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Introduction

when i raced bicycles, i looked at races as having 
“burn zones,” which were relatively short periods of extraordi-
nary effort that separated the winners and losers. Burn zones 
could include a long climb or a section with major crosswinds in 
which those skilled in riding in an echelon formation excelled. 
Most of the top riders could be in contention for most of the 
race, but the burn zones would eliminate the majority of racers 
from contention. The burn zones were not always marked by 
external physical factors, and could simply be a series of attacks 
and chases and breakaways, which came in such velocity that 
those who were not in top shape were left behind. I was very 
good at training, being focused, and disciplined. “Stay relaxed,” 
I counseled myself when I entered a burn zone. “Others around 
you are hurting just as much as you. Focus on enduring the pain 
until the pace slows. The effort will get easier soon.”
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Everyone’s life is full of burn zones, which test the limits of our 
bodies and minds.

I started working when I was seven-years-old and created my 
first business at 11. I dropped out of high school at 16, as I was 
eager to learn in the real world. I repeatedly took chances and 
worked tirelessly to turn my visions into reality. I built a record 
company, raced bicycles alongside some of the best in the world, 
and embarked on a real estate crusade to fix the unfixable. I took 
on our country’s most troubled buildings and transformed them 
into assets to benefit all. Any achievement of consequence was 
the result of preparing for and enduring burn zones.

Despite financial success, I eschewed any trappings of luxury—
instead living a Spartan lifestyle. I rarely ate out and limited my 
intake of processed food. The majority of my meals emerged 
from a Crockpot into which brown rice and beans were mixed 
with whatever vegetables were on sale that week. I took pride 
in driving any car to 200,000 miles before casting it away. I 
even clipped coupons, recognizing that—thanks to taxes—the 
dollar you save is more important than the dollar you earn. I 
lived with my parents until I was 29, although this would not be 
considered uncommon in my father’s homeland of Argentina. 
My thrifty approach maximized the dollars I had available to 
play with in my real-life game of Monopoly, and these lifestyle 
choices helped ready me for the uphill sprints life could throw 
my way.

Fueled with cash earned and saved between 1992 and 2004, I 
amassed over 4,000 apartment units across the United States, 
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resulting in a net worth in the tens of millions. I thought I could 
surmount any burn zone, but I took one chance too many.

One natural disaster erased everything. An ice storm plunged 
me into a battle with the elite, those much more powerful than 
me. In my struggle to survive, I was maligned, publicly shamed, 
and financially gutted. I lost everything and emerged over $26 
million in debt. I had entered the most di¨cult burn zone of 
my life.
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chapter one

Paperboy to Record Mogul

my flaws
1. I am very optimistic

2. I defer gratification

3. I tend to see the 

good in people

4. I like to help people

5. I work too hard

6. I am too trusting

7. I am very tough on myself

8. I take the di¨cult road

9. I give the job to the less-

experienced but more eager 

candidate, in hopes that 

they rise to the occasion

10. I do not delegate enough

my strengths
1. I am very optimistic

2. I defer gratification

3. I tend to see the 

good in people

4. I like to help people

5. I work very hard

6. I am very trusting

7. I am very tough on myself

8. I show others the path 

to the easy road

9. I give the job to the less-

experienced but more eager 

candidate, in hopes that 

they rise to the occasion

10. I can work 18 hours 

a day if needed
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“Can I deliver the paper?” I asked, after chasing the newspaper 
delivery person’s car down on my Raleigh Chopper, a bicycle 
modeled after a motorcycle chopper. I was shy, except when it 
came to business, and I learned early not to be afraid to ask for 
what I want. The year was 1973 in Los Angeles.

“How old are you?” asked Robert Snodgrass, the Herald Exam-
iner’s district manager, with a look of amusement.

“Seven,” I replied. Mr. Snodgrass’ brow crinkled.

“You think you can deliver the papers every day, on time?” he 
asked, sounding skeptical.

“Yes, I can do it,” I said, with as much determination as I could 
muster. I wanted to work. I knew that I could figure out the 
logistics once the job was mine. Besides, the day was March 1st 
and I had said “White Rabbits” that morning as soon as I woke 
up, just like I did on the first of every month. My mother had 
taught me that this ritual empowered me with good luck.

“And will your parents be alright with this?” he asked, warming 
up to the idea.

“Sure,” I replied. “They will.”

A week later, I was zooming the streets of Brentwood Glen 
on my Chopper, delivering the Herald every day. Within a few 
months, I reasoned that as long as I was riding the streets deliv-
ering the Herald, I could also e¨ciently deliver the competing 
paper, the Evening Outlook. Delivering both at the same time 
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took about 50% more time, yet I was earning double. Lugging so 
many papers on the back of my bike was hard work, but there 
were a few streets north of our house so I would deliver those 
first, then return to my house and reload the papers to deliver 
to the streets to the south.

Taking a break from my paper route, around age seven
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I delivered the papers every afternoon after school during the 
week and mornings on the weekends. I enjoyed my daily rides 
through the Glen, although rainy days were challenging. I had 
to spend extra time to carefully wrap the papers in plastic bags 
so they would not get wet and toss them gingerly to avoid pud-
dles. Although I would return from my route drenched, my 
mum always had a reward for me.

“Mum,” I’d yell as I walked in the side door to the laundry room, 
sopping wet. “I’m home.” My mum would run me a hot bath. 
The worst of these stormy days were my first burn zones. A part 
of me relished these challenging days, as if I was playing level 
10 of my paperboy game, with the prize of a hot bath upon my 
successful completion.

Being a loner, this was real-life play to me and my rewards were 
my pay. However, the grand prizes came every December when 
I gave all my customers Christmas cards, which I signed with my 
home address. My customers would then mail me tips: cash and 
checks, often $5 or $10, sometimes $20 a shot! After I returned 
home from my route, I would sit at the dining table and open 
the envelopes. I was winning at this game.

Although I enjoyed delivering the papers, I did not relish reading 
them. The stories often recounted horrors of abuse, muggings, 
and other attacks. The local police blotter scared me the most, 
as some of the crimes were within miles of my house. As I read, 
my mind would transport my body into that of the abused and 
I could sense the agony they suffered. I remember the 1974 
story of the live-in managers at the Star Motel in Santa Monica, 
which is where we went to the beach and only 10 minutes from 
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our house. Someone robbed the couple who were the manag-
ers, bound them at the wrists and ankles, then shot them each 
once in the head and set them on fire. I could comprehend the 
robbing part as they got the money. However, I couldn’t move 
past the killings. Why didn’t they just leave? Why did they have 
to shoot them dead and set them aflame?

I had trouble comprehending why people would treat others 
so badly.

pedaling ice cream
By age 11, I had saved several hundred dollars from my paper 
routes. I got up the courage to knock on the door of Chris, a 
teenager on Gladwin Street, which was a block away. Many 
summers, Chris would ride through our neighborhood selling 
ice cream off a large tricycle outfitted with a freezer in the front 
and a bullhorn-type speaker bellowing ice cream truck melo-
dies, all powered by a car battery. The sleek ice cream tricycle 
had been a neighborhood staple when I was younger—I was a 
faithful customer—but we hadn’t seen Chris out with it for the 
last couple of summers.

“Hi Chris,” I said when he answered the door. He was maybe 17 
with long blond hair, a surfer to the hilt. He was wearing blue 
OP shorts and a yellow Hang Ten imprint T-shirt. “I’m Jorge. I 
live on Homedale.” I held out my hand.

“Hi,” Chris said, clearly uncertain as to why I was on his door-
step. He hesitantly shook my hand. We did a regular handshake, 
like my father did, and though I was years younger than Chris, 
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resulting in a net worth in the tens of millions. I thought I could 
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the gesture seemed foreign to him. I bet Chris usually did the 
surfer shake, like most of the older kids did, but I wasn’t sure 
how to do it.

“I wanted to know if you still had the ice cream trike,” I said. “I 
used to buy ice cream sandwiches from you all the time.” Chris’ 
eyes suddenly warmed.

“I remember you now,” he said, now smiling. “You got two older 
sisters, right?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Charlene and…” he started.

“Anne,” I replied.

“That’s right, Anne,” he said. “How are they doing?”

“They’re fine,” I said. I had noticed that the older boys seemed 
to take an interest in my sisters.

“Well, follow me,” he instructed. I walked in and followed Chris 
through the house and out the back door into the garage. Chris 
flipped the light switch on and I saw my future: the trike, albeit 
a bit worn out with three flat tires.

“How much?” I asked. Chris looked at me.

“How old are you?” he asked.
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“Eleven,” I said.

“You going to fix this up and start selling ice cream?” he asked, 
sounding skeptical. His tone reminded me of Mr. Snodgrass 
when I first asked to deliver the Herald Examiner.

“Yes,” I said. “I can do it.”

“Do you have $300?” he asked.

“The tires are flat and I see some rust,” I said. “It looks like it 
will take a lot of work to get it going again—$300 is too much. 
How about $150?”

Chris laughed or maybe it was a scoff. I couldn’t really dis-
tinguish which it was. “Who does this grommet think he is?” I 
imagined him thinking. That’s what his puzzled face certainly 
seemed to be saying. “$250,” he finally said. “And that’s a bar-
gain.” I had $200 in one pocket and $40 in the other, just in case. 
I had gone to the door wanting to spend $200 and was now in 
striking distance.

“$200,” I said. “I can give you the cash right now.”

Chris laughed. This time I was certain it was a laugh. “That’s 
cool,” he said. “You got a deal.” He extended his hand, this time 
with the surfer grip. I looked at his hand and back at Chris’ face.

“I can do this,” I thought. I reached out my hand in my inter-
pretation of a surfer grip: hand high, elbow low, and I looked 
him straight in the eye. We shook hands awkwardly. “Thanks!” 
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I said. I wasn’t sure how long to hold on, but I think I held on a 
bit too long. It was clear that this was my first time.

“Let me write you a receipt,” Chris said. He pulled his hand back 
from mine in a jerky motion, which seemed to be telling me 

“the handshake’s over, little dude.” As he walked away, he looked 
back and said, “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

Once Chris returned, he handwrote a receipt from paper he 
pulled out of a Pee-Chee folder. I handed over the $200 in 
mostly small bills. Chris counted them out, signed the receipt, 
and then handed it over. The trike was mine.

“Thanks Chris,” I said. I wanted to try the surfer shake again and 
started reaching out my hand.

“Tell Charlene and Anne I said hi” said Chris, as he gave me a 
wave. I quickly converted my extended hand into a wave.

I pushed the trike home and burst through the front door. 
“Mum, Alastair, Charles!” I yelled as soon as I stepped inside. “I 
bought the ice cream trike.” Soon, they were all in our driveway 
admiring my first major business acquisition. I felt good. This 
was a big step for me, and I enjoyed seeing the glimmer in my 
brain manifest into a real business. Over the next few weekends, 
I painted and buffed the trike back to glory. I stenciled the let-
ters “George’s Ice Cream” and my parents’ address on each side 
of the trike to satisfy health department requirements. Then, 
I rode the bike about three miles to the West Los Angeles City 
Hall to obtain business and health department licenses.
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Soon enough, my summer afternoons included two rounds 
of every street in my neighborhood, peddling ice cream to my 
neighbors. I would even take the trike to evening football games 
at Brentwood School, even though the route included a treach-
erous stretch up Acari Street, a curvy hill that challenged my 
legs on the way up and my handling skills on the way down.

Reviewing ads in the Recycler, the hard-copy predecessor to 
Craigslist, I found a large freezer, which I bought to store my 
ice cream supply. Every Saturday, my father would drive me 
to the wholesale ice cream outlet in Culver City, which was 10 
to 20 minutes from home depending on tra¨c. We pulled up 
to the refrigerated warehouse and lined up our Volkswagen 
Squareback in a queue of ice cream trucks to buy Creamsicles, 

My first major business acquisition: the sleek ice cream trike
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Drumsticks, Popsicles, Big Sticks, and, my personal favorite, ice 
cream sandwiches.

Then came the high-stakes drive home. The key was to make 
the lights and not get stuck on the long reds. “Dad, please make 
that light,” I said, looking at the flashing “Don’t Walk” signal 
threatening our green light. “We need to get home before every-
thing melts.”

“I am driving the speed limit,” my father replied. “I don’t want 
to get in an accident or get a ticket over ice cream.”

Looking back, I realize I must have driven him crazy on these 
drives. I was in the shotgun seat, yet acted like a backseat driver. 
But I had my product to think of! I was a serious operator, not 
just some kid having fun. If one of my customers found that 
the round top of a Drumstick flattened due to a melt/refreeze 
incident, I would always exchange it for another. The defective 
goody would end up in my family’s freezer, where my siblings 
could devour it (and my profit margin). Keeping the ice cream 
cold was a higher priority to me than my dad’s driving record.

Keeping the treats cold in the tricycle was another matter. Every 
day, I would ride my 10-speed bike to Barrington Ice to buy a 
few slabs of dry ice, which I put in my backpack. The dry ice 
often gave my back a burning sensation as I rode the several 
miles back home, pedaling fast so I could to take the pack off 
sooner. All this cycling made my legs strong and turned me 
into an inadvertent athlete. I started accompanying my father 
to 10Ks and longer running races on the weekends, where I 



paperboy to record mogul · 21

frequently placed at the top of my age category and even fin-
ished ahead of him.

the seductive paychecks of a busboy
“I am here to apply for the busboy job,” I said to the older lady 
with red hair behind the counter at the ucla Faculty Center. I 
was 13 and looking to take my professional life to the next level, 
responding to a Help Wanted ad in the Evening Outlook.

“Here’s an application,” she said, peering over the counter as she 
handed me the application attached to a clipboard and a pen.

When I finished, I returned the application to the counter. The 
older lady with red hair got up and quickly scanned it. “Every-
thing appears to be in order,” she said. “However, you are only 
13. Are you sure you are ready to work?” Her tone reminded me 
of both Mr. Snodgrass and Chris.

“Yes,” I said. “I am a good worker.”

“I think you need a work permit from your school,” she said.

“I can ask,” I replied. “I am not sure.” I could tell that she wasn’t 
sure either.

“Are you available to work tonight?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. “How soon?”
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“Could you start now?” she asked. “We are short-handed and 
really need the help.”

“Yes,” I said. I had just landed my first regular job. Over the next 
several weeks, I proved myself dependable and hard working. I 
took on extra hours whenever someone else couldn’t make it. 
The request for a work permit was soon forgotten, which was 
just as well, as the permit would have limited my hours.

I enjoyed the fun and camaraderie of working with my older, 
college age co-workers. Steve, or “The Professor,” was a nerdy 
graduate student and we became friends. He was super smart, 
but socially awkward—kind of like me. Even though I was much 
younger, I always did more than my share of work, especially 
since others did not take the work that seriously. I realized this 
about a week into the job on a night when there were maybe 
a dozen of us cleaning up after a banquet of over 300. When I 
was busy bussing dirty dishes off the tables, I got struck.

I took a hit in the back. My lower left side. I heard the thud of 
the impact. I turned around to view my attacker.

Renee, lean and blond with Farrah Fawcett hair and high cheek-
bones, was maybe 30 feet away and grinning ear-to-ear with 
a dinner roll in her hand. “Roll fight!” she screamed. At that 
moment, dinner rolls started flying all around the room. I took 
cover behind my bus cart to survey the situation.

I broke from my crouch and crawled over to the nearest table. 
A couple of rolls whisked over my head. I was on full alert, my 
eyes darting around to every one of my co-workers, and my 
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body low to stay out of the line of fire. As I reached the table, I 
extended my arm gingerly to the dinner roll basket. I felt one, 
two, three rolls. I pulled the basket down and shimmied back 
to the cover of the cart. I shot one over at “The Professor,” the 
only employee not participating in the battle. The roll must 
have caught a draft as it went a bit high and hit him in the back 
of the head.

“You children,” he bellowed, as he swung around, furious. “Get 
back to work.” All of us snapped to work as though nothing 
had happened. I made myself look busy by picking up dishes. I 
don’t think he suspected that I was the guilty one. As he settled 
down and turned back around, I scanned the room for my next 
target. I eyed Renee, who now had her back turned as she busily 
cleared a table. I pulled my arm back and chucked hard. The 
roll hit her right in the derriere.

“Who threw that?” she said, turning around while her hand 
brushed her bottom, acting as if the roll really hurt. Our eyes 
met. I still had a roll left. I was smiling as I had my prey in sight 
and she had no protection. I cocked my arm back. Just then, she 
started smiling slyly, her eyes focused elsewhere behind me. I 
readied my arm again.

I got hit in the shoulder, then the back. I dropped my roll and 
instinctively hit the ground. I heard laughter. As I got back up, 
I saw “The Professor” smiling like I have never seen him smile 
before, although I guessed that was not saying too much as I 
had only been there a week.

“Get back to work, scrub,” he said.
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“Yeah, scrub,” I heard Renee say, giggling. I looked over and her 
ample smile had returned. Work was my play and my social 
outlet. Plus, the paychecks were seductive: hundreds of dollars 
every couple of weeks. My parents paid for my food, housing 
and whatever else I needed, so I saved most of my earnings. I 
had a plan.

london calling
Being a musician or working in the music business was a 
common dream of many teenagers at the time. I always wanted 
to be the performer and not the spectator, preferring to be part 
of the show instead of just watching. There was just one prob-
lem: I was shy and did not display any musical talent except for 
a brief dabble in playing trombone in elementary school. Since 
being a musician wasn’t in the cards, I decided I wanted to be 
off stage, but still essential to the action. My plan was to save 
up my busboy earnings to start a record company.

It all started on Christmas 1979, when my dad gave me a copy of 
The Clash’s London Calling. My musical tastes had been some-
what mainstream, with LPs from Foreigner (“Hot Blooded” 
being my favorite), Styx, and Toto occupying my turntable. 
However, The Clash cracked a door open into a new frontier: 
bands with lyrics that had a message. Their songs spoke to me 
like poetry:

I’ve been beat up I’ve been thrown
Out but I’m not down, I’m not down
I’ve been shown up, but I’ve grown up
And I’m not down, I’m not down.
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On my own I faced a gang of jeering in strange streets
When my nerves were pumping and I
Fought my fear in, I did not run
I was not done
And I have lived that kind of day
When one of your sorrows will go away
It goes down and down and hit the floor
Down and down and down some more
Depression
But I know there’ll be some way
When I can swing everything back my way
Like skyscrapers rising up
Floor by floor, I’m not giving up

− from “i’m not down” by the clash

Even as a child, I enjoyed comeback stories where people over-
came adversity and against all odds achieved what they sought. I 
was always rooting for the underdog. The greater the challenge, 
the more I liked the story. However, I could not fathom that 
one-day, I would be the fallen one trying to claw my way back. 

“I’m Not Down” was a comeback song that would later become 
my anthem.

I started buying alternative music fanzines, publications that 
were often Xeroxed and stapled together, then sold for a dollar 
in independent record stores. I skateboarded a few miles to get 
to Rhino Records on Westwood Boulevard to peruse the offer-
ings. I learned of bands across Europe and the United States 
who were going diy, or Do It Yourself. Forget trying to impress 
the major labels like Capitol Records, Atlantic and emi. These 
bands were paying for their own recording time, getting the 
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tapes mastered, and paying plants to press the records—all for 
a few thousand dollars. I was now 14 with a few thousand in 
the bank. Hey—I realized—I could really do this!

If anyone else could do it, I could do it too. Whatever I needed 
to learn, I would figure out. My busboy to record company plan 
was going to work! Now I just needed some bands to make a 
record with. I knew the bands I liked, but somehow I needed 
to connect with them.

I convinced my father to drop me off at the Whisky-A-Go-Go 
in Hollywood on Sunset Boulevard to go alone to the 8:00 pm
all ages Saturday shows. I saw Britain’s Killing Joke, local bands 
45 Grave, Monitor, the Circle Jerks, Wasted Youth and others.

The youthful energy of the performers and the audience was 
contagious, and I slammed and stage dived with abandon. At 
school dances, I always felt awkward as I publicly displayed my 
lack of rhythm. However, at punk shows, I could freely join in 
the swirl of the mosh pit. No rhythm needed. I felt this was 
where I belonged.

“Do you need a ride?” I would be asked over and over from a 
parade of smiling men in nice cars as I stood at the bus stop 
across Sunset from the Whisky.

“No, thank you,” I replied. “My dad is on his way to pick me up.” 
I didn’t understand why the locals in West Hollywood were so 
helpful. “They all seem so friendly,” I remember thinking. I didn’t 
understand just how “friendly” they were trying to be until a 
couple years later.
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youth manifesto
“Hi, my name is Jorge from Youth Manifesto,” I said to Greg 
Ginn of Black Flag over the phone. “I want to interview Black 
Flag. When can we meet?” My strategy was to not ask if they 
wanted to be interviewed. Instead, I’d just ask when and where 
we could meet. It always seemed to work. Once I scheduled 
an interview, I would then scour through the band’s lyrics and 
analyze them in order to craft relevant questions.

The more interviews I conducted, the more effective I was at 
extracting insight. I learned to only ask questions as needed to 
keep the conversation going and to allow the topics to wander. 
I didn’t want to hear my voice on the tape; I wanted to hear 
theirs. I had discovered the art of listening.

I wasn’t old enough to drive unaccompanied, so my mum or 
sisters would escort me to meet the bands. While they waited 
in the car or at a Winchell’s donut shop, I interviewed Black 
Flag, Bad Religion, Saccharine Trust, Youth Brigade, RF7, and 
Louisiana’s Red Rockers when they toured through L.A. My 
work was my play and my schooling. I was learning to research, 
ask, negotiate, reason, interpret, calculate, visualize, and create. 
However, there was an impediment to my education: school.

Although I was a Dean’s List student through 9th grade, school 
had become mundane and unchallenging. By the second month 
of 11th grade, I passed the Graduate Equivalency Degree exam. 
However, I still had to get my parents’ permission to leave school.

“Jorgie, are you sure this is what you want to do?” asked my dad. 
We were seated around the dining table in our living room. Even 
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though I was now 15, my father still added the diminutive “-ie” 
to the end of my name. This was embarrassing in public, espe-
cially when he sometimes yelled “Jorgie” in a store or market. 
I’d return to him, but pretend I didn’t know him.

“It’s Jorge,” I replied with emphasis on the “ge” ending, correcting 
my father and making sure he recognized my annoyance with 
the “-ie.” He disregarded my correction. As he had graduated 
college, I expected him to be uncomfortable with my request. 

“I want to focus on my business,” I chimed in hopefully.

“I left school when I was 14,” my mother added, helpfully. I knew 
this, but appreciated her bringing it up at that moment. She 
grew up in England and went to a private boarding school on 
a scholarship, but needed to leave when her parents could no 
longer afford their share of the tuition. This was turbulent 1938, 
at the tail end of the Great Depression and the beginning of 
the Second World War. As the country plunged into blackouts 
and bombings, the government utilized a slogan to encourage 
the populace: “Keep Calm & Carry On.” Her family income 
had shrunk and my mum had to take a job at a local library to 
contribute to the household.

“I can always go to college later if I change my mind,” I said 
to soften the blow, even though I had no interest in the idea. 
Instead, I wanted to experience real-life challenges. My ances-
tors had faced trials before: my mother’s parents had met in 
the First World War when my grandfather was called up into 
the army. As a soldier fighting in the trenches, he was gassed 
and shot in the eye by German soldiers. My grandmother 
was the military nurse who attended to him. Throughout his 
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remaining years, my grandfather was haunted by his time in 
combat. My mother was often awakened as he sang war songs 
in his nightmares.

“He is a good boy. He works hard,” my mother said. She had 
followed her dream to be an actress. At age 16, she was hired to 
work backstage at a theatre. Nine months later, she was chosen 
for a leading role as half-caste Tondelayo in White Cargo. At the 
time, half-caste was a common term in England to describe 
anyone mixed of Caucasian and conquered races. Today, half-
caste is considered an offensive slur. Before performances, my 
mum was covered in brown makeup. This character was her 
breakthrough role, and she performed throughout England. 
Other roles such as Ophelia in Hamlet followed, and she even-
tually joined a touring company for many years. More than 
a decade later, as she performed on tour through the United 
States, she met my father in St. Louis.

“I am not getting into trouble. I want to explore,” I said.

“Okay, Jorgie,” said my dad.

I was out of school on my 16th birthday and free to chase my 
dreams, which filled my bountiful imagination. I would set my 
sights on a target, take the first step, then the second, and I 
thought I could do anything I set my mind to.

Once I eliminated the distraction of school, I used my busboy 
earnings to spend hours at Studio 9, a tiny and affordable 
recording studio in an almost-empty building at the corner of 
Hollywood Boulevard and Western Avenue in a seedy section 
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of Hollywood. I would take the number 2 rtd bus along Sunset 
Boulevard, then skateboard the rest of the way to the studio. 
I thoroughly enjoyed the process of weaving through hours 
and hours of interviews, juxtaposing them with snippets of 
music, then editing everything into digestible and riveting 
tales. I entitled my creation Youth Manifesto and shared the 
almost-complete version with some of the participating bands. 
Jack Brewer from Saccharine Trust told me that Henry Roll-
ins was impressed with my concoction. Soon, a representative 
from Greenworld Distribution called with an offer to exclu-
sively distribute Youth Manifesto in the U.S. I was 16 when I 
negotiated the deal from my o¨ce on the corner of my family’s 
kitchen table.

I then went back to the fanzines to go through the ads. I found 
one company to mass-produce the cassettes and another to 
print the covers, which were 8.5 × 11 hardbacks to which we 
a¨xed the tapes and then sealed into clear plastic bags. Within 
weeks, a semi-truck pulled up to my house to drop off thou-
sands of cassettes. Shortly thereafter, another semi arrived with 
all the covers. I packaged these together at the kitchen table 
with the help of my mother and siblings, and soon, Youth Man-
ifesto was being shipped nationwide.

Several positive reviews followed, including a short but com-
plimentary mention in the L.A. Weekly. Shavedneck.com has 
the full tape posted online and observes that “the tape reflects 
well the almost utopian, if not naïve and idealistic values and 
morals espoused by the more intellectual of hardcores at the 
time.” The liner notes read:
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Between February and May of 1982, a number of American 
punk bands were asked for their ideas and views on America, 
religion, