “do unto others” sort of ethos. But it got tough to navigate with Hiro, because if he was in a bad mood and one of us didn’t cause it, then we might think, I don’t deserve this.

The tension between us built up quickly, and soon we were nose-to-nose. Finally, Chris stepped in, looking at Hiro like he’d just lost his mind. “What the fuck is the matter with you?” he asked. But Hiro wasn’t having it. He looked at both of us and dropped an ultimatum: “Either Susan goes or I go.”

Whoa. The demand came out of nowhere. Susan’s name had never come up in any of our earlier disagreements, so why now? I’d been considering the idea that we might need a more experienced manager down the road, but taking action based on an ultimatum from one of the band members would alienate Chris. So, the choice was clear: lose our manager and possibly our singer, or deal with the guy who was frequently angry and in a bad mood.

No fists were thrown, but Hiro was still pissed. He announced he was quitting and wanted to fly back to Seattle the next day—like a kid taking his ball and going home, ruining the game for everyone else.

We still had three weeks left of the tour: two weeks of headlining with SST and then a week with Living Colour. It seemed absurd to pull the plug now. I appealed to Hiro, asking him to think about the fans. “If you go home now, you’re not just screwing us over—you’re screwing them, too. We’ve committed to this, and we’ve already spent money on flights and hotels. We’re halfway across the world. Let’s finish what we started.”

Hiro didn’t want to stick out the full tour, but he agreed to finish the Italian dates. The rest, mostly in Germany, got canceled. Looking back, I’m glad we ended on a high note. The Italian fans were incredible—wild, passionate, and loyal. When they liked you, they really liked you.

After the drama settled, we were all laughing, joking around as if nothing had happened. It felt like a rough patch we’d gotten through, and maybe we’d even come out stronger. When we got home to Seattle, we were in better spirits, hugged it out, and said we’d see each other at band practice. But we didn’t rush into it. We needed a break, and Hiro needed time to think. We had a major label debut coming out in the fall, and that needed our focus.

A few weeks after we returned from Europe, we had a meeting to get to the root of Hiro’s issues. I think what felt to me like his ultimatum expressed while we were in Europe—Susan goes or I go—was less about Susan’s skills as a manager and more about his apparent dissatisfaction with the direction of the band. We’d all sensed it happening, especially since signing with A&M and recording Louder Than Love with Terry Date. I think Hiro felt Chris was gaining more influence as a songwriter, and Susan’s natural support of Chris made him feel like the band’s direction was shifting in a way he didn’t like. In this initial meeting, it still seemed like he wanted to quit, though I don’t know that we were ready to accept that.

We had no plans to tour until the fall, when Louder Than Love was set to come out, so we suggested that he take some time to think about things and let cooler heads prevail and we’d meet back up again in a month or so. After that initial meeting, we’d phone and check in with him and he seemed to be hemming and hawing. He didn’t want to quit, but he didn’t really want to continue in the band, either. He didn’t want to do a lot of things bands had to do when signed to a major label, even though he loved making music and playing (most of) our material.

I figured if we gave him some space and took a break over the summer that everything would just kind of settle and we’d miss each other. But his ambivalence about making a decision to stay or go began to frustrate some members of the band who were suggesting we accept his resignation—or kick him out—and move on. We had a promotional music video to make, so if he wasn’t going to be touring with us, we’d need time to find a replacement we were comfortable with. The longer we (or he) waited, the more fucked we would be if we did need to find a replacement. I really wanted him to stay, so I advocated with my bandmates not to kick him out, and at the same time I was making my pleas to Hiro to not quit. I failed.

We finally had a meeting at Susan’s office in Pioneer Square and Hiro definitively said that he was done. I think Chris and Matt felt relieved he was leaving, so that we could just move on and prepare to promote our new album that we’d put so much into. They might have initially felt sad months ago in Europe when Hiro had first announced he was leaving, but the feeling had since expired. After the meeting, I walked out into the summer sunshine feeling pretty bummed, feeling gray. I knew that Matt and Chris didn’t share that sentiment, so I also felt alone in my grief. Hiro was my brother. We had come two thousand miles together, and emotionally he was important to me as a tether. Very important. I felt I’d lost Hiro.

Without one of our three founding members, we were a different band. If Hiro wasn’t going to be happy with the direction we’d chosen, then it was probably best that he quit. It didn’t make his leaving any easier for us, but it relieved the tension caused by his dissatisfied grumblings. He may not have been happy with Louder Than Love or being on a major label or our commitment to doing a lot of touring, but this was what we signed on for when we took that next step with A&M. Now we were going to have to navigate all of that without him. The unusual Seattle band with two Asian guys from Park Forest was now down to one.






Best Metal Performance

The urgency to find a new bass player was immediate, now that we knew that Hiro was out. We were just a couple months away from the release of Louder Than Love, and we already had nearly half a year of touring—both in the US and Europe—lined up. Plus, A&M wanted us to film a high-budget promotional video for the first single, “Loud Love,” at their sound studio in LA, a first for bands from our scene. So we didn’t have time to ruminate on or grieve, for lack of a better word, the loss of one of our founding members. We had to move on. However, in our haste, we likely didn’t consider all the ramifications of replacing Hiro. We were probably thinking practically: We needed someone who could play bass for us in our video and on our upcoming tour. With so much going on, we just didn’t have the bandwidth to look too much further down the road.

Once word got out that Hiro had left and we needed a bass player, interest poured in, both locally and nationally. It was a highly sought-after spot, and we figured there’d be plenty of candidates. Susan reached out to managers, promoters, and people in bands to see who might be available, and we did the same. She recommended an Asian bass player—his nationality wasn’t clear to me—which felt strange, given Hiro’s ethnicity. We weren’t looking for someone who physically resembled the bass player we lost; we wanted someone with similar musical tastes, someone we could connect with on a personal level. He was a nice guy and a technically skilled bassist, but his style felt a bit too polished, like he’d gone to music school. He was quiet, so we couldn’t get a read on his personality.

What we soon realized, though, was that seeking out the most technically skilled bassist wasn’t the right approach. And we didn’t need to replace Hiro with another Japanese American player. So, we decided to narrow our search and focus on people within our scene—someone who shared our community, interests, and music. We jammed with former U-Men bassist Jim Tillman, my friend Henry Shepherd’s younger brother Ben, and Jason Everman, who’d briefly played guitar in Nirvana. Even Jonathan Poneman recommended a few local guys.

Everyone we auditioned was talented. Some were exceptional players, while others were anxious or just uncomfortable in the room with the three of us. Afterward, Matt, Chris, and I each made lists, ranking our preferences. The lowest number in aggregate would supposedly be our choice. Jason was that person. However, Matt and I ranked Ben higher. Matt liked Ben’s musical style, even though he didn’t know our songs well. They clicked during jams and followed each other easily. We also liked Jason for his professionalism—he was well-prepared, played solidly, and looked the part. Susan, though, was pushing for Jason, which rubbed me the wrong way. She focused on his looks and Chris’s endorsement, seeing him as marketable—handsome, athletic, nice hair. But we hadn’t asked for her opinion. She wasn’t a voting member, not in the room during the audition, and wouldn’t be writing or touring with us.

As we were pondering our decision, we heard from some friends in other bands who knew the people we were auditioning and gave us their two cents. The guys in Mudhoney called up and gave us notes about Jason and Jim. They didn’t know what Ben had been up to for a while, but they knew that Henry and I went back a long way. Bruce and Jonathan at Sub Pop passed along what they’d heard from Nirvana about Jason. Like Jason might be difficult this way or Nirvana found this about his personality or the way he played. We thought, Okay, well, that’s Nirvana. They’re not us.

We kind of had this arrogant sense of self—and I think we were correct about this—that we were very different from other people, individually and collectively. And we saw ourselves being internally strong in terms of character, focus, and willfulness. We thought whatever difficulties people may have had in dealing with Jason were difficulties they had. We were different kinds of people, and we thought we could address them if they came about. As a band, we were frank, and to the point. We wouldn’t sweep things under the rug. At least that’s what we believed. So Jason got the nod, and we prepared to make our first video and go on tour.

One of our first shows with Jason was at the Concrete Foundations Forum in Los Angeles, an annual metal industry convention. This was how A&M saw us, though not necessarily how we saw ourselves—as part of the metal scene. While in LA, we shot the “Loud Love” video with Kevin Kerslake, who had worked with Sonic Youth, Iggy Pop, and Soul Asylum—so we felt he might understand where we were coming from. Filmed in the A&M sound studio, it was dark, post-apocalyptic, and mercifully free of any paisley adornment.

After a few shows in LA, we returned to Seattle to prep for nearly six months of nonstop touring—uncharted territory for us, and a true test of our strength as a band. Starting in October, we headlined clubs across North America, wrapping up in California just before Christmas, where we recorded our first live video, Louder Than Live, at the Whiskey a Go Go, again with Kerslake behind the camera.

A couple nights later, as we headed north back to Seattle, we played our final date before the holidays at the I-Beam in San Francisco, a venue we knew well from previous years. It was here we realized Metallica were fans, as James and Lars would show up whenever they were in town. This night was no different. After the show, our tour bus was packed with members of Faith No More, Metallica’s James Hetfield and his girlfriend, and Buzz from Melvins, who had relocated to San Francisco. This was just before Metallica recorded their breakthrough album, Metallica (aka the Black Album), but they were already one of the biggest metal bands and about to become even bigger. At one point, Buzz looked around and said, “Holy shit, I’m sitting here talking with Kim Thayil, James Hetfield, and the dudes from Faith No More. What the fuck?” I just laughed. It was surreal, but not in a starstruck way—just an unexpected, wild gathering of musicians, a scene that would become more and more common.

Shortly after our North American touring resumed in the new year—paired up with our friends in Faith No More and French Canadian metal band Voivod—we received the bizarre news that we’d been nominated for a Grammy in the newly created category of “Best Metal Performance” for Ultramega OK. The National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences (NARAS) had been criticized for being out of touch with musical trends—completely clueless apparently that metal was here to stay and they couldn’t just ignore it anymore—so in 1989 they’d added the “Best Hard Rock/Metal Performance Vocal or Instrumental” category and awarded it to . . . Jethro Tull. Metallica were nominated in that same category and expected to win, so NARAS looked even more out of touch for their gaffe. For 1990, they split up “Best Hard Rock Performance” and “Best Metal Performance” and nominated us in the latter, alongside Metallica, Dokken (clearly not metal), our fellow Seattleites Queensrÿche, and our friends in Faith No More (also not metal). We were in good (if questionable) company, since arguably most of the nominees weren’t really metal bands. Not surprisingly, Metallica won that year!

Our nomination for Ultramega OK at the 1990 Grammy Awards felt surreal. By that point, we were out on the road promoting Louder Than Love after signing with A&M. There’s no way SST would have nominated UMOK on their own—they were just as surprised as we were at the nomination. Someone behind the scenes at A&M, or perhaps our new lawyer (who also represented Metallica and Guns N’ Roses), must’ve pushed it through. The Seattle buzz helped, too, as Mother Love Bone was about to release their major-label debut, and both our bands were drawing attention. It was strange that they had to reach back to our indie-released UMOK for a nomination, though.

Since our tour was already taking us to California close to the ceremony, we decided to attend. We were completely out of our element. A&M hosted a dinner for its nominees at a fancy LA restaurant, and we showed up in our usual Seattle attire. We spotted a corner booth that looked like it would fit us, but a host stopped us and said it was reserved. We didn’t know where else to go, so we just stood there awkwardly. Eventually, A&M reps showed up, congratulated us, and pointed us toward that same booth. I hesitated, saying, “We can’t, it’s reserved.” The A&M guy laughed. “Yeah, reserved for you!” Duh.

The ceremony itself was fine, but I felt like a deer in headlights in the crowded Shrine Auditorium. We were seated up in the balcony, near Dr. John and Aaron Neville and his people. Both Dr. John and Aaron Neville won in their categories, and both for duets. We just kind of quietly clowned on some of the people around us—Aaron Neville was built like a football player!—and took it all in. The primetime portion of the Grammys was geared toward mainstream tastes, so there wasn’t much we were interested in. This was the year that Milli Vanilli won for an album that the members later admitted they didn’t even sing on. That’s one way to take the prestige out of an award.

I was sorry that Hiro wasn’t with us, though. Yeah, none of us aspired to win a Grammy, but it nonetheless felt good for a couple of Park Forest kids to be recognized by the larger recording industry. Crazily enough, we weren’t the only Park Foresters to be represented at the Grammys that year. Dawn Upshaw, a former classmate from Lakewood Elementary School (and briefly a hand-holding “girlfriend” of mine in fifth grade), was nominated in the “Best Classical Vocal Soloist Performance.” I’d known Dawn was talented—she’d been one of my mom’s students back in the day—but it was mind-blowing that she and I were both nominated for our first Grammys in the same year, and she won! The only thing Soundgarden left the ceremony with were nominee certificates. I never bothered to frame mine; it’s probably sitting in the same envelope it came in, in a stack of papers in a box.

The news of our Grammy nomination was the only bright spot in an otherwise grueling tour cycle in support of Louder Than Love, where we’d blanketed North America nearly nonstop. Just before the final show of our last US leg—a makeup date at Maxwell’s in Hoboken, New Jersey—we received a call that would profoundly impact our band and the entire music scene back home. Chris’s former roommate and Mother Love Bone vocalist, Andy Wood, had overdosed on heroin and was in a coma at Harborview Hospital in Seattle. Mother Love Bone was days away from releasing their debut album, Apple, adding to the tragedy.

At first, we thought recovery was possible, but we soon learned Andy wouldn’t make it. He was officially pronounced dead the day of our Maxwell’s show, but his family waited for Chris to return and say goodbye before taking him off life support. Chris went straight from the airport to the hospital. This was heartbreaking for all of us, but unimaginable for Chris. Andy wasn’t just a friend and former roommate—he was a creative inspiration. Chris had already lost a collaborator when Hiro left Soundgarden, and now, less than a year later, this. It was a heavy time for our scene, just as it seemed like we were on the rise.

This was not supposed to happen here. We were all kind of riding this crest of a wave, because it felt like something was developing in our scene. This sweet, cherubic, colorful guy who’s not a douchebag, not an asshole, should not be gone. He should not be lost. It was heartbreaking. We knew all the rock-and-roll trappings. We were aware of the cartoonish, over-the-top aspects of it. But all that seemed distant from us, like something from a movie or that you read about in a book. This couldn’t be real. Not in Seattle, not to us. We’re real people, not comic book characters. It was a shock to all of us, and it couldn’t have come at a worse time for Soundgarden.

When Hiro left Soundgarden, we didn’t grasp how deep the wound would be—or how hard he’d be to replace. Only later, after we’d filled his spot, did we understand the loss. With Jason in the band, it became clear we weren’t healing. Under different circumstances, he might’ve been a great fit. But in this context, his presence didn’t help us move forward. I was still dealing with the fact that I felt I’d failed Hiro somehow, like maybe I hadn’t been on top of attending to and maintaining his needs in our creative relationship/partnership. Hiro wasn’t just our bassist—he was a creative compass, one of the three founders of Soundgarden. He was very instrumental in shaping the band’s sound and identity. When he left, we lost a huge part of who we were, both musically and spiritually. Expecting Jason to fill that void was unfair. We weren’t just replacing a player—we were trying to replace a guide, a friend, a cofounder.

When Jason joined Soundgarden, he became a full, equal partner in the band, but in doing so he unknowingly stepped into a very tough situation. We were still reeling from Hiro’s departure and facing a grueling tour schedule—months on the road, not just weeks. With A&M behind us, we now had to juggle interviews and band business on the go, without the convenience of cell phones. This was our job now, and we were expected to be professional, both onstage and off. Aside from Matt, who’s always steady, I’m not sure any of us were fully ready.

We didn’t know Jason well, and he was hard to read. His moods could swing sharply—sometimes outgoing and eager to share his eclectic music tastes, from N.W.A. to Slayer; other times withdrawn, like he’d hit a sugar crash. We all had our moments of moodiness, including Chris. After shows, he’d often retreat to his bunk or the back lounge to rest his voice. Singers like Chris, Kurt Cobain, and Mark Lanegan often needed that kind of solitude.

Unfortunately, Jason’s moods were not a good fit. We needed to work problems out and have conversations, and Jason didn’t seem to be good at that, or at least he wasn’t good at that with us. So a band that was trying to hold on to what it had built was not holding on at all. It wasn’t simply that Jason wasn’t working out; it was just that he joined the band at the wrong time and the chemistry was dysfunctional. It became a real problem, though, when what I perceived as his erratic moods carried onto the stage.

When Jason performed and all was well, he was engaging and fun to watch and had a great stage presence. But there were instances where he would just sort of sulkily stand against his amp. Chris was particularly frustrated when Jason wasn’t engaged onstage, though Chris had never voiced it to any of us (or Jason), because he just figured Jason needed to sort out his own head. One time, during a show, I turned to look at Chris, and he was looking toward Jason with an angry expression. I never heard any more about it, but a week or so later, I expressed some irritation to Chris about what I saw as Jason’s tendency to shut down emotionally, and Chris finally unburdened his own dissatisfaction. “Do you know he played a whole show with his back to the audience?” In lobbying to get Jason in the band, Chris had given great weight to what he perceived as Jason’s preparedness and professionalism, and he was deeply disappointed that Jason was not acting professionally onstage. Jason knew the songs and looked great onstage, but that was of no consequence when, in some apparent fit of pique (or whatever it was), you’re standing against your amp for an hour. That’s not professional.

We eventually discovered that we all had our frustrations with Jason, but everyone more or less just kept it under their hat. There was no specific pointing of fingers at Jason, as much as everyone was just kind of wallowing in their dissatisfaction with Soundgarden. It was a different beast without Hiro, and we didn’t know if Soundgarden could continue moving forward with things the way they were. We all had issues with Jason, but those didn’t transcend the issues we collectively had with the band.

It didn’t help the general mood on this tour that Louder Than Love wasn’t promoted well, especially in Europe, compared to what we’d experienced the previous year touring for Ultramega OK. A&M had been sold to PolyGram in 1989 and some of our supporters at the label were now gone. The people who remained didn’t seem as excited about us. We were playing slightly bigger venues in Europe, but it seemed like the crowd was different and there wasn’t the same enthusiasm. On subsequent tours in Europe, we encountered fans that didn’t even realize we’d been back over there for Louder Than Love. This was the difference between touring for a label (SST) that knew exactly what kind of band we were and who our crowd was and our new label (A&M), that was still trying to figure all of that out.

We returned home from Europe in the spring in rough shape. There was turmoil within the band, and there was individual turmoil, as well. We’d taken a lot of hits in a relatively short period of time. We needed to work problems out and have conversations, and that wasn’t happening. I didn’t know if Soundgarden could continue with this level of dysfunction. It seemed like the answer was no.






New Damage

There was a part of me that was maybe resigned to the fact that Soundgarden were on our last legs, that the loss of a founding member and the hole that it left was just too much to overcome. We were a different band with Jason, and it felt like we were drifting apart. I was starting to feel sadly philosophical about the whole situation, like That’s it for us, three albums; that’s more than most bands get. We had a good ride. Chris, however, the person who’d endured the most trauma of all of us, wasn’t willing to accept that reality. He also saw the breakdown that was occurring, but he wanted to take action to remedy it. He and I were in the Music Source studio working on a dub mix of “Big Dumb Sex” with our old friend Steve Fisk when he took me aside and finally voiced what was going unsaid by all of us.

“Kim, I don’t think I want to be in the band with Jason anymore,” he said.

“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about it, too,” I said, “and I just don’t see it as working. I don’t see the band continuing with him in it.”

“I really miss Andy,” Chris continued, “and I’ve been thinking about how he was a unique person. And Ben Shepherd’s like that. I was thinking about how you and Matt liked Ben when we auditioned him. And, yeah, he’s not as professional, and he wasn’t as prepared when he auditioned, but he’s creative, and he’s kind of a weirdo like you are, or like I am, or like Andy was. He doesn’t inhibit himself creatively, and I love that spirit. There’s no one like Ben, there’s no one like Andy. And Ben’s from fucking Bainbridge, where Andy was from. I mean, there’s something in the water over there. There’s a lot of those Bainbridge guys, but there’s only one Ben, and there was only one Andy. I think we should give Ben a try.”

I just smiled. I understood and agreed with what Chris was saying, but what was equally heartening was that Chris saw we were drifting apart and wanted us to decide to keep things together and to keep our bond. He knew that eight months prior, when we were doing auditions to replace Hiro, Matt and I were into the idea of getting Ben into the band. So this was him reaching out to not only bring in someone he now thought would be a good fit, but also to acknowledge that this was something that would potentially make Matt and me happy and improve the band and band morale. It was a good feeling that Chris wasn’t going away or that Matt or I weren’t going away, that we were all willing to make some decisions to make the necessary changes to keep things together.

“Let’s call Matt,” I said. “I bet he’ll say the same thing.”

Matt was of course ready to make the change, so for the sake of expediency, we broke the news to Jason right away and put out our invite to Ben. Ben was eager and enthusiastic to join, and his energy—creatively and personally—was a welcome addition. He was several years younger than us and hadn’t been in the same band for the last six years, so he came with a wide-eyed approach. And we had certainly known him much longer and better than Jason, so we had a better sense of what we were getting. This time around, we didn’t worry if he had long hair or looked like us, or if he was “marketable.” Those attributes didn’t do us a whole lot of good when we were on the road for six months and trying to keep our shit together. We needed someone who liked the material, could play the material, and was ready to hit the road. Adding Ben didn’t fix everything, but it was a step in the right direction.

Whether he knew it or not, Ben stepped into an intense situation, and one that would pretty much throw him to the wolves right away. We had just weeks to prepare for our summer European tour, and Ben’s first performance on that tour would be in front of tens of thousands of rock fans at the Roskilde Festival in Denmark. Ben is quite the musician, and he can generate musical ideas, but he’s kind of like me in that he’s slow to pick up on other people’s ideas and quirks when trying to learn their songs. Also, bass wasn’t his first instrument (he was a guitarist), so he was both getting comfortable with that and trying to learn our repertoire.

We had to acquaint him with all the material and work on it to prepare for the tour. But in the middle of these rehearsals, we’d also just spontaneously jam, going over the material we knew that we wanted to work on, and then someone might go, Oh, I have this idea, and just whip it out. Ben showed us a few ideas, too. This would be the genesis of what would become Badmotorfinger, an album that was made—from start to finish—unlike any we’d done before. The only thing connected to past efforts was that we’d be working with Terry Date again.

It would not only be our first time recording new material with a bassist other than Hiro (Jason only recorded a cover of the Beatles’ “Come Together” with us), but it was also the first time we didn’t draw from our vast collection of songs that were written when Hiro was still in the band. We had dozens of songs that we either hadn’t recorded or we hadn’t released. Some of them had been demoed, but they remained in the vaults with the thought that we might record them for a future album. Chris didn’t want to do that. His assertion was We’ve got a new bass player, let’s just write new songs.

I was initially resistant, because many of the songs that Chris was willing to leave behind were ones that we’d played for years, and we knew that people liked them. I felt we should still draw from what was essentially road-tested material. I was obviously saddened by Hiro quitting, but I think Chris, in addition to being sad, felt some bitterness toward him and wanted to make a clean break from that era of the band.

This is where Chris blossomed as a songwriter. He became very prolific, largely inspired by Andy Wood’s approach to songwriting. Andy was completely uninhibited in his writing and he wrote and recorded his ideas constantly, never especially concerned if every single thing was perfect or made sense or was even good. Andy would have pages and pages of lyrics. He’d make cassette recordings of his song ideas, just his voice and a keyboard or a guitar, to document them. (He even recorded home demos with our former drummer, Scott Sundquist, playing drums.) Some of them became Malfunkshun songs, some became Mother Love Bone songs, and some were Andy’s solo songs. Some nobody liked, but it was fine with Andy. It was just an idea he had, and he threw it out there. He had unfettered creativity. It was part of his personality. Chris was the opposite, prone to self-doubt and second-guessing. With Andy’s passing, the lessons that Andy taught Chris, whether explicitly or implicitly, took hold: It doesn’t matter if you don’t like it, if the band doesn’t like it, if the audience doesn’t like it. Just do it. Write it, document it, record it, go on to the next song. And by just doing it, you get better.

There was a switch that flipped after Andy died, and Chris became more courageous in his risk-taking. His natural ability to write cool songs around his melodic ideas was now fortified with the courage to take creative risks and to approach his guitar playing and songwriting in new ways, and explore ideas that would convey the relationships he was in, musically and creatively, as well as socially and emotionally. Whereas he was a bit more calculated in his approach previously, he became more relaxed and casual, and a little more natural about it. He wouldn’t inhibit or edit himself when wanting to explore something vocally or on guitar. And if it didn’t work, it didn’t work. And if Kim and Matt didn’t like it, they didn’t like it. But at least he’d done it, and he’d see where it went.

Grieving Andy’s death, Chris wrote two songs for him while we were on tour: “Say Hello 2 Heaven” and “Reach Down.” At this point, Chris could play guitar well enough to write, but his performing style was still fairly conventional. Like Andy had done with Malfunkshun and Mother Love Bone, Chris knew these songs weren’t right for Soundgarden—they were for Andy. He shared them with Andy’s Mother Love Bone bandmates, Stone Gossard and Jeff Ament, hoping they could be recorded as a tribute. It was just an idea, though, as Stone and Jeff were still grappling with their own grief. Their MLB album, Apple, had been delayed after Andy’s passing, and they couldn’t (and wouldn’t) possibly consider replacing him. Still, with their label’s investment, everyone wanted to release it. Four months after the original release date, Apple came out while we were on tour in Europe, reopening wounds and leaving everyone wondering what came next.

Soundgarden’s next step was recording a single for Sub Pop’s “Single of the Month Club Series.” These typically had small runs with colored vinyl, but ours got bumped up to five thousand copies. This was our first session with Ben, and interestingly, neither track—“Room a Thousand Years Wide” backed with “HIV Baby”—was musically written by Chris. Matt wrote the music for “Room,” and I wrote the lyrics; Ben wrote the music for “HIV Baby” (with an assist from me), and Chris wrote the lyrics. We recorded at Stuart’s Avast! studio, where we’d also recorded B-sides for A&M. We liked working with Stuart; he had a comfortable spot located near where Matt and I lived. He gave us keys, since we were Soundgarden family, and we often went after hours to drink beer, smoke, and listen to Yes albums. Stuart would ask the next day, “Hey Kim, were you in here last night? It smells like cigarettes.”

The Sub Pop single was a great opportunity for us on several fronts. It gave us the chance to work with Sub Pop again, and maybe mend that fence. It felt as though we had been forgotten as one of the label’s founding acts, so this was a good reminder to everyone. It was also a way to introduce our new bass player, both visually (on the cover) and with a song he wrote. It would be a good bridge between Louder Than Love, which had been out for nearly a year, and our next full-length, which we wouldn’t start recording until early 1991.

The two songs Chris wrote as a tribute to Andy eventually evolved into something else. It began as Chris’s vision, but when Stone and Jeff—who had been working on their own post–­Mother Love Bone demos—joined in, the scope expanded. If this was meant to honor Andy, it made sense to involve the many musicians connected to him. His former Malfunkshun bandmates—guitarist Kevin Wood (Andy’s brother) and drummer Regan Hagar—along with Greg Gilmore and Bruce Fairweather from MLB, all seemed like natural additions. Even Scott Sundquist, who had drummed on Andy’s home recordings, came to mind. Matt and I, who had played with Chris in Soundgarden, also knew and loved Andy. It felt like a lot of people wanted to contribute to something in his memory. So it was curious that it never fully became that. Yes, the name Temple of the Dog came from an Andy lyric, and the first two songs were for him—but the project moved in a different direction.

Chris never reached out to me to be involved, and when I asked why so many of Andy’s old bandmates and musician friends weren’t part of it, he avoided my gaze. Chris wasn’t an eye contact guy, especially when he was thinking deeply—he’d look down or to the side, which some might interpret as insincerity, but it wasn’t that with him. I think he avoided my eyes because he didn’t have a good answer, or at least one he thought would satisfy me. His best response was that it started as a tribute but “became something else.” What began as Chris’s vision morphed into a collective one. Stone and Jeff were eager to put Chris’s voice on their demo songs, and for Chris, collaborating with others on more potentially radio friendly material was a way to explore what didn’t fit with Soundgarden. It became a side project for him, but for Stone and Jeff, it grew into something bigger. They brought in Mike McCready from Shadow to play leads, and later Eddie Vedder, a San Diego vocalist, who they were considering for their post-MLB project. Matt’s role as their drummer felt like an odd choice to me, but I suppose he was the professional who could tie it all together quickly, learning the material and performing well in the studio.

I didn’t object to Chris and Matt’s involvement in Temple at the time because, beyond the shared desire to memorialize a scene icon, I wasn’t particularly invested in what they were doing musically. Parts of it are incredibly conventional—but within that framework, it’s beautiful: well-crafted, moving, with strong lyrics and performances. Temple of the Dog wasn’t a risk-taking project, nor was it as creatively exploratory as Soundgarden—but that was the point. It made sense that it clicked with Stone and Jeff, who, after Green River, were intentionally moving in a more accessible direction. They didn’t want to sound like Soundgarden. And they didn’t—at least not until “Your Savior,” the most guitar-riffy track on the album, where Matt just kills it. When I heard that, I thought, Motherfucker! That should have been a Soundgarden song! Because Chris became so prolific after Andy’s passing, and because both Ben and Matt could contribute and write, and because I never had a problem generating riffs, Temple of the Dog didn’t take anything away from Soundgarden. We had a revitalized lineup with Ben in the band and, with a commitment to moving on from the Hiro-era material, we were in much better shape than we’d been in a long time. I once again felt confident in our creative and personal relationships. We were a different band, but a better band.






Tomorrow Begat Tomorrow

To the outside world, the grunge explosion began in late 1991 or early 1992 with the breakthrough of Nevermind and the other platinum-selling records that followed. But really, that was just when the dam burst. The pressure had been building for years, and a lot had already happened to shape our scene into a historic musical movement. Soundgarden had been at the forefront almost from the start, seven years earlier. We’d grown steadily, outlasted our Deep Six peers—most of whom broke up or moved away—and were the first to sign with a major label and release a full-length album. We’d toured the US and Europe relentlessly, weathered the loss of a founding member, and became the Seattle band flying the flag for our scene.

The bigger we got, the more we found ourselves drifting away from the city. A lot of what was happening, with the rise of Sub Pop, Tad, Mudhoney, Love Battery, Nirvana, and others, we sometimes witnessed from afar. When we were home and not in the studio, I’d still go to shows and support my friends in their bands, like I always had. But many of these same bands were off on their own tours, so things were changing. There were new venues, new bands, and even new labels.

Jeff and Stone, still determined to find the mainstream success that had eluded them with Green River and Mother Love Bone, had formed a new band with Mike McCready, Eddie Vedder, and a drummer named Dave Krusen. They called themselves Mookie Blaylock, after a scrappy, defensive-minded point guard who played for the New Jersey Nets. (No surprise they had to change the name soon after.) This lineup largely came together around the time of the Temple of the Dog recording sessions, and musically, they were cut from the same cloth. They played their first show at the Off Ramp to a packed house filled with friends in bands (including me) and fans eager to hear the new band from these scene stalwarts and their fresh, unknown singer.

This would be the first time I saw Eddie sing and the first time I saw Mike play guitar, and I distinctly remember Eddie’s vocals and Mike’s solos sending shivers down my spine when they played “Even Flow.” I was like Oh my god, this is it. Eddie’s got it, Mike’s got it. Mookie Blaylock’s got it. Jeff and Stone found it. I never got that sensation from Mother Love Bone and I saw them a number of times. It was nothing like what I experienced when I saw Mookie Blaylock. This was fucking spine-tingling; I had a physical, emotive response. And it happened during other parts of the show, as well. I was elated. There was something transcendent about it. I remember feeling so happy and proud of Stone and Jeff. As much as I loved what I heard from Temple of the Dog, it didn’t evoke that same feeling with me.

The first time I ever did acid, in the late seventies, I remember listening to Captain Beefheart’s Shiny Beast album, and I came away with a very different understanding of it. It was incredibly colorful, moving in ways that were fascinating. When I came down, I thought, Well, I’m probably going to have a different understanding of whatever I think I know while I’m tripping. But it stayed with me. There was something about it that felt unusual and brilliant.

I feel like some of that Beefheart influence made its way into our next album, and it came more from Ben than anyone else. If you listen to the songs Ben wrote, there are elements that move differently—like the stride and the way they interweave. There’s that Beefheart-esque, colorful interplay. They may not be as sophisticated or complicated, but they have that element, and it’s interesting, especially in a hard rock context.

Ben wrote like that more than Matt, Chris, or I did. Chris’s songwriting strengths lay in understanding melody, how to wrap it around rhythm. But Ben brought something else—a quirky, angular kind of movement, with those punctuations that shift in and out of each other. This was something he introduced to Soundgarden: that unpredictable angularity, both in his songwriting style and his use of alternate tunings. He brought this unique approach to an album that we knew would be unlike anything we’d done before, simply because our process was going to be so different, nearly from start to finish. We were primarily a live band, writing with our performances in mind and focused on what resonated with our fans and what worked in front of an audience. This time, though, we would write, rehearse, and record the material before playing any of it live (aside from a performance or two of “Room a Thousand Years Wide”).

With our writing and recording process flipped upside down, we became a different band, and everything changed. We went into the studio knowing we liked the material, but we had no sense of how it would be received in a live setting. That felt strange. In the past, our recordings were a document of our songwriting and performances, but now, our live shows—once the album was out—would serve to promote the recordings. It made me uneasy.

We loved the songs we were writing and were rediscovering the quirky elements that defined our first years. How would people react to this after Louder Than Love? Much of the material was being generated by everyone outside of our rehearsals. Demos would be brought in to learn, or we’d simply share what we had and work on arrangements. Since we’d been on the road so much since the release of Ultramega OK, we hadn’t had the chance to create together in the way we used to, at our regular rehearsals. We could jam during sound checks or generate ideas while learning each other’s songs for the studio, but I didn’t feel we had the same solid footing with the way we were now writing.

I remember Chris bringing in demos for “Rusty Cage” and “Searching with My Good Eye Closed.” Some of his demos were fully fleshed out—he wrote, played, and sang everything. He had an abundance of material and ideas. We also learned and arranged songs from Matt and Ben, like “Room a Thousand Years Wide,” which we decided to rerecord.

With Hiro’s departure and the shift in our songwriting dynamic, I was no longer one of the main riff writers. Instead, my role became about shaping the band’s sound. I’d “Soundgarden-ize” the others’ songs—through arrangements, textures, solos, and sometimes lyrics. As Chris began playing more guitar, my own approach evolved. When I was the sole guitarist, I stuck mostly to rhythm with the bridge pickup for a bright, percussive tone, switching to the neck pickup for solos to get something warmer and bluesier. My solos were spacious—slow, acidic, and trippy. But with Chris now in the mix, I needed to cut through more. That’s when I started using a wah-wah pedal, which let me shape the tone with my foot. Cranked bright and shrill, it helped the solo punch through—and added a bit of distortion, which made faster playing easier.

