their endless road trip.

In Las Vegas, the Huntridge Theatre is crammed as Blind Melon
bound on stage to perform their first headlining gig on a U.S. wek
where, most nights, they are the opening act on Lenny Kravie's
Universal Love Tour, They bombard the audience with their blues-
tinged acoustic and electric rockadelia, showcasing songs from their
self-titled debut album as well as including a country reworking of
the Velver Underground’s “Candy Says.” Particularly impressive
rr_mig!\t are Brad Smith’s plodding hass, which drives the posirivdy
funky “Tones of Home"; the epic and ever-changing@® Paper
Serarcher,” which is sustained by Christopher Thord and Rogér
Stevens’s rhythmic and driving guitars: and a spooky reading of
“Change.” which Thorn opens with a plaintive harmonigs while
raspy vocalist Shannon Hoon strums an acoustic guitar until drum-
mer Glen Graham kicks in and the song takes on an urgent vitaliry
Hlld momentum.

Shannon Hoon preens across the stagy writhinglike a snake ane
minute, hopping like a flamingo the ngEFOWaARdS the end of the
show, Thorn begins a haunting, repetitiye HE over which Hoon
begins to wail painfully the mantra: “It’s not sane,” “It's not sane.”
The band crash into a twisted and tormenred version of “No Rain”
that escalates to a surreal apggelimatic moment when a 40-year-old
woman dressed as a bee |apSupomsLage.

The bee gitl is a gread idea that has become an albatross to Blind
Melon. In June last year, Sftelt0utig their debut album for the best
part of a year to encouraging if unspectacular sales, suddenly the
band’s single “No Rain” hit high rotation on U.S. MTV. Targely
due to the cute, chuhby ten-year-old girl in glasses and a bee cos-
rume whoflBFages i, video, “No Rain” touched a chord, first with
the Amefican publi€iand then the rest of the world, that has seen
Blind Melgmsoeketed o multi-million sales. Now, however, the bee
girl’s celebrity Has got out of hand, threatening o eclipse even that
of her creators. Recently she was seen yukking it up with the likes of
Madonna after the MTV Awards and she has 2 movie deal, an
enburage and as much actitude as a ten-year-old possibly can.

“liia way it's like they're mocking us, or we're going to become a
patody of the bee girl sooner or later,” says bassist Brad Smith in ref-
erence to the hee costumes that are now increasingly turning up on
audience members at the band’s concerts.

The band address their dilemma in the video for the upcoming
single “Tones of Home,” in which the bee girl undergoes an acceler-
ated ageing process, and dics.

90

“Everybody has that Sybil personality,” says Shannon Hoon
playﬁlﬂy, a lccring smile spl'C.lding across his face. “Sometimes [ may
be Mr. Positive, but most nights 'm pretty negative. Tonight's a
good night.”

I'm sitting with Haon in the back of the Rlind Meclon tour hus,
o in Hoon's words, “a

o

listening to the Velver Underground and takin
mental shower.”

Hoon grew up in Lafayette, Indiana, a town steeped in every kind
of prejudice. Lafayerte is also the home of Guns N’ Roses’ frontman
Axl Rose, who has acted as something of a menror for the band.
Hoon and Rose are friends from their days in Indiana — besides
appearing in a cameo role in the Gunnas’ video clip for “Don’t Cry,”
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“T've learned to appreciate my family a lot and I'm
still with the same gitlftiend that T went ro prom
with. You're in a travelling bubble, and you run into
those people, like your family and friends, that you
had before people started liking you for the bee girl.
The way that I can tell this hasn’t affected me is
because the things that I held sacred before this are
the same things that are sacred to me now. I don’t
need any more friends as long as 1 can continue w
keep the friends that I have.”

Down-to-carth and genuine, Hoon remains unaf
fected by Blind Melon'’s success and the industry that
has nurtured it. “I'm not a tortured artist,” he smiles.
“I'm just a happy-go-lucky guy.”

I tell Shannon about his bestial presence on stage
and he laughs: “Maybe that’s what it is,” he muscs.
“My moods are more animal.”

I ask him what animal he thinks he most resembles.
“Thorn reminds me of a litde wee frog,” he replies,
dodging the question. “Because he'’s so litde, he'll run
up, jump and just grab onto me with his whole body,
and it won’t even knock you off balance!”

Hoon'’s almost child-like enthusiasm for everything
is one of his most endearing qualities. Combined with
whar I've coined his ‘Conversation (Game,’ though, it
makes things a little confusing - for borh the listener
and Hoon himsell. Hoon has a penchanr for begin-
ning several stories almost simultaneously and moving each one
along whilst keeping track of all the others. The object of the game is
to eventually come back and resolve each story. Ioon usually begins
with ten.

“You know I love animals,” he begins, then immediately digresses.
“My mum’s a pack-rat, she’s kept everything from cach one of us
lads growing up. Everything!” he enthuses before describing a liedle
green hand print that he and his sister would pur in rhe window'to
indicate to firemen that a child occupied that room.

“Anyway,” he continues before suddenly scopping himsell. “Man,
I branched out way too far. I'm trying to pullgiyself Bacl in.

“The last time I was home, I was going/through my things that
my mum had saved that I never really gavg @ $hie t6 look at until
now hecause you always want to see how you'dewelop from point A
to point B,” he continues, acknowledging that he has just begun
another story. “T find this cigar box that threw me back to when |
was cight years old. T opened igupmamd I found a licde scroll.

“It was my pet cemetery tafFhad When I was a kid,” he discloses.
“On the scroll I'd written dowh the fitmes of all my animals, and
the date they died, and whatdind 6f @nimal it was. Man, it used to
just break my heart every time onc of my pets would die. They
meant more to me than my friends.”

| prompr Hoon_back to the original story, and he laughs at him-
sell and insg@clS meko attempt o keep count. So, whar animal
would Hooft bes

“I don’t Kgows ™ hiegiins. “All of that and it comes to an ‘T don'’t
know.’ I'd be 2%6a®

Las Vegas is American kitsch at its most garish. The moral and aes-
tliffiepdecadence tlashes obscenely in ecolourful neon across the city,
@reating a vacuum that can easily suck you into its guilty pleasures.
Erom the cig to the hortel and its adjoining casino, we pass “Treasure
Telanel™:.0d an enormous Sphinx’x head jurting our from a hnilding,
“T embrace the evil,” declares the Lowering Rngcrs Stevens as he
absorbs the passing scenery. “God, it makes me fucking proud (o be

922

Thorn

an ATQgrican.”

We spend two days in Las Vegas and eventually embark on an
overnight bus trip to San Jose where the band are ro re-convene with
Lenny Kravitz. At the (ront of the bus, Thorn is playing

g guirar.
Thorn appears to have been born with a guitar in his hand. He’s
hever separated from his instrument. Not even in the bathroom.

His other distinguishing characteristic is a pointy ear. “My mother
had an infatuation with Star Trek,” he says gleefully, pointing to the
lirtle pointy ear hidden under his mass of dark locks. “She claims
that it’s because she warched so much Szar Trek while she was preg-
nant with me. It's a good thing I'm nor called Spock.”

Drummer Glen Graham, meanwhile, is at the kirchen rable draw-
ing cartoon-like characters wich the agility of Mr Squiggle, while the
band unsuccessfully attempts to coerce him to demonstrate for my
benefit his Morrissey impersonation.

“]. Mascis — I like the way he plays guitar live,” Stevens enthuses.
“He plays his guitar so loud you can’t hear anything else. The
drums, the bass ... they’re just flailing way for nothing because his
guitar is so fucking loud, bur thar’s whar [ like ro hear.”

While a great sense of humour is dlearly evidenr the rour bus, the
scene is relatively sedate. Blind Melon are not playing any rock &
roll party anthems.

“I think you're catching us on a good week,” explains Smith, “Not
thar we don’t party sometimes, but we're not trying to expose our-
selves as, like, the rock & roll cliché band. I mean, everybody likes to
raise hell and party every now and then, but we're just not wearing it
on a cuff.,”

“T dow’t know where all those people are,” adds Graham. “They
must still exist, but I think those days are passed. In order to ger up
every night and play well, and stay healthy or alive for that marter on
the road cight months out of the year, doing drugs and being drunk
all the time, I don't sce how you could do it.”

“l'o take advantage of our situation and go ‘let’s go and have sex
because you like my band,’ to me is so '80s it’s ridiculous,” Thorn
explains. “We're nor like that. We're so lame. We might smoke a
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Shannon Hoon: too much rain

line autitude,” he grins and begins o hum. As I begin to ralk; Smith
is still humming quietly under his breath, until he suddenly breaks
out into booming coherent vocals, “Can you tell me how to get, how
to get to Sesame Street.”

“T'll probably go back tw school and take some child psychology
classes so T don’t mess a kid up for life,” he adds laughing. “They're
already jumping off stage at age 40 in bee coStumes, s0.."

The gig at San José is packed to the brimly ironie eonsidering that
when the band played San José a few shorc months'ago it was a shit-
ty gig in an almost empry venue. Admittedly, the crowd size can pri

marily be credited to Lenny Kravirz. After Blind Melon pull off

another phenomenal performafiee; farger-than-life Lenny takes the
show in a silver space suit anld elévated platforms in one of the most
impeccably produced and réhigased shows ever, even when asking
the audience, “Hmmm ... Whagshall'we play now? ... Why don’t
we just wing ic?”

“T've enjoyed touring with Lenny Kravitz,” says Graham after the
show, one of theglasmof the tour. “Even though he is directly and
blatandy ripyling off pedple from our past, I think he does it very
well and conVineingly.™

Coming from a bane’ who have stepped out into the world as a
straight-up cross between Neil Young and the Grateful Dead, such
an observation seems comical. But that doesn’t prevent Graham
{rommydelivering it without a hint of irony.

Qutside| the venue ar Berkeley, California, a Deadhead named
Skip instructs me to spell “guru” very slowly, “g-u-r-u,” until it
sounids as if T had said “gcc, you are _\-uu,“ then lmgs me in the lighl
of this new found revelation. Welcome to Berkeley.

Berkeley was intamous as the hotbed of American student radical-
ism 30 years ago, and for its support of '60s icons such as the
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Grateful Dead and Jimi Hendrix. The towfi is
trapped in a time warp — it’s debatable a§ t@
whether or not record stores have re-stocked the
shelves since the last Buffalo Springfield release.

I's rather apt that Blind Melon spend the after-
noon in Berkeley ralking to the Deadis principal
lyricist, Robert Hunter, in his hgime: Hunté diplo-
matically conveys his disapproval of the mandolin
Thern owns, presenting him wigh hi§ ewn man-
dolin
Thorn. Hunter tells Thorn that instruments should
go where they will be used, and that the mandolin
wants to be a Melen: Thorn is awe-scruck and
remains that way for days.

a Gibson. “So whar are you saying?” asks

“We stand to leamn alét more from someone like
him than he docs from someone like us,” says
Stevens quietly as the band returns from Hunter’s
home. “I think he takes us seriously, as seriously as
youfean rike a band who goes on stage and jumps
afound like abunch of idiots. It's all a fucking joke.
The minute you stop laughing at yourself, you start
to loseie™

Stevens is renowned for his humour, bur his
jokes are not those of an casy-going stand-up comic
filling time. His humour brews from a dark cyni-
cism, and over the last few days Stevens seems to
have been even more introspective than usual,
mostly due to burn our.

“T've done a lot of crazy, fucked-up things on

this tour,” he admits. “I've been raging drunk,
ging

made a complete idiot out of mysell on many,
many times. I get out of hand sometimes.”

Laughing may be the way thar Stevens reacts ro his environment
but he doesn’t seem particularly affected by the band’s success, nor
convinced of the value of the pursuit of fame and fortune.

“T don’c think fame is that important at all,” he says. “I have
friends thar | went to high school with, I look at them in the cye
now, and they look dead. They've sertled for the deal — they went o
college, got some job doing something they don’t like, married
somebody for the hell of it and aren’t able 1o pursue whar they really
wanted o do. T never want w have that. I always want to be fervent-
ly searching for something. I don’t know what.”

[rcan he argued that the Berkeley Community Theatre’s dressing
rooms, decked out in psychedelia such as a tie-dye wall hangings,
have not been revamped in the last 25 years. While Blind Melon
recline on beanbags in their room, what was once Jimi Hendrix’s
dressing room is allocated to Lenny. Hunter enters Blind Melon’s
dressing room to pay his respects before the show.

The show is mesmerising, the highlight perhaps being the folk-
tinged “Change,” in which Thorn’s new mandolin ripples with
heautitul warmth over the acoustic arrangement. I wonder if Hunter
is smiling. The end of the show signals that the Kravitz tour is com-
ing to an end, and Blind Melon look tired.

“I think we're all a bit frustrated in a way at the success of No
Rain,” because it'’s meant that we have to continue to tour,” Thorn
explains with a sigh. “We're dying to be creative again and make a
SCCUHd Hlbum.”

“We're playing the whole thing completely by ear. We're lucky to
be here and we'll be lucky if it lasts,” Graham concludes. “We have
no idea how we gor here or where we're going. We're completely
directionless. We're five different people with completely different
lives, with different ideas, coming together.” | |
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