The wah-wah changed the nature of my feedback. What had once been a low hum became a shrill screech—more abrasive, more confrontational—and I began to embrace it. It wasn’t just about being heard anymore; it became a way to emote. The pedal let me tap into both the soulful and technical sides of my playing. I could blaze through scales or drill a hole in your ears. It quickly became essential—not something I’d sought out, but a tool that found me. Through it, I discovered more about my sound and myself.

Heading into the studio during such a transitional period—with a new writing process, a new member, and a new voice in the mix—there was a lot of uncertainty, at least for me. It helped to have a familiar face coproducing, but I found myself wishing he’d take a more active role this time, not just as a great engineer or extra set of ears, but as a true producer. We were excited about the material, but only we—and our significant others—had heard it.

In the past, when we’d recorded songs that were part of our live set, they’d been tweaked and refined after being performed publicly. This time, though, the material largely existed just as finished songs in our heads. What if they weren’t as good as we thought? One of our new writing partners was bringing his own sound and style into the mix, and we had no idea how it would fit. We’d only done the Sub Pop single with Ben, but now the stakes were much higher. There were more expectations, and all eyes were on our new band member.

Once again, Ben was thrown into the lion’s den. For the first time in his life, he was recording in a big studio, for a major label with a professional producer. The whole thing was probably anathema to his punk rock ethos. There seemed to be an inclination on his part to kind of resist the process, in order to stay firm with his identity as the punk rock guy, to not lose who he was just because of where he was. I felt like Ben could be a little mercurial, a little volatile in personality, and he sometimes might require a little bit more attention. He was inexperienced in the studio, and he worked differently than we did. Sometimes he would want to do a part over and over again just to get it right or to try something new. He might record something one day and then come in the next, like I don’t like what I did. Let’s just do it all over again. That was pretty wild, as far as I was concerned. Once I got that sense of accomplishment, I’d want to leave it alone and sit on it. But Ben would often just be completely dissatisfied, and be like No, no, no, I’ve got this other idea.

Most of the recording took place at Bear Creek Studio in Woodinville—we liked staying close to home, where we could return to our partners, pets, and familiar comforts each night. This time, though, we made a change I wasn’t sure about. Matt wanted to track drums at Studio D in Sausalito, known for its stellar drum sound and being a more polished room than Bear Creek. We always deferred to Matt on drum matters—if he wanted a specific sound, we made it happen. We knew he’d deliver, but we also wanted him to feel comfortable.

The plan was to record drums, (along with scratch bass and rhythm guitar tracks) at Studio D, then do the final guitar, bass, and vocal tracks at Bear Creek. But recording away from home, and in a new way, added to my unease. With so much already in flux—new writing dynamics, a new member—I’d have preferred the familiarity of recording everything in Seattle. We also mixed the album with Ron St. Germain at A&M Studios in Tarzana, introducing yet another unfamiliar element.

In the end, though, the album turned out great. Maybe being away helped us bond as a band, free from Seattle’s distractions. It gave us space to make a different kind of Soundgarden record—shaped by a new collaborator and a fresh process. Despite my early doubts, I was proud of the result. It was clearly a progression from Louder Than Love—more varied, with contributions from all four of us—but still unmistakably Soundgarden.

We didn’t have a ready-made title this time around, and stumbled over it in a very unlikely way. During the period when we were in Bear Creek, I had been hanging out a lot with my graphic designer friend Reyza, who’d designed the Deep Six cover. We’d sit around his condo with his four-track recording machine and drink, sketch out ideas, and listen to records. In one of those sessions I demoed a song I’d written and fully arranged (which became “Kickstand” on Superunknown). We both thought it was a cool song; he liked the chords and the way the thing kind of moved.

While we were doing that, we took a break to have a cigarette and maybe drink some vodka. We were listening to the radio and heard “Bad Motor Scooter” by Montrose come on, which had as the intro guitarist Ronnie Montrose imitating the sound of a motorcycle accelerating away and shifting gears. I vaguely recalled hearing this song on an FM adult-oriented rock station when I lived in Chicago, but I couldn’t place what it was. Reyza was surprised I didn’t immediately recognize it and sort of ribbed me about it, until he revealed it was “Bad Motor Scooter.” The title kind of rattled around in my head while we were smoking and talking, until I blurted out, pertinent to nothing, “Badmotorfinger.” He lost it; if he’d had a mouthful of vodka, he definitely would have done a spit-take. He understood what the reference was—“Bad Motor Scooter” plus the British band Badfinger—and he thought it was the funniest thing. We laughed ourselves silly and the word stuck with me.

The next time I was at Bear Creek with Chris and Terry in the control room I told them about the incident and threw it out as an album title. Chris thought about it for a bit, grinned, and said, “I kind of like it.” Ben and Matt thought it was hilarious, as well. Everyone in the band seemed to have the same initial reaction as Reyza and we all agreed that it looked cool, sounded aggressive, and evoked colors. Plus, it was kind of a mystery. We wanted something funny, a little cryptic, and in the spirit of our past work. This catchy, weird, visually evocative neologism just felt right.

Naming Badmotorfinger turned out to be the easy part. For the first time, we were faced with the task of learning how these new songs would work live after the album was released in the fall and we started our tour cycle to support it. That was a few months away still, and the surge of creative energy within the scene around us continued to build in the meantime.






Singles Going Steady

Typically, by the time Hollywood latches on to some movement or scene, it’s already old news. Writer/director Cameron Crowe, however, was uniquely positioned to capture a moment in Seattle, and he had the intuition to pursue it. Cameron married Heart guitarist/vocalist Nancy Wilson, a Seattleite, in 1986, so at some point he became aware of bands in the burgeoning grunge scene. He actually used two Ultramega OK–era songs, “Flower” and “Toy Box,” in his 1989 directing debut, Say Anything. By his own telling, in a meeting we had with him when he was plotting Singles, he was a huge Soundgarden fan.

I’m not here to make the argument that Singles was a completely realistic snapshot of what was going on in the Seattle music scene in the early nineties, but Cameron did have the good sense to consult with (and use in the movie) local musicians. His timing, making the movie in spring ’91 and releasing it the year everything went insane in Seattle, turned out to be impeccable. In addition to meeting with us, he made a concerted effort to interview members of Pearl Jam; their manager, Kelly Curtis; and our manager, Susan; to get a feel for the Seattle milieu, so he could accurately portray his characters within the context of the music scene. We were also asked to contribute an original song for the soundtrack and we gave him “Birth Ritual,” something we’d worked up during the Badmotorfinger sessions. We were filmed playing the song live at the local club, the Off Ramp, and Chris had a small cameo in a scene with Matt Dillon and Bridget Fonda.

Chris, overflowing with ideas at the time, took fictional song titles from lead character Cliff Poncier’s demo tape (something he saw Jeff Ament working on during filming) and wrote songs based on them. This became the Poncier tape, featuring tracks like “Seasons,” “Flutter Girl,” “Spoon Man,” “Nowhere But You,” and “Missing.” He shared it with us, hoping we’d find material for Soundgarden. Since it was mostly acoustic guitar and Chris singing, it was hard for me to see what would work for us. I tried to imagine them electric but realized that might not be what Chris intended. They didn’t feel right for Badmotorfinger. Matt liked “Spoon Man” and thought the groove and riff could work. I heard pots, pans, and spoons, plus acoustic guitar in a weird time signature. I doubted it would work, and it didn’t end up on Badmotorfinger. But Matt saw potential, so we rehearsed it and quickly realized it fit. With electric instruments, it was heavy, and the 7/4 time made sense. We filed it away for later.

My favorite song on that tape was “Seasons,” which Cameron used on the Singles soundtrack—Chris’s first solo performance. I loved it, but I couldn’t see it fitting with Badmotorfinger. It’s beautiful and melancholic, but it felt meant for an acoustic setting, which didn’t suit what we were doing at the time. I’m still bummed we didn’t give it a fair shot as a Soundgarden song. Chris wanted us to, and Matt loved it. We could have tried it later, but once Chris’s version was released, it felt like his song, not ours. The Singles soundtrack went platinum—selling more than one million copies—so his version was well-known, and it felt strange to consider doing our own. I still brought it up occasionally, because I loved the song, but we were always focused on new material, not revisiting what might have been.

Temple of the Dog was released amid the strangeness of the Seattle music scene being turned into the set of a major motion picture. It was issued by A&M, I suppose because Matt and Chris were on it (and these were largely Chris’s songs). The other musicians involved—Jeff, Stone, Mike, and Eddie—didn’t have a label when the album was being made, though that would change soon enough. Mookie Blaylock dropped that moniker, became Pearl Jam, and eventually signed to Epic Records. But when Temple was released, Pearl Jam weren’t known outside of Seattle, despite some West Coast dates when they were still called Mookie Blaylock. The album obviously had a connection to Mother Love Bone, but Andy’s death before the release of Apple meant that MLB too were largely a local phenomenon. Sales for Temple were understandably modest. Soundgarden fans may have bought it, but it didn’t sound like Soundgarden.

Badmotorfinger was set for release on September 24, 1991, the same day Nirvana’s Nevermind was dropping. Leading up to the release, we spent time deciding which songs to play on this tour cycle, since none of the album had been live-tested. As for our upcoming tour plans, we still weren’t sure if A&M knew what to do with us. Being from Seattle didn’t hold much weight in the rock world at large at this point, and though we’d built a following outside Seattle, A&M leaned toward pushing us to the metal crowd. They saw us as a loud, heavy band with a strong, long-haired singer, but the rest of the band didn’t fit that mold. I wasn’t an Eddie Van Halen–type guitarist, and our laid-back Seattle look was a stark contrast to the glam metal scene. Had we been marketed strictly as a metal band, we would’ve failed. We were something else entirely, and we tried to explain that we had more in common with bands like Violent Femmes and the Pixies than Bon Jovi or Warrant.

They didn’t quite understand, because there was no precedent for what we were doing and the kind of band we were. That was the problem with being one of the first bands like that through the door. The major labels couldn’t wrap their heads around something that didn’t already exist. In the same way the Baby Boomers running major labels in previous decades wanted to sign the next Beatles or the next Rolling Stones, they never considered the fact that bands that were the product of a younger generation could have a similarly enormous mainstream appeal on their own terms. Bands like Faith No More, Jane’s Addiction, Soundgarden, and Metallica all started on independent labels and built their audiences organically. It was all there for the major labels, they just needed to grasp it. Or maybe be bludgeoned over the head by it.

In a six-week period, starting with Pearl Jam’s Ten, released on August 27, followed by Nirvana’s Nevermind on September 24, and Badmotorfinger on October 8, three bands with deep ties to Sub Pop and the sound cultivated in Seattle, beginning seven years earlier, released game-changing albums. There was obviously no coordination behind this—we were all on different labels—it was simply happenstance. But it provided the final burst that would break the dam in short order. By the way, Badmotorfinger’s delay from the original September 24 release date was due to a snafu with the colors of the cover art. The original colors were more pastel-ish and the back cover design was slightly different. Instead of destroying them, A&M sold that first run in Brazil. The delay gave us the opportunity to play a series of warm-up dates in Seattle to try out the new material in front of enthusiastic hometown crowds.

A lot of planning goes into releasing a new album, and Badmotorfinger was no exception. What made this release different were the circumstances. We were following up our major label debut just as several of our peers in Seattle were launching theirs. A major film set in the Seattle grunge scene was about to drop, and rock music overall was thriving, with bands like Metallica and Guns N’ Roses dominating the charts.

As we mapped out our tour to support Badmotorfinger, we were offered an opening slot on Guns N’ Roses’ North American tour. They had already gone multiplatinum with Appetite for Destruction and were about to release Use Your Illusion I and II a week before Nevermind dropped. At the time, Soundgarden were the biggest band out of Seattle, and from what we heard, Axl Rose was a big fan—of the band in general, and Chris in particular. Chris and I had actually seen GN’R at the famed Cathouse in LA the week Appetite went gold, back in 1988.

This offer, however, caused serious contemplation and discussion within the band. As much as our label, or others, maybe wanted to fit us into different markets, we were collectively staunch products of the punk rock world. That didn’t mean we’d never listened to all the classic rock bands of the sixties and seventies, or that we didn’t like some underground metal, but ideologically, we were aligned with the punk world. The music from that world, and associated outsider genres, were our primary influences, where we developed our aesthetic and where we fit in socially, politically, and ideologically. I didn’t see a lot of people of color in the LA hair bands that were so big in the eighties. And I couldn’t relate to the lyrical topics of, I dunno, cars, strippers, and whisky.

There was some disagreement within the band about touring with Guns N’ Roses, and surprisingly, I wasn’t one of the opponents. Matt and Ben argued it would be inappropriate to tour with a hard rock band leaning more toward metal. We had toured with Prong and Voivod before, but they were exceptions in the metal world, and Guns N’ Roses didn’t fit that mold. Despite GN’R bassist Duff McKagan’s punk roots in Seattle, many wondered why we’d tour with a band so far removed from our scene. Some fans even criticized us, thinking we’d abandoned our scene for metal. Even Katey, a long-time Soundgarden supporter, questioned the move. Looking back, it was strange for me to champion the tour, as it meant going against some of my bandmates, friends, and even my girlfriend.

Look, I’m a punk rock guy, and so much of what Soundgarden did was about that indie underground punk rock ethos. But we also did things that were ostensibly outside that ethos. We signed to a major label. We worked with an arguably metal producer (Terry Date, who’d worked with Metal Church, Sanctuary, and Pantera). And we made fucking videos! I hated the idea of doing videos, because we weren’t models or actors; we were musicians and songwriters. We made these compromises along the way. We did video interviews with MTV because that was the thing to do. So let’s not pretend that we’d held on to our punk rock cred too tightly, because we didn’t. We may still have felt we were those punk rock people, but our actions said otherwise.

My arguments for the Guns N’ Roses tour were simple. First, playing with a band that isn’t like us, is not turning us into that type of band, nor will it turn us into any of the related sort of genre bands like Jetboy or Faster Pussycat or LA Guns, or whatever. We were still Soundgarden, playing songs from both indie label and major label releases. If you put on Badmotorfinger, and hear prog metal, like Rush, or heavy metal, like Mötley Crüe eighties metal, you aren’t fully listening. Yeah, there was some metal. There was definitely some prog, but it had depth and color, because it had all those different elements. It had a lot of things going on. Most important, it wasn’t turning us into Guns N’ Roses. We were still Soundgarden, and our fans knew that.

At the time, Soundgarden didn’t have many options for bands to tour with. Before Nirvana and Pearl Jam exploded, we were fairly big within our genre but not enough to reach certain markets. We could play for a hundred people in places like Omaha, but it wasn’t worth a promoter’s money. Bands like Guns N’ Roses or Skid Row (who we toured with later) were big enough to hit those markets, playing arenas and drawing crowds from all over, something we couldn’t do on our own. Touring with bands like GN’R allowed us to expand our reach, play for more fans, and gain new ones. In the end, our hesitations about touring with them were unnecessary, and the risk paid off. We exposed our music to massive crowds that may never have previously considered picking up one of our records, or even knew we existed. And we didn’t seem to alienate fans that already owned our records. The goal was always to grow our audience, and even though we weren’t stylistically similar to Guns N’ Roses, their audience seemed to appreciate what we were doing.

This was uncharted territory for all of us. When Nirvana and Pearl Jam hit, it took everyone by surprise, not just Seattle, but also the entire industry. So the major labels didn’t know what to do. Where do we put these bands? They kind of vaguely fit with this, they kind of vaguely fit with that, but they’re not like anything that was currently out at the time. So it was a learning curve for everyone. The whole industry was trying to figure it out: Okay, where does it go, what do we do? We were always ahead of everybody on that track, including Nirvana and Pearl Jam. So the decisions we made before everything blew up were not easy ones. They involved debate and they involved risk. But ultimately, they involved a belief and trust in ourselves and our identity. And I built my arguments from the belief I had about our sonic identity and our collective lineup. We made good choices before all the madness happened, and we could keep doing that.






A Clenched Fist Against Everybody

The National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences continued to label Soundgarden a metal band, even as we began our arena tour with Guns N’ Roses. In January 1992, they nominated us again for a Grammy in the “Best Metal Performance” category for Badmotorfinger (we lost to Metallica, again). Ironically, Guns N’ Roses were nominated in the “Best Hard Rock Performance” category for Use Your Illusion I. It was clear there was a disconnect in how the music industry viewed us—we didn’t fit neatly into any category.

To highlight this, before the Guns N’ Roses tour, we headlined a short US run with Sister Double Happiness, a San Francisco–­based band deeply rooted in the US punk scene. Gary Floyd, their singer, had previously been in the legendary Austin punk band the Dicks, known for their song “Hate the Police,” which Mudhoney famously covered. I’d seen the Dicks perform in Seattle, and they were iconic in the punk world.

I’d actually been made aware of the nascent Austin punk scene back when I still lived in Park Forest in the early eighties. My former Bozo and the Pinheads bassist, Linda Archer, had moved there after high school and, surprisingly, found musical and ideological kinship among the local punks. She actually played in an early version of what would become the Dicks. Unfortunately, after a vandalism incident, allegedly perpetuated by the punk rock Marxist/socialists she was associating with, caused a stir in Austin, she moved back to Park Forest. Seeing her upon her return, her hair was now a couple different colors, and it was short and spiky. She and I briefly attended community college together at Prairie State while I was playing in Identity Crisis, and eventually she fell in love with and married our bassist, John Pavitt. It was a strange coincidence that the bassist in my first band married the bassist in my second band!

While on tour with Sister Double Happiness, I mentioned my Park Forest connection to Gary, and he told me he remembered Linda, which was a cool surprise. Touring with bands like these gave us a sense of camaraderie, as our scene—and others with a similar ethos—was rising together.

It was an exciting time musically, with thrash metal, rap, punk, and college rock emerging—genres that didn’t belong to the Baby Boomers. These underground styles had a smaller audience and didn’t get much MTV attention, which still clung to suburban imagery and classic rock/pop ideals. But something was shifting—our generation was finding its voice. Nirvana was the wake-up call. It said, “You ignored us, and now you have to pay attention.” Suddenly, major labels and MTV had to figure out why indie rap albums were selling millions and metal bands were selling out theaters. They’d been overlooking it, but now they couldn’t ignore it.

With the attention we were getting, we were suddenly on the radar of people who didn’t understand us. The indie world got that songs like “665” and “667” on Ultramega OK were a joke about the supposed “evilness” of the song “Beyond the Wheel” that they bookended, or that Satanoscillatemymusicalsonatas was a palindrome and funny. We’d always kept a sense of humor in our music, but others began to take us too seriously. The backlash over “Jesus Christ Pose”—the video for it was banned by MTV and we actually received death threats while on tour in Europe—came from people who didn’t bother to understand it, assuming it was blasphemous. We realized not everyone understood our approach or got the context of our work. As we got more visibility, it became clear that people were focusing on one part of our music and misjudging the rest. It was a harsh realization that the wider world wasn’t always so open-minded.

In early 1992, Pearl Jam’s unexpected rise reminded A&M that they had the Temple of the Dog album, which featured three members of (now million-selling) Pearl Jam and two from Soundgarden. The album, which was sort of a sleeper at the time of its release, suddenly became valuable to the label. Seeing an opportunity to capitalize on Pearl Jam’s success, A&M decided to reissue it, sending VP Jim Guerinot to Europe, where we were touring with Guns N’ Roses, to discuss the move. While it made sense commercially, I found it cynical—riding on the wave of Pearl Jam’s popularity, especially with the release of “Hunger Strike” (featuring Eddie Vedder) as a single.

Jim liked us and respected us enough to fly over to Spain and let us know, Hey, guys, we know you’re out here supporting Badmotorfinger, but we’re gonna put the Temple of the Dog record out again. My thought was Why now? We’re on tour promoting our new record and now we have to compete with the Temple of the Dog record, as well? His argument was that it was a good record. But that wasn’t why they were doing it, because it was a good record when it was first released. And now it would be competition, and Ben and I wouldn’t get any benefit from it. His answer just seemed bullshit and cynical.

He never made the point that Pearl Jam were going through the roof, and they were present on the record, and the single had a duet with Eddie Vedder. That would’ve been the non­cynical and straightforward and respectful answer to my question of “Why now?” But that wasn’t given. And I understood that they were trying to be tactful and not seem like a bunch of douchebags, but it came off that way anyway, and I was pissed. I was thinking, We’re on tour promoting Soundgarden and Badmotorfinger (a record A&M also put out), and now you’re talking to us about releasing a side project, when Pearl Jam’s going through the roof?

Let’s face it, when they issued “Hunger Strike,” it was sold as a Pearl Jam song, because Eddie was singing lead, and Eddie was the hottest property at that moment. In fact, the whole album was pretty much seen as a Pearl Jam record with Pearl Jam doing a duet (“Hunger Strike”) with the guy from Soundgarden, rather than a guy from Soundgarden who wrote a cool song in tribute to Andy Wood and then had some of his friends sing on it, some of whom ended up being in Pearl Jam. That was the truth of the project, but the way it was interpreted was Hey, bonus Pearl Jam! Did you know those Pearl Jam guys made a record called Temple of the Dog? And so, yeah, I thought it was a BS cynical move on the part of the label. But I understood it. It’d be dumb not to make that move. If I ran a record company, I’d strike while the iron’s hot. It made sense. But why can’t you just say that?

Launched in 1991, Lollapalooza was Perry Farrell’s attempt to address a market overlooked by mainstream festivals. The buzzword “alternative” was used to describe genres that didn’t fit traditional labels. While Soundgarden and Pearl Jam were invited to Lollapalooza in 1992, I wasn’t fully on board. My issue was conceptual—I didn’t see it as truly alternative. It felt like it catered to the same young white male demographic as our Guns N’ Roses tour, just marketed differently. I also disliked the “We Are the World” vibe, with indie bands grouped together in a feel-good collective. To me, it felt like a roving Woodstock, which reminded me of hippie culture, something I found sloppy and pointless.

I just didn’t want to be part of other people’s trips in any way that would indicate that Soundgarden were somehow endorsing it. The four of us just wanted to be a clenched fist against everybody. I preferred that we were Soundgarden and did our own thing and didn’t associate ourselves with other people’s trips that were likely going to be things that I didn’t agree with and that our music didn’t necessarily represent. I hated the idea of turning what we were doing into that goddamn sixties Baby Boomer bullshit.

I appreciated that Lollapalooza gave young, up-and-coming bands a chance to perform in North American markets where they otherwise might not have been able to play. These were amphitheaters the festival was selling out, venues that Pearl Jam and Soundgarden couldn’t yet headline on our own. While I wasn’t fully into the Lollapalooza vibe, I understood why it made sense for Soundgarden, and I personally benefited from the camaraderie formed with other performers. We got along well with the Red Hot Chili Peppers, and I became good friends with Matt “The Tube” Crowley of the Jim Rose Circus Sideshow (I was later his best man). Ministry, with former members of Seattle band the Blackouts, was another cool connection. These friendships were a valuable takeaway from the tour and many lasted beyond it.

An interesting part of the Lollapalooza tour was how they invited local bands to play on smaller side stages. At the Seattle show, Hiro’s new band, Truly, performed at the Kitsap County Fairgrounds in Bremerton, near Ben’s hometown. I was glad Hiro was doing Truly, but it surprised me because when he left Soundgarden, he’d said he didn’t want to be in a rock band or tour anymore. I couldn’t catch their set due to scheduling conflicts and the logistics of getting to the other stage.

Our tours with Guns N’ Roses highlighted the challenges of pairing bands as Seattle’s scene grew. When Nirvana exploded, it would’ve made sense for us to tour together, but they didn’t see us as a band they could help; they saw us as a big band on a major label. They were more commercially successful than us by then, but they didn’t seem to realize that they were now one of the biggest bands in the world, no longer the indie cred band they once were. They turned down a tour with Metallica and Guns N’ Roses to maintain their indie cred. Personally, I thought that would’ve been an awesome tour, and I think they were in denial about their fans also liking Metallica and GN’R. We would’ve jumped at the chance to tour with Metallica. After our Lollapalooza run ended in mid-September, I saw the Metallica/Guns N’ Roses show at the Kingdome in Tacoma, with Motörhead opening. It was a wild, nearly sold-out crowd of 37,000. Backstage, Metallica’s manager, Cliff Burnstein, pulled me aside to show me something. I’d gotten to know him during the Lollapalooza tour because his company, Q Prime, managed headliners Red Hot Chili Peppers. He had charts indicating Metallica’s sales growth, then compared it to ours from Screaming Life to Badmotorfinger. He pointed out how similar our trajectories were and said, “The next record you make, if it’s good, it’ll be your biggest. But if it’s great, it’ll go through the roof. That’s exactly what happened with Metallica.”

Before we could follow up on Badmotorfinger, we were nominated for a Grammy for the third time in four years. This time, it was for our Black Sabbath cover, “Into the Void (Sealth),” which had been recorded at Stuart Hallerman’s Avast! studio as a B-side and appeared on the Satanoscillatemymusicalsonatas EP. To my knowledge, it was the first time a Black Sabbath song was nominated for a Grammy, and the band itself had never been nominated. What made it even more unique was that Chris replaced Geezer Butler’s original lyrics with a portion of an apparently apocryphal (but still relevant) speech by Native American leader Chief Sealth, warning of environmental destruction by European settlers. It was Ben’s idea, in fact, to do this, as a tribute to Seattle’s namesake and the prescient message that he offered.

How can you buy or sell the sky

Or the warmth of the land it’s strange to us

We don’t own the freshness of the air

Or the sparkle of the water

How can you buy them from us

The white man doesn’t understand our ways

For he’s a stranger who comes in the night

And takes from the land just what he needs

While we were honored to be nominated, the band were somewhat disappointed it wasn’t for one of our original songs. The category was for “Best Metal Performance,” recognizing our playing, but we’d hoped for a nomination based on something we wrote. If we could make the album Cliff Burnstein thought we were capable of, maybe we’d finally win—if the Recording Academy could figure out what to do with us.






Alive in the Superunknown

When I first heard Chris’s demo of “Black Hole Sun,” I didn’t like it. Well, I recognized it as a good song, just not a Soundgarden song. If it had been written within our first six or seven years, it might never have made it to a record, because it wasn’t the kind of song that would’ve been adopted and debuted live. We collectively would’ve said, Oh, this is kind of a cool song, but I just can’t imagine plugging in the amp and whipping it out at the Ditto Tavern or at the Rainbow. It was not a song we would have riffed on or come up with in a rehearsal. So it likely would’ve been shelved.

I knew “Black Hole Sun” had potential, but it wasn’t in line with the band we had been. We were a band that wrote songs together, jammed and communicated with each other onstage, presenting music that resonated with the audience. “Black Hole Sun” felt more like something Chris created alone with his tape deck. Though he understood he had to write something we would all like, it didn’t align with our live, jam-heavy roots. It was more assembled and crafted, which was becoming the trend for much of our new material, including what we wrote for Badmotorfinger.

Chris was doing a large part of the songwriting, but he was making decisions as a songwriter and engineer, more so than as a musician. He was writing more for the studio than the stage, and once the record was out, we’d be tasked with figuring out how to make them work onstage. It was on one hand liberating in that it allowed us to expand the spectrum of material we could create and the songs that we were writing. So our body of work could move into areas our previous approach never touched on. But it was also inhibiting in that it took our musicianship, which was both our relationship to our instruments and our relationship with each other in real time, and kind of put us in a small room (a studio) with the parameters already defined.

Though I eventually embraced “Black Hole Sun” as a great song, Chris understood that some of his ideas would be rejected, and thankfully, it didn’t discourage him. We all had sensitivities to rejection. If we put effort into something we believed in, it could hurt when the band didn’t like it. For me, it was tough to bring a song to the table only to hear it wasn’t liked, though we’d all faced that. Chris, though prolific, learned not to take criticism personally and didn’t second-guess himself. He took risks without worrying about the band’s judgment or how the audience would react. If the band didn’t like it, fine—there were other songs. If they did, even better, because our best work would be what we all liked, and that’s what the audience would connect with.

When we went to record our follow-up to Badmotorfinger in 1993, Chris found a like-minded partner in producer Michael Beinhorn. After working with Terry Date on our previous albums, we wanted a change. Michael had worked with bands we respected (Red Hot Chili Peppers, Soul Asylum, and some Seattle bands like Hammerbox and Love Battery), so we felt he’d understand our sound and wouldn’t radically alter our songs. We liked the records he made. As always, we wanted someone who could capture good sounds and offer fresh ears—we didn’t need input on songwriting or arrangements, since we’d already rehearsed and preproduced most of the material. What we didn’t realize was that Michael’s approach was much more hands-on, using the studio itself as an instrument, much like Chris, crafting songs in the studio.

To a person, however, Michael’s approach—his Beinhorn-isms, that we eventually butted heads over—seemed to ultimately alienate all four of us. I can’t say that we weren’t warned, though. When word got out he was producing our next record, musician friends called us up and said, Hey, man, you might want to think twice about hiring this guy. In our arrogance, we thought, No, we know what we’re doing. We’re pretty strong-willed and assertive, and no one’s gonna fuck with us. But it felt like to me that he did.

Michael seemed to operate under the notion that great art comes out of conflict and tension, and I often felt that he fomented this in various ways, by creating friction and conflict within the band and with him. He would complain about the things I did and the way I did them, and he’d do the same with the rest of the band. He was also bad at eye contact. He’d chew on a straw and kind of look away while he was talking to you, which gave me the indication that he was bullshitting a lot.

Even the way he worked seemed inefficient and silly. It’s like, if you want to get to Vancouver, BC, from Seattle, you can just drive straight up Interstate 5 and you’re there. Or, you could drive east on Interstate 90 to Detroit, cross the border to Canada, drive the Trans-Canada Highway west, and end up in Vancouver, but that would be a circuitous, expensive, and time-consuming route. I felt that Michael always took the circuitous, expensive, time-consuming route. It seemed like there was a way he felt comfortable doing things, and it didn’t jibe with the way that we wanted to do things. It was very difficult and contentious, and felt a little bit overdone and at times nitpicky. Every member of Soundgarden experienced it.

Matt turned up at the studio one day, and Michael had an excessive number of microphones set up on his relatively modest kit. It was outrageous. There were so many mics that they were impeding Matt’s access to his drums. He goes, “What the fuck is all this shit?” as he was trying to step over all the mic stands to get to his fucking drum throne. I’ve never seen Matt that angry. He started walking around the drum kit pushing the extra mics out of his way. We ended up removing half the mics Michael put on Matt’s set, leaving just one for each drum.

Michael certainly understood things about music, but it was from the perspective of a keyboardist. He seemed oblivious as to the interests or needs of a guitarist, or at least to mine. Michael could work with Chris, because guitar wasn’t Chris’s voice yet; it wasn’t a way to express himself. To some degree, Chris was a tabula rasa and Michael could direct and mold him to accommodate his production ideas. He had a tougher time doing that with me. I disagreed with how Michael wanted the guitar to sound and with his entire process. I knew my sound and how to achieve it with my equipment, but he spent, what I felt, was an excessive amount of time trying to dial in sounds I didn’t want, making me repeat takes endlessly. It felt like a waste, and when it started impeding or getting in the way of my interest in playing guitar the way that I wanted to play it, I would say, “I don’t want to do that.”

Eventually, I snapped, flipped him off, grabbed my coat, and stormed out of the studio. As I walked to my van, he chased after me, lecturing me, but I flipped him off again and told him to “get Steve Vai” before driving home. That was the low point in my relationship with Michael. Ben had his own conflicts—either spitting at or throwing a mic at the control room window. Michael, though, was too scared of Ben to confront him.

Chris got so fed up with Michael’s interference that he ended up recording his own vocals. He kicked Michael out of the control room and said, “Just show me how to start, stop, and rewind the tape machine.” Michael showed him how to do that, and Chris insisted that Michael and lead engineer Jason Corsaro leave the room. He allowed the other engineer, Adam Kasper, to stay in case he needed something technical. It was hilarious.

I just don’t feel like Michael developed a relationship dynamic with us in a way that would get the best out of us. We did our best in spite of him, and sometimes by going against him. Let’s just say, it seemed to me that he didn’t make any friends in Soundgarden during the recording of Superunknown. None of us kept a relationship with him afterward.

The process was, in my opinion, unnecessarily difficult and frustrating, though the record itself turned out great. We were very happy with the album we made with Michael Beinhorn, but its success came despite, not because of, the conflict with Michael. And while it still sounds like us, there’s a different ambience, due to the production and mixing. The biggest shift is probably “Black Hole Sun,” which feels more like a piano song played on guitar. The construction and arrangement were unlike tracks like “Beyond the Wheel” or “Power Trip.” But I wouldn’t say Superunknown was a huge departure—it has a different feel than Badmotorfinger, but it makes sense in the band’s growth and trajectory.

Having made Superunknown the way we did—very focused on what we could do in the studio regarding different sounds and effects—we kind of had to reinvent ourselves in order to present the songs to our fans. It seemed a little bit awkward, because it wasn’t natural for the kind of band I felt like we were and had been from the beginning. We were no longer just being a rock band easily capable of delivering our new material as it appeared on the record. Now we had to adapt the material we created for the record to the kind of band we were live. Initially, though, Chris wanted to try to more closely represent the sounds on Superunknown.

He put a lot of time and energy into trying to replicate those tones and sounds. He went out and bought a bunch of digital rack-mounted effects and a pedal board that allowed him to click on and off preset effects. He worked with his guitar tech to design all the presets. I didn’t get this approach at all. It was antithetical to what we were about. I thought, Fuck that. Why? That’s not natural. Something about that just felt like what the Electric Light Orchestra would do; it seemed wrong for Soundgarden. Rather than attempting to replicate what the songs sounded like in the studio, I felt like we should interpret them for our live sets.

I don’t think Chris understood that my guitar sound and style were my voice, and key to what made Soundgarden unique. Even though Chris played guitar, he wasn’t experienced enough for it to be his voice. His voice was, well, his voice. At that point, Chris used guitar mainly to record song ideas on his four-track or eight-track, so his understanding was more from an engineer’s perspective than a guitarist’s. Before we went on tour to support Superunknown, he spent a lot of time preparing to replicate the studio sound onstage. I’d show up at rehearsal, and he’d have this elaborate digital foot pedal setup with preset effects for different songs. He’d switch between effects for “Hands All Over” or “Loud Love,” then kick on a roto vibe for the verse of “Black Hole Sun” and a Leslie cabinet for the chorus. It started to feel really corny.

My attitude toward all of this began to cause some friction. Chris would come in hours before rehearsal with his guitar tech to work out the presets, and when I’d turn up he’d say, “Aren’t you going to do any of this?” I already had more pedals than I needed, so why would I want to start using digital mounts? I’d be just getting further away from being a guitarist and I’d start becoming something else. I was not into that. Chris may have taken that as a slap against what he was doing. I think he saw himself as doing work and the rest of us weren’t putting in as much effort. But we felt that he was trying to build something that we didn’t need, and that wasn’t us.

I admit, I didn’t want to change the nature of how I played and how I wanted a guitar to feel on my fingers, because that was the kind of guitarist I’d been for the last eighteen years. That was my voice. It wasn’t just what came out of the amp. It was what my fingers were doing on the fretboard. I saw no need to change, not even for “Black Hole Sun.”






Slow-Motion Train Crash

If we had indeed made the great album that Cliff Burnstein predicted would launch us to a whole new level of fame, 1994 was going to be a big year, and Superunknown—released in March—would dramatically change our fortunes and our lives. We’d done well with Badmotorfinger—it had gone gold in the US after selling more than five hundred thousand copies—but we hadn’t yet reached the platinum sales of Nirvana, Pearl Jam, and Alice in Chains. The national hysteria about Seattle grunge had reached a fever pitch, so everything was working in our favor. We just had to deliver.

Personally, everything felt positive and hopeful. Despite the challenges of working with Michael Beinhorn on Superunknown, I was proud of how it turned out. And before the release of the album in March, Soundgarden were set to kick off the year at Big Day Out festivals in Australia and New Zealand. It was our first time Down Under, and I’d get to see family I hadn’t seen since I was a kid, plus meet some new relatives. The only downside was the long flight. I’d never been fond of flying, but it was part of the job, so I had to tough it out for fourteen hours. Afterward, we’d head to Japan, which would entail more long flights.

These dates were a breeze compared to Europe. In Australia and New Zealand, there was no language barrier, and in Japan, everything was so well organized that all we had to do was play. Though we were part of the Big Day Out festival Down Under, it lacked the hippie-ish vibe of Lollapalooza, and I was excited to meet the Ramones, who were on the bill, and hang with the Breeders, who were funny and sharp. I enjoyed watching the Smashing Pumpkins, too—I loved Gish—but I unintentionally started a “feud” with Pumpkins leader Billy Corgan, all because of my low tolerance for pseudoscience and my willingness to call it out.

Billy was mentioning his astrologer and the fact that he had been seeing a psychic while we were hanging out with his band and the Ramones, and I started laughing. I said, “Really, you have a psychic?” He started talking about astrological signs and I just couldn’t let this slide. I said something like “Dude, you’re the singer and guitarist in this successful, popular rock band. What the fuck did that have to do with the stars? This has everything to do with your talent and your effort. What’s a psychic going to tell you that you haven’t figured out by yourself?” I was trying to say something positive to him, but he felt hurt that I said that in front of everyone.

Unfortunately, this exchange was captured by journalist Jonathan Gold (RIP) in a story he wrote for Spin, so that was the genesis of the “feud.” The day after my exchange with Billy, I was hanging out with the girls in the Breeders, and he came by and confronted me. “That was really mean what you said last night,” he told me. “It kind of hurt me. It hurt my soul. It made me cry.” And then he walked away. Kim Deal looked at me and said, “What the fuck is the matter with that guy?” All I can say is that I love his music. I think he’s a perfectly fine person. I didn’t mean to insult him. Sorry, Billy.

Ironically, my disbelief in pseudoscience and the supernatural was tested when we were in Japan. The night we were in Osaka I had very vivid and lucid dreams that kind of overlapped with waking reality in the hotel where we were staying. I don’t know if I picked up a bug on this tour, but I was having a restless, sweaty sleep filled with bizarre dreams. At some point I heard a knock at my door. I got up, looked out the peephole, and all I saw was a tall, black silhouette, no features, just like a shadow, an outline of a person. I asked, “Who’s there?” but no one answered. I was sweating and hot, but my window was open, the curtains were blowing hard, and there was a freezing cold breeze coming in. I sat on the windowsill for a bit, because the cool air felt refreshing. I eventually closed it and went back to bed, with no idea if any of what I had experienced was real.

The next day, we had an interview in the hotel’s restaurant or bar. Our tour manager took us on a strange, roundabout route, even through the kitchen. When I asked why, he explained we had to avoid the lobby due to fans, and that an entire floor was closed off because of a past fire where people had died. We’d take the elevator to a certain floor and then climb the stairs. I don’t believe in ghosts, but that evening left me unsettled. I couldn’t explain it, except as a hallucination.

Superunknown was set for worldwide release the same week we were to kick off our European tour with Tad. We liked to help out other Seattle bands when we could, and Nirvana and Pearl Jam did the same thing. That was a thing amongst the Seattle bands; you stick out your arm and help support your friends’ bands, especially ones that were still coming up. That was definitely something that was important to us. We weren’t bitter or competitive with each other. We were supportive. Plus, it was always a lot of fun to tour with people you knew and shared a common background with. It just added to the camaraderie of the tour and maybe gave you some different people to hang with if your own bandmates were getting on your nerves.

I’m sure we had an inkling that Superunknown was going to do as well as Badmotorfinger, and hopefully better, but none of us thought of it in concrete terms of sales numbers or chart performance once it was released. Susan was with us in England, so she gathered us together at the hotel, or tried to, because it was like herding cats, to give us some news. “Hey, I just want to let you guys know that I’m hearing from the label that after the record’s released, it’s gonna enter the Billboard Top 200 chart at number one.” I remember feeling pride and disbelief, like Wow. It all seemed a little surreal and I don’t think it really registered with any of us. We didn’t celebrate, because it was nothing we’d ever contemplated, or set as a goal. We were probably in shock more than anything. Susan continued. “I just want to emotionally prepare you for what lies ahead.”

What lay ahead, none of us could have possibly been emotionally prepared for. We were one of four Seattle bands that would hit No. 1 in 1994: Alice in Chains with Jar of Flies, Nirvana with MTV Unplugged, and Pearl Jam with Vitalogy. It was a big deal, something that interviewers would frequently mention and ask us about. Part of the narrative was like What’s going on in Seattle is bigger than what happened in Liverpool. It made Seattle a very important, historic scene. Having four bands do that in one year was more significant than just having a few big bands from Seattle. We had eclipsed the success of any other regional scene.

Nearly ten years after Soundgarden started, the teenage dream of being a rock star had become reality. But it wasn’t at all like I’d imagined at fifteen. It was tough, emotional, and required a lifestyle that wasn’t for everyone. If you’re afraid of flying or don’t like traveling, touring is a challenge. If you value privacy and don’t enjoy crowds, it’s even worse. And there’s so much beyond writing and performing music: interviews, appearances, video shoots, and more. Relationships are tested by long absences, poor communication (especially before cell phones), and vastly different lifestyles.

Being in a successful band means maintaining near-marriage-like bonds with your bandmates to keep the creative partnership strong. All the time away from your partner is spent with your band, and that can be a lot. Success doesn’t necessarily make things easier—sometimes, it makes everything harder.

During a tuning break in our set in Paris at the Élysée Montmartre, Tad guitarist Gary Thorstensen came over to me with a grim look on his face.

“Did you hear what’s going on in Seattle?” he asked.

“No, what?” I had no idea what he was talking about and wondered why it was important to ask me in the middle of our set.

“We’re hearing from our friends back home that a body was found at Kurt and Courtney’s house.”

The body hadn’t been identified, but right away I knew. It wasn’t like Oh, it was probably some friend of Kurt’s that OD’d, or Maybe it was Courtney. I just knew it was Kurt. There were a few people in our music scene who I sort of lost touch with for a time because of their predilections. Our relationships went in different directions when they got involved with heroin. They ran in a different crowd, and I was not part of that club. There was no drug culture in Soundgarden, nor was there in Nirvana, but people knew that Kurt used. Addicts hide a lot. They’re burdened with a lot of shame and guilt. They hide that shame in many ways. One is by keeping private and tight about the source of their guilt or shame. Kurt and I were never best friends, but as a talented, charismatic member of the Seattle music scene, we all nonetheless felt close to him, despite his failings. What we all learned about him, though, was that he had so much talent, but was ill-prepared for the success it brought. And as much as it hurt to acknowledge the reality of his death, I was certain it was true.

I grabbed my guitar and went back onstage, with a flushed feeling where it felt like the blood had just left my body. Everything seemed far away from me, including my bandmates and the audience. The sound was muffled, as if I were underwater. Muscle memory carried me through the song, but I just wasn’t there. I could feel my knees start shaking. I felt everything leaving me, and I knew that Kurt was dead because of my physical response.

Ben, Chris, and Matt didn’t know any of this yet. Gary had just told me. I felt like I knew something, and it was hurting, and it was frightening, and no one in the audience in Paris knew. None of my friends and my bandmates knew. I was experiencing a weird mix of sorrow, dread, fear, and shame, shame because I held something that I wasn’t sharing, something I couldn’t share because of the situation. That felt even more awful because I felt an obligation to tell them. I was going to start crying, but I couldn’t because it would seem insane. I was having what felt like an out-of-body experience.

After the show we all went back to the dressing room and were taken aside by our tour manager, who explained to us what was going on in Seattle and what the most current news was. Tad bassist Kurt Danielson came into the room, and I could tell he had been crying. Tad Doyle himself came in, eyes also red, and gave me a hug. As big as he is, I could tell he was weak. I realized, I’m holding this guy up—he’s holding me, but I’m holding him up. Our tour manager came back after making some phone calls and said, “Yeah, they’re pretty sure it’s Kurt, and he killed himself.”

I’d never seen so many grown rock men just sobbing. It was weird. The last time I’d seen that sort of outpouring was a gathering with the Mother Love Bone guys and Soundgarden guys after we got the news about Andy Wood.

We had some friends backstage that night, including Kevin Westenberg, who did the photography for the cover of Superunknown. He was a Seattleite, but was living in London, so he came to Paris for the show. He’s a tall guy, well over six feet, and Chris stood up and went, “Hey, brother,” and threw his arms around Kevin. That embrace turned into Chris holding on to Kevin for support, like a little kid needing to be held up. It was pretty heartbreaking. Chris’s head was buried in Kevin’s chest, just sobbing.

I looked around for Ben, because I felt like a big brother to him and I wanted to make sure he was okay. At first I didn’t see him. But I’d taken out some of my rage and emotions on my tour case that was in the room, so our tour manager closed it up and went to move it, and as he did, it revealed Ben sitting in a corner with his face in his hands, sobbing alone in a corner. I went over and sat next to him and put my arm around him while he wept.

Soon the Jack Daniel’s and beer started flowing, and people who don’t even normally drink were taking pulls off the bottle and staring at their feet going, Oh, fuck. The rest of the evening was just bizarre, as people went from somber to loud to crying and laughing. At one point, I remember Kurt Danielson dancing on top of a table while weeping. It was insane.

I also remember wondering if Kurt had heard Superunknown, because it had come out a month before he passed. I thought it was very likely he would have, because he was a huge Soundgarden fan when Nirvana first formed and we’d frequently see him at our shows. It’s a dark, psychedelic album that ends with the song “Like Suicide.” Who knows, maybe he didn’t get the album, maybe he no longer cared, because he obviously had a lot of other issues he was dealing with. But he was a big enough fan that he might have been curious about our latest release.

In a Greek or Shakespearean sense, Kurt’s death was just tragic. It was shocking, but not unexpected. It was almost like a slow-motion train crash that you kind of knew might happen, but you held out hope that he wouldn’t turn out to be another rock-and-roll cliché. It was also devastating. What bothered me was the fact that Kurt was alone, somebody who was so celebrated and had been so famous, whose every word was so scrutinized and whose every action was written about. This guy, who was under the microscope, his actions and relationships observed, scrutinized, and written about, died alone. What the fuck?

It was a tragic and solitary experience that Kurt ultimately had. I think over time, as Soundgarden became bigger, our sympathy for Kurt turned to empathy. We began to understand what he experienced: being in a hugely successful rock band, being on tour, being on the road away from friends and family and loved ones, making records, being in magazines, the whole experience.

The deaths of Jim Morrison, Janis Joplin, and Jimi Hendrix seemed sort of mythical to my generation. We grew up thinking of them more as stories than real. We understood they happened, but they seemed like part of the narrative of “mistakes made by the burgeoning rebellious youth culture of rock’s inception.” It wouldn’t be that way for us. But then it turned out we were wrong. We lost Andy Wood and Kurt and numerous others. This was real. These were brutal truths. But they shouldn’t have happened. We should have learned. This wasn’t supposed to be our narrative. And yet, it was. The question lingered: Who was writing our story?






A Wall and a Weapon

The emotional blow of Kurt’s death left me wanting to talk to Katey. With an eight-hour time difference between us, my being in Europe and her in Seattle, connecting was hard. But a few days after I’d heard the news about Kurt, we were in England and I had the time and opportunity to call her. I left my bandmates and the members of Tad, who were drinking in the hotel bar and went upstairs to my room. When I got her on the phone, she seemed distant, not herself. This wasn’t the comforting call I’d hoped for. She said there were issues with our relationship that we needed to address when I got home. I didn’t want to be left hanging; I didn’t want to wait. “Well, let’s talk about it now, because I’m in England, and I can’t wait until the tour ends. This is going to drive me crazy.”

“No, we should talk in person,” she said.

That’s when I knew things were ending after ten years; she didn’t want to do it over the phone, especially with Kurt’s death hanging over us. I wanted to address it, but I was afraid to. Even though she and I had lived together for most of our relationship, she’d moved out in 1993 when I was in the middle of recording Superunknown. Our careers had gone in different directions—rock star Kim, playing guitar and listening to records, and law student Katey, needing time and privacy to study and write. I was often coming and going after late recording sessions, and I’d frequently bring that tension and frustration home. Every time I came back from touring, it disrupted things further.

I had attended Katey’s law school graduation from the University of Puget Sound in the spring of 1992, and I was very proud to see the love of my life with her cap and gown finishing law school. The next day I was on a flight to Europe to join the Guns N’ Roses tour for several weeks. After she graduated, she passed the Washington State bar exam on her first try, no small feat. As she began her new career as an attorney, she eventually came to the conclusion that she’d need her own apartment, partly because of the demands our differing careers placed on us and partly because of the friction that was occurring because of those demands. She was working for a couple of different public defense groups, and that work required a lot more focus than our small apartment—covered in Mudhoney, Throwing Muses, and Pixies posters—offered her.

But just as she needed her space to pursue her burgeoning law career, I had to be on the road. I had to do interviews. I had to spend weeks and weeks in the studio. We now had the biggest album of our career and our fortunes as a band were skyrocketing. Where I’d once said, “I would never trade the band for Katey, but I would never trade Katey for the band,” she was now making the choice for me. I think at that point Katey was feeling that my career and hers were both strong and independent enough that it might be an appropriate time for us to go our separate ways. The discussion of all this would have to wait until I got home in a few days, but I already understood, despite my hope that it wasn’t true, that it was the end.

This was all too much to handle. My mind was already in a bad place after Kurt’s death and I’d had many sleepless nights since then. After I got off the phone with Katey, I lay down on my bed and the weight of everything had me sobbing. I was supposed to go back downstairs to hang out and drink with everyone, but I was in no shape. I heard a knock on my door, just a quiet tap, tap, tap. I didn’t answer. “Kim, it’s Kurt, Kurt Danielson. Hey, man, we’re all down there in the bar. It’s been a while. Are you okay? Are you coming back down?”

“I’m fine,” I said, wiping away tears, knowing he’d heard me sobbing through the paper-thin walls of the old English hotel. “I’ll come down in a bit.” But I couldn’t move. Then another knock came—maybe from Ben or Matt. I realized they were checking on me. I didn’t want to go down there, but I knew I should. I was on the edge of more tears, feeling pain in my eyes, throat, and gut. I felt catatonic, overwhelmed by everything—the hurtful things I knew and the ones I feared. In a few weeks, I’d received some of the best and worst news of my life, but it was hard to appreciate the success given how I felt.

Eventually, I made it to the hotel bar, but I couldn’t speak. My throat, head, and mouth hurt, so I just drank. We were all hurting in different ways, sitting together with tears in our eyes.

When I returned to Seattle a few days later, Katey and I had the talk that I was dreading. We met at a restaurant for dinner and she explained that she had come to the conclusion, after long periods of rumination, that we should break up. I felt that the loss of Hiro from the band and the loss of my relationship with Katey from my life were both my fault. Those were relationships that I felt I had failed because of my shortcomings. These were a dark few years for me.

I don’t think I had the time or space to properly grieve the end of my long-term relationship, or even celebrate Soundgarden’s successes. Life was a blur of video shoots, interviews, cover shoots for Rolling Stone, and nonstop work. Once you’re caught on that carousel, it’s hard to get off, so you just do what’s expected. But internally, things were tough. Kurt’s death haunted me—it never really left. The mourning may have subsided after a few weeks, but the weight of it lingered. On top of that, I kept my breakup with Katey to myself, dealing with the stress alone. I withdrew from everyone, and it was becoming painfully obvious.

Everything was shitty in my world until I was onstage playing “Like Suicide” or “4th of July” or “Limo Wreck.” A lot of those songs, and a lot of the songs from Badmotorfinger started taking on a different meaning for me. They were dark and impactful, and I could now play them like they were dark, as opposed to just being a rock-and-roll guy with a few beers in him. It was powerful, and I loved the material. I loved that I could play it real. At least that’s how I felt at the time. And so while I was onstage, it was great. It was cathartic, and I felt that there was some degree of earnestness in the way I understood the songs and the way I was playing them.

In the summer of 1994, I went through a brief period of feeling gaggy, even throwing up before some shows. I was deeply depressed, and combined with the pre-show jitters, stress, and anxiety, it was a bad mix. Throughout my time in Soundgarden, I’d tried to calm pre-show anxiety with alcohol, usually just a few beers to loosen up. It wasn’t a problem—just a way to handle the nerves. The anxiety would usually fade once the music started. Sometimes it lingered for a song or two, but once I started playing, my guitar became a weapon against it. Offstage, though, I’d drink more and stay quiet, distant, and sullen.

Chris saw that as odd and thought there was probably something going on, but he didn’t want to bug me about it. He was a super-sensitive guy and always had been. He was very compassionate. He wanted to offer support, but I wasn’t asking for it, which made it weirder for him. As a friend, he felt he should hold me and try to talk to me, but all he got was me refusing that. So he just kind of . . . left me to myself. Chris could see that I was drifting away but didn’t know why. And Ben saw it, too, but I don’t think he worried about it as much. Chris’s initial thought was Maybe Kim hates this. He hates the success, he’s getting sick of the band. He doesn’t want to be here. But that wasn’t the case. I didn’t want to be anywhere.

We were touring North America with the bands Eleven and Tad, and I found Eleven guitarist Alain Johannes to be someone I felt comfortable talking to. I don’t know why, exactly, but maybe it was because there was no history there. He wasn’t from Seattle and didn’t know all the people that my bandmates knew. I could unburden myself on someone I had no history with. So when Alain sensed something was amiss and asked what was going on with me, I told him about my breakup with Katey before anyone in my band knew.

At some point, I suspect he shared this information with Chris, who made a point of addressing it with me. “What the fuck, Kim? I had no idea. You never told me this. You never said anything to anyone.” He couldn’t believe he was just finding this out from someone other than me, months after it happened. “Why didn’t you tell anybody?”

“We had stuff to do,” I told him. “So what’s the point in bringing it up? I just had to work through it.” I didn’t want my personal issues to interfere with the momentum we had. Between tours, I cleared out the Wallingford apartment Katey and I had once shared, barely looking at what I was throwing in the boxes. There were just too many memories. Besides, I didn’t have time to find a new place to live, so I put everything in storage. With constant travel, domestic matters were hard to address. In the last few years, I’d only been home during the months spent writing and recording Superunknown, which meant I was spending more nights in hotel rooms than in my own bed.

Once our North American tour with the Reverend Horton Heat and You Am I ended in August, we were supposed to jump right into a long coheadlining tour with Nine Inch Nails. Superunknown and NIN’s The Downward Spiral were both released on the same day and both had done well, so the tour made a lot of sense. When it was booked earlier in the year, we were all looking forward to it, but with all that had transpired since, and the general level of insanity we’d encountered since our album debuted at No. 1, we weren’t in great shape. Chris was physically feeling the effects of the nonstop touring, and his voice wasn’t holding up well. We were playing more shows, doing more interviews, and engaging more with the record company and fans. His voice was shot. Apparently, as you get older and you physically grow, your throat and your voice change. Every so often, singers need to undergo some retraining and therapy to address that change, and learn how best to perform without injuring their voice.

He decided he couldn’t continue at the current pace and that we’d have to withdraw from the tour so he could see a doctor and undergo training. While I knew at the time that his voice was giving him trouble, I think Chris sensed we needed to hit pause—not just because of the pressure of success, but because of everything surrounding it. The grief, the personal struggles, the psychological toll. He was probably thinking, Kim is not the usual Kim, he’s withdrawn and in his own world, and we’re all still dealing with Kurt dying by suicide. We probably need to step out of this lane for a second and put the brakes on.

There just seemed to be a weird sort of distance happening with us. As much as I believe we all wanted to pump the brakes, we didn’t have that discussion as a band. We were all dealing with the strangeness of fame and success a little differently, but it wasn’t bringing us together. Even if none of the terrible things that we dealt with that year hadn’t happened, I don’t think we were individually predisposed to handling the fame we were experiencing. Fans reacted to us differently and became more demanding of us. People would follow us around in grocery stores and hang around our hotels. Pearl Jam had pumped the brakes when they started experiencing this kind of stuff, and we obviously needed to, as well. I also needed to sort out my living situation, because living out of a suitcase was getting old.

At least I had company in my misery. My old friend Henry, Ben’s older brother, had recently separated from his wife, so he and I got an extended-stay hotel-apartment together. We’d been roommates pre-Soundgarden and he’d joined our recent tour, making a short film for Ben’s song “Night Surf” and helping the crew. We’d wanted him to be our documentarian, but very little footage came from that—management redirected his talents, which frustrated me. Another old friend, Steve Fisk, had also split with his long-term partner—our relationships all ended around the same time—so the three of us spent a lot of time together, newly single and commiserating.

I wasn’t interested in being in another relationship. I wasn’t ready to feel love—or feel anything—because I had just come out of a relationship in which I did love someone, and the end was heartbreaking. I was still holding out hope that that relationship would work out. Eventually, I did start seeing other people. If I’d been in a healthier or more grounded state of mind, I probably would’ve been open to building something with them—maybe even fallen in love. But I was kind of protective of myself emotionally. I kept my distance, partly out of self-protection and partly because I was still clinging to the delusion that Katey and I might get back together. I was in a weird space where I was still in love and grieving but was also craving connection and companionship.

I had a couple of girlfriends over five months—great women, smart—but I wasn’t in the right headspace to be a proper boyfriend. I had feelings for them but wasn’t ready to move forward, even though part of me wanted to. I liked having a girlfriend, but when things got tough, my heart wasn’t in it. Some people rebound in the opposite direction, hooking up and getting wild, but that’s not me. I’m a rock-and-roll nerd, an angry bookworm, a partying dork. I wasn’t the type for infidelities or sloppy behavior. For a moment, though, I was a nerdy Jerry Lewis type trying to be a multiamorous Gene Simmons. It was the peak of my professional life and the low point of my personal one.






Ghost in the Machine

Even after the multiplatinum success of Superunknown, I wasn’t living the life of a rock star. Pretty much the opposite. Since we’d signed our deal with A&M in the late eighties, each member of Soundgarden had been getting a salary of six hundred dollars a month to pay for rent and food, so we wouldn’t have to worry about getting a job when we weren’t on tour. I’d lived off that comfortably, never wanting for much or feeling deprived. So much of our time was spent on the road in those years, where our food and lodging were taken care of, that the monthly band stipend had covered me just fine when I was home. I still drove the road-worn 1986 Chevy Beauville van that Soundgarden had toured in during the early days, and rent was cheap for the Wallingford apartment I’d shared with Katey.

But my circumstances had changed drastically. Everything felt uncertain—my living situation, my social life, my romantic life, and the band’s future. Our singer’s voice was shot, and I was free-falling. I didn’t want to live in my extended-stay hotel indefinitely, especially since we didn’t know if or when we’d tour again. Everyone else in the band had bought houses and cars, but I hadn’t paid much attention to my growing bank account from the million-selling albums and arena tours. Our manager, Susan, stepped in and suggested I buy a house. “I think it would be good for you,” she said.

As long as she’d known me, I was this more or less settled guy who had been with the same partner, Katey, for ten years. In many ways, I’d been the most settled member of Soundgarden, and now I was the least. Susan was very concerned in a big-sisterly way and encouraged me to understand my new financial situation, trying to get me back on track. She probably understood that it would be good for the band, because I was always that stable guy who was somewhat dependable. Even if I wasn’t the most responsible or punctual, I was dependable. I was steady. So she gave me the name of the real estate agent she and Chris had used and encouraged me to call.

The problem was, I had no clue what my life would look like or what kind of house I needed. Would I end up in a rock house, or did I want a space for quiet? Would I be living alone or should I move in with my newly single best friend, Henry? Was I looking for a place for a couple of guys who drink and go on dates—like Perfect Strangers, Bosom Buddies, or Two and a Half Men—or would I eventually get married and settle down? Maybe things would even work out with Katey . . .

So I went around Seattle with my real estate agent checking out various places. I was thirty-four, and at an age where most people buy a house to settle down in and start a family. I knew other couples, my peers, who had done this, but it seemed foreign to me somehow. It was even strange sometimes going to my rock friends’ houses, seeing them all domesticated.

In late 1994, while I was house-hunting, I attended an afternoon gathering at the home of R.E.M. guitarist Pete Buck and his wife, Stephanie Dorgan, who co-owned the Belltown music venue the Crocodile Café. Their twin girls were still infants. The house had a large back porch and beautiful yard, and I was out there alone, sipping a beer, feeling a bit alienated by the conversations inside. Susan and Pearl Jam’s manager, Kelly Curtis, were there, but there were some unfamiliar faces, too. I sat by myself, looking east toward Lake Washington, with a view of Bellevue and Mercer Island. Stephanie came out and tried to coax me inside.

“Kim, why don’t you join us?” she said.

“I will, I’m just checking things out. You have a lovely yard, and it’s a nice neighborhood. Except that house.” I pointed at a house slightly east of theirs, slightly downhill. “That house looks like ghosts live in it.” Stephanie blanched and stared at me. “Which one?”

“That one, right there,” I said, and pointed again. “It looks kind of out of place in this nice neighborhood, like a ghost would live there.”

“Seriously? That house? Do you not know who that house belongs to?”

“No, I swear. I don’t.”

“That’s Kurt and Courtney’s house. Well, Courtney’s house now.”

“Fuck, I had no idea. I haven’t been in this neighborhood much,” I said.

“God, that’s creepy,” she said and went back inside.

It kind of was.

I didn’t believe in ghosts or the supernatural, but when I finally found and purchased my own house, I was forced to reexamine this belief. As a preteen, after my father moved out of our family townhouse in Park Forest, I woke up one night to a weird, persistent thudding that sounded like it was coming through the walls from downstairs. It scared the shit out of me and I lay there, petrified. I was a smart kid—good at math and science—but I was also still young enough to believe in magic and the supernatural. What if it’s a ghost? A monster?

It sounded like something slowly coming up the stairs, dragging a ball and chain behind it. I called out to my mom; she got up but didn’t seem concerned and went back to bed. The next night, same thing. I couldn’t sleep, and my mind raced. I finally told my best friend, Nikey. I said I thought there was a ghost in my house. He scoffed­. “There’s no such thing as ghosts.” I begged to differ. Then he slept over one night and heard it for himself, but he had no explanation to offer, either.

This went on for a while—weeks, maybe months. Every night I dreaded going to bed. Eventually, the sound stopped, and I could sleep again, but I never forgot it. This was a time when I was tasked with being the man of the house and I suddenly had duties—cooking, cleaning, changing flat tires—I hadn’t had before. One of those duties also was changing the filter in the furnace in the basement. It was easy enough—my dad showed me—but it had to be done every so often, when the co-op people at the Courts in Park Forest would drop off a fresh filter for us. I don’t think I understood the reason it needed to be changed or what would happen if you didn’t do it. It was just a task I needed to complete on a regular basis. Done and done.

When I finally bought my own house, some twenty years later, I had some inkling of what was required regarding maintenance and upkeep, but being a kid in a co-op townhouse versus being the sole owner of a multi-bedroom home in Seattle were two different things. I wasn’t now living in a mansion, but it was bigger than any other place I’d ever lived. I knew I had greater responsibilities, but I didn’t fully understand what they were. When I invited Katey over to look at my new abode, her reaction was “I thought it would be bigger.” I guess I wasn’t living up to the rock-star cliché of spending extravagantly. To be honest, I hate shopping, so buying the house and a new car were a major hassle for me. I did it out of necessity, not for any sort of showy reason.

One cold winter day, I was sitting in my new house when I heard this strange, repetitive sound coming from the walls—or maybe one of the vents. I wasn’t scared, just mystified. It kept happening off and on until I finally called one of my best friends, former Soundgarden drummer Scott Sundquist. He had plumbing and carpentry skills, so whenever something went sideways, I’d ring him up.

“Scott, the vents are making this noise—kind of rumbling and rattling. Is the furnace shot? Do I need a new one?” He thought for a second and said, “Oh, that happens when the filter’s dirty. Just needs swapping out. Common problem.” I ran downstairs and checked the note the previous owner had left—the filter hadn’t been changed in eight months—way overdue. Then it hit me: After my dad taught me how to change the furnace filter back in our Park Forest townhouse, the ghosts went away. That mystery had haunted me since I was a kid, and it had actually scared me. Scott slayed the ghost that had followed me since my preteen days in our Park Forest townhome.


When Soundgarden’s Nine Inch Nails tour was canceled in ’94 and I found myself back in Seattle for an extended period for the first time in a long time, I think word got around that I was newly single. I started hearing from a woman, Roxanne, who I’d met through mutual friends—writer Jeff Gilbert and musician Paul Larkin—in the late eighties. Jeff had known her since he was seventeen and Paul had actually dated her in the eighties. I hadn’t seen her in a few years, but we started to run into each other at shows, and sometimes, afterward, we might go for a drink and talk. This was when I was trying my hand at dating, when I knew I was in no shape to commit to anyone. She was just part of the mix of a few people I was seeing.

Roxanne was kind, beautiful, and full of life. She had dishwater blonde hair, hazel eyes, and a warm, sweet smile. Outgoing and lively, she came from a theater background and had done a mix of commercials—TV, radio, and voice work. When we started spending time together, she was working at Cellular One, which was a major cellphone provider in the early nineties, back when none of my friends had cellphones. She worked in customer service and lent her voice to a lot of phone tree recordings. So if you ever called a company and got a pleasant recorded message, chances are it was her voice guiding you.

She also had a solid history in the music world—she’d worked at MCA Records, Tower Records, and Penny Lane Records. Her social scene leaned more mainstream and metal than punk. I think it was when Soundgarden started crossing into that metal space that I came onto her radar. She probably wouldn’t have been at some grimy Sub Pop show at the Vogue in the late eighties, but by the time we connected, our worlds had enough overlap.

What really drew me in was her consistency—she struck me as someone who was loyal and deeply committed to her friendships and relationships. That meant a lot to me, both in platonic and romantic terms. Over a few months, I fell in love with her. By then, I’d created enough space from my relationship with Katey that it didn’t feel like a rebound. I was ready. My emotional slate felt clear enough to carry something new and meaningful.

I’d taken possession of my first home in November and Roxanne was my first guest on my first night in the house on Thanksgiving Day. I’d gone out to Salty’s with some friends for dinner while she spent the holiday with her family, but we met up at my place afterward, and that was the beginning of our relationship. She had her own apartment that she shared with her dog named Curry, but she and Curry spent a lot of time at my new home. I’d never owned a dog before, but I fell in love with Curry, too. Curry was a sweet-as-hell shepherd-collie-spaniel mix with beautiful eyes, who would sleep with us at night or curl up with me if I was on the couch.

Roxanne’s rental apartment was small and cramped, so she and Curry stayed over frequently, where there was room for Curry to scamper around, and a nice yard for her to chase squirrels and get some exercise. Curry loved it, and my house was just more conducive to a pet of that size. So, after dating exclusively for a few months, Roxanne moved in. After a tumultuous year, I was finally feeling more settled. And I was able to start appreciating the fruits of the first ten years of Soundgarden’s labor.






Who Am I Now?

Navigating home ownership was nothing compared to navigating relationships—with friends, family, partners, bandmates—in the wake of Soundgarden’s breakout success. As if everything else wasn’t disorienting enough, I was now having to deal with people’s expectations and perceptions of what it meant to be a million-selling musician. Before I actually began reaping financial benefits—because it doesn’t happen overnight—expectations were changing with people around me who perceived me as changing.

I had to figure out how to manage my relationships in this new reality. Fortunately, I wasn’t alone—there were a lot of peers in other Seattle bands going through the same thing. We were all in the same boat, trying to stay afloat. We’d trade advice, share stories, and talk it through over beers. Honestly, so many of our conversations were about trying to make sense of success, fame, money, and how all of it was affecting our relationships—both old ones and new ones.

If this was disorienting for me, I’d often wonder, what was it like for someone like Chris? Or Eddie Vedder? The truth was, I could barely understand what I was going through. One minute you’re living a life you know, and the next, you’re unmoored—plucked out of your routine and dropped into something entirely different. Some of it you helped create, sure, but a lot of it was shaped by everyone else: the audience, the industry, the label, your family, your peers.

You try to hold on to your sense of self, but you’re not where you were—and you’re not quite sure where you are now. You ask yourself, Who am I in all this? It became hard to see what Chris or Ben or Matt might have been experiencing, because I was still trying to get my bearings. I was still trying to find me.

It was my experience that people interpreted my fame and success in a way that I had no control over. I was seen as having some celebrity and financial success back when I was still living in a two-bedroom apartment with Katey and paying three hundred fifty bucks a month for rent, just because Soundgarden were making videos, getting interviewed in mainstream magazines, and touring with Guns N’ Roses. Suddenly, people started expecting me to pick up the bill at dinner or buy the rounds of beers or whatever. But I was still kind of broke. I didn’t even have an ATM card. This happened with friends and even family.

My dad spent years saying, “When are you going to get a real job?” and “When you grow out of this rock-and-roll guitar playing thing, what are you going to do?” He would lecture me and advise me in kind of a badgering way. “This is not a reality, Kim. You cannot realistically expect that this will work out for you. You need a plan B.” Actually, in my dad’s mind, I needed a plan A. “What are you gonna do?” he’d say. “Are you going to go back to college? Are you going to go to grad school? Are you going to go to law school?” Because Katey went to law school, my dad thought there was hope for me if only I’d put the stupid guitar down. But then, when we were signed to a major label and were on MTV, my dad’s perspective changed. His expectations did, too.

Pressure from my family became a major source of stress and anxiety. I saw similar things happening with the rest of the band, but everyone handled it differently—each of us had our own unique relationships with our families. For me, it took much longer to reach any kind of clarity or mutual understanding with my parents than it seemed to take for the others.

Part of that, I think, was cultural. My bandmates’ parents were American and had grown up with the rise of rock and roll. They had some frame of reference for what it meant to be an entertainer, to deal with fame, and to find success in popular culture. That context just wasn’t there for my Indian parents. Their perspective was shaped by very different cultural expectations, particularly around family obligations. Even though they could understand what was happening in my life on an intellectual level, they didn’t really grasp what it meant emotionally or socially—what it meant to be me in this new world. They were trying to make sense of something they hadn’t been prepared for, and that disconnect created a lot of tension between us.

In their mind, I was expected to be available socially and have my time available to my immediate family. Not so much my sister, but my mom and dad both upped the ante on expectations for me calling or visiting or seeing them. That was fine; I could navigate that. But suddenly aunts and uncles and cousins were calling me more frequently. Much of my extended family, all on my dad’s side, lived (or had lived) in Seattle, so they’d seen my career in Soundgarden develop sort of firsthand, and I’d maintained relationships with them during that time. But as we grew in popularity, they wanted to see me more often, and because I like my family, I wanted that, too. But I have a large family! My dad had seven siblings, and my mom had six. Fortunately, most of my mom’s siblings were over in England, but then there were all the cousins . . . then I started getting calls from family members I didn’t know, like my dad’s cousin, who I may have met one time when I was a kid, and there were even more people to disappoint.

Or I’d get invitations that my parents felt were nonnegotiable.

“We’re having a family gathering. You need to come,” my dad would say. He never understood when I declined. Maybe he felt hurt or even a little resentful, and he wanted an explanation.

“Because I’ve been on tour for months,” I’d tell him. “Now I’m finally home, and I want to catch my breath, and spend time with my friends and my girlfriend.”

“Are you rejecting your family? You should be there.”

“You know, Dad, there’s only one of me,” I’d eventually say. But that made him feel like he was being condescended to. He didn’t like hearing that, so I tried to make it clearer for him.

“Look, I live two thousand miles away. I don’t even live at your house anymore, and I haven’t for well over a decade. I don’t even know this relative who wants me to attend their gathering. Why should I care? They’re important to you, but I don’t know them. You’re asking me to build and maintain relationships when I have more relationships I need to attend to as it is.”

And it extended beyond family gatherings. Suddenly, I was the family source for autographed Soundgarden merchandise. Kim, can you sign these T-shirts or record? Can you send me some T-shirts, and can you sign them? I’m gonna give them to my coworker. I’m gonna give them to these relatives who you don’t know very well. They didn’t understand that the T-shirts weren’t sitting in a box in my apartment. They were manufactured and distributed by another company, a merchandising company, and that somebody else managed that business. It was like Dad, I don’t personally make the shirts and then give them out to people.

It bothered me that my parents were making promises to people I didn’t know—their friends, colleagues, and relatives—that I would join them for dinner, or get them some T-shirts or copies of our rec­ords. My dad would get pissy about it when I failed to deliver. My mom didn’t as much. She would constantly ask and make these demands, but she didn’t get as mad when I failed to do it.

As you can imagine, all of this started to disrupt my everyday life. I had my routines—the usual places I liked to go, the people I liked spending time with, the things I liked to do. That all changed. Suddenly, even the checkout clerk at my regular grocery store wanted to strike up a long conversation. I was being scrutinized in ways I never had been before. My anonymity and privacy were gone.

On top of that, my friends wanted to introduce me to their friends. They had a colleague, or a roommate, or their girlfriend had a friend who wanted to meet me. And if I didn’t go along with it, I was a bad friend. Resentment started to build. They felt like I’d changed or like I wasn’t holding up my end of the friendship. But the reality was, the nature of our friendship had changed—because they had changed it. They were the ones shifting the terms and then accusing me of failing to meet those new expectations. That wasn’t fair. The friends who truly cared about me—the ones who were smart and sensitive—never put that kind of pressure on me. They understood, and they still do.

Chris was incredibly perceptive and intelligent when it came to assessing situations, and I always thought he was wise beyond his years. I could have these kinds of conversations with him because we both brought valuable insights to the table, and we both learned from each other. I actually learned a lot from him. Chris and I had many mutual friends, so talking about them and our friendships gave both of us helpful perspectives. However, even though he was usually fair-minded, being young and male, we sometimes made judgments about others based on social or moral reasons, even when we might have been at fault ourselves. But he’d catch that in me, and I’d catch it in him, which was really helpful.

While Chris wasn’t my best friend or even one of my closest friends, he was definitely in my top ten. Our relationship had its unique, beneficial, and insightful qualities—things that weren’t always present in some of my other, closer friendships. We spent a lot of time together in the band and even shared hotel rooms while on the road in the early days, but outside of the band, we only hung out when we were with mutual friends at events or birthdays. Still, there was a special kind of intimacy between us. I shared things with him that I didn’t with other close friends, and he did the same. Chris and I had these kinds of conversations all the time, and I didn’t have that with other band members, even with guys I’d known longer than Chris, like Hiro.

When I finally had money, it started affecting my relationships in a new way. Years ago, probably when I was a kid, I read a quote from Gene Simmons where he said something like “Don’t worry about your old friends. They’ll tell you how much you’ve changed. But you haven’t changed, they have.”

Well, friends who would’ve never asked when I was living in my apartment in Wallingford started wanting to borrow money because they were still in the same situation I was in back then. They might need a couple hundred bucks for rent or utilities and promised to pay me back when they got their next paycheck. I’d cover their rent, then two weeks would go by, and I still wouldn’t get paid back. I wasn’t a threatening creditor or a loan shark with a baseball bat. I was just a trusted friend, and they figured I wasn’t going to stop being their friend.

There were certain friends who never did that—and there were others who did it often enough that it ultimately damaged the relationship. I had to warn them: “I notice that when I loan you money and you don’t pay me back. I don’t get upset about the money, but it feels like you start resenting me for the debt. You start seeing me less as a friend and more as someone you owe money to. And your solution is to stop seeing me and stop answering my calls.”

I wasn’t upset about the two hundred dollars—I wasn’t knocking on their door asking, “You got my money?”—but I didn’t like how it changed the dynamic. Instead of being a friend, I now felt like a benefactor. It altered the way they saw me. I wasn’t their peer anymore; I was someone they owed something to.

The advice I got from people with experience in these situations was this: If someone asks for a loan, be ready to treat it as a gift, because you’re probably not going to get that money back. Just give it to them, and consider it gone. If you don’t do that, you’ll be disappointed. And you also need to be prepared for them to feel differently about the friendship, maybe becoming less available. They warned me that distant family members would start calling more, wanting to spend time with me, and casual friends would want to be closer. All I could do was handle my end and hope that, when needed, they’d handle theirs. Some relationships faded, and others ended because I decided they weren’t worth maintaining—they became too complicated. It was a lose-lose situation. And it was unfortunate because I was losing people who had been close and important to me. But in the end, the people who really mattered stuck around.

The people who understood me and were close to me were sympathetic to my situation—emotionally, socially, and financially—and they didn’t make those kinds of demands, because I think their value in our relationship was already established. What they liked about me was me, and that didn’t change.






Man in Black

It’s seemingly inescapable. Once you get to a certain level of fame, notoriety, celebrity, or whatever, you will intersect with other famous people. You’ll have access to people who, in your club days, wouldn’t have found their way into your orbit. Strange things start to happen when you get on a major label and maybe you’re nominated for a Grammy or two and you tour with some of the biggest bands of the day. It’s nothing you seek out, but there it is. It happens.

Believe me, I was never someone impressed by other famous people. And a lot of times I was sort of clueless. Take Iron Maiden, for instance. I’d never listened to the band and couldn’t identify a member by name or visually. Chris could, however, because as a vocalist he appreciated the powerful, multi-octave voices of singers like Ronnie James Dio (Rainbow, Black Sabbath, Dio), Klaus Meine (Scorpions), and Bruce Dickinson (Iron Maiden). I wouldn’t have been able to pull any of these people out of a lineup if I had to. That kind of metal just was not on my radar. Honestly, I didn’t even understand that Chris appreciated any of these guys—he never played the music around us or talked much about it—until we were in London in the early nineties.

We were playing a smaller venue on the Louder Than Love tour, and after the show we were hanging out in our dressing room. There were people from our label and others in the industry we didn’t know kind of schmoozing and drinking. Chris, for some reason, sat down next to me and put his arm around me. He didn’t normally do that. He was all sweaty.

“God, our dressing room is packed,” he said. “I don’t want to talk to any of these people.”

We generally didn’t like having crowds backstage, but as a young band, we didn’t yet have control over that, or at least hadn’t yet learned how to make those demands or communicate them to the label or our tour manager.

“I don’t want to talk to anybody, either,” I said. He started laughing.

“I mean, if I found out Bruce Dickinson was here, or something, I might talk to him,” he joked. He paused for a moment and reconsidered. “Actually, no, I’m kind of tired and my voice is sore, so I wouldn’t even want to talk to Bruce Dickinson.”

“I don’t even know who you’re talking about,” I said. Seriously. I had no idea.

“You know, the singer for Iron Maiden,” he said, but was met with a blank look. “Doesn’t matter, I’m not interested,” and he walked away. He came back to me five minutes later, stared me in the eyes, and said, “Sooooo, apparently Bruce Dickinson is in our dressing room and he’s sitting right over there.” Trying to be discreet, he motioned toward where we’d been sitting earlier.

“I have no idea what he looks like, so you have to be more specific,” I said.

“I didn’t recognize him because he cut his hair,” and he subtly pointed him out. Chris was mortified that Bruce might have heard his earlier comment about “not wanting to talk to Bruce Dickinson,” so he said, “I’m going to leave now,” beelined out of the backstage, and headed to the bus.

To be honest, I didn’t have any idols that freaked me out in the same way. We’re all just people, human beings. So why would another human being, with the same frailties, perhaps greater weaknesses intellectually or morally, or different visions culturally, be remarkable? I think I’m pretty cool, but I don’t think of myself as more remarkable than anybody else. I see us all as fucked-up, imperfect, weird beings. How is anyone any different? Over the years, I’ve met plenty of famous folk, and I generally felt that they were all down-to-earth people, no better or worse than me or the guys in my band or my friends.

Well, until I met Johnny Cash.

In 1995, a Texas producer and record label owner, Randall Jamail and a local guy named Danny Bland were putting together a Willie Nelson tribute album, Twisted Willie, that was going to feature a bunch of Seattle musicians (Supersuckers, President of the United States of America, Best Kissers in the World) as well as other country and alternative/punk artists. I was asked to back up Johnny, along with Nirvana bassist Krist Novoselic and Alice in Chains drummer Sean Kinney, on the song “Time of the Preacher.” Krist, Sean, and I were in Studio X waiting for Johnny Cash to arrive. We were kind of rehearsing and learning the song, working out the arrangement for it.

“God, I’m nervous, man,” Krist said. “Johnny Cash is gonna be here.” I was surprised to hear this.

“Oh, yeah, that’s gonna be weird,” Sean agreed.

I guess maybe I seemed nonplussed. “Aren’t you nervous, Kim?” Krist asked. I told him no, not at all. It’s not because of any sense of superiority I have about myself, it’s about my general misanthropic perspective of people: We’re all just bags of pus and shit and snot and pee and partially digested crap with different abilities. Johnny Cash was no different.

Soon he arrived at the studio and we were introduced.

“Nice to meet you guys,” he said with that deep drawl. He went around and shook all of our hands and looked us in the eyes. “Nice to meet you, Kim. Nice to meet you, Krist. Nice to meet you, Sean. I’m gonna go to the back and rehearse for a bit.” He left the room, and I turned to Sean and Krist, and said, “Yup, now I’m nervous.” I’d never felt that way with all the other celebs I’ve met, and I’ve met presidents, politicians, entertainers, athletes, artists. But his presence, the way he carried himself and his voice, when he left the room, I just thought, Wow.

This was the first time I’d been impressed by someone’s presence, the profound charisma they exuded, and it was not based on my own expectations or feelings of sentimentality. It was actually in spite of my expectations. He was a total pro and a gentleman, and meeting him and performing on a song with him was an incredible experience.

Even though I don’t put any of my musical heroes, or musicians I admire, on a pedestal, there’s nothing worse than embarrassing yourself in front of them. I once encountered Black Sabbath bassist, Geezer Butler, at some event, and I shook his hand and said, “God, it’s great to meet you.” He replied, “Oh, we’ve met before. I came to one of your shows with my son.” I felt like such an asshole. How could I not remember Geezer Butler being at our show? It must have been after the show, and I was likely drunk. Still, that was pretty mortifying.

As a Chicago sports fan, I had a soft spot for my hometown teams—the Bears, Cubs, and Bulls—even though none were particularly great when I lived in Park Forest. The Bears went on to win a Super Bowl a few years after I left, with former tight end Mike Ditka as their coach. So, when Roxanne and I were in New York City at the Rihga Royal Hotel and spotted Ditka, I was eager to meet him but wasn’t sure how he’d react to a long-haired, bearded Indian guy accosting him. Roxanne took the initiative, without me asking, and went over to introduce herself, saying, “My boyfriend is in a band, but he’s from Chicago and he grew up loving the Bears.”

She came back and told me he seemed drunk. He’d said to her, “Hey, you’re really put together,” whatever that means. Still, she brought me over, and when he saw me, his face said it all—he wasn’t thrilled. “Nice meeting ya. Yeah, Chicago’s a great place,” he muttered before returning to his scotch. He was polite but distant, almost as if he was annoyed to meet a blonde woman with a nice figure who’d brought along her skinny, brown, cigarette-smoking boyfriend. I imagined him thinking, What’s this country coming to? Hot chicks are hanging out with these dirtbags? I had three knee surgeries for this kind of bullshit?

A couple of other Chicagoans I’ve met—Michelle and Barack Obama—were much friendlier. Michelle is probably the person with the second-most charisma I’ve ever met, more so than her husband. Her eye contact was intense and focused, and her poise—the way she carried herself—was very impressive. She shook my hand, looked me in the eye, flashed that beautiful smile, and gave me her full attention. Barack Obama shook my hand three times during our brief conversation. He initially looked me in the eye, but then kind of looked down when he spoke, much like Chris did. He was very friendly, gracious, and polite, but didn’t have the same charisma as his wife.

Over the years, I’ve had plenty of my own awkward moments with fans when I’d get “recognized.” Some people “recognized” me but didn’t know who I was. Here’s a sampling of the kinds of conversations I’d get stuck in:

“Are you the drummer for Nirvana? You look like him.”

“No.”

“Are you the drummer of Pearl Jam?”

“Also, no.” I couldn’t quite figure out why people thought I looked like a drummer. Also, neither Nirvana nor Pearl Jam ever had a brown-skinned, bearded drummer. Or any brown-skinned member, for that matter.

“Are you Chris Cornell?”

Seriously, I’d get that one a lot. People knew the name Chris Cornell and it was more memorable than Kim “That Foreign Name I Can’t Pronounce.” They at least knew my face from the shirts or posters or magazine articles. And, as noted earlier, there weren’t a lot of Indian guys with beards and long hair in rock in the eighties and nineties, so I was vaguely memorable.

After September 11, though, there was a whole other element to it. Suddenly, I believed I might be viewed as a potential terrorist. Brown guy with a beard took on a different meaning. I was hyperaware of how people would treat me and the looks I would get, and I’d try not to provoke those kinds of suspicions. If I was in a store and people would stare or whatever, I was never sure if it was because they thought I was Osama Bin Laden or the drummer for Pearl Jam. Who knows? They’d either feel compelled to tell the store detective or ask for my autograph.

“Mister Drummer in Pearl Jam, will you please sign my boob?”

“Sorry, I don’t do body parts.”

When we were young, we were from the same place as our fans. We knew them from our town or, as we began touring, the subculture we shared. We listened to the same records, dressed alike, and probably read similar books and magazines. But as we got bigger and our audience expanded, we started attracting people from other scenes. In Europe, we’d meet US military fans stationed in Germany. Then it spread further, with people bringing their kids. As the demographic changed, we started getting people from all walks of life—people who didn’t necessarily share the same culture. And as we became successful and famous, some were drawn to us because of that fame. They liked being around people they saw on MTV or the guy on the poster in their room. And with that came different demands. The exchanges weren’t as real or shared anymore.

Some people became strangely deferential, more adoring in ways that felt awkward. Interactions no longer felt like typical, equal exchanges. We’d all once been peers, but now some treated us like we were something more—and we weren’t. Navigating that shift was tricky. People were less forgiving about how you handled those moments, but you couldn’t read their minds. You didn’t know what they expected, and they might walk away disappointed. But if you tried to sidestep those awkward encounters, people assumed you were being aloof or arrogant—when really, you were just trying to avoid unpredictable or inappropriate interactions. “Sign my boob” is not always a reasonable ask.

It boils down to the fact that some fans feel like they have a relationship with you that has never been established with you. And the relationship is one they built either through listening to your music or staring at your picture in a magazine or a poster on a wall. They have their own understanding of you, but you don’t know what that understanding actually is. You have to kind of make certain inferences. But that’s also awkward, because it’s so easy to get it wrong, and often you do. It’s tough. This is why I didn’t ask Johnny Cash to sign my chest.






No Upside

Our most successful album to date, Superunknown, also became our most Grammy nominated. We were up for Best Hard Rock Performance for “Black Hole Sun” (nominated alongside Pearl Jam and Alice in Chains), Best Metal Performance for “Spoonman,” Best Rock Album for Superunknown, and Best Rock Song for “Black Hole Sun.” Go ahead and try to make some sense of all that. We were “rock,” but also “hard rock” and “metal.” We actually won in the first two categories and were beaten out by the Rolling Stones and Bruce Springsteen, respectively, in the latter two categories. Not bad company, I guess.

Now, however, we had the task of following up an album that we (and the public) loved, but had been difficult and unpleasant to make. I can’t say that we felt any pressure to somehow best it or replicate its success. We wanted to make a really good Soundgarden record, but do it in a way that wasn’t so fraught with tension due to someone who we felt was a meddling producer. We would produce it with Adam Kasper, a local Seattle guy who’d been one of the engineers Michael Beinhorn used on Superunknown.

In the first five years of Soundgarden’s existence, we were largely a guitar-driven band, in the sense that most of the material was generated by Hiro or me, and largely arose from rehearsals and practice sessions. As Chris, the front man, became more prolific as a songwriter, and Ben, also a songwriter, entered the picture, there was a change in the dynamic from the guitarist’s vision (mine) defining the band’s identity. Instead of being at the whim of whatever songs I was providing, Chris was able to craft the kinds of songs he wanted to sing. Some worked for Soundgarden, and others didn’t. But his vision and style were different from mine (and Hiro’s, when he was still in the band), and Soundgarden slowly became a different-sounding band. Songs began to lean more toward vocals and arrangements that were radio- and pop-friendly and away from the noisier and more chaotic and heavier doomy thing that I liked.

Chris’s vision was within the band context—the odd time signature quirkiness and psychedelia that I liked, because that’s also what Chris and Ben liked—but the songs bore his imprint, in many ways, more than mine. They were vocal-oriented, but built around interesting guitar parts. So our sound successfully strayed and became singer-friendly, but still maintained many aspects of the unique identity of Soundgarden as defined by my playing. We also began to operate differently as a band. By that I mean less like a band.

The time away from Soundgarden after the Nine Inch Nails tour cancellation was good for us. It gave us a chance to write new material, focus on relationships, and, for me, buy a house. But when it came time to follow up Superunknown, we weren’t working the way we had before. On Superunknown, we did preproduction and rehearsed a lot of the songs before hitting the studio. That didn’t happen with Down on the Upside. Many of the songs on the album weren’t even rehearsed or preproduced. Some, like Chris’s “Pretty Noose” and “Tighter and Tighter,” had a bit of rehearsal, but many were just demos shared with each other. The expectation was I’d listen to a demo and replicate what I heard, which was silly. This wasn’t how we had made records before, and it was a rough start for the follow-up to a multiplatinum album.

Soundgarden had always been somewhat of a democratic band when it came to writing, whether it was mostly Hiro and me in the early days, and then Chris, Ben, and me after Hiro left. But when Ben and Matt recorded an album with their side project, Hater, after Superunknown, they determined—mistakenly determined, in my opinion—that the expeditious way that album was made was a good model for how records should be made, and they wanted to apply that to Soundgarden. Chris and I, understanding that we were in a democratic band—not necessarily magnanimously—were like Yeah, sure. That’s a good idea, let’s try that. We were always willing to try something new and take those kinds of risks, knowing that the culmination of a new way of looking at an issue might produce some gems or a new way of writing or performing that could lead to some cool songs and ideas. So we were totally open for that. Besides, pulling out the “we’re founding members of the band” card to oppose their scheme would have been a dickish move and probably would have created bad blood before we even got started.

Unfortunately, Soundgarden weren’t Hater. Hater had a different creative structure, and their music didn’t resemble Soundgarden’s. Sure, both Ben and Matt wrote for Hater and Soundgarden, but the creative makeup of the two bands was completely different. Trying to replicate the Hater recording process for Down on the Upside seemed like a good idea in theory, but it was doomed to fail given our chemistry and how we were operating in 1995. Soundgarden had a history and an established way of working, especially Chris and me. We’d been together for almost twelve years and had made five albums, so we had our process. While we were open to experimenting with production and being more spontaneous, our creative nature didn’t change. Chris and I tried to adapt, but pushing for a Hater-like approach was a mistake. It was naïve and didn’t consider the different personalities and years of creative evolution within Soundgarden.

Their hearts were in the right place. Matt and Ben’s Hater experience was driven by wanting to avoid the overly meticulous, time-consuming, and expensive process we had with Michael Beinhorn on Superunknown. They wanted to loosen up and just be a rock band. But Chris and I tended to be a bit more meticulous and self-critical, and we often wanted to redo things. We tried to accommodate their desire for spontaneity, but it meant changing our styles and approaches.

The real issue, though, was a lack of communication among band members during the creative process. If we’d done preproduction and rehearsed together, we could have discussed our individual visions for the songs. Instead, the approach was “Here’s my demo, learn it like I played it.” It would’ve been less frustrating with a leader guiding us through the process. Adam Kasper, our coproducer, was at the center but couldn’t bridge the gaps in communication, leading to frustration and dissatisfaction.

As the lead guitarist in the band, I was put into a no-win situation with the way we were doing things. Everybody in the band who wrote songs wrote on guitar. There were no songs written on piano, no songs written on tuba, no songs written on xylophone. They were all written on guitar. So, for instance, Matt would say, “On this song, the guitar should sound like this.” Chris and Ben would do the same. I started feeling like I was a session guy in my own fucking band, like a hired gun. I had a guitar sound. I was the guitarist in the band, the lead guitarist, a founding member. I knew how I liked my guitar to sound and how I wanted it to feel. So why did I have to accommodate everyone else’s whims, rather than them writing for the guitarist in their band?

They were writing for the way they played guitar and then wanted me to address that, which I think ultimately was a mistake. Everyone in the band is a self-taught guitarist, so everyone had their own musical quirks and personality quirks. So, why wouldn’t I do my weird thing instead of trying to replicate someone else’s weird thing? It was beneficial for some songs that ended up having a different sound or approach, but it was pretty terrible for band dynamics, and it started pissing me off.

Matt was the easiest to work with. I’d try to follow his suggestions, and even if the final version didn’t sound like his demo, he’d just say, “Oh, that’s pretty cool—ultimately I want it to sound like Kim.” Ben and Chris were fussier, when it came to what I played. Ben’s style was wirier, and he used strange-sounding guitars on his demos. When he asked me to replicate that, it was a nonstarter. That sound didn’t suit my hands or my ears. I’d give it a shot—maybe something serendipitous would come out of it—but over time I started to feel like I was being too accommodating, chasing accidents instead of honoring my own voice. It began to feel like I was disrespecting my identity as a guitarist.

This was our sixth damn album—I’d pretty much established how I played and what sounds I liked. That included my tone, my choice of guitar, how I dialed things in. At this point, the band should be writing songs with that in mind: What’s our strong suit? Who are my bandmates? What does this band actually sound like? Chris was better at writing for the band—and for me. He’d write things he liked, but also things that played to our strengths. Matt and Ben were less experienced in that regard, or maybe just less attuned to thinking that way. But to his credit, Matt would recognize when his ideas or vision clashed with mine, Hiro’s, or Chris’s—and he’d defer.

Ben had a harder time with that, especially coming off Hater, which was his baby. In Hater, he had full control—he was playing guitar or singing, so his songs were realized exactly the way he wanted. But on Down on the Upside, his songs were interpreted by a different singer and a different guitarist. He tried to bring in the production sensibilities he’d honed with Hater, but that created some dysfunction. He seemed to struggle with the shift in dynamics between Hater and Soundgarden.

But it was like Look, man, we’re not telling Matt what kind of drums to play—so maybe ease off a bit. I was trying to follow Chris’s lead, who made a real effort to be easygoing. Chris would try everyone’s suggestions—Ben’s, Matt’s, mine—and if something worked, great. We’d get something new out of it. If it didn’t, he’d go back to what felt right. I wasn’t doing that. If I tried something more comfortable for me, it sometimes sparked friction: That’s not working with my song; it doesn’t sound like my demo. So we’d keep grinding, trying different things, often without much payoff.

I probably should’ve been more assertive—just said, Hey, I need to approach this in a way that feels right to me. Let’s try a few options, and if it’s not working, we’ll pivot. But instead, I kept trying approaches that didn’t feel natural. Part of the issue was that I wasn’t getting direct feedback from my bandmates. More often, it was Adam saying, I think Chris wants it to sound like this. But if I went straight to Chris and said, “Hey, man, I feel like I’m sounding more like Elvis Costello or the B-52’s than the guy from Soundgarden,” he’d get it.

Decisions were often made before I got to the studio, so instead of discussing whether that Elvis Costello guitar sound was a good idea, I’d be told that one of my bandmates wanted the guitar to sound a certain way. In my eyes, Adam, trying not to step on toes, ended up failing to communicate clearly between band members. It felt like he didn’t want to confront anyone, so he left it to us to sort things out—which rarely happened. These conversations should’ve taken place over a quick call before or after the session, but instead, I’d walk into the studio and hear, Oh, we were talking yesterday, and we want to do this.

That led to a lot of frustration—especially for me. Sometimes I wouldn’t even know the songwriter’s expectations until after I’d already recorded a track. I’d ask, Did you tell them I didn’t want to do that? The answer was always no.

I tried to be a team player and accommodate, but eventually I pushed back: You know what? I’ve got to play like I play. This is fucking Soundgarden. I understood being attached to your demo, but this wasn’t a solo project. It was a band making an album—and in a band, you have to recognize and accommodate each other’s voices.

Ultimately, Down on the Upside has a lot of great stuff. The production and sounds are cool, and it’s good we made an album with a different feel than our previous records. But I think we steered away from some aspects of our band’s identity. We have a broad range of styles within Soundgarden—from “Jesus Christ Pose” to “Black Hole Sun” to “Beyond the Wheel” and “Burden in My Hand.” But I think we strayed off message a bit with this one. People like the album, but I don’t think they love it as much as Screaming Life, Superunknown, or Badmotorfinger. There’s great material, but I feel it could’ve been better. I take that personally because I believe I could’ve played better if I’d stuck to the sonic and stylistic approaches we’d established over five albums.

I think everyone in the band got it in their ass this idea that we were making something like the Beatles’ fucking White Album, where there’s this variety in song styles and recording/production effects and sounds. This worked for a band that no longer played live and was exclusively studio-oriented. But we were not the fucking Beatles, man. The Beatles had four different singers, four different people singing lead. Soundgarden had one singer and one lead guitarist. The White Album worked for the Beatles because they weren’t a live band anymore. They weren’t touring. They were just making studio records. So, yeah, we got hung up on the White Album, and a lot of that was Chris. He had the idea that we could open up the spectrum of what Soundgarden could be and write lots of different kinds of songs. He was right, we could do that, but we lost sight of the kind of band we were.

It was short-sighted in assessing our band’s strengths and identity. I don’t see many ways Superunknown could’ve been better, but I see plenty of ways Down on the Upside could’ve been improved. Still, it’s a cool record. It did well, and it has great songs. The songs are where it starts—like chefs always say, the dish is only as good as the ingredients. Our material was strong, and that was never going to be a problem. Everyone in the band could create strong material and work it out together. Unfortunately, the collective vibe was awkward on this album, stifled by how we worked and the lack of communication. I think the process hurt the band. Chris knew I was dissatisfied, but I don’t think he knew how to address it. Our different approaches to writing and recording had creative successes, but it also caused some damage and left scars.

Maybe the scars were a result of me taking some things personally that I likely didn’t need to. For instance, instead of trying to have a dialogue with my bandmates, I swallowed a lot of my issues. I didn’t want to address them and cause any difficulties or friction. I figured, I’ll deal with it, it’ll be fine. But after a while it got ridiculous. I felt strongly that people were losing sight of the band. We lost that focus. I was probably more sensitive to it than the others, because I felt like I was the one who was constantly being asked to adapt my style and sound to what my bandmates wanted. I guess it’s telling that I only have one song on the album.

I think if we’d collectively pondered the wisdom of trying in our way to emulate how the Beatles made the White Album, we would have considered the fact that that album was fraught with disagreements about creative direction among band members. A band with four members who are more concerned with how their songs sound, rather than how the band sounds, sort of ceases to be a band.






Dancing Around the Issues

As a rule, I don’t dance. But if I’m in New York City, my band’s just played on Saturday Night Live, I’m at an after-party with the cast at Rockefeller Center, I’m drunk, and Cheri Oteri is trying to get me and everyone else onto the dance floor, I’ll make an exception. Cheri’s a tiny little thing with an ebullient personality and a big smile, so when she motioned Roxanne and me to join her, I couldn’t say no. My way of dancing is something between air guitar and mock dancing, because I don’t know how to actually dance, but there I was up on some platform, where I was drunkenly grooving away, as best I could. The funny thing is, though I didn’t realize it the whole time we were doing SNL, I had met Cheri previously when she was living in Los Angeles and working as a receptionist at our record label, A&M. Small world.

Down on the Upside was set to release just a few days after our SNL appearance, and it debuted at No. 2 on the Billboard Top 200. Like a lot of my generation, I watched the show with friends in high school and college whenever there was a cool musical guest, so being part of that legacy was amazing. Pre-YouTube and the internet, SNL was the way to check out bands you maybe couldn’t see live. I remember being excited to watch Devo perform “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” and “Jocko Homo” in October 1978. A few friends loved it, but most people I went to school with were laughing, thinking it was some kind of comedy routine. I thought it was the coolest thing ever.

So we knew it was a big deal that we were going to play Saturday Night Live. We were very aware of the fact that there were people who were excited and, like me as an eighteen-year-old anticipating Devo’s performance in 1978, had spent the whole week looking forward to it. And, sure there’d be people who’d think, What the fuck was that? That sucks, man. Why don’t they have someone who’s more like Stevie Ray Vaughan or something?

We weren’t as weird or challenging as Devo was in the late seventies, but we weren’t everyone’s cup of tea, either. In 1996, grunge wasn’t as prominent as it had been in the early nineties. The rock landscape was definitely changing. Nirvana was gone, and drummer Dave Grohl was fronting Foo Fighters. Alice in Chains became inactive due to vocalist Layne Staley’s drug problems, and Pearl Jam were doing very little touring due to their protracted beef with Ticketmaster.

Our appearance on May 18, 1996, was actually the Saturday Night Live season 21 finale (which was probably why the after-party was so off the hook), and it was hosted by comedian Jim Carrey, who was a big Soundgarden fan and had requested us as the musical guest. He hung out with us prior to the show and watched our rehearsal and sound check, asking us to play his favorite song, “Mailman,” which we ran through, just for him. This would be our first time playing live—not recorded—on a late-night TV show. We’d done things at the MTV studio in New York, but those weren’t live, and they were a little bit more scripted. There we could do multiple run-throughs, a few different takes. They actually felt more like being in a recording studio situation. Performing on Saturday Night Live was akin to a concert situation, even though we were in a TV studio. We would play two songs—“Burden in My Hand” and “Pretty Noose”—but there would be no mulligans or do-overs. So there was a degree of pressure there. It’s one thing to make a gaffe in a concert where there may be thousands of people watching, but you didn’t want to do it in front of potentially millions of viewers.

Afterward, we walked offstage to our dressing room, and I was feeling kind of bad, because I’d fucked up and missed a chord or whatever. But Ben and Chris both started laughing. Ben was like Oh my god, I fucked up all over the place. Chris was saying the same; he’d screwed something up as well. I was glad to hear it wasn’t just me! I told them what I’d screwed up and asked if they’d noticed, but no one did. We were all too busy focusing on our own glitches, we didn’t notice anyone else’s. We ended up watching it later, and we didn’t even notice the errors we were so concerned about at the time. And of course, Matt never fucks up.

Metallica were booked to headline the 1996 iteration of Lollapalooza, and when they were asked who else they wanted on the bill, they said Soundgarden. They’d been fans of the band since Ultramega OK, and lead guitarist Kirk Hammett had even been quoted as saying that he was directly inspired to write the band’s megahit “Enter Sandman” by the riffing on Louder Than Love. Even though we’d met and hung out with them before, this would be our first time touring together. We were given the opportunity to suggest some bands we wanted to have on the bill, and we all pushed for the Ramones, who we’d gotten to know on the Big Day Out tour in Australia in 1992. We also lobbied for our friends in the Screaming Trees, fronted by Mark Lanegan (RIP), who had been so gracious in recommending us to SST Records back in the late eighties. We wanted to see them achieve the same success we and Nirvana, Alice in Chains, and Pearl Jam had experienced.

Because Lollapalooza had grown in popularity since we’d first been part of it in 1992, and also because one of the biggest bands in the rock world was now headlining, the venues were different this time around. Where we’d played sheds and amphitheaters in generally urban areas in ’92, we were now doing fairgrounds and the like—big open fields—which were typically more rural. This was the middle of the summer, so one of my lasting impressions was this tour was arid and dusty—like west Texas or Oklahoma—and for me there was an overall darker vibe. The band seemed to be generally getting along just fine on a personal level. We’d all, at various parts of the tour, brought along friends from back home for a week or two, and we’d bonded with some of our musical heroes.

Johnny and Joey Ramone both liked Soundgarden but hated each other. So if I hung out with one, the other wasn’t around. Johnny came over to our backstage compound daily. We’d talk baseball, rock and roll, and politics. Johnny was a conservative, and I’m a liberal. He liked to argue, and I liked to argue. After a while, though, I didn’t want to argue with one of my heroes, so I held back. I would’ve been more aggressive if I didn’t care about Johnny Ramone hating me. Joey, on the other hand, was a sweetheart and much less opinionated. Ben and Matt got close to bassist CJ Ramone, and Matt started riding motorcycles with him between Lollapalooza stops.

Ironically, we didn’t see much of the band that invited us on this Lollapalooza, Metallica. People may have the idea that because it’s a big traveling festival, all the musicians are hanging around in some communal area before or after the show shooting the breeze, but it’s not really the case. People have family and friends they want to spend time with and professional things they need to attend to, like interviews and band business. It’s different in the club days, when you’re likely sharing a small backstage area, but as the scope of the gigs becomes bigger, it’s easier to tour with another band and basically never see them, depending on their situation.

Despite the fun company of the Ramones, things started to unravel for us on this tour. Ben seemed off. I don’t know if he was trying to be more punk rock for the Ramones guys or what, but he was more temperamental onstage. It started annoying the rest of the band. We tried to be patient because we loved Ben, but something was bothering him. Whether it was his sound, his instrument, or band dynamics, he expressed his anger in exaggerated ways that started to feel put on. I sometimes thought, Come on, stop acting up.

It kind of pissed me off and made being onstage not fun. It bugged Chris and Matt, too. They were all getting kind of fed up with it. It’s tough to be in a band—it’s like being married to three or four other people. And at some point, I thought there was something about it that was unrewarding and not very stimulating intellectually, or even artistically. I started withdrawing more and more. Maybe it was where we played, the nondescript, dry, dusty fields. Maybe it was the hum of lawn mowers and cicadas during a hot day out in the field, on a stage without a cover. Maybe it was just general touring burnout. I don’t know. But the whole thing started to seem like an idiotic pursuit, and I started feeling like this shit was beneath me. Like God, we’re gonna have to do this again tomorrow?

We always went out of our way to make sure our shows weren’t rote, that they weren’t rehearsed like some goddamn Broadway show. I could never do crap like that, where you played the same thing and all the parts were in the same place every day. We weren’t that kind of a band, but we were only able to play forty-five minutes to an hour every day, and it was the same set. We’d try to change it up for interest’s sake, but because it wasn’t our own show and we weren’t headlining, we were kind of limited. We had to play within a certain time frame, so any musical explorations or jams or improv were kind of limited. It got to the point where our “improv” was the dysfunction of our stage sound. It would be the unplugging of an instrument or the breaking of a speaker, or a poor connection. It was like Oh, look, we didn’t expect that—the sound going in and out, or the squeal of a malfunctioning instrument or microphone, or the absence of an instrument altogether.

We’d grown into an organization that required a ton of people to run it—from management to lawyers to booking agents to the crew. Gone were the days when we toured in a van with Stuart and Gunny, people we knew and liked. Our manager was now our singer’s wife, and we weren’t overseeing much anymore. Everything felt off. The vibe didn’t match what Soundgarden were about.

In the early days, we’d built a crew that understood us. By 1996, that wasn’t happening. Some of the crew members were great, but a lot of them made me think, What the fuck? There were different expectations now. The record label wanted to sell records, promoters wanted to sell tours, and we were in a much more demanding, profitable spot. With success came more hands out, looking to get paid or control things. Instead of us steering the ship, it was the booking agents, labels, magazines, and MTV. I felt like the band weren’t aligned with these people, and maybe our vision was getting splintered.

Our European tour with Moby started just weeks after we’d wrapped up Lollapalooza, so we didn’t have time to address the growing dissatisfaction within the band, including my own. If anything, the tour only highlighted the distance between us. When Chris first suggested we tour with Moby, we thought we’d be getting Moby the DJ, which we were definitely into; this was when DJs were becoming rock stars, or so we were told. Instead, we got Moby’s punk rock band.

He was about to release Animal Rights, an album that harkened back to his punk roots. We didn’t know what to expect, but we were absolutely shocked to see that Moby’s guitarist for the tour was none other than Bubba Dupree, former Void guitarist (and his bassist was Ali McMordie of UK OG punks Stiff Little Fingers). Void were hardcore legends from the early eighties, and their split album with the Faith was one of the first examples of metal/punk crossover. Bubba, of mixed African American and Asian descent, had been just a teenager when that album was recorded, and he was one of the few people of color in the hardcore scene at the time. Despite Void not leaving much of a recorded legacy, Bubba was highly respected. But here he was, playing with Moby. It was an odd pairing, and it didn’t sit well with Ben, who was a huge Void fan. Ben didn’t even recognize Bubba at first, but when he found out, he lost it. He kicked over a coffee table in our dressing room and threw stuff at the wall. He was pissed.

None of us in Soundgarden were into Moby’s material on this tour, but I would go watch his sets because I was a huge fan of Bubba, who I became very close with. The internal discontent in Soundgarden only grew with our being paired with this disappointing “punk” iteration of Moby. It would have been different if he was performing as a DJ, but it almost felt as though he was trying to legitimize his punk album by bringing Bubba and Ali into his band and touring with a high-profile rock band like Soundgarden. None of it sat right with us. The larger issue was, once again, who was steering the ship and what their motivations were. From the band to management to our crew, we weren’t on the same page. We used to be Soundgarden versus the world. This tour, because none of us were into it, felt like we were just going through the motions. There wasn’t much memorable about it, other than getting to know Bubba.

We closed out 1996 with a tour with Rocket from the Crypt and Pond that was even less memorable. I wasn’t having fun on that tour for various reasons. At that point, Soundgarden were doing songs we’d played a lot, so we weren’t acting as a creative entity. We were acting as an entertainment entity, and it was starting to feel more job-like. None of us were oriented toward being entertainers. Chris was the most of the four of us, because he was the singer, right? But it wasn’t entirely in his nature, either. He was more of a creative soul and not simply an entertainer.

It was bad enough that we all weren’t enjoying playing our set, but I also wasn’t that into the openers. Rocket from the Crypt was a good band, but what they were doing was not inspiring to me artistically or intellectually. Pond were a Sub Pop band, and while I enjoyed watching them play, the general vibe of the tour for me wasn’t stimulating. It wasn’t like when we’d toured with Faith No More or the Ramones or Screaming Trees or Sister Double Happiness. We’d toured with a lot of fun and interesting groups, but that energy and camaraderie seemed to now be absent. It used to be a big deal to play shows with Mudhoney, Nirvana, Alice in Chains, and especially Sub Pop bands like Tad. That was when the scene was ascending and we were part of a movement—we were helping friends and they were helping us. There was a great feeling of mutual respect, admiration, and camaraderie.

Now it felt like bills and lineups were being constructed by what management, record labels, and promoters were suggesting. I felt that we should be determining who we wanted to bring along to support us, as we had in the early days. Susan was advocating on behalf of bands, and oftentimes she seemed a little disconnected from the musical and creative spirit that we were very much in touch with. She was thinking about political and logistical movements, like Soundgarden gets some benefit or favor from a promoter, or a booking agent or a management team that has a band on its roster and we can reciprocate by taking them out on the road with us. And this opportunity could be negotiated, and in turn, there’d be a transaction that provided an opportunity for some other management group’s or some other label’s young band on the label’s roster.

That was all wrong. That was a stupid thing to do. But we were allowing that to happen, and I know there were grievances from everyone in the band as a result. Instead of helping out bands from our scene, it felt like these weird transactional decisions were being made like Let’s take this band out on the road with us because their management is also involved with this other group that we can get on the bill with. It was like management politics with labels and other management groups providing mutual opportunities.

The end result was that we began to feel increasingly disconnected from both our Seattle community and each other. It felt as if we were no longer part of the movement that had been such a key part of our identity. Instead, we had become just another band in the larger rock scene, selling records. This shift was dispiriting, and it wasn’t just me—everyone in the band was feeling it. The punk ethos that had defined Soundgarden seemed to be clashing with our growth and success. We could have maintained that identity better through our decisions, but we weren’t, and I’m not sure we even knew how. We had the power to shape our own path—we were a big fish in a large pond—but we weren’t doing it, and that led to a lot of dissatisfaction.

Ben, in particular, often expressed this frustration, especially during shows. His issues went beyond stage sound or equipment problems. None of us seemed able to articulate what was really bothering us—especially not Ben, who I saw as being a little more reactive. He had strong opinions about what we should and shouldn’t be doing, but he couldn’t express them constructively. We had once been leaders in our community, but now we were letting others define our situation. Even though we liked our management and label, we were still individuals with a strong sense of who we were and who our audience was. We could have addressed this through conversations, but by then, we were more likely to express dissatisfaction than actually solve the problem. We were dancing around the issues without confronting them.






Fell on Black Days

Once again, Chris wanted to save Soundgarden. We were all moody, introspective, and contemplative people, more likely to brood than act, but Chris didn’t want the band to implode due to inaction on everyone’s part. We all knew there was unhappiness, but it wasn’t being addressed in a meaningful way. Maybe there was a collective feeling of helplessness, like this thing had gotten bigger than us and we no longer had any control over it. To Chris’s credit, though, if he saw something he thought he could address, he would at least try. I don’t think he entirely understood how to address it, though. Nonetheless, he was interested in doing something that would put us where we needed to be, where we were comfortable. His suggestion was simple and sweet: Let’s ask Bubba Dupree to join as a second guitarist.

Chris understood how much Ben and I liked Bubba and recognized that he was a good guitarist. When he brought it up, I immediately recalled when Chris suggested firing Jason and asking Ben to join, thinking it was necessary to save the band. So, when he proposed adding Bubba, I inferred he was trying to fix things again, knowing there was an issue. Bubba would solve a couple of problems: It would free Chris from playing guitar and satisfy Ben and me. While most of Soundgarden’s early and some later material only required one guitar, some songs needed two parts. Having Bubba play the second guitar would allow Chris to focus on vocals and improve everyone’s performance. It would elevate the vocals, guitar, and possibly re­ignite Ben and me creatively.

Our initial response was an emphatic yes. We thought Bubba would be a great fit: another talented, cool-looking brown guy who could take over Chris’s parts and bring fresh ideas. In the mid-nineties, Bubba played guitar and sang in Earth 18, where he wrote much of the material. On the Moby tour, he gave us their CD, and we all loved it, which may have influenced Chris to consider him joining. It was a smart idea—Chris hoped it would bring new energy and help Ben and me reconnect emotionally and creatively with the band. Initially, we were into it.

But as much as I love Bubba, we concluded that he needed his own band, where his creativity wouldn’t compete with four other songwriters. He shouldn’t be a backup guitarist playing our old material, just like he didn’t need to be part of Moby’s punk project. His songs deserved their own voice. We all wanted Soundgarden to move forward, but we weren’t sure this was the solution to our problems. I appreciated Chris’s effort to reengage us, even if it ultimately didn’t work.

In January 1997, we returned to Australia to do the Big Day Out festival tour once again, this time as one of the headliners. Conspicuously missing, however, were any bands we had a kinship or friendship with. It was just another set of big festival dates. We did bring along our significant others, though, which eliminated the communication trouble from distant time zones. I still had to call and check in on my parents and tell them I saw such-and-such cousin or whatever. We wouldn’t play any Asia dates on this tour, but for the first time in our twelve-plus-year career we had two dates booked in Hawaii, a sunny way to end our tour cycle for Down on the Upside.

The first of the two shows, at Maui Arts & Cultural Center in Kahului, went off without a hitch. It was remarkable only in that it was, after thirteen years together, our Hawaiian debut. The next day, we took a brief flight to Oahu for our tour-closing Honolulu show at Neal S. Blaisdell Arena. What should have been a stress-dispelling exhalation—the welcome conclusion to an emotionally challenging nine months spent touring in support of Down on the Upside—was anything but.

“Where the fuck is Ben?” Chris shouted, his voice rising above the noise. “Where the fuck is Ben?!”

We were two-thirds through our set when, in the middle of “Blow Up the Outside World,” Ben, frustrated and done with it, threw down his bass and stormed offstage.

These outbursts had become increasingly common on our Down on the Upside tour, a period that should have been a high point—our second consecutive million-seller. But the truth was, this success felt more like a weight than a victory. We’d all had our moments of frustration—Chris had smashed guitars, I’d knocked over speaker cabinets—but Ben’s eruptions felt different. They weren’t just about him. They were symptomatic of something deeper—a simmering tension within Soundgarden that we weren’t confronting.

A lot of it, I thought, stemmed from the process of making Down on the Upside. The lack of communication between the four of us had become a source of constant frustration. Creatively, we weren’t clicking like we used to. The more successful we became, the more complicated everything got. Our core, the bond that had once been so strong, was beginning to fracture. We all felt it, and we all reacted or acted out in our way. I might have sulked or withdrawn into silence, but Ben—Ben couldn’t bottle it up. He took it out on his gear.

If one of these eruptions happened mid-song, it threw everything off track. Chris couldn’t hit the right pitch if one of the instruments was missing, unplugged, or feeding back. And if one of us wasn’t onstage, the song just came to a halt. Within the now-fragile chemistry of the band, these kinds of things would create a cascading effect. Ben’s frustration bred more frustration in Chris. We could all feel it, and, honestly, we were all contributing to it in our own way—we were teetering on the edge. And with this being the final show of the tour, all the pent-up tension was bubbling to the surface.

When Ben stormed off, no one in our crew—tour manager, stage manager, security—appeared to be looking for him. Maybe they were scared of him. But fuck that. We couldn’t just stop the show and leave the crowd wondering what the hell had happened. I put down my guitar and left the stage to find him.

I tracked him down deep backstage. He was shouting, his anger palpable. But he wasn’t mad at me—not really. He was mad about something else—his equipment, his sound onstage, something unsaid, I wasn’t quite sure. People thought I was the target of his rage, but I knew better. I let him vent, then tried to coax him back.

“Hey, man, what’s going on? Is your gear fucked? No? Let’s just get out there and finish. It’s going to be weird if we leave Chris and Matt out there by themselves. We owe it to the fans to finish the set.”

He hesitated, then reluctantly agreed. We started back toward the stage, where Chris and Matt had already started “Fell on Black Days.” Sometimes Chris would perform it solo, but now, with two members AWOL, Matt had joined in. That, understandably, set Ben off again. I can’t say that I was super happy about it, either. If we were going to continue our set, it made our transition back onstage a little awkward.

“See that?” he pointed at Chris and Matt. “Fuck them, they’re already playing without us!”

“They’ll play with us if we go back up. Come on, Ben,” I said, heading toward my guitar. We weren’t back onstage yet, but I was trying to coax him in that direction. Ben threw a dismissive gesture at Chris and Matt—maybe a flip-off, maybe just a wave-off—but whatever it was, it was a clear message: Screw this. Then, he did the same to me, storming away once more.

I stood there, holding my guitar, watching Chris and Matt play onstage. I figured they’d finish this one, and we’d join in for the next—though, deep down, I doubted Ben would come back. In that moment, I realized that getting him back wasn’t my job, or Chris’s, or Matt’s—it was our crew’s. By then, we were paying a lot of people. Any of them could’ve stepped up, but no one did. I can’t say I blame them, but that didn’t mean I was happy about it. Because now I was stuck. I felt like if I started playing with Chris and Matt, it would only piss Ben off more—like rubbing his nose in it. But standing on the side of the stage doing nothing felt stupid, too.

When “Fell on Black Days” ended, and Ben and I still weren’t onstage, they started a Syd Barrett song, “Dark Globe,” which I didn’t know, so again I hung back, waiting for one of two things to happen: Either Ben would come back and we’d resume the Soundgarden set, or Matt and Chris would start another Soundgarden song and I’d join them. But neither happened.

“Dark Globe” ended, Matt and Chris walked off, and the show was over.

I stood there, guitar in hand, thinking: This wasn’t how it was supposed to end.

Not the gig. Not the tour.

Not the band.

It’s only in retrospect that that final show seemed so dramatic. There was a lot of frustration, disillusionment, and maybe burnout in the band, but I don’t know that any of us thought the situation was that critical. It’s hard to gauge the true health of a relationship when it has been slowly degrading for various reasons over a period of time. I can’t pretend to know what Ben or Chris or Matt was thinking, but at the time, Ben’s blowup, as aggravating as it was, didn’t signal the end of Soundgarden for me.

In fact, since we’d all built in plans to stay in Honolulu for a bit after the last show, we spent the next couple days hanging out with our partners and socializing at the home that Chris and Susan were renting. It had a nice pool, so we were having drinks, talking, and joking around. Everything seemed normal. Most of the band were soon scheduled to fly back to Seattle, but Chris and Susan planned to stay. They invited all of us to do the same if we wanted to change our flights, but Roxanne and I were ready to get back home. Matt and his wife, April, were, too. Only Ben stayed.

Ben had made no attempt to apologize for what went down during that final show, and we were all acting like it was water under the bridge. But I still felt like there was a real open wound, one that wasn’t specifically Ben’s doing, because it was merely a symptom of the dysfunction in our band and much of the organization we’d built around us. The question was, would it heal with time, or was it a self-inflicted injury that would leave us permanently damaged? A few months after we got back from Hawaii, Chris answered that question. He quit Soundgarden.

It was reported at the time that we “mutually and amicably disbanded to pursue other interests,” but that definitively wasn’t the case. It wasn’t the band breaking up; Chris quit. Susan and our label didn’t want to say that Chris had quit, and there was an attempt to control the narrative, but that’s exactly what it was. He decided to leave to pursue a solo career.

To his credit, though, Chris visited each of us at our homes to deliver the news in person. He arrived at my house, clearly distraught, but unlike Hiro eight years before, he didn’t equivocate. We sat down in my living room and he told me straight up, “I think I’m gonna quit, because I think that we’re at a point where people aren’t happy, so I’m gonna go do something else.” He pointed to a few things that ultimately led to his decision—my being distant and withdrawn, especially in the studio, and Ben’s disruptiveness on tour. Those were some of the things that were indicative of the band having issues, in spite of the fact that we still got along well as friends. Chris was definitely broken up about it. It was a tearful moment when he told me. To be honest, he was much more emotional than I was. I was upset, but I mostly felt relieved. When I admitted that to Chris, he looked at me and said, “Wow, Matt told me the exact same thing.” I wasn’t relieved that Chris was leaving the band. I was relieved to stop the pushing and the enduring stress of the band dynamic and the constant work.

I suggested that maybe we go out for some drinks, because we both needed them at this point. Finding a place in Seattle where we felt comfortable (and we could continue our sensitive discussion privately) was challenging, so we drove around for a bit and continued to talk. He told me how each of our fellow bandmates had reacted to his news. Matt, like me, agreed that it was time to move on. He too had tired of the tension. Ben, however, was unhappy with Chris leaving. It seemed strange to me at the time that that was how he felt, since he was the most outwardly reactive and, at least on the surface seemed to have some dissatisfaction playing in Soundgarden.

Once we found a spot to drink where we felt comfortable, we spent a lot of time reminiscing and talking about the future. He said he wasn’t exactly sure what he was going to do, but he was fairly cognizant of the fact that hard rock singers going solo was not a winning formula. “You know these hard rock bands tend to get defined by the guitar and the guitar sound,” he told me. “Usually when a singer leaves a band like this for a solo career, they fall flat on their face. The singer is an important part of the identity of a band, but people don’t tend to care outside of the guitars.” Chris was generally pretty confident in the decisions he made, but with this decision, he was not very confident and not super assured.

We eventually made our way back to my place where, after a tearful hug, he said goodbye. Chris, it seemed, was more broken up about his departure than I was.

I know the news reports that the band were breaking up took a lot of people, both in Seattle and around the world, by surprise. We were coming off two of our most successful albums and headlining major tours. But because we’d never aired any dirty laundry in public and were protective of each other as bandmates and friends, no one knew what was going on behind the scenes. People surmised there was “tension” or “internal conflict,” but we’d never expressed any of that outwardly. Whatever disagreements we were having, we were still performing at a generally high level (when Ben wasn’t erupting) and making great albums. Certainly, grunge’s moment had passed, but we felt like we’d transcended that. Chris had even described Soundgarden as a cockroach that kept living even after everything else burned down. We seemed to have survived a lot. I think we could have survived this, too.

We should have put the band on hiatus, something Chris admitted later. He could’ve made his solo record, like Ben and Matt did with Hater, and we could have reconvened later. Chris had plenty of material for a solo project, while Matt felt we still had more albums in us. We were all still friends, seeing each other at social gatherings. But Chris felt the band were falling apart, and maybe some of the damage was irreparable. He thought it was time to move on, and I didn’t argue. I wanted to shed the emotional and intellectual burden of Soundgarden. The effort required was exhausting, and I was tired of dealing with lawyers, accountants, and managers. The bigger we got, the more control we lost. Things I’d carefully curated—press releases, artwork, photos, packaging, and merchandise—were now handled by people who didn’t understand our fanbase. It became about arguing with management and the label. I thought, What does this have to do with a twelve-pack of beer, a guitar, and a cassette with a song idea?






Battle in Seattle

For the first time in a decade, I had no band, no record label, and no management. When Chris quit, Soundgarden didn’t so much break up as it simply ceased to exist, because there was never any thought that it would exist without Chris. We could have gotten another singer. It wasn’t that we thought we couldn’t sustain Soundgarden without Chris, as much as we simply didn’t want to. We didn’t really want to carry on the flag for Soundgarden anymore. Matt and I were fed up. We weren’t motivated to maintain the Soundgarden machine. We didn’t want to do it without Chris.

So all the things attached to being in Soundgarden, for better or worse, essentially went away. Most of the people we knew at A&M who believed in the band and that we had relationships with were now gone. When we were first signing with A&M we had to decide the “key member,” someone who the label would offer a contract to if the band broke up, thereby releasing everyone else from the contract.

Chris was designated as the key member, so after he left Soundgarden, Chris retained a contract with A&M, while Ben, Matt, and I were all let go. Not surprisingly, Susan shifted her managerial duties to Chris’s solo career and the other bands her company was now managing. Even though I felt like I wanted to be done with Soundgarden at the time, I didn’t consider the fact that the work we created over thirteen years still existed, and that millions of fans around the world still loved us. That didn’t end when we broke up. But in the immediate aftermath of the split, I didn’t want to think about any of it.

There were no tours on the horizon, no recording sessions to write and prepare for, and the interview requests had diminished, as well. I could focus on things like reading, watching movies, and spending time attending to the relationships that I felt like I’d neglected—Roxanne, my close friends, my family. I think a lot of friends and family had taken somewhat of a hit over all the work and traveling Soundgarden did, and after the band broke up, being home allowed me to repair or rebuild some of that. My initial thought was to take a break from music, take a sabbatical. I liked playing music and writing songs, but I didn’t want to deal with managers, lawyers, accountants, label types, and booking agents in order to pursue that interest and pleasure. I very much embraced the idea of amateur, which is to do something for the love of it, as opposed to professional. So even though I felt some obligation to do things professionally for the Soundgarden audience and fans who might be wondering, Hey, what’s Kim Thayil gonna do now?, I took a break and withdrew.

At the time, I thought that of course I’d form another band, eventually, but at that moment, I didn’t want to deal with the struggle of building a new democratic musical partnership. When you’re young, and you have a shared vision, you can find that connection more easily. It was a different playing field for me now and I didn’t have the drive or interest to pursue music in that way.

In a way, I was living my life like Kim Thayil the Soundgarden guitarist didn’t exist. I didn’t think of myself as a big rock star, but I, unfortunately, still had some of the drawbacks of being recognized. This served to remind me that Oh geez, there’s an audience out there and people miss me. I didn’t understand that at first; I was reclaiming my life. I was trying to be me and not have these other expectations; I was trying to distance myself from the industry and go back to loving playing music with friends and not have to worry about lawyers and accountants. I didn’t see myself as our fans would have seen me. Every now and then I’d hear from someone, “You’ve gotta do something, Kim.” And I was like, Do I? Why?

When word got out that the band had broken up, I got plenty of different offers. Al Cafaro, the president of A&M, asked me to be an A&R rep. After we’d signed to A&M in the late eighties, I’d campaigned for the label to sign a number of bands over the years—Nirvana, Screaming Trees, and Presidents of the United States of America—so he liked the fact that I had identified some very successful artists before they eventually blew up. He thought I could do well as an A&R guy in terms of scouting talent, helping develop them, and connecting them with sympathetic producers.

The only problem was, I didn’t wanna fly all over the place for a weekend to check out a band and then fly to some other place for a weekend to check out a band and then fly home. I didn’t want to live that way. I’m not a fan of flying, for one, and I’d just gotten off being on the road for extended periods of time. I wanted to be home. So I declined his offer. I didn’t want anything about the music business on my radar, at least for a little while.

One thing I had no control over, however, was the number of musicians who reached out to me when they’d heard Soundgarden had broken up. A lot of phone calls came in. People were inquiring about my availability for a project here or a project there, and these came from a pretty wide spectrum. Metal Church guitarist Kurdt Vanderhoof, a Washington native, contacted me about writing songs together. Kurdt had a vision with his punk band the Lewd and with Metal Church, and I thought that working with him might be cool. But I don’t play like he does and I knew I couldn’t be a guitarist in his thing. When I was ready to play music again, I’d need to get some guys together and be the creative center of building a band with a vision. I couldn’t join someone else’s vision or collaborate in that way.

Guitarist Adrian Belew went through our business managers to ask if I wanted to work on some project he was doing. Adrian is an amazing guitarist, and I didn’t consider myself to be in his league. I love the stuff he did with Tom Tom Club, David Bowie, and King Crimson, but my thinking was he might have simply been making inquiries as to my interests and whether it would work. If his project was going to be about making interesting sounds and playing off of each other, it probably could have. However, I don’t believe I’m as schooled as Adrian. I’m a smart guy, but when it comes to guitar, I’m not learned or taught. It’s all exploration and serendipity with me. The offer was flattering, but not considered.

Elton John at one point was interested in doing something that was a little more rock and a little bit more street-level, garage-level. His people contacted Krist Novoselic, drummer Matt Chamberlain, who’d played with Pearl Jam, and me. His producer at the time, Patrick Leonard, phoned me at home to gauge my interest. He was the kind of producer that was very hands on, worked on arrangements, and hired studio musicians. That wasn’t me.

“You know, I don’t know how to read music,” I told him. “You should be aware of that.” That didn’t seem to faze him.

“That’s fine, we can work with that,” he assured me.

“Our career trajectory is that we started in the garage and ended up in arenas,” I further explained. “We’re not session players.”

“I understand, you play by ear. We can totally work with that, it’s just like John Lennon.”

While I guess it was flattering to be compared to John Lennon, who also couldn’t apparently read music, Patrick just didn’t get the fact that I wasn’t the kind of musician he was used to working with. Nonetheless, out of curiosity, I foolishly went down to Los Angeles anyway. Patrick set the three of us up in a rehearsal room to jam together. It was awkward. Krist would play a Nirvana-like bass line, Matt would join, and I’d do my typical Soundgarden noise thing, playing with feedback and stuff, which was going to be nonsense to a producer-arranger like Patrick Leonard. He probably knew “Black Hole Sun” and thought it was amazing, but was otherwise ignorant about my guitar aesthetic and where I was coming from. The session was kind of a mess and incoherent, like three guys getting together in a garage for the first time and the drummer’s the only one holding it all together.

At one point Patrick had each of us sit next to him on the piano bench and he took out some Elton John sheet music. He put it on the piano and started playing. Krist was like I don’t read music, but I can play along. He did the same thing with me. He asked if I could read the chords indicated on the sheet music, which I could. I knew the chords, but I didn’t always play them in the configuration as shown. This seemed to bother him, even though it was the same chord. While there isn’t an Elton John song I couldn’t learn, I couldn’t sight-read sitting next to him on a piano bench. I tried my best, but it was, of course, sloppy. He soon realized it just wasn’t going to work with us.

The next day, Elton John and Bernie Taupin came into the studio, and it was really cool to meet them. They hung out and played some recent stuff they were demoing. Elton paid some compliments to Soundgarden and Nirvana and told me how he liked Chris’s first solo album, which surprised me. Patrick had mentioned that Elton listened to everything. That was pretty much it. We stayed through the weekend and then went home. It was an aborted session and I had little confidence of it going anywhere. Only Matt ended up playing on the album Songs From the West Coast.

Being part of Soundgarden for thirteen years required so much effort, emotionally and intellectually, that I didn’t know if I could do it again. But if I was going to play music post-Soundgarden, I didn’t want to be a hired gun. I didn’t think I could do that, either. The kinds of offers I was willing to entertain were situations where I could contribute to other people’s albums. I suppose that was being a hired gun in a way, but it didn’t require the commitment of touring in someone else’s band. My rationalization was: I’m contributing to a project, but I’m not part of a collaborative enterprise, and I’m not part of someone else’s enterprise. I am doing something that I can do and contributing creatively without entering into a partnership.

This led to some very interesting sessions. Dave Grohl got a bunch of metal vocalists together to sing on some of his songs for his Probot project. It was being produced by Adam Kasper, and Adam invited me to put guitar solos on a couple of songs. Bubba Dupree, who’d known Dave since they were teenagers in the DC area, also played on the album. Adam also invited me to play on an album, Senjou no Hana, by a Japanese singer named Aya, who he was producing. She was a big fan of Nirvana, Soundgarden, and Alice in Chains and wanted to work with some Seattle musicians, so she recorded her album in Seattle. I played on five of the songs, Matt played drums on all of them, and Krist Novoselic played bass on one song.

I did some stuff with Steve Fisk that I really enjoyed, but it didn’t require an egalitarian sense of shared vision or collaboration. It wasn’t a group. It was just me contributing some guitar ideas and writing parts for Steve’s solo record, his band Pigeonhed, or other projects he was working on. Steve was a good friend and his work was original and inventive. I really enjoyed working with him, and there were no strings attached. I felt like this was something I could do, and I liked doing it. At the end of the day, I’d have a couple beers, throw my guitar in the car, and be done. I didn’t have to worry about the emotional relationships that come with being in a band. It was still creative, but less emotional.

It was also less social, though it was still with a friend. He even had me play on a TV commercial for a local department store he was composing music for. It was a Christmas commercial with the tag­line “Avoid the chaotic hassle of downtown, shop online or order through our catalog.” He had me play chaotic, noisy guitar to accompany it. I’m sure many thousands of Soundgarden fans in Seattle heard that and had no idea it was me.

My former bandmates were doing things that were more conspicuous. Chris put out his first solo album, Euphoria Morning. Matt joined Pearl Jam on a permanent basis, and Ben dabbled in Wellwater Conspiracy with Matt and John McBain (his ex-Hater bandmates), plus played on some of Mark Lanegan’s solo albums. My musical contributions were more low-key, not that I had a problem with that. But in many ways, my “disappearance” was notable. I was a founding member of Soundgarden and one of the main architects of the band’s sound. It wasn’t that I wanted to give up playing music, but I was at a loss to figure out what that would look like. Would I make a solo album? Would I form a new band? It all seemed too daunting, and it felt like I’d be starting from square one again, something I definitely didn’t want to do. Soundgarden worked long and hard to get to where we were, and the thought of trying to build something again didn’t appeal to me.

In late 1999, an opportunity arose to be part of something creatively stimulating, yet didn’t require any significant commitment. Plus, I’d get to work with punk icon Jello Biafra, the former lead singer of the Dead Kennedys. Leading up to the World Trade Organization Ministerial Conference of 1999, set to take place in Seattle from November 30 to December 3, a number of organizations planned anti-globalization protests in the city. Jello, who opposed the WTO, planned to be there to do his part to protest. His idea was to form a band, the No WTO Combo, with local musicians, and perform some of his own material, as well as some spoken word pieces. He knew Krist Novoselic from a previous collaboration, so he asked him to be involved. Krist brought in his Sweet 75 bandmate, drummer Gina Mainwal, and asked me to join. I thought it might be fun, and the commitment was minimal. Plus, I was playing with Jello!

Jello Biafra was a cool counterculture political figure I had a lot of respect for. As a teenager, I learned about California politics and foreign policy by listening to Dead Kennedys lyrics. In Soundgarden’s early years, we’d often listen to Fresh Fruit for Rotting Vegetables and Frankenchrist. Jello’s commentary on politics, especially issues the mainstream press overlooked, was really important. Leading up to the protests, we rehearsed in Krist’s practice space at the Institution, owned by friends of mine. It was an unconventional musical collaboration—Jello would hum his musical ideas, and Krist and I would work out the parts. The material was all Jello’s, from Dead Kennedys to his other projects. For example, “Full Metal Jackoff” was something he had done with Canadian hardcore band D.O.A. Jello would hum the riffs, and we’d figure them out, sometimes even learning from demos. Though there wasn’t much songwriting creativity for me, I had some freedom in how I approached the lead guitar.

Our one and only gig, at the Showbox, was scheduled for November 30, but was postponed due to the anti-WTO riots and the resulting emergency curfew the City of Seattle put into effect to curb the protests. However, the city couldn’t lock down the local commerce that catered to the hotel guests in what was the prime tourism zone, so certain areas in downtown were open—like the Showbox, where the gig was—but they had barricaded access to street protesters. It was a very odd situation, which made it more challenging and way more exciting. I drove to the gig with Matt “The Tube” Crowley, and we had to go through a few barricades to get to the Showbox. Matt actually brought along two gas masks and some telescopic batons (both of which were deemed illegal to carry by the city) in case we needed to thump some heads to protect ourselves, or in case some fucking cops started using tear gas.

This was the first time I’d appeared onstage in more than two years, and the energy around the event was electric. Not necessarily because of our involvement, but because of the whole atmosphere of the protests and riots. Being onstage with Jello and Krist (and Gina) definitely added to the specialness of this one-shot event. Our set was recorded for posterity and issued on Jello’s record label, Alternative Tentacles, six months later as Live from the Battle in Seattle. I was asked to contribute liner notes to the album, but I was ambivalent. At the time, I didn’t know much about the World Trade Organization, and I didn’t know the various different political arguments or economic arguments, so I hadn’t taken a stand on it. I knew the people who objected to the WTO included anarchist groups, labor unions, and progressive groups, but a lot of them seemed to be protectionist. Because it was an economic issue, it was much more complicated than sloganeering or partisan politics. I knew, as a philosophy major, that I needed to go learn more about this. So I learned from Jello, I learned from Krist, and I talked to my dad, who had a different perspective. My dad’s perspective has evolved over the years, and I think Krist’s perspective has evolved as well, as has mine.

Ultimately, I didn’t want to criticize the WTO just because my friends Jello and Krist were against it. I was drawn to the project artistically, but I hesitated to voice my political views because I felt there was more to learn. I don’t like to be sloppy politically or intellectually, relying only on gut feeling. When I discussed it with my dad, he offered a different perspective. He was left of center but supported the WTO, explaining the complexities from the viewpoints of developing countries, allies, adversaries, and protectionism. Jello, on the other hand, was firmly against NAFTA and supported American unions and protectionist labor policies. While my heart was with my friends, I didn’t fully agree with their stance, and I never wrote liner notes for the album.






Soundgarden Minus

When I heard Chris had joined Audioslave in 2001, it was a tough blow. I didn’t like Chris’s solo stuff—it didn’t stimulate me emotionally or intellectually—but I knew that’s what he was going to pursue after Soundgarden. Joining Audioslave, a band brought together by producer Rick Rubin, was a total surprise and seemed to close the door on Soundgarden ever getting back together.

The four of us still lived in close proximity to each other and had a lot of mutual friends. Some of Chris’s best friends were also close friends of mine, such as Scott Sundquist. And because we all crossed paths, it had seemed likely that we would end up playing together again at some point. But with Chris now in Audioslave (and the other members based in Southern California), I felt like that ship had sailed for good. If Chris was willing to do something that I felt was more two-dimensional than Soundgarden, with an emphasis on the visceral nature of the project and its radio friendliness, then it wasn’t likely he would want to revisit Soundgarden. He could have done a lot better by getting Soundgarden back together.

Tom Morello is an incredible guitar player, and I loved Rage Against the Machine, but Audioslave felt more concocted. It was the kind of supergroup that we’d all rejected growing up in the seventies, like Asia or Damn Yankees. It just wasn’t for me. When I first heard “Cochise,” the riff sounded cool, but as I listened more, I realized it was essentially a reworked version of my riff from “Get on the Snake.” Matt called me to ask what I thought, and I told him I liked “Cochise.” He replied, “You should, because it’s your song! But it’s not as cool as Soundgarden because it’s in 4/4 and 8/4, not 9/8. They took a Soundgarden riff and made it more radio-friendly.” It made me wonder—why would Chris settle for that? Audioslave felt like a lesser Soundgarden, like Soundgarden minus—a radio-friendly unit shifter!

This connection to Soundgarden was only reinforced on Audioslave’s early tours, when they didn’t seem to have enough material to fill out a headlining set and they played “Spoonman” and “Rusty Cage” (as well as Rage Against the Machine songs) in their sets. In South America—far from the prying eyes of mainstream music media—they even used the Badmotorfinger logo as a backdrop behind the stage. This didn’t sit well with me and made it seem like they were a cover band. I was trying to imagine Rollins Band doing songs off Black Flag’s Damaged. I thought at the time, Does your band not have its own unique vision? But of course there wasn’t a collective vision that brought them together. It was an opportunity that was recognized by Rick Rubin.

Chris, however, was not in a good place when he joined Audioslave. I’d heard rumors about substance abuse issues from other people, never from Chris. Susan would mention in cloaked terms that Chris is wrestling with a lot of demons. I took that to mean drug addiction. So when I started hearing rumors about Chris’s addictions, I was heartbroken. I associated those kinds of behaviors with weakness, and when it’s someone you respect, you’re hugely disappointed that they can be drawn into a world of dirtbags. I thought he was smarter and stronger than that, and the whole thing was unfathomable to me. In all the years I’d known Chris, it was hard to get him to drink more than four or five beers. He almost never got wasted, because he liked to get up and lift weights and keep his body in shape. So whatever issue he developed, it happened during his solo career, when he was spending more time in LA with other people, in a different band and a different scene. Without us there to help him or support him.

Susan told me that very shortly after Chris quit Soundgarden, she noticed a shift in his confidence. She said the self-assurance he’d had with the band wasn’t there in his solo work. She mentioned that he seemed to be searching—for himself, for his voice—outside the context of Soundgarden, which had been his primary creative outlet since he was twenty. Defining himself apart from that proved difficult. His substance abuse, she believed, stemmed from personal struggles, not anything rooted in Soundgarden or its culture. Aside from drinking and occasional pot smoking, there had never been any hard drug use in our band.

To his credit, Chris did address his substance abuse issues and entered rehab shortly after he joined Audioslave. I don’t know if it was part of his rehab program, but he simultaneously decided that Seattle was apparently a source of his trouble. There clearly was some strife there—he’d separated from Susan a year or two after the birth of their daughter, Lillian, in 2000—but it kind of felt like he was cutting off his nose to spite his face. Seattle was where the people who knew, supported, and loved him most were. His former Soundgarden bandmates weren’t part of any drug culture, nor were his closest longtime Seattle friends, like Eric Garcia. We would only offer support, not temptation. It felt like whoever was telling him that Seattle was the problem was working from some false notion based on the personal failings of a couple of individuals in the Seattle music scene.

I was concerned that Chris was stepping away from a real and reliable support system—one that was familiar and designed to bolster his confidence and keep his personal struggles in check. That’s what we all believed Soundgarden provided. Despite our quirks and flaws, we trusted that our internal culture wouldn’t fall prey to addiction or the kinds of character failures that often plague musicians. We were human and sometimes sloppy, sure, but we didn’t tolerate serious misbehavior—toward others or ourselves. We understood the temptations of rock and roll, but we kept that culture at a distance. If someone in the band consistently showed disrespect—either to their bandmates or to themselves—we’d call it out. That simply wasn’t part of who we were. We respected that people make mistakes, but we had no room for anyone who was abusive, exploitative, or chasing the clichés of sex, drugs, and rock star bullshit. We weren’t druggies, we weren’t womanizers, and we didn’t treat the humiliation of women like a game.

We may have generally been misanthropic, but we still treated other people with respect. It was uncool to be cruel. But we weren’t perfect, so if one of us said or did something uncool, then someone else in the band would point it out: Dude, that was kind of dickish what you said to that guy. We wanted to be nice to kids, and nice to old ladies. I consistently saw everyone in Soundgarden turn around and apologize to either their bandmates or crew or fans or whoever as soon as they realized what they did wasn’t right. I’ve been an asshole to fans. Ninety-nine percent of the time we were all wonderful to fans, but sometimes you have a bad show or you’re in a bad mindset and someone bothers you and you might not react as nicely.

I can’t count how many times I saw Chris act cold, aloof, or dismissive toward someone—then, a few minutes later, pause and go back to talk to them because he realized he’d been a dick. None of us wanted to treat people in ways we wouldn’t want to be treated. We’d all had our share of toxic dynamics—whether with family, bullies, coworkers—and at some point, you realize, I don’t want to be that guy. Soundgarden were made up of people who didn’t want to be that guy. And if you slipped and were that guy for a moment, you’d usually recognize it yourself—and if you didn’t, a bandmate would call you on it. That’s the kind of people we were, and the kind of people we wanted around us.

It was inevitable that Audioslave would bring Chris back to Seattle when they went on tour. Matt and I not only wanted to support Chris, but we wanted to get a sense of what the band were all about when they played at the Paramount Theatre. We were onstage left looking at the crowd as the show began and it was like What the fuck? That’s not what our fans look like. Matt looked at me and smiled and said, “Nope. I think our fans have more teeth.” This crowd looked like they’d been drinking Wild Turkey on the hood of their Camaros and snorting meth. Where the fuck did these guys come from? Matt and I couldn’t figure out how three-quarters of Rage Against the Machine and the singer from Soundgarden had such a different demographic than Soundgarden. There were a lot of girls—mostly because of Chris—but girls who hung around with toothless dudes, I guess. It was weird.

After the show, Chris hosted a small gathering for friends and some family at his hotel. Matt didn’t go, but I attended with Adam Kasper. Chris’s best friend, Eric Garcia, let us know in advance that Chris wasn’t drinking anymore, though drinks would be available in another room. The whole scene felt strange—like Chris was saying goodbye to Seattle. It was as if he were closing the book and moving on, and that hurt.

At some point, Chris said he was heading to bed and said goodbye to everyone. We hugged, but he didn’t say anything personal—there were too many people around for a real conversation. I couldn’t say what I wanted to, either. We couldn’t speak honestly, like we might have if it were just the two of us. I looked at him and thought, I’m probably not going to see him again. Not just because he was leaving Seattle, or because our relationship—or the band—was ending. I had this unshakable feeling that none of us would see him again. It felt like Chris was already gone. Like I was saying goodbye to a ghost.

I couldn’t tell him any of that. So I just said, “Chris, I love you. Keep being the strong person I know you to be, the strong person you’ve always been.” He threw his arms around me and hugged me. Then he walked down the hall with Eric to his room. I felt an overwhelming sense of loss. At the time, I really believed Chris wasn’t long for the world.






Minding the Store

In contrast to what Chris was doing with Audioslave, I began jamming with people I knew and had relationships with who were much closer to home (for the most part). I was going to be the person who would start a band, something with a shared vision, love, and emotional commitment like I had in Soundgarden. The only problem was, in my young twenties I was gung-ho and wanted to do this, but in my late thirties, when there were other significant relationships involved, I felt hesitant to build new friendships, romantic involvements, and new partnerships. There was an aspect of the founding of Soundgarden that was very natural and effortless, but trying to do it again seemed like revisiting a road I’d already traversed, with both the ups and downs. Plus I’d have to find people who would share my vision.

Could I trust getting into a new creative or collaborative partnership where business elements were involved? What would they expect of the relationship with me? What would they expect from the process? Would it be different from what I expected? There are certainly aspects of me that are a little bit paranoid, in terms of my lack of ability to appraise the nature of relationships I may be entering into, or may have built or want to build. People might enter into a relationship with me with a different expectation of what they can get out of it, versus what I can get out of it. I might be looking at a creative partnership to flesh out some ideas, and they may be looking for that, or an opportunity for fame and fortune. Luckily, the people I connected with were my peers, socially, age-wise, and experience-wise in the music industry.

Krist Novoselic and I had previously crossed paths musically after Soundgarden broke up, and he was one person who was regularly pursuing me to make music with him. Former Kyuss drummer Alfredo Hernández, was another person who’d expressed interest in doing something, even though he lived in Southern California. I got to know Alfredo when Soundgarden did some European dates with Kyuss on their final tour in 1995. Krist had a rehearsal space in the Interbay area of Seattle, so the three of us began rehearsing there. Even though Alfredo lived in Palm Springs, he had a brother who worked for an airline, so he could travel to Seattle pretty inexpensively with his drums. To flesh things out further, I invited Bubba, because I had interest in playing with him after things didn’t work out with him joining Soundgarden. I had a bad taste in my mouth from having to play with another guitarist (Chris), and enjoyed the freedom of being the sole guitarist, but Bubba and I shared a lot of similar aspects of taste in heavy music, in punk rock, in arty music, so I brought him in.

For about a year, around 2002, we mostly gathered on weekends when Alfredo could join us. Sometimes we’d meet without him to go over stuff and just hang out, doing all the things a band does. It felt natural and good. We wrote riffs, had great jams, and Krist recorded everything. We made plenty of tapes, but the material was all instrumental. We enjoyed each other’s company, but we realized we lacked a singer.

One night after rehearsal, we went to see a show at the Crocodile Café, where Mudhoney’s Mark Arm—who’d been in a few side projects over the years—was hanging out. After some drinks, he came over to say hello. I told him Bubba and I had been jamming with Krist and Alfredo for months but we didn’t have a singer and asked if he’d be interested in joining us. He immediately said yes, no hesitation. I knew with Mark, we’d have an incredible band.

Unfortunately, we never got the chance to jam with Mark because Krist received a call from Curt Kirkwood, guitarist/vocalist of the Meat Puppets, who wanted to start a band. Krist, who was getting his pilot’s license at the time, began flying out to the Southwest to jam with Curt, and since Alfredo was nearby, he joined in, too. This solved the problem for Krist and Alfredo, as they now had a singer. Bubba and I assumed their new project was just a side thing, and we still thought we’d be jamming with Mark Arm.

That didn’t pan out. Curt and Alfredo didn’t click musically, and when Curt brought in his drummer friend, Bud Gaugh of Sublime, it changed the dynamic. They formed Eyes Adrift and got a deal with SpinART, but the tension between Curt, Alfredo, and Krist strained things further. This, along with Krist’s commitment to Eyes Adrift, caused our project to fizzle. We had some good instrumental demos and felt we were close to finding a singer. With the right label and management, we knew it could work. But we never got the chance to jam with Mark—or anyone—and that was the end of it.

The infrastructure that would allow me to hopscotch over some of the usual early stages of forming a new band, the infrastructure that had been built up by Soundgarden—management, label, lawyers, accountants, etc.—was gone within a year or two of Soundgarden folding. That meant that if I were ever truly serious about founding a new band, I’d have to start back at another place on the game board. I couldn’t just start where I left off, having built up a certain amount of houses and hotels on Boardwalk and Park Place. I had to start from GO again. But I did that already, and we fucking succeeded. We won! Did I want to do that again? Did I have to do that again? I climbed that fucking mountain. I wanted to make music, but I didn’t want to climb that mountain. I was frustrated and discouraged in my ability to move forward, knowing that the context was entirely different in my late thirties.

My goal was always to create something collaborative, not a solo album, because I valued the strength and reward of working with others. Being part of a team—like the Avengers, the Justice League, or the Chicago Cubs—was fun and important to me. I didn’t want to work with musicians who were just employees or supporting actors. That wasn’t my style, and I didn’t have the ego for it. A solo project with hired musicians felt lonely and solitary to me. I believed in the strength of a shared vision. The challenge was trying to build those relationships in my late thirties, when everyone’s life had shifted. People had become spouses and parents, and their priorities had changed. It was different than when we were young, feeling immortal, and ready to take on the world.

When I was younger, I was willing to make those kinds of commitments. Soundgarden grew together over the course of thirteen years. Obviously, when we were starting out as a band, we didn’t have dreams of the success we ended up having. We enjoyed where we were and continued to do what we were doing. We enjoyed the rewards and success that we were having—people liked what we were doing and our audience grew—so that was sufficient. But that constant growth required that our professional relationships expand—record labels, managers, accountants, lawyers, road crew, media—and we didn’t know how to take on those professional demands and expectations and relationships. We had to figure out how they fit into the context of managing our friendships and creative partnerships. There was no way we could have anticipated all of that. Ultimately, we crossed those bridges and slayed those dragons for many years.

I wasn’t ready to begin another journey like that, though. I had sort of lost any inertia I may have had, and I realized that maybe I didn’t have it in me to do it again and form a new band. I didn’t want to start at the ground floor again. But I couldn’t figure out what I felt comfortable doing. The only thing I knew I felt comfortable doing was Soundgarden, which required far less work, because it had already been built.

Seven months after Soundgarden’s breakup, A&M released A-Sides, a compilation that drew from our first six records, including one song each from Screaming Life and Ultramega OK. The speed with which it was put out somehow felt like an attempt to capture the last bit of momentum we’d built and then abandoned after Chris left. Since I wasn’t likely to start a solo project or join another band, and a Soundgarden reunion seemed unlikely, I focused on protecting the band’s legacy. Going back to the nineties, when the band were still together, I had started compiling a list of Soundgarden rarities—B-sides, soundtrack songs, and compilation tracks. After long nights of drinking and listening to our singles, EPs, and albums, I came up with a list of nearly fifty tracks. I organized them into categories like “Originals,” “Covers,” and “Oddities.” These were songs many fans hadn’t heard, and I wanted to make them accessible to everyone, not just those in specific markets.

This came to be known as “Kim’s album,” because I was the only one actively looking after our interests and “minding the store.” A&M Records wasn’t going to handle it. By then, many of our key contacts at the label were gone, after Seagram acquired PolyGram in 1998 and folded it into Universal Music Group. No one was left to protect Soundgarden’s interests except management and me. I had no support in assembling this compilation, and whenever I brought it up with Susan, it was always pushed aside. She was dealing with her own things—downsizing her management company, becoming a mother, and focusing on Chris’s solo career. When that didn’t work out with Euphoria Mourning and he joined Audioslave, her attention shifted there, until they split.

It was fine if others wanted to pursue solo careers or quit the band, but Soundgarden had been our work for thirteen years and the music we created together deserved to be maintained, preserved, and made available to fans. Compilations, remasters, and reissues were how our legacy needed to be managed—but it wasn’t. I wasn’t sure who to talk to about it, and whenever I brought it up, it was brushed aside.

Susan knew the product manager at Universal overseeing A&M, so I asked to meet him or speak with him. But Susan explained that he didn’t know much about Soundgarden, only the more recent releases. Some younger people at the label didn’t even know the full scope of our catalog. Susan mentioned that Soundgarden didn’t seem to have a dedicated team at the label anymore; it had shifted to focus on Chris’s solo career before Audioslave.

I couldn’t understand why Ben, Matt, and I had to worry about Chris’s solo career. We were focused on Soundgarden, not his individual success. Our management and label seemed more concerned with Chris’s career than the band’s, and in the meantime, I felt Soundgarden were being neglected.

I had friends whose kids were getting to the age where they were buying records and T-shirts and posters, and they could find Nirvana, Alice in Chains, and Pearl Jam stuff in stores, but not Soundgarden. I couldn’t attend to our back catalog on my own. I couldn’t make my compilation happen. I couldn’t get the Soundgarden T-shirts and posters back in the mall. My wanting to do all these things wasn’t enough to make it happen. It was endlessly frustrating. And the fact that I couldn’t get motion on our catalog and merchandise was a constant reminder of what it would take to form a new band, and that it would fall on me as an individual, that I would be the leader. I was already having a hard enough time managing Soundgarden’s legacy. I didn’t have the time, energy, or bandwidth to form a completely new band.






Come Together

By the time I read about the MC5 in Creem magazine as a teenager, they had already disbanded and their records were out of print. I didn’t understand “out of print” as a teenager in Park Forest, so when I couldn’t find them—or Stooges or New York Dolls albums, which I also was after—at Lowe’s record store in the mid-seventies, I asked my friend Tom Zutaut. He explained that the label stopped pressing copies of these records after the initial release because they hadn’t sold well.

Mainstream listeners may not have cared, but I did. The MC5 were ahead of their time—punk before there was punk—and their influence was undeniable. Tom suggested I check used record stores or garage sales, and when I finally found Kick Out the Jams, Back in the USA, and High Time, they were transformative. The blend of punk, hard rock, and even free jazz in the song “Starship” spoke to me and shaped my playing style. They’ve become one of my favorite bands ever since.

I first met MC5 guitarist, Wayne Kramer, in the early nineties, shortly after MC5 vocalist Rob Tyner had passed suddenly of a heart attack at age forty-six. We were on tour, headed to Detroit, in February 1992, where we were scheduled to do an in-store appearance at Metro Music Cafe record store in Royal Oak. As part of this in-store, we were going to put our palm prints in cement outside the store. I found out at the last minute—as though it was a minor detail—that this event was going to be us and the MC5! My jaw dropped. No one else in the band or crew cared. It was treated like an afterthought: Oh, by the way, you’re going to be putting your palm prints in cement at a record store alongside MC5. As far as I was concerned, this was fucking huge! It was motherfucking MC5!

The event had us sitting at a table doing an interview panel, and while we were doing it, I saw MC5 guitarist Fred “Sonic” Smith looking through the record racks. My immediate reaction was that I wanted to not be doing the interview and instead go introduce myself to Fred. Then I see drummer Dennis Thompson walking around, and bassist Mike Davis, and later Wayne Kramer. I recognized all of them. This was four-fifths of my favorite fucking band!

I briefly got to talk to Wayne at the record store event and we invited those guys to our show at the Fox Theatre that night. Fred didn’t go, so I never got to meet him—he died in 1994 of heart failure—but Wayne, Dennis, and Mike showed up. We had a great fucking show, like we almost always did in Detroit. Afterward, they came into the dressing room. Dennis and Mike were pretty quiet, but Wayne did all of the talking. He gave me his phone number and I gave him mine, and I think my knees were shaking, because it was such a surreal experience swapping phone numbers with Wayne Kramer. We never called each other, but still, I had Wayne Kramer’s phone number! That night, he paid me a great compliment when he said, “I see a lot of MC5 in the way you guys are live.” That was so fucking flattering. That was one of the best things I could hear.

He told me they’d recently been rehearsing for a fundraising gig in a couple days to raise money for Rob Tyner’s family, and he invited us to come and jam with them, maybe play “Kick Out the Jams” or something. Matt and I wanted to do it, Ben was kind of on the fence, but Chris didn’t. He was tired. There were other arguments against it put forth by our tour manager, and ultimately we didn’t do it. I remember being really bummed having to pass on an offer to play with one of my favorite bands. I didn’t think this would be an opportunity I’d ever have again.

Twelve years later, however, I did. In 2004, three of the remaining members of the band—Davis, Kramer, and Thompson—reunited for the DKT/MC5 tour, which featured a variety of guest vocalists, including Mudhoney’s Mark Arm. Prior to the tour coming to Seattle, Wayne invited me to join them onstage to play on a handful of songs when they were in town. Outside of the one No WTO Combo performance in 1999, I’d performed live very rarely since. To be able to play with my favorite band was well worth coming out of “retirement.” It was a huge honor and thrill, even as it was a little weird and nerve-wracking to be in front of an audience again.

Ten years after he left Soundgarden, Chris quit Audioslave after the release of their third album, Revelations, citing “irresolvable personality conflicts as well as musical differences.” Chris continued on with his solo career, while guitarist Tom Morello did the same under the pseudonym the Nightwatchman. On Tom’s 2009 West Coast “Justice” tour supporting One Man Revolution—which featured Wayne Kramer as part of his backing band—he shared the stage with different musicians at each stop, playing their material and his. Prior to his gig in Seattle at the Crocodile Café on March 26, 2009, Susan contacted Matt, Ben, and me and asked if we wanted to reunite (minus Chris) and play a few Soundgarden songs at the show. We were all into it—we’d remained friendly with and still saw each other from time to time—so we agreed to be part of it. We just needed to find a singer. I approached our old friend Mark Arm who, while flattered, wanted no part of that task. He laughed and said, “Dude I’m not going to try to step in for Chris. You want me to try to sing like that?” Tad Doyle (vocalist for Tad) had no hesitation, but offered this caveat: “You understand that I can’t sing like Chris, right?”

We called ourselves Tadgarden, and when Wayne introduced us, the crowd went absolutely crazy. Wayne turned to look at me, raised his eyebrows, and went, Wow! No one knew we were doing this, so we easily received the most enthusiastic response of the night. But, hey, this was our hometown, and the three of us hadn’t played together in more than a decade. For the past ten years, I’d mostly only been doing stuff in the studio, so I guess the name, or the legend, grew in my absence! I wondered, Did I just JD Salinger myself? Is that what just happened here? We played the two songs from our first single—“Hunted Down” and “Nothing to Say”—and then Tom joined us for “Spoonman,” because, of course, Audioslave used to play that.

We were now solidly in the smartphone era, and our performance was recorded and shared widely on social media, and it went viral. A near Soundgarden reunion in Seattle was huge news, so big that journalists started asking Chris about it during interviews for his third solo album, Scream. In at least one interview, Chris said something along the lines of, “Well, if I’d known about it, they could’ve called me. I would’ve happily played with them.” This was news to us! We hadn’t heard much from Chris since he’d distanced himself from Seattle, and it seemed like he was a bit irritated about being left out.

We had always said that if Soundgarden ever got back together, it would only be if all four of us were involved. What we did was a one-off with Tad, Tadgarden, playing some Soundgarden songs. The three of us could still play our own songs, as long as we weren’t calling it Soundgarden. After all, Chris had played Soundgarden songs with Audioslave and in his solo shows. Ultimately, that one-off gig with Tad seemed to put Soundgarden back on Chris’s radar. It made the possibility of a reunion seem real again.

After leaving Audioslave and continuing his solo career, Chris made the decision to have hip-hop producer Timbaland produce his 2009 album, Scream. The album featured a guest vocal from Justin Timberlake, was widely panned, and didn’t sell well.

Coincidentally, it was released just a couple weeks before our Tadgarden performance, so the contrast in the response to both things was stark and definitely caught some people’s eyes in Chris’s orbit.

Although his label had tried everything to break him as a solo artist, his sales never came close to Soundgarden’s. So they likely saw the possibility of a Soundgarden reunion as more viable and seemingly what fans wanted. Chris’s manager (he had different management since his split with Susan) considered the feedback he was hearing from lawyers, record labels, and others, and suggested, “You might want to pursue that, because we see it paying off way better than what you’re doing as a solo artist.” It eventually led to talks starting up when his camp reached out to Susan to see if the band would be interested in getting together to talk. To be clear, however, we weren’t at this point talking about restarting our creative partnership; it was initially just to address our catalog, merch, and band business that hadn’t been dealt with in some time.

As much as I tried to look after the Soundgarden legacy in the years after Chris left, it often felt like paddling upstream, mostly on my own. Without consistent support from my bandmates, the label, or management, there was only so much I could do—especially as technology was transforming the landscape at a pace none of us fully anticipated. In 2009, Soundgarden had no website, social media, or online store. Our songs continued to be in regular rotation on rock stations around the world, our videos watched millions of times on YouTube, and yet our fans couldn’t buy a T-shirt or hoodie. And a vast collection of songs that those fans would love to hear remained unreleased, because I could never get anyone at Universal to buy into the compilation I’d been curating for nearly fifteen years. I was hopeful that by combining our efforts again, all of this could finally be addressed.

In retrospect, the announcement that Chris put out on January 1, 2010, that said the “Knights of the Soundtable Ride Again,” was vague enough not to promise anything like a full band reunion—playing shows, making music together—but suggestive enough that fans and the media would draw that conclusion on their own. What it was actually about was simply the launch of our first webpage and a push to get people to sign up for our mailing list and fan club. We simply wanted to have a cyber presence and reconnect with fans, something that was long overdue. Through meetings between our management and Chris’s, as well as conversations among members of the band, we all saw the benefit of, at the very least, restoring our legacy and business partnership. I know that some people in Chris’s management and his camp thought that this was an indicator of the band reuniting. It was not. I didn’t want to be part of a reunion. I wasn’t interested in playing shows with Chris, Matt, and Ben. I wasn’t interested in touring with them. I wasn’t interested in the creative process with them. Honestly, I didn’t give a fuck about Soundgarden other than our catalog, merch, and legacy. I was done. I’d finally moved on.

I loved what we’d created, and I loved Soundgarden, but I had no desire to return to the dynamic that existed when I got fed up, when Chris quit. I wasn’t willing to step back into that. I didn’t need to. There were other parts of my life—my relationships, my creativity, my sense of self—that I valued deeply, and I didn’t want Soundgarden to compromise any of that. I didn’t feel dependent on it. And realistically, I didn’t see a full reunion on the horizon. Maybe we’d been on the same page once, but that page had long since become dog-eared and worn. The band ended. What reason did I have to believe that, twelve years later, we could rebuild a creative partnership? I couldn’t find one—and I wasn’t looking.

Matt definitely was interested in reuniting creatively, as indicated by the fact that he ultimately pushed for it. It was another step that none of us had so far broached. For him, it felt like a creative decision. He was writing songs that probably weren’t going to see the light of day with Pearl Jam. Songs he felt could best come to life through Soundgarden—with Chris’s voice, and Ben and me adding our brand of weirdness.

I was more skeptical. I didn’t see why Chris would want to revisit a creative partnership he’d walked away from. There didn’t seem to be a compelling reason to go back—except, maybe, for the pull of nostalgia, sentiment, and friendship. We hadn’t parted ways in hatred. We’d stepped away because of our distaste for the process, not for each other. The frustration was circumstantial, not personal.

But to me, renewing our creative relationship meant stepping back into all that frustration—and I wasn’t drawn to that. What did excite me was our business partnership: the chance to take care of our catalog, to finally bring Soundgarden into the twenty-first century, digitally speaking. I was especially glad when a new retrospective was floated—something more thoughtful than A-Sides, though not quite the rarities collection I’d long championed. That was where my focus was.

So when Chris posted that New Year’s Day 2010 tweet hinting that the band were reuniting, I felt no desire to jump back into the old dynamic. But I did love the irony that it was Tom Morello—Audioslave’s guitarist—with a cameo from MC5’s Wayne Kramer, who wound up being the spark that got Soundgarden moving again. Not creatively, at first. But the wheels had started to turn. Something was stirring.






Prodigal Son Returns

Even though Matt, Ben, Chris, and I were starting to discuss Soundgarden business again—mostly through management, due to Chris living in Los Angles and Matt being frequently involved with Pearl Jam concerns—we found that there were some significant impediments that needed to be dealt with first, not the least of which was my Luddite tendencies. I had a cell phone (by necessity), but I was technologically impaired. (If you’ve ever tried sending a text message on a flip phone, you can understand why brevity and acronyms—LOL, OMG, LMFAO—found their way into the English language at large.) I’d mostly spent the first decade of the new millennium blissfully unplugged. I didn’t even have a laptop or an email account, and definitely not a smartphone. Now, however, with the renewed Soundgarden activity, I had to get up to speed. It would be essential to in-band communication. Everyone else in Soundgarden had smartphones and email accounts, and they were completely comfortable with all manner of twenty-first-century communication. Thankfully, those closest to me (and the band) had pity and helped me try to catch up on a decade’s worth of ignorance in a very short period of time.

Once we had the basic “Knights of the Soundtable” landing page up and functioning, Tim Bierman and his team, who handled Pearl Jam’s Ten Club, helped us set up our website. Finally, we could post our own videos and audio. Then we added Instagram and Facebook accounts for the band, which was all new to me. I didn’t understand any of it. An email and internet account were set up for me on a laptop, and Krist Novoselic did his best to teach me how to use email. I was a total novice! But I needed email so I could communicate with management, the band, and the label about all the projects we were discussing, like our new retrospective, which we decided to call, at my suggestion, Telephantasm. An iPhone allowed me to more easily and fluidly take part in the band’s group chats. I could do full sentences, with punctuation and everything!

Beyond some infrastructure details we were dealing with, however, things got a little sticky. Chris’s split with Susan in the early aughts had been pretty acrimonious, and there had been ongoing legal action happening regarding financial issues that began to involve Soundgarden. This obviously caused a schism between Chris and his new management and Susan’s management of the rest of the band. Even before we reunited, it had been problematic (because they’d divorced in 2004), and I would argue that it was an impediment to moving forward with Soundgarden projects during the time we were apart. After the band started working together again, it became a little weird and awkward, because I started dealing with Chris’s management team on merchandise and catalog concerns. What once was a benefit of having a manager who was close to the band became an obstruction, due to the intense acrimony and litigation. Susan was in the position of having legal disagreements with a former member of a band she was managing, who happened to be her ex-husband. It became messy, complicated, and difficult to navigate. There were things we couldn’t move forward with until their issues were settled.

Our activity stalled because we couldn’t do some of the things we wanted to do until one of our partners resolved their situation with Susan. The tension between them was so severe that they couldn’t be in the same room together, and it became clear that Susan couldn’t work with us anymore. We couldn’t have that kind of hostility in the Soundgarden camp. Chris, backed by new management, pushed for us to part ways with her, even though Matt and I were hesitant. We valued her as a trusted friend, but Chris (in his capacity as a Soundgarden member) obviously didn’t share those feelings. Chris wanted nothing to do with her, either professionally or personally. Susan, however, still felt she had a legacy stake in the band.

After consulting with Pearl Jam’s management, friends, and lawyers, we realized that the band was the most important partnership, and management could change. It was a painful decision, especially for me, but we knew we had to move on. The dynamic of having a romantic relationship between a band member and the manager had always been tricky, and it became clear after Chris and Susan split. It wasn’t as catastrophic as it could have been, but it was still messy. Personally, Matt, Ben, and I didn’t want to let Susan go, but she was no longer in a position to manage Soundgarden.

When the band renewed our business relationship, those helping us saw more potential than just issuing a compilation and creating a website. I was aware that Soundgarden’s legacy had grown in our absence, as I had learned of our influence and inspirational impact from many younger bands, songwriters, and artists. What I didn’t realize, however, was that our mainstream commercial value and profile was solidly intact, and what people wanted more than anything was for Soundgarden to reunite, play shows, and make new music together again. I hadn’t grasped that.

As a result of rumors about our reunion, management began receiving offers for us to perform. It’s possible that Chris’s management had planned this all along, but it wasn’t where I was at. Personally, I didn’t want to jump back into the machine and pick up where we left off in 1997. I still had resentment toward the music business, even though I felt good about my relationships within the band. Once you reach a certain level, others get involved, and I wasn’t thrilled about that. I’ve never been the type to follow someone else’s schedule, and I didn’t want to be in service to someone else’s needs. Music was something I wanted to do on my own terms, without external expectations.

I was willing to bend, however, for an offer to headline Lollapalooza in my hometown of Chicago. To be honest, I wasn’t really cognizant that Lollapalooza had transitioned from a touring event to a multiday festival. But the idea of headlining in Chicago felt right. My mom, sister, and close friends still lived there, and it felt like a nostalgic return. It wasn’t about a cash grab—anyone who thought that missed the point. For me, it was about reconnecting with the guys, playing together again after all the business talks, and being part of something meaningful. Before we stepped back onto the massive Lollapalooza stage for such a momentous gig, however, we needed a little warm-up to get our legs back under us, so we played a more intimate “secret” show for our Seattle fans at the Showbox. People seemed to be ecstatic about the fact that Chris, Matt, Ben, and I were playing together again. After twelve years away, we hadn’t tarnished our legacy. We’d left with critical and commercial acclaim, and that hadn’t changed. Our legend had only grown, and that was heartwarming.

It was exciting being onstage with the guys again, and it only raised my anticipation for the Lollapalooza headlining show, which didn’t disappoint. It turned out to be such a huge gig, with so many people there! It surprised the fuck out of me. Even though I understood that we were headlining Lollapalooza—the first time we’d been in that position—for some reason, I thought the show was going to be in some amphitheater like it was in ’92, or on a stage in some arid, dusty field like it was in ’96 with Metallica. But because it was a one-off weekend event, it drew people from across the country and internationally to Grant Park in Chicago.

It was a hot summer night and it reminded me of the hot summer nights of Chicago growing up. The air felt the same; it was thick and sultry. And the wind had a certain tone to it. It was very Chicago. I had so many feelings of nostalgia being in the hometown I grew up in, with friends and my band from the hometown I adopted that had reunited. The sounds, the smells, the sights, the companionship, the camaraderie—it was amazing.

The actual performance of the material was quite exhilarating. There was a sense of accomplishment, but it was bigger than just accomplishing. It wasn’t “job well done,” or “project completed,” it was a much bigger feeling. It was really heartwarming and surprising to understand what the band had maintained and sustained, and how we had grown in our absence, both in terms of interest and affection. It was not on my radar. I think I’d divorced myself from some aspect of that part of my ego. I feel like in some way I’d underestimated the band and myself until I saw the reaction when we got back together again.

Even though we hadn’t focused on our catalog during the twelve years we were apart, our audience was still growing. Classic rock radio was playing “Spoonman,” “Black Hole Sun,” and “Fell on Black Days,” and a younger generation had discovered us—maybe the children of our early fans. It was surreal to think that we were now considered classic rock, alongside Led Zeppelin and AC/DC. At the time, I was more into sports and news radio, so it took a while for me to wrap my head around it. But it became clear: Our audience hadn’t gone anywhere.

Reuniting wasn’t on my radar at first. I was content with my life and creative freedom, without the hassle of publishing or promoting. But I couldn’t deny how amazing it felt to be back on the stage with Chris, Ben, and Matt headlining Lollapalooza in Chicago, and I liked the idea of having a website and reissuing our first single. I still wasn’t sure I wanted to return to Soundgarden as a creative pursuit, but the idea was starting to grow on me.






Been Away Too Long

When Telephantasm was released in September 2010, it quickly went platinum, thanks in part to its connection with the Guitar Hero: Warrior of Rock video game (the two were bundled together) and because we included previously unreleased material I’d been uncovering during our time apart. One track I found was an instrumental we called “The Telephantasm” that I wrote and we recorded with Jack Endino when Hiro was still in the band. For the Deluxe Edition of Telephantasm, we had Steve Fisk, who we’d frequently enlisted to do remixes for us over the years, put his spin on it. We also added “Black Rain,” a song nearly finished during the Badmotorfinger sessions with producer Terry Date, but left incomplete at the time.

To complete the track, we went into Studio X in 2010, the first time the four of us had been in a studio together in more than a decade! Adam Kasper was there overseeing things with his assistant, Nate Yaccino. Nate would become an important part of the Soundgarden world, working as a backline tech for our tours as well as an engineer on subsequent recording projects. “Black Rain” was about three-quarters of the way done, and everything about it was strong, it was just incomplete. Chris wrote new lyrics, and I contributed lead guitar parts to it. Sitting in the studio, working together once again, was where we started revisiting creative stuff. It felt good. While we had already come together as a business and entertainment entity, there definitely was something clicking on the creative side.

It was around this time that Matt mentioned he had a couple of songs he’d demoed that he didn’t think suited Pearl Jam. He told us he was going to book some time at Heart’s Bad Animals studio and asked if we could all come down and listen to his demos, and he could show us how to play the songs. As much as I was curious as to what we could all do with his songs, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to continue in that direction. I’d enjoyed the resurrection of our partnership and catalog concerns. It had been my primary interest during that time apart, so I was more focused on managing Soundgarden’s catalog and legacy than on the band itself. I’d been working on a B-sides/non-LP collection since the breakup, and that was my priority in 2010—protecting and gatekeeping our history. While the others were interested in our legacy, I was the one actively pursuing it.

Nonetheless, I gave in to my curiosity and joined the rest of the guys in the studio with Matt, who played us his two songs. He showed me the guitar parts and soon we were jamming. Matt kept pushing, asking if we wanted to record, which led to him asking Chris if he was willing to participate. Chris surprised us by saying, “I’ve got a couple demos.” Ben chimed in that he had some songs as well, and even though I didn’t make four-track demos like they did, I chipped in with some of my own ideas. It turned into a jam session where we saw where we were creatively. It started to feel like we were a band again, all initiated by Matt’s push to learn his songs. And now, between the four of us, we had what felt like some really cool material. It was exciting! But what did this all mean?

At the start of 2010, we’d unintentionally teased a reunion, but by the end of the year we had an online presence, had played a few shows, and were working on new material. Things had progressed quickly and went in a direction I hadn’t necessarily expected. It was a lot to wrap my head around.

Seeing that we were working together again, Adam Kasper unearthed live recordings he’d made with a mobile unit, documenting a series of West Coast shows we played on our final US tour in 1997. We had sort of forgotten about the recordings in the wake of our split, and those tapes, like so much of our legacy, had been shelved. Adam had spent a lot of time and energy on them back in ’97, so I can understand how he wouldn’t have wanted them to just sit on a shelf at Studio X.

He’d initially called Matt and had him come down to the studio to hear them, but the next thing I knew, Matt contacted me and asked if I could come down and listen to some mixes that he and Adam had put together. I had no idea what he was talking about. He asked if I remembered Adam recording some shows on our last US tour, and I just drew a blank. I remembered Adam being around for some dates, but I’d completely forgotten that he’d recorded them. Nonetheless, I was excited to hear what they were working on, so I hopped in my car and went to the studio.

They were sitting there smiling when I arrived and started blaring “Spoonman,” “Let Me Drown,” and some other songs they had rough mixes of. It sounded solid. It needed some work—there were some bass and guitar screwups here and there and some stuff with the vocals, where Chris was a bit pitchy—but overall it was impressive. We were all giddy. It was solid. The little mistakes could be easily fixed.

Adam suggested we could use a couple of songs for B-side material, but I thought that we could get an album out of the recordings—Soundgarden’s first official live album! That was the beginning of the process of putting together Live on I-5. It was Matt and me, with Ben sometimes and Chris when he was in town. I then talked to Jeff Fura at the label and he said that they were into releasing it. This would not only complete our deal with A&M, but when it was released in early 2011, it primed the pump, so to speak, for the US tour we’d agreed to undertake that summer. Yeah, we were definitely a band again, and I have to say that it felt fucking great.

I’d never felt like Soundgarden reuniting was an inevitability, and years earlier I think I’d made my peace that it wouldn’t happen. Funnily enough, plenty of people, including our peers, thought otherwise. I remember having a conversation with Pearl Jam bassist Jeff Ament sometime in the aughts about this very thing. On more than one occasion he said to me, “You guys will get back together again.” He was very confident, but I just didn’t see it.

“I don’t know, man,” I told him. “Not really interested.”

“It’ll happen,” he assured me. “Things will change slowly enough that you might become interested.”

“I don’t care if it does.”

“It’ll happen.”

And he was right. When you build the kind of intimacy and friendship that we had in Soundgarden, you can work past whatever may have caused your split. It’s rare that a band relationship can be damaged as badly as a marriage can be damaged by weird infidelities or violations of trust, because the level of expectation of trust is not built as high in a band with a bunch of rock-and-roll colleagues as it would be with a domestic partner. We had the opportunity to not only reconnect creatively, but also potentially correct some of the issues that led to our split. We all had that much more experience and could see in hindsight where things went wrong.

Before releasing Live on I-5 and embarking on our summer tour, we began working on the follow-up to Down on the Upside. We were no longer signed to A&M and working on their budget and time frame, so it would be a much different and ultimately drawn-out process this time. Chris lived in Los Angeles, and Matt had Pearl Jam commitments, so we had to work around those, as well as our own tour plans.

After our Lollapalooza appearance in Chicago, we’d discovered that the demand for us to play live, even with no new material out, was definitely there. This was how bands now made money—touring and merchandise—because album sales had been decreasing for more than a decade. In our absence, our value had ascended with our legacy; our name and brand grew. I think this was because we had managed that brand fairly well in our first go-around. We made sure that we were the band that we’d like to see and listen to. And it paid off, because our fans saw us in the way that we wanted to be seen.

King Animal was made in a similar way to Down on the Upside, which could have been disastrous, given the tension we experienced during that album. Adam Kasper coproduced again, but this time, he wasn’t tasked with relaying each member’s specific requests. The material came from everyone’s demos, but the process was more collaborative. Instead of sticking strictly to demos, we focused on adding our collective Soundgarden touch, a shift Chris understood was necessary after the alienation I felt during Down.

As an example, Chris brought in “Been Away Too Long” for us to jam on. It had a verse and a chorus and lyrical ideas, but while jamming on it, Ben came up with a bass groove. I started playing a different part, and Chris started jamming and playing some guitars on it, and it became a different section, a section that Ben wrote. That was something that may not have occurred when we were making Down. That openness to collaboration was a good thing. It was a good thing for the band, and it was a good thing for the creative partnership. It was something that was lacking in the Down sessions. Everyone was being a lot more inclusive of the rest of the band. It wasn’t a warehouse of individual ideas; it was a place that was designed to store our collective ideas.

Chris, being so prolific, brought in a lot of demoed songs. Since he’d undertaken a solo career and played in another rock band, he seemed to have a clearer understanding of what we were about and what would work for Soundgarden. We vetoed fewer of his songs during the making of King Animal than we did in the past. Still, his natural writing style—blockier, less groovy—couldn’t always easily be Soundgardenized. “Halfway There” and “Bones of Birds” were good songs, but they needed to be worked into Soundgarden shape. “Bones of Birds” we could bend toward a Soundgarden vibe better than “Halfway There”; that was a tough one to do. We liked it; it was very catchy. We couldn’t say no to it. It would have been like saying no to “Black Hole Sun.” It wasn’t very Soundgarden-y, but we were open to steering it a little bit. “Bones of Birds” didn’t initially catch me as something that would be very Soundgarden-like, but we were able to do it. And the fact that “Halfway There” was left open by Chris to be fleshed out by all of us was a good thing. After the album was released, some critics and fans pointed out that there were certain songs that didn’t sound like Soundgarden songs—more like Chris’s solo songs—and I sort of agreed. Or maybe those songs were my least favorite on the album.

Chris not only brought us new ideas, but he also revisited old ones, like “A Thousand Days Before,” a riff I had shown the band back in the nineties during either Superunknown or Down on the Upside. I had demoed it then, but nothing came of it. I remember Ben being intimidated by the riff, though it was simpler than it sounded. It was surprising when Chris dug it up years later during the making of King Animal. He had written lyrics for it, which amazed me.

“Non-State Actor” is another example of our collaborative efforts. Ben had worked on a riff that had a unique motion and bounce, and we spent a lot of time working through it. No one wanted to write lyrics for it, but I took the challenge. Ben was surprised by what I came up with, telling me he couldn’t believe I managed to write lyrics for such a complex song, unlike Down on the Upside, where so much of the communication between band members involved specific instructions about how and what to play on the songs they’d written, King Animal was a true collaboration.

We’d all had a hand in shaping each track, making it feel like a Soundgarden album, not just a collection of individual songs. We’d definitely learned from our past mistakes and when we finished King Animal, there wasn’t a sense of tension and dissatisfaction hanging over it. And, in my mind, it didn’t matter if it went gold or platinum, I felt like we’d made a Soundgarden album I was proud of.






Circle of Power

Back in 1997, Soundgarden splintered in apathy and fatigue, not acrimony. But in order to make things work in the new millennium—all of it, the recording, touring, decision-making—we had to be better at managing the challenges of maintaining our creative and personal relationships. What I’d seen in reconnecting with my bandmates was that we had all grown up a lot, in significant and important ways. Chris and Matt had become fathers—Ben was already a father before we broke up—and I think that brought about a certain level of maturity and discipline. My ability to manage my vices was also a little bit more grown up. I wasn’t turning up at practices hung over. Before we broke up, practices were something I had to endure until I could go home and take a nap.

When we reunited, I had a different focus. Since Chris no longer lived in Seattle, rehearsals were scheduled by the week, and that week of rehearsals while he was in town was important. We all took them very seriously. These were our windows to learn songs and share ideas, and I didn’t want to be hung over.

I also stopped drinking during our shows. Same with Ben. Because we weren’t drinking onstage, it meant that we were going to be a little bit more temperate in our overall consumption and in our emotions. We’d be directing our emotions toward the music, as opposed to the audience or each other or our gear, or whatever. That was a distinct change.

One of the most important changes that I saw in all of us, which improved how we got along, was that everyone was much more deferential to each other and to the collective. And everyone was much more respectful. I think, before we broke up, there may have been an aspect of individuals that were more assertive of their wants and their needs, and that might be kind of a rock star thing to do. It’s partly a youthful willfulness and partly an immature way of asserting things, and a poor understanding of diplomacy.

Now, everyone was less likely to voice what they wanted and more likely to ask, How can we get this done, or What do you think? Or, What do you want? It was a changed dynamic. A lot of it was a function of failure. I got the feeling that everyone in the band understood that Soundgarden’s disillusionment back in ’97 was a failure on the part of each of us individually. And I think that enough time had elapsed that everyone was able to be accountable for their failure in managing and maintaining what was a perfectly great creative enterprise. There was no reason that we should have broken up other than the fact that we were just kind of sick of it. Not sick of each other, just sick of it.

That said, I didn’t like the rigors of touring in 2011 much more than I did in 1997, but we’d learned from our past mistakes, making it more manageable for everyone. To keep Chris healthy and preserve his voice, he traveled separately, flying between shows. He couldn’t sleep on the bus, so he’d head to his hotel after the show, rest, and then fly to the next city. By this point, in our late forties and early fifties, we knew what worked for us and found ways to make the whole endeavor easier. We also had two buses, so Matt, who preferred to leave after shows, could rest earlier, while Ben and I stayed to socialize and have a few beers.

In the past, drinking before we performed helped with pre-show jitters, but at fifty, I needed a different approach. After thirteen years of playing the same material, I knew the songs inside and out, but after not playing them for so long, I wanted to focus on performing them right. I could reward myself with beers after the set.

One priority that we addressed when we reunited and decided to tour was assembling a crew that we were happy with. Our best hire turned out to be tour manager Jerome Crooks, whom I call a good friend to this day. He was beloved by the entire band and our crew. He was the best leader. He’s together. He’s funny. He’s considerate of everybody. And he put together a top-notch team for us that we fell in love with. Our crew of thirty to forty people loved each other, and they loved us. It was the best team or machine that Soundgarden ever had or built and I wished that it had existed in the nineties, because it would have been an entirely different story regarding our experiences touring, at home, or in the studio during that time. From the tour manager down, we built an incredible organization for touring.

Although we were back together and touring again, Chris continued his solo career, and Matt was still with Pearl Jam, which meant we weren’t on the road all the time. In 2014, however, we received some major offers that conflicted with Matt’s commitments. We couldn’t pass up South American Lollapalooza, a European tour with Black Sabbath, or a US tour with Nine Inch Nails, so we needed a fill-in drummer.

We considered three drummers: Matt Chamberlain, Barrett Martin, and Josh Freese. Josh had played on Chris’s solo albums and filled in for Devo’s drummer during the 1996 Lollapalooza tour. Matt Chamberlain had drummed for Pearl Jam in the early nineties and worked with numerous major artists. Barrett Martin had played with Skin Yard, Screaming Trees, and R.E.M. After auditions, Ben and Chris leaned toward Matt Chamberlain, while Matt and I preferred Barrett because of his history with Screaming Trees. Ultimately, we chose Matt, who was quiet, easygoing, and seemed like the best fit for our dynamic.

Unsurprisingly, 2014 was a hugely successful year for the band. We were working hard, promoting the twentieth anniversary of Superunknown, and managing a much tighter, more efficient operation. Though Matt wasn’t available for most of the 2014 dates, he would occasionally fly in to play, like when we opened for Black Sabbath in Hyde Park on July 4. One highlight, for me, came on my birthday, September 4, when we played a special show in Seattle for the NFL season opener. Performing in front of the Seattle Seahawks’ stadium, the defending Super Bowl champions, felt like the perfect culmination of an incredible year. That birthday, my fifty-forth, was further enhanced by going to a special preproduction screening of the still-in-progress, uncompleted second SpongeBob SquarePants movie, followed by being ushered to a surprise birthday party at Dahlia Lounge with the band, crew, and our families. I was totally fooled!

It was heartening to see throughout this tour cycle, whether in South America, Europe, or the US, the enthusiasm we were met with. Part of it was nostalgia; our Soundgarden base was still there. Fans who saw us in their twenties were now in their thirties or forties and were coming out. But there were new rockers, like maybe some older fans were bringing their sons and daughters out. And there were people who never got to see Soundgarden, maybe because they were too young at the time—just like our generation didn’t get to see Led Zeppelin or the Who in their original incarnation. And there were even people who came to see us because of Chris’s solo career. Chris had been utilizing new media before Soundgarden started doing that and, as a result, he had been reaching a different, younger, and more female audience. These were definitely different than our fans from the nineties.

Nearly twenty years after I first started compiling it, my pet project—a definitive collection of non-LP tracks—was released as Echo of Miles. This long-awaited release, which finally saw the light of day after many setbacks, marked a moment of strength for us post-reunion. With the full support of the label, management, and the band, we were able to give our fans a multidisc set of rare tracks, including some previously unreleased material. It was a significant achievement for the fans and a personal victory for me as the caretaker of our recorded legacy.

Around this time, we regained the rights to Ultramega OK from SST and planned to release the remixed version we’d always wanted to do back in 1988. The original version had felt like unfinished business. We loved the material, but the final product never quite lived up to our expectations. With the time and resources available now, I was determined to make it right. Instead of partnering with Universal, we decided to return to Sub Pop, where it all began. The tapes, engineers, and designers we wanted to work with were all here in Seattle, and it made sense for me to oversee everything locally.

The original tapes were over twenty-five years old, so they had to be carefully handled. The first step was to “bake” them at a low temperature to prevent degradation, a process my old friend Stuart managed at Avast! studio. Once cooled, the tapes were converted into digital files. Adam Kasper and my guitar tech, Nate Yaccino, took care of this process, preparing everything for Jack Endino to finally mix Ultramega OK as we’d always envisioned.

Jack was the perfect person for the job because he knew our material better than anyone outside of maybe Chris and me. Jack had been there all along, either as an audience member or a friend of the band. So I worked with him during the mixing process of Ultramega OK, and Matt stopped by on a couple of occasions. Hiro was invited as well, but since he lives in Bellingham, it wasn’t as convenient for him. I just wanted him to know where we were at and that he was welcome and encouraged to come down and give us some input on the songs and the bass. Ultimately, I think he trusted Jack’s ear. When we’d finish a mixing session, we’d share the results with Chris and Matt via email to see if they had any feedback. Mostly we felt that anything Jack did was going to be an improvement.

Jack’s mixes were definitely superior, but he was limited to what was on tape. And there was a bit of forensic mixing that had to be done trying to figure out what went where, what guitar parts and what track and what drums. And Jack was trying to figure out, How did these sounds get on tape? There were some drum sounds that were probably inadequate, and the guitar sounds were definitely inadequate. Jack tried to determine what mics were used, what mic techniques were used, and he was like Oh, yeah, Drew was doing things here that you would not do with an electric guitar or the guitar amp. These are techniques you might use mic-ing an acoustic guitar live or something. So what was on tape, we couldn’t fix after the fact. We could only fix how everything was balanced together and the mixes. Given that, I thought Jack did a great piece of surgery.

Since a lot of the material that we’d recorded with Drew Canulette had also been previously recorded at Reciprocal with Jack, we decided to include those songs with the Ultramega OK reissue. That way people could hear, for instance, what the album might have sounded like if we hadn’t signed with SST and instead waited around for Sub Pop to have enough money to put out the full-length they’d wanted to do with us back then. We likely would have recorded the whole album with Jack. In sorting through these old tapes, going back to the Screaming Life sessions, we realized that there were several songs that were never released and that we never re­recorded. This goes back to our decision, when Hiro left, that we wouldn’t do anything more with the material from that era. We’d paid for these recordings with band money, so they are ours to eventually do what we want with them.

Things were going so well with the band in our second go around, and King Animal was received so favorably by fans, we planned to follow that up at some point. There were plenty of factors that would make this difficult—proximity, other bands, solo careers, etc.—but we all still felt the creative buzz of creating music together. King Animal was in some ways a decade or more in the making, in that some of the ideas went back to the nineties, but between the four of us, we were never short on musical ideas. We still had some songs that we wrote but never completed from the King Animal sessions, because we had such an abundance of material at the time. And when Matt, Ben, and I were all in Seattle, we would get together to work on and record other new ideas that we had. We were able to share these demos with Chris—who was now living on the East Coast, dividing his time between New York and Florida—so he could write lyrics and come up with vocal melodies. He could record his parts in his home studio and send them back to us to listen to.

We weren’t on a time line to complete anything, but we were definitely actively writing and slowly accumulating new material. And we were all contributing pretty equally. We had definitely re-found our groove as a band and were able to not only accommodate everyone’s different creative outlets, schedules, and living situations, but we were functioning well personally and professionally. The dissatisfaction and frustration that blew us apart in 1997 was absent nearly twenty years later. We were the same people, but we found a way to maybe be more flexible with each other and to also put people around us who we loved in the same way that we loved each other. It made everything that we did—even the things I found difficult, like touring—that much easier.






Slaves & Bulldozers

I didn’t want to wake up early that Wednesday in May. If I was ever a morning person, touring with Soundgarden cured me of that. My work started at night, so I was used to going to bed when the rest of the population was waking up. The hangover relentlessly hammering in my head added to my dismay. The day before, Tuesday, had been a welcome day off in Detroit and I used the time to take in a Detroit Tigers game at Comerica Park. The Tigers had lost 13–11 to the Baltimore Orioles in extra innings. After the game, I went to see Dennis Coffey from the Detroit Guitar Band at the small Northern Lights Lounge. Coffey was one of the Funk Brothers, known for the many soul and R&B sides he played on over the years, and, at seventy-six years old, he could still bring it.

Beers at the game and beers at the lounge didn’t mix well with an early wake-up call on Wednesday morning. But I had a goodbye to say, so I pulled myself out of bed and tried to get myself together. Jerome was leaving our tour—which we knew in advance was going to happen—so he could join the Tool tour. He’d done all of our spring 2017 dates, but he would have to miss the last couple of weeks. We were scheduled to wrap it up in Oklahoma on May 27.

My head was swimming, and I was probably still drunk. My phone buzzed with a text from Jerome, saying he was heading out. I texted him back and told him not to leave until I could say goodbye. “I wanna give you a hug and give you a kiss and say goodbye in person, but I don’t know if I can move,” I texted. He replied, “Hold on, Kim. I’ll be right up.” I threw on my pants, put on my hotel slippers, and kind of wobbled to the door just as he knocked. He came into my room and gave me a big hug.

“I feel like shit,” I said. “Physically and emotionally. I had a fun night last night, but I’m burnt out, and I can’t believe you’re leaving.”

“I know, Kim. I’m sorry, but I have to go. I’ll see you on the next tour. Call me every day.”

“I love you, Jerome.”

“I love you, too, Kim. Don’t worry, I’ll see you soon.” As much as he wanted to reassure me, I immediately felt off. It was not just the hangover; it was the added anxiety that we had two more weeks of tour, and our brother was gone. It always felt weird for me to be out there on the road away from home, and when someone who helped make me feel secure and happy left, it troubled me. I felt anxious, and I felt this weird hole all day, coupled with my hangover.

Jerome wasn’t just a rock for me. He looked after the entire band, and he was cognizant of all our needs. He was the consummate pro, but more than that, he was someone we all loved and trusted, a true friend. He knew our habits and preferences and did his best to make everything as comfortable as possible for us. He was also discreet, something that I valued. When we would have guests backstage after our shows, he’d make sure that we could entertain them in a way that didn’t invade anyone’s privacy.

Just a couple weeks before the Detroit show, in Atlanta, he’d stopped by our dressing room after the gig to let us know that Chris had left his dressing room and gone to his hotel so that we could hang in his room with our guests if we wanted to. I was always extra protective of our privacy, so I decided I’d go in there first just to make sure Chris hadn’t left a shirt or a hat or a record. I didn’t want anyone going in there and grabbing something Chris forgot or left behind.

When I walked into the room, I noticed an empty medication packet in the sink. I could see it was a blister pack, not a prescription bottle, but I didn’t look at it that closely. I just grabbed it and shoved it into my front pocket so that no one would see it and so that no one else would take it. I looked around and saw no clothing, valuables, or records, so I brought our guests in. After everyone settled in, I cracked a beer and went into the bathroom to look at the blister pack. It was torn open, so I had to kind of reassemble it to read the label. It said lorazepam, which meant nothing to me, I’d never heard of it.

When I got back to my hotel room that night, I emptied my pockets and threw some of the contents that I acquired that day into my bag, and that included the lorazepam blister packs, and I forgot about it.

Even though Chris had never talked to me about any meds he was taking, I was vaguely aware that he was taking something to deal with his anxiety and sleep issues. It was only later that I found out that lorazepam addressed those, as well as agoraphobia, another issue he battled. Chris was clearly taking lorazepam on this tour, but when I found the blister pack, I was uninformed as to what it was and why he was taking it. I wanted to respect his privacy.

The day of our Detroit show, Chris flew in from New York. We’d had a couple days off, so he’d gone home to see his family. Maybe it was my bad hangover, but when I ran into him in our dressing room, he didn’t seem right. Something seemed amiss to the point that I put my arm around his shoulder, looked him in the eyes—like you do with friends, when you’re concerned—and asked him, “Hey, man, is everything good? Are you okay?” His reply was “Everything’s fine. I’m just a little bit tired.” He seemed fidgety when he was answering. I know what it is to be tired, and I know what it is for Chris to be tired. We’d been touring together for decades, and we were used to being tired. You know what it’s like when it’s too much. You want to go to sleep in the van or the bus or go back to the hotel. But this felt different. He was smiling, but his smile was very empty, and it was pained. It wasn’t familiar, and it didn’t seem right. I couldn’t put my thumb on it. He kept assuring me that he was fine, just sleepy.

I told him about going to the baseball game the day before, then later catching Dennis Coffey’s show. I mentioned that some Orioles players I knew were coming to the show and a few guys from Dennis Coffey’s band, as well.

“You should get that keyboardist’s number,” he said to me. I was puzzled at his suggestion.

“Why?”

“He’s good, and he’s a fan; the drummer’s a fan, too. Those guys are good, it would be helpful for future projects.” I was thinking to myself, I haven’t discussed any future projects. I was just talking about how great the band were, and how a couple of them were fans who were gonna be at the show. He continued on.

“If you do a solo record, those guys are handy, because he’s a good keyboardist. They can help with the arrangements, production, and coordinate with the other musicians.” I didn’t understand where he was going with this. I was thinking, Why are you saying this to me? Why are you saying get the keyboardist from Dennis Coffey’s band’s number? I’d never said anything about wanting to make a solo record. Why is Chris giving me advice for when I want to do one in the future? It just seemed incongruous; it seemed out of context. He wasn’t being a smartass. He was giving me brotherly advice about getting the number of this musician. It will help you when you do a solo record. Fuck.

We went onstage at 9:15, and it was a rough start. Chris’s voice was out in the first two songs. I noticed it immediately. He started singing, and I thought, Ouch. He wasn’t having problems pitching; it was just the quality of his voice. Rather than sounding smooth, it sounded a little crackly. I did kind of cringe, because I thought, Oh my god, his voice. Between songs, I pulled him aside and asked him again, “Chris, is everything good?” I got the same reply: “I’m just tired.” By the third or fourth song, he had stretched out his vocal cords and was singing beautifully. There were actually a couple moments in the show that I distinctly remember sent shivers up my spine.

Before we were supposed to play “Been Away Too Long,” though, he realized his guitar was out of tune and we didn’t have a backup ready to go. There were two guitar techs and two or three dozen guitars onstage, but none were in the tuning for “Been Away Too Long.” Chris’s guitar tech, Vince, a member of Ice-T’s Body Count, didn’t have another guitar ready with that tuning. My guitar tech, Nate, had a backup, because he always has a backup ready for me. But he was on a different side of the stage, so he didn’t know what was going on. Had Nate known that there was some issue there, he could have given Chris one of mine that was ready to go.

There was this uncomfortable gap of dead air while we’re waiting for a guitar to be prepared. It caused a weird break in the show. I think at some point Ben started playing bass and started kind of jamming, and then Matt jammed along with him. But Chris wasn’t communicating what was going on to the crowd. He just stood there waiting; and we were just standing around waiting. Then he ran behind the backline to talk to his guitar tech. I started hearing murmuring from the crowd like What’s going on? I was wondering the same thing, thinking, What the fuck’s the matter? Chris ran up to me.

“Dude, just start the song without me. Just play without me.”

“But this is a song you wrote, and you always play the beginning, and then I come in. We play two different parts.” We’d never done it this way and I had no idea how it would sound.

“Just play without me.”

I looked at Matt, Matt counted in, and I played the intro part that Chris usually did. I played the entirety of what was normally a two-guitar song all on my own. I added the parts I normally did and, when possible, filled in a little bit of Chris’s parts on the fly. It was flawless. There were no mistakes; we just whipped it out. That was the one and only time we ever played “Been Away Too Long” without Chris on guitar, and we’d played it at every gig, for five years, ever since King Animal came out in 2012. When we finished, Chris walked by me and he said, “See? You don’t need me at all.” It wasn’t said sarcastically, and the way he said it just didn’t feel right. I was like What does that mean? Did he mean, You did great without me playing guitar, or was it, You don’t need me, everything’s gonna be okay? He was smiling when he said it, but it just felt like it had layered meanings. I’m not saying this retroactively; I’m saying that’s how it felt then.

One of the moments of beauty in the set, where I felt shivers up my spine, came toward the end. “Blow Up the Outside World” was especially transcendent. I was standing to his right, behind him, playing guitar, and thinking, This is not how the set started. It was the most beautiful version of “Blow Up the Outside World” I’d heard him sing. His voice sounded amazing.

I remember making note of it, because I usually don’t pay attention. But I zeroed in on Chris’s performance specifically on that song and then “Slaves & Bulldozers,” the final song of our encore. We frequently ended our sets with “Slaves & Bulldozers,” and in the middle, there was a section where Chris would ad-lib, sometimes interjecting lines from a classic rock song. Sometimes it would be a bit of “Jesus Is Just Alright” by the Doobie Brothers, which struck me as strange, because he wasn’t really religious. He was raised like many of us were raised, attending church with family as a kid—he had a large Catholic family—but he was not particularly religious. So I took these references as sarcastic and cynical, like he was being a smartass. But he did it often enough that it made me wonder if he was earnest. In Detroit, his “Slaves & Bulldozers” interlude was several lines from Led Zeppelin’s “In My Time of Dying,” which he’d done before, concluding with “Jesus gonna make up, Jesus gonna make up, make up my dying bed.”

He then segued back into the final chorus of “Slaves,” with the lines “Every word I said is what I mean. And everything I gave is what I need. And everything that I’ve shown is what I feel.”

We ended the show as we typically did, with a squelching wall of feedback, wringing every last squeal and groan from our instruments. As we were feeding back, I saw Chris give his guitar to Vince and slowly run offstage, probably on his way to his dressing room to collect his belongings, meet his security guy, Martin, and drive to his hotel. That’s the last image I have of him—curly dark hair soaked with sweat—exiting stage left.






Like Suicide

It was just before midnight when I, post-show, went upstairs to the green room to meet some of our guests—two Orioles players and members of Dennis Coffey’s band. I’d mentioned to Chris earlier that they were coming, hoping he might want to say hello, but he had already left the venue. Matt, Ben, and I stuck around, had some beers, and hung out. The night felt off, though. There was something different about it. Maybe I was still adjusting to Jerome being gone from the tour, or maybe it was the strange vibe Chris had been giving off.

I’d known Chris long enough to sense when something was amiss. It wasn’t just that he was tired—there was something deeper, though he didn’t feel comfortable opening up to me. We weren’t hanging out much during this tour. After sound check, we’d briefly talk about the set, songs we were writing, or ideas we were jamming on. But Chris traveled separately and lived on the East Coast, so we didn’t have much chance to connect outside the band. We’d been apart for years, between 1997 and 2009, and during that time, he’d remarried and moved away from Seattle. So I wasn’t fully in touch with what was going on in his personal life, his sobriety, or how he felt about his career.

In the early hours of May 18, our production manager on the tour, Steve Drymalski, who had taken over for Jerome as tour manager for the final dates, rounded us up to get on the buses to head to Columbus, Ohio. It was a three-hour drive, and we were scheduled to play the following day, May 19, as one of the headliners of the Rock on the Range festival. Matt was on one bus with Steve (which left earlier) and a security person, Ben and I on another with Paul Lorkowski, a longtime band friend and ally who worked as a production assistant, band assistant, and security person. We had a big crew, maybe forty people, including the truck drivers who hauled our equipment and staging. The crew members that weren’t in the semi-trucks were on the tour buses, where they would sleep. We’d been on the road for an hour or two when Matt called me.

“Kim, I’m reading a lot of weird shit on the internet. Somebody posted ‘RIP: Chris Cornell’ on my Facebook page.” That didn’t seem possible to me. We’d just seen him a few hours ago.

“Aw, it’s probably just bullshit,” I told him. I didn’t want to believe anything could have happened to Chris. I woke up Paul—who’d been particularly close with Chris since we reunited—to tell him what was going on. We all got on our phones and computers to see if we could learn anything. It seemed more like a hoax or prank; these kinds of things happen all the time on the internet, where anyone can post anything on social media. Someone’s “joke” goes horribly awry.

This wasn’t a joke. Paul finally got confirmation that Chris had died by suicide in his hotel room, not long after the show. I roused Ben to break the news. We still couldn’t believe it, though, like Are you sure? People were panicking and hyperventilating.

No one can truly prepare you for dealing with the suicide of a relative or close friend, or even just an acquaintance, but my mother gave it her best shot when I was a kid. Sometimes there are people who are very demonstrative in announcing things, and sometimes they’re drama queens, and they say things to elicit attention and sympathy.

My mom had been this way since I was a kid, including discussions of suicide with her friends. They’d all be sitting around drinking and talking while I was in the room, maybe age ten or eleven. I was young enough that she should not have been having these kinds of conversations with her son, or her even younger daughter, in the room. But my mom was that way.

It seemed to me my sister had to grow up with a lot of anxiety and fear trying to understand these kinds of statements of suicide from her mom as actual possibilities, which were frightening for a young child to hear. It was pretty frightening for preteen me to hear, too. My stomach would get all knotted with butterflies. These conversations were for her, I’m sure, just matter of fact between her and her friends.

But it wasn’t that way for a kid. I couldn’t imagine or conceive of a life absent my parents, or something inopportune or something violent befalling them. It was frightening and anxiety provoking. But my mom would talk that way, and it was very inappropriate. She continued making these kinds of statements throughout her life: I don’t want to live anyway. The frequency of those statements increased as she experienced her bout with cancer in the nineties. Her doom was imminent, around the corner, and she always made sure that I was aware of that.

Chris never made these kinds of statements to me. I never feared that Chris would harm himself in the way that my mom made me fear as a youth. He was the opposite of my mom. He wasn’t making these proclamations. He never did. Chris’s death and the manner in which he died were so unexpected. It seemed to me at the time to be so out of character in 2017. If Chris had done something like that when the band were younger in the late eighties or maybe even the mid-nineties, on the heels of the deaths of Andy Wood, Kurt Cobain, and Chris’s good friend Jeff Buckley, it might have made more sense. Decades later, at his age, and being a father, it seemed unfathomable. Not in 2017. Maybe in 1997.

I didn’t see it coming. The thing that hurts me the most is to be a close friend and colleague and not to have read things that perhaps, in retrospect, I should have read. That’s hurtful. I feel like I let Chris down by not seeing the look in his eyes, or not hearing a tone in his voice—not being able to read it. But it’s hard to read things like that, because you don’t get a lot of chances at it. You can only look in retrospect and go, Ah, here’s an indicator. There was nothing that was on my radar that I could read at that time. And then I looked at the paper trail and it was like Fuck, the paper trail goes back to the beginning. His lyrics are just riddled with these kinds of introspective insights. Most of Soundgarden’s work sort of describes something less than sunshiney. That’s what I mean by “paper trail.” This didn’t come out of the blue. I mean, I had conversations with Chris over the years about everything from love, or what is friendship, or death or suicide or the creative process. We were close enough in the early years that we talked about all these things. But talking about these topics wouldn’t necessarily raise alarms or concern. These were just conversations. We were a dark band, and Chris wrote dark lyrics that befit the music. If people think there was something overtly indicative in his words, then they have a crystal ball that I didn’t have.

In the immediate aftermath of Chris’s suicide, we were fortunate to have good people surrounding us, protecting us, and looking after us. Even though Jerome wasn’t with us, he and Steve worked as a team to manage the situation. Matt, Ben, and I had no idea what we should do. Do we go back to Detroit? To what end?

There was already a media frenzy, and that would put us back in the heart of it. We wanted to avoid the press at all costs. Steve’s suggestion was that we needed to coordinate the crew and the band so we could go somewhere and regroup—easier said than done with that many people and that many vehicles. The band weren’t the only people affected by Chris’s suicide. Every person in our crew was devastated. We continued to Columbus and organized a vigil in a conference room of the hotel where we were originally scheduled to stay. The band and crew could be together to weep, grieve, and console each other.

In this period of distress and mourning, all the news and confirmation we received came from our tour manager Steve, the internet, social media, our musical colleagues, and friends back home in Seattle. The only further details we learned much later came from the same mainstream media sources that everyone else was reading. It was a difficult and strange time.

The decision was made that we would continue in the tour buses back to Seattle, although Matt did fly home to be with his wife and young children. The rest of us wanted to avoid plane flights where people may have anticipated what cities we were arriving in or changing over in. The buses also allowed us a certain amount of privacy. We could be in our own grieving world on the multiday trip home. Every one of us, though it surely went unspoken, felt some shame and responsibility. That’s natural. Some were inconsolable, some were in a daze. Some, maybe a day or two later, would start sobbing.

It hit each of us at different times. But eventually, we all found ourselves wondering—was there something we missed? Something we should have noticed, said, or done that might have changed everything?

By breakfast, the beers were already open. Sometimes, someone would twist the cap off a bottle of vodka. And then the memories would start. It wasn’t a party. It was just one of those strange, in-between spaces where conversation drifted from light banter to heavy silence—until someone finally broke down in tears.

Drinking made it easier to reach our emotions. It softened the edges of grief, helped us move between despair and laughter. Without it, everything felt muted, flat. But with it, we could vent, cry, and—just briefly—laugh again. In sobriety, there was no lightness. But if we drank enough, we could almost feel it. That fleeting brightness, just before the silence returned.






Shakin’ Street

Two months later, on what would have been Chris’s fifty-third birthday, I woke to a text from Matt. Chester Bennington of Linkin Park had taken his life in the same way Chris had. It was a terrible start to an already difficult day. I had been looking forward to dinner that evening with Matt, Ben, and our backline crew to raise a drink in Chris’s honor. Now, that gathering would carry a darker tone. At the restaurant, we FaceTimed Jerome and Steve Drymalski to join us in the toast. It was a bittersweet evening—tearful but joyful—surrounded by the Soundgarden family, sharing emotional support with each other.

That night, I went home and unexpectedly received texts from relatives on the East Coast. My aunt Sandra, visiting family there, had been hospitalized due to complications from the stomach cancer she’d been fighting. It was a tough day, and now this worry weighed on me. Aunt Sandra, married to one of my dad’s brothers, lived in Seattle, so I was closer to her than many of my other relatives. Hours later, my phone dinged again. It was my cousin Amy, letting me know Aunt Sandra had passed. Chris’s birthday began with bad news and ended with bad news. How strange, I thought.

Strange is probably the best way to describe how I felt after Chris passed. Everything turned dark when the band ended so suddenly, taking with it a creative partnership I hadn’t fully understood until it was gone. Losing that left me in a constant, grim melancholy. It was a despondency so deep, it felt almost sublime. I wasn’t just feeling it—I was watching myself feel it.

I’ve lost a lot of people in my life. I’ve lost both my parents now, I’ve lost friends, from everything: disease, foul play, suicide, addiction, accident, old age. A lot of times it’s upsetting and there are tears. But never like it was after Chris died. It was daily, for weeks. And maybe if I didn’t shed a tear for a couple days, inexplicably—I’d be watching a movie, or my mind wandered—it wouldn’t just be tears, I’d find myself sobbing.

I tried to wrap my head around the grief and depression. There was something awe-inspiring about their magnitude, almost profoundly so. I couldn’t find rest. Despite feeling miserable, slow, and depressed, the intensity of what I was going through—the way I observed it—kept me restless. I studied it, analyzed it, tried to navigate it, but it only brought more stress and anxiety.

It was a whirlwind of negative emotions, physical and mental states, all strangely wondrous in their depth. It was as if I couldn’t help but think, Why is this so fascinating? It’s fucked up. The sheer magnitude of it all triggered my obsessive, inquisitive nature—both living in it and watching it unfold.

It did, however, take a toll on me physically. I was drinking more to ease the pain, which affected my sleep patterns. So then I started drinking more caffeine to counteract the lack of sleep. On days when I could doze off, I’d frequently wake up with my heart racing, in tears, and unable to go back to sleep. This all seemed to lead to concerning irregular heartbeats that gave me the sensation that I was on the verge of a heart attack. I ultimately found out after some medical consultations and tests that I was physically just fine; everything was in good working order, except my emotional state, which was understandably shattered.

A call in early 2018 from the leader of my favorite band marked the beginning of my healing. Wayne Kramer wanted to assemble an all-star version of MC5—dubbed MC50—to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of their debut, and he wanted me to be part of the lineup. Under normal circumstances, this would have been an automatic, emphatic “Yes!” But at the time, I wasn’t sure I was ready, or even in the right shape, to take this on. I didn’t want to tarnish the legacy of my favorite band by failing to do it justice.

Still, I told Wayne yes, tentatively. I needed time to think before giving a firm answer. I talked it over with some friends and with Roxanne, who convinced me. “Kim, you’ve got to do it,” she said. “This is your favorite band, and this chance may never come again. You can play these songs, and you could get back on your horse.”

I called Wayne back and said, “I’m in. I want to do this.”

Playing with MC50 was the salve I needed, when I needed it, and with the people I needed. It didn’t cure my ills by any means, but it was the first step I needed to take in my healing process. A little more than a year after Chris died, I was onstage in Europe with a great lineup of musicians, playing some of my favorite songs. This would be the most significant musical experience outside of Soundgarden I would have, but it was just about touring and the live performance, so I didn’t need to navigate a collaborative process yet. This was just five musicians connecting onstage, playing iconic songs from another era.

For the US run of shows, the band convened in Los Angeles, the city where Chris had been laid to rest in May 2017. Here I would once again get on a tour bus and begin traveling in close quarters with musicians who, as much as I respected and admired them, didn’t really know me in the same way as my Soundgarden brothers. I was embarking on an intimate experience at a time when I was particularly fragile. What’s more, the two-month, thirty-five-date tour would end with two shows in Detroit, where MC5 was birthed, and where Soundgarden died.

As it turned out, one of the best parts of this gig was the people I was surrounded by—a mix of old and new faces, all incredibly talented. As I got to know them, I found they were, unsurprisingly, all good people. It showed the breadth of MC5’s influence that these players came from such diverse musical backgrounds. On our late-spring European tour, dUg Pinnick from King’s X played bass, Brendan Canty from Fugazi was on drums, and Marcus Durant from Zen Guerrilla sang. The lineup was fluid, with people coming and going due to other commitments. I got to play with Matt Cameron on some dates (our first time together since Chris’s death), and bass was handled by Detroit’s legendary Don Was for a while, and my old friend Billy Gould of Faith No More on others.

This wasn’t a short, one-off thing for me. In 2018, I did three solid months—two in the US and one in Europe. In 2019, I did a week in the US, two weeks in the UK (with Alice Cooper!), and two weeks in Australia and New Zealand.

Despite the high of playing with MC50, I realized I was still healing. The empty smile I had seen on Chris the night he took his life was now on my own face. Maybe others on the tour saw it, too. But those moments—touring with MC50, playing songs that meant everything to me—were the only times I felt any happiness. I was still so deeply depressed, so full of melancholy. I was grieving who I had lost, what I had lost—the person and the band. But there was another layer to it. I was grieving as a big brother. As the oldest in the band, I felt a responsibility that weighed on me.

The only time I truly felt happy, when I could enjoy myself, was during the hour and a half I was onstage with MC50. I didn’t necessarily feel that way with Soundgarden. What made it different? It was the guys in the band—their wit, intellect, creativity, and the mutual support we had for each other and the material. I just loved MC50. I felt that passionate aggression, a drive to interpret and express the material with intensity. But I also felt light on my feet, both in playing the songs and in being with those guys. It felt like getting back on my horse, rather than falling off and saying, “I don’t want to deal with this shit anymore.”

After the shows, I felt good. I felt happy. I loved the guys I was playing with. I loved everything about what I was doing. MC50 cured a lot of my ills, but not all of them. In all my years on the road, I’ve never considered the touring crew as being separate from the band, and when Soundgarden played our first shows outside of Seattle in the eighties and needed a crew, we brought along people like my high school buddy Stuart Hallerman. There were times in the nineties when we weren’t as involved in crew decisions, but when we reunited in 2010, we surrounded ourselves with our people. Wayne understood that, and the crew he assembled—Nate Yaccino, Dave French, and Mark Rojas—was perfect for what we were doing.

One of that crew was Jenny, a Seattleite who’d been deeply involved in the scene for decades. She’d even worked at C/Z Records as a publicist, the label that gave Soundgarden our first appearance on vinyl. So, much like Soundgarden, there was a kindred spirit among everyone on the MC50 tour. We were all on the same page. Mostly.

Jenny and I often argued about politics, and the nuances of positions and angles. We were often on the same side, and we shared similar positions, but sometimes differed in how to address the topics. It was very similar to the kinds of arguments I’d get into with Hiro or Stuart or Eric “Gunny” Johnson in our van on tour.

Even though I didn’t feel “happy” around Jenny—because, in general, I didn’t feel happy—I felt relaxed. The anxiety that had been so prevalent in my life disappeared. The stress was gone. The melancholy was gone. The extra heartbeat, that anxiety I’d started experiencing after Chris passed, faded when she was around. It was odd. Everything just felt okay, normal. That didn’t happen with my MC50 bandmates, or when I was at home with Roxanne, or with my friends. I was happy with them, but still stressed, anxious, and sad. With Jenny, all of that went away, and I didn’t understand why.

After a month, I was like Am I in love with her? I had no other explanation for this somatic experience. I just started observing my reaction physically and emotionally and realized that I was in love with her. Fuck! What the fuck? How did that happen? I loved Roxanne, but after over two decades, our relationship took on a different dimension. It was one of caring and protectiveness and a mutually shared lifestyle, but there were a lot of things missing. She’s beautiful, she’s a good person, but we seemed to not connect in ways that I eventually realized were important to me. There was a gap between us—that may well have been there from the start—that never really closed.

To be clear, however, I played my own part in the inadequacies of our relationship. It was not one sided. But after getting to know Jenny on the MC50 tour, I had a clearer understanding of what was important to me in a partner at this point in my life.

Jenny was principled, funny, and smart—a kindred spirit in her political sentiments. I’d see her playing online Scrabble with her mom while we were on tour. And when she wasn’t playing with her mom, she played with others online. It floored me—this woman, on a cramped bus somewhere in Nebraska, quietly spelling out fifty-point words on her phone. When she and I played, she usually won. It might have been a professionally awkward thing, but my relationship with Jenny turned into a compelling friendship and romance that ended up throwing the caveats out the window and saying, Well, what the fuck?

Jenny didn’t cause my breakup with Roxanne. She was not “the other woman” who pursued me. If anything, I sought a relationship with her. My split with Roxanne had, emotionally, happened long before I ever met Jenny and it was certainly exacerbated by Chris’s death. This was an emotionally heavy time for me. Roxanne and I had been together for twenty-four years, and time takes its toll on partnerships, whether it’s professional, creative, or romantic. There were long periods of unhappiness and frustration between the two of us. In fall 2019, when I returned home from touring with MC50, I had to address what should have happened long ago. I left Roxanne and moved out of my own house.


When the COVID pandemic shut the world down six months later, there was still a lot of unresolved business in the Soundgarden camp. In the years between King Animal and Chris’s death, we had demoed several songs for our next album. Most were written by members other than Chris, but a couple were his, and we had at least laid down instrumental scratch tracks for them. In recording terms, a scratch track is a rough version—less precise—with the intention of perfecting it later. Just months before Chris’s suicide, he had been working in his home studio, adding vocals and lyrics to these tracks. He’d shared some of the earlier recordings he’d done with us, but others existed that we knew about but had never heard. These recordings were on Chris’s personal computer, which we didn’t have access to. And it would be this material that we could potentially shape into the final Soundgarden album.






Secret Life

In the midst of the pandemic, I heard from my old friend Krist Novoselic. Like everyone else, he’d had time to reflect on things both personally and professionally. We had stayed in touch over the years, collaborating on projects like an Alice in Chains cover for the Museum of Pop Culture’s Founder’s Award Fundraiser in late 2020, but we hadn’t discussed forming a band since our jams with Bubba and Alfredo Hernández nearly twenty years earlier. While cleaning or organizing his house, Krist came across a CD of those old jams, listened to it, and felt inspired to reach out. He’d been doing a folky quartet called Giants in the Trees, but I think that had run its course after their self-released albums in 2017 and 2019. He was ready to move on to something new.

“There’s a lot of cool stuff on this CD, Kim,” he said. “We should flesh these songs out. But who would we get to drum?”

“You know, we can’t do this material without Bubba, and Matt has always expressed a desire to play with Bubba and me,” I offered. “So we’d pretty much have a band right there. Except we’re back to where we left off in 2002: no singer.”

Krist’s idea was to bring in the vocalist/lyricist he’d just been working with in Giants in the Trees, Jillian Raye, and another woman named Jennifer Johnson, who’d also done vocals with Giants. That was it. We had a band, and we already had a head start on the material, since we utilized both the 2002 jams and stuff they’d been working on in Giants. That combination of musical styles and approaches worked. That turned out to be the strength of what we decided to call our Nirvana–­Soundgarden–­Pearl Jam (and Giants in the Trees) supergroup 3rd Secret.

After all my hand-wringing about starting a new band post–Soundgarden’s breakup in 1998, this felt easy. Krist didn’t want a label or a manager. He wanted everything DIY. I got it. When Soundgarden split, I wanted to play and write music, but I had no interest in getting tangled in the web of lawyers, managers, accountants, and labels. Those relationships drain the energy that should go into creating. I was done with that. We had the means to fund our own recordings, work with any engineer/producer we liked, and release music on our terms—no strings attached.

The idea of a “supergroup” can feel obnoxious, but this setup let us collaborate freely and skip all the business hurdles. 3rd Secret wasn’t imbalanced—each of us had been in the industry for decades. Without the need for a label, booking agent, or manager, we were free to create just for the sake of it. Fame and fortune weren’t the goal, nor was touring. We worked with Jack Endino, who recorded and mixed our self-titled debut, and enlisted friends like my guitar tech, Nate Yaccino, for help. We kept it all under wraps, and no one knew we existed until we released our debut on April 11, 2022.

Within a year, we were back in the studio for our follow-up, The 2nd 3rd Secret, which came out in June 2023. Playing with Matt again was amazing—I couldn’t imagine doing this without him. He contributed songs and lead vocals, giving him a great outlet outside Pearl Jam. We made some videos and two records I’m really proud of, but there’s no commitment to make this more than it is—a cool creative partnership between old friends and new.

The year 2023 brought incredible highs and lows. I lost both my parents—my father in Arizona, my mother in Chicago—each passing felt like one blow after another. Neither death was a surprise, they were both elderly with health issues, but it was a lot to process in such a short time. Like any family, mine wasn’t perfect, but I’m the product of their best traits: my mom’s love of literature, poetry, and playing piano, and my dad’s skills in science and math. Though I didn’t pursue those fields, I know they were proud of my accomplishments. They must have been as surprised as anyone that the son of Indian immigrants would find success in rock music. I hope Hiro’s parents felt the same about him. In 1984, we were an unlikely pair—two dark-skinned Asian guys playing quirky, dark, psychedelic rock in Seattle. Yet we caught the attention of one organization: Seattle’s Asian Hall of Fame. Hiro and I were inducted in 2022 and 2023, respectively, a huge honor that meant we represented the Asian community well in music, standing alongside prominent artists, scholars, and businesspeople.

Another meaningful recognition came in September 2019 when Park Forest dedicated a plaque in my honor at Park Forest Plaza. I couldn’t attend, but my friend and guitar teacher, Neil Whitham, accepted the award on my behalf. It was a humbling acknowledgment, considering the many notable people from my hometown—like Bruce Pavitt, who founded Sub Pop and discovered Soundgarden and Nirvana, or Tom Zutaut, who signed bands like Mötley Crüe and Guns N’ Roses. My plaque now sits next to opera legend Dawn Upshaw, whom I’ve known since second grade, and we’ve both been nominated for (and won) Grammys multiple times. Park Forest has produced remarkable people, and I’m proud to be part of its legacy.

With Chris’s passing in 2017, in many ways I reverted back to my role as Soundgarden’s legacy keeper. I’m the last founding member, since Hiro exited back in 1989. Matt and I are still close, but he was actively involved in Pearl Jam until he left in 2025, so between touring and recording, he had a lot going on. Ben has his family and the things that keep him busy, but I think he’s glad to be done with the behemoth that was Soundgarden. I know he liked Soundgarden as a creative entity, but I think the rest of it wasn’t as appealing to him. The three of us, however, were brought back together when we eventually took possession of the vocal tracks that Chris recorded for the demos we’d been working on for our follow-up to King Animal. When they arrived, Nate Yaccino called me to the studio. Some tracks I was already familiar with, but others had new vocal performances from Chris I’d never heard before.

Chris always knew that if he gave the best possible version of a song, it would sell the band on it. As a result, the vocals he laid down for the nine songs we’d been working on were pitched perfectly. Fortunately, he had a great studio setup, and he was enough of an obsessive perfectionist that he wouldn’t demo anything half-assed. He gave us his best, because he didn’t want substandard demos to affect our judgment. So they were recorded generally pretty well, and what we got were the best vocal performances we could expect from Chris wanting to convince us that these lyrical ideas of his and these song ideas of his were the best to use.

Seven of the songs had already been shared with us over the years, so we knew how they sounded. The one song no one had heard before—my song, tentatively titled “X-Mass”—was the last one Chris recorded. I wrote the music in 2011, then finished the lyrics in 2016. I shared it with Chris, who likely finished the vocals that same year. It might have been the last thing he ever recorded.

When Nate called me from the studio, his excitement was palpable. “It’s incredible,” he said. “The verses, the chorus—it’s all there. I think it’s the best song on the record.” The next day, I heard it for myself. I was thrilled, but it was also bittersweet. Hearing Chris’s voice again, singing things I’d never heard before, was both joyful and emotional. It was like he was speaking to me from the past, reminding me of our work together. There was another surprise, too—an unheard alternate version of a song we had previously worked on, musically distinct from what he’d shared with us earlier. It was amazing.

With his vocal files now in hand, we could move forward with the album, but it meant a lot of work. It was mutually agreed that we’d work with our old friend Terry Date again. All we really needed, though, was an engineer to record the remaining guitar, bass, and drum parts. Though Matt’s drums were nearly perfect, the recordings weren’t up to album quality. So, in late 2024, we began recording, fitting it around Matt’s Pearl Jam schedule.

In order to record our parts to accompany Chris’s vocals, we had to actually relearn (or in some cases, learn) the songs. A couple had been introduced just before Chris passed, and we’d never had a chance to rehearse them. Without Chris to guide us, we had to figure them out ourselves. As always with Soundgarden, there were quirky guitar patterns and tunings to decipher. Ben’s and my task has been to not only figure out some of this stuff, but to make it a fully realized Soundgarden album, something that Chris would be proud of. It’s not an easy process, and it’s one we’ve taken a lot of care in putting together. This is the final chapter of our legacy, something that’s important to all of us. It’s important that these songs are given the care that we as a band—Chris included—would have put into it together. Chris already did his work. We just need to do him proud. It’s the best way we can preserve our and Chris’s legacy. He was an original architect of the Soundgarden sound, a sound that brought grunge to the world.
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[image: A color photo of a young boy standing outside reading a comic book.]
I was six when I asked for my first superhero comic books. I’d been more into reading about dinosaurs and Aesop’s Fables and Kipling’s Just So Stories. (After all, my English major mother had named me after Kipling’s heroic child protagonist.) But they had to compete with Saturday morning cartoons and the Batman TV series!

Boniface Thayil



[image: A color photo of a large group of people of mixed ages, with a few of the women dressed in Indian attire.]
The family reunion in Bombay, India, during Christmas of 1968, was an opportunity for our grandparents, John and Daisy, to meet their overseas grandchildren. They’re at the center with Nana on our grandfather’s right, surrounded by their children, their spouses, and their grandchildren. My mother, father, and one-year-old sister are at the upper right corner. Yours truly is at the lower right corner. (Check out the Santa poster in the upper left with his culturally accurate complexion! Christmas occurs at the beginning of the summer months in India.)

Kim Thayil personal collection



[image: A color school portrait of a young boy with short hair wearing a collared shirt.]
My mother’s favorite childhood picture of me. I was nine years old and in the fourth grade. She believed this showed me to be an intelligent, kind, sensitive, and polite boy.

Kim Thayil personal collection



[image: A color school portrait of a young boy with long hair and a striped shirt.]
This was the following year in 1970. I was ten years old and in the fifth grade. This picture was taken after a summer of baseball and the Beatles. My parents had recently given me my first requested album, the Beatles’ Hey Jude, for my birthday.

Kim Thayil personal collection



[image: A color photo of a family of four sitting on outdoor steps.]
My parents, my sister, and I dressed up for a series of photos on our front porch. I recently learned that the photographer was my visiting uncle, Ernest Thayil, an education administrator and an ordained Methodist minister. The shined shoes and tie were likely for attending church that day. I didn’t like church. I can’t imagine that I wore a tie again until my high school graduation.

Ernest Thayil



[image: A color photo of a notebook cover decorated with illustrations of four faces, band logos, song titles, and a Flying V guitar.]
My high school notebook from early senior year that I adorned with Kiss drawings. It was September 1977; I was seventeen and had just started listening to the Sex Pistols and Ramones, after spending the summer turning on to the New York Dolls, the Stooges, and the MC5. By the end of the year, I’d formed Bozo and the Pinheads as a vehicle for half a dozen songs I’d written. Only a few of my classmates liked Kiss. None of them liked punk rock.

Kim Thayil personal collection



[image: A black-and-white photo of fourteen people gathered in front of a brick wall.]
Rich East’s High School debate team. I was a fifteen-year-old sophomore and socially awkward, but I was partnered with a teammate who would become one of my two oldest and closest friends, Bradley, seated on the backward chair over my right shoulder. Nikolaos, standing on the far right, was my other bestie I’d known since grade school. They were both smart, strong, creative, very musical, intellectually curious, and principled people.

Kim Thayil personal collection



[image: A black-and-white photo of a teenage boy with long hair, playing a guitar.]
My graduation diploma/yearbook class photo as issued by the Active Learning Process School (ALPS) program. It was signed with witticisms from my ALPS-mates, mostly directed at my punk rock tastes and band. This was my first electric guitar, an Encore, Stratocaster copy; It was fire-engine red. By the way, my gym shirt is from our high school conference rivals, Homewood/Flossmoor . . . school spirit a-go-go, yay team!

Kim Thayil personal collection



[image: A black-and-white photo of a young man with long hair and wearing a hat, sitting on outside steps with an electric guitar next to a younger boy with an acoustic guitar.]
Sitting on my porch in Richton Park, Illinois, where I lived with my dad. I was waiting for Identity Crisis to show up for practice when the neighbor kid brought his guitar over for a tuning and lesson.

John Pavitt



[image: A color photo of a young man, sitting on a couch playing a guitar.]
Pre-Soundgarden: This is at the University District apartment. I shared with my best friend, Brad; Ben’s brother, Henry; the Shemps founder, Matt Dentino; Shemps drummer, Dean; and a few couch surfers for a month here or there. We had three couches! The one I’m sitting on here, while playing my “Spiderman” Guild S-100 Deluxe, is the couch that Chris was sitting on when I was introduced to him by Matt. I said hello, then retreated into my room behind that door.

Laurelle Goldstein



[image: A color photo of a five-piece band playing outdoors. The singer and bass player wear ties with no shirts, and an audience watches from the grassy hill behind them.]
Identity Crisis outdoors at the Freedom Hall Amphitheater, Park Forest, Illinois, 1980. The ALPS concerts were also held here annually at their indoor theater. That is where I performed my first show with Bozo and the Pinheads in 1978. I’d eventually work there shortly after this Identity Crisis gig.  Left to right: John Pavitt, John Ross, Joe Zake, and me. We were a four piece, with our friend Achim Dangerfield sitting in on tunes for this gig. Achim went on to play with Taylor Hawkins in Chevy Metal. Pavitt’s brother Bruce started Sub Pop records and signed Nirvana, Soundgarden, Mudhoney, Green River, the Fluid, Tad . . . well, you get the idea of pop cultural revolution and world dominance.

Ernest Thayil



[image: A black-and-white photo of four men standing among and behind trees with bare branches.]
Chris, me, Scott, and Hiro. This is a pre–Sub Pop era photo from Charles Peterson. He would go on to become the house photographer for the label. His live-action style would become a significant element of the grunge aesthetic and the Seattle scene’s branding. Charles shot every Soundgarden lineup, with perhaps the exception of the original three piece of me, Chris, and Hiro.

Charles Peterson



[image: A black-and-white photo of a four-piece band performing onstage. The guitarist wears a plaid shirt and the singer's hair flies straight up from headbanging.]
Me, Scott, Chris, and Hiro at the Ditto Tavern, 1985. I’m playing Chris’s Fender Stratocaster. I used it as a backup for alternate tunings or in case I broke a string, which I almost never did.

Charles Peterson



[image: A black-and-white photo of a four-piece band performing onstage. The singer is jumping midair and the guitarist looks at the camera.]
Me, Chris, Matt (not visible), and Hiro. Matt had joined our band in 1986, but I didn’t grow the beard until 1987. 

It was amazing the air and animation Chris achieved before we added his guitar to our live shows. He’d climb piping, scaffolding, ductwork, beams, PA stacks, and even other people! He would often jump or dive from whatever height he’d reached into the audience. I needed to attend to the fretboard on my “Spiderman” guitar, but I was often distractedly compelled to watch an actual Spiderman swing from the rafters!

Charles Peterson



[image: A black-and-white photo of a man with long hair and a beard onstage playing guitar.]
Rocking the I-Beam in San Francisco!

Charles Peterson



[image: A black-and-white photo of four men standing in front of a house.]
This is our lineup (circa 1989–90) with bassist Jason Everman, pictured here on the left.

Charles Peterson



[image: A color photo of four men outside in the late-day sun. One is bare-chested and another wears sunglasses with only half of his face showing.]
A rare location and color session with Charles Peterson. He typically shot black-and-white live and concert photos. If you look over Chris’s left shoulder, you can make out the now-demolished Kingdome. It was an integral part of Seattle’s skyline for decades. The Pioneer Square and SoDo neighborhoods have changed quite dramatically since. All of Seattle and its cultural demographics have changed quite dramatically since!

Charles Peterson



[image: A color photo of four men sitting outside in the grass in front of a plain gray building.]
Huh . . . Well, the weather looks pleasant enough. We must be enduring a second hour of a session with Ross Halfin and his colorful stories about either Metallica, Black Sabbath, Iron Maiden, or some other huge rock act. . . . Ha! We love you, Ross. You are the top boss!!

Ross Halfin



[image: A black-and-white photo of a band practicing in a large space with high ceilings and artwork on the walls. They are surrounded by various equipment and two men sit at a computer in the background.]
Rehearsal at Pearl Jam’s studio warehouse. Those guys run a well-organized operation and team and maintain a wonderful facility. As generous friends, colleagues, and hosts, they were so supportive and caring. It was greatly appreciated by a thankful, reestablished Soundgarden.

Paul Lorkowski



[image: A color photo of four men looking down at the camera, one with his tongue sticking out.]
Ben, Chris, Haka, and hatted Matt.

Ed Sirrs



[image: A black-and-white photo of four men with windblown hair on a rooftop with city buildings in the background.]
While on a rooftop in London during the Ultramega OK tour in 1989, a storm gathers in the distance. It would be Hiro’s final tour with Soundgarden.

Phil Nicholls



[image: A color photo taken from behind a band performing onstage in front of a huge audience and city buildings against an evening sky.]
Lollapalooza, Chicago, 2010: What a skyline! What a homecoming!

Don VanCleave



[image: A color photo of two men standing on either side of a taller man in a baseball hat and uniform, with stadium lights in the background.]
Randy Johnson and my former partner, Roxanne, organized a surprise for my thirty-seventh birthday in 1997. I threw out the first pitch and had a dozen of my close friends razzing me the whole time. I was nervous as shit, but super thrilled! Randy suited up as catcher with “the tools of ignorance” and Ken Griffey Jr. suggested that I throw a “Mr. Snappy” slider over Randy’s head. According to Ben, my pitch would’ve been high and inside to a right-handed batter. He was correct… it was a half-assed Mr. Snappy.

Ben VanHouten/Seattle Mariners



[image: A color portrait of the president and first lady in formal wear with four band members to the sides. The inscription reads “Kim-thanks for helping to make Inauguration Night so special!” and is signed by President Barack Obama.]
We performed at the 2013 Presidential Inauguration for Barack Obama. What a charming, poised, and charismatic couple he and Michelle are! We also met and photographed with Vice President Joe Biden and Second Lady Jill Biden. We felt honored to be invited to perform. It was quite a memorable evening.

Pete Souza



[image: A color photo of five men posing together in a green and white room with several empty tables behind them.]
Soundgarden with Jimmy Page!

I believe this was after Hard Rock Calling, 2012, a show we played in Hyde Park, London, with Iggy Pop and the Stooges. Jimmy told me he had never seen Iggy and the Stooges! I told him, I’d never seen Led Zeppelin! I still listen to both bands avidly to this day.

Ross Halfin



[image: A color photo of six men standing together in the grass with low buildings in the background.]
Soundgarden with Tony Iommi and Ozzy. We played with Black Sabbath at the Download Festival at Castle Donington, UK, 2012. What a great day! What a great festival bill!

Where’s Geezer?

Ross Halfin



[image: A black-and-white photo of two men, one smiling, the other with a straight face.]
I’m laughing, but Matt is playing it cool with a straight face. I’m guessing he just made a humorous comment about something that was said. I probably told him a “Drumb” joke and he followed with a “Guitard” joke.

Don VanCleave



[image: A color photo of two men playing guitars and facing each other on a stage.]
Every now and then Chris and I would check in during an old song, mid-concert and pinch ourselves by sharing a fraternal smile that said, “Look at us. Where were we? We are here.”

Paul Lorkowski
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3rd Secret. Left to right: Bubba Dupree, Matt Cameron, Krist Novoselic, Jennifer Johnson, Jillian Raye. This photo session was shot at Seattle’s Museum of Popular Culture (MoPOP—formerly the Experience Music Project). Bubba is a hardcore punk guitar legend from Washington DC’s Void. Jillian Raye is a songwriting partner with Krist from their folk rock group, Giants in the Trees. The 3rd Secret albums were born when Krist revisited songwriting recordings by him, Bubba, and me from 2001–02.

Mike Hipple



[image: A color photo of two men playing guitars onstage and smiling.]
Brother Wayne Kramer and I trading guitar licks, quips, and knowing glances. I miss his wisdom, insight, and guidance. He cofounded the band that was the most inspiring to me apart from Soundgarden—Detroit’s MC5.

Ross Halfin



[image: A color photo of five men sitting together on a black leather couch.]
The MC50—Kick Out the Jams, Motherfuckers!! Left to right: Billy Gould, Marcus Durant, Brother Wayne Kramer, me, and Brendan Canty. This was the final and classic lineup of The MC5’s 50th anniversary tribute incarnation. Matt Cameron would join us as a second drummer at shows, when free from his Pearl Jam duties.

Chris McKay



[image: A color photo of a plaque on a brick wall honoring the musical career of Kim Thayil.]
The Village of Park Forest, Illinois, recognized me as a notable citizen raised and schooled there by dedicating a plaque in my honor. I am proud to be named and displayed alongside theater actress/director Etel Billig; jazz pianist, Art Hodes; and opera soprano, Dawn Upshaw. There are a number of other notable Park Foresters who should be recognized for their contributions to the arts, like Hiro and Bruce Pavitt.

Kim Thayil personal collection



[image: A color photo of a man onstage with a guitar and a woman embracing him from behind.]
This photo of Brandi Carlile and me is from Chris’s tribute concert, I Am the Highway, at the LA Forum in 2019.

What was so sweet about this embrace, and likely unknown to Brandi, was that Chris would often do the same with me, unexpectedly, playfully, teasing but warm. I would react the same as I am here. It was quite an emotionally melancholic night. This was likely one of the few smiles that I managed the entire evening. Thank you, Brandi.

Kevin Mazur



[image: A color photo of two men and two women performing on stage with bright red and gold graphics displayed behind them. ]
The Rock & Roll Hall of Fame induction performance. Brandi Carlile and Taylor Momsen sang absolutely amazing that night! Hiro played with his typical swagger in a guest role. And, although not pictured here, Jerry Cantrell and Mike McCready were beyond fantastic and made us sound worthy!

Theo Wargo / Getty Images



[image: A black-and-white photo of a man playing guitar on an outdoor stage with a large audience behind him.]
MLB Hall of Fame pitcher Randy Johnson attended and photographed so many of our shows beginning in 1989 when he moved to Seattle after being acquired by the Seattle Mariners. We were mutual fans of each other and became good friends quickly. This shot was from July 21, 2011, at the Bill Graham Civic Auditorium in San Francisco. It was our first major tour since reuniting in 2010. Our team had put together an amazingly solid, friendly, and supportive crew. We were actually having fun! We had also begun work on a new album, King Animal. Things were looking up.

Randy Johnson
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KIM THAYIL

fellow Soundgarden founding member Hiro Yamamém met while
attending Rich East High School. After high school, the pair moved to
the Seattle area where they met Chris Cornell. The three formed
Soundgarden in 1984. Soundgarden was one of the seminal creators of
grunge, a style of alternative rock that developed in Seattle
Soundgarden has produced six studio albums, three of which have been
certified platinum. VHI ranked Soundgarden at number 14 in their
pecial 100 Greatest Artists of Hard Rock. Thayil worked on numerous
musical projects following Soundgarden’s disbanding in 1997. Thayil
was named 100 on the list of “100 greatest guitarists of all time” by
Rolling Stone Magazine in 2003. The group reunited in 2010 and

released their first studio album in 16 years with King Animal in 2012.
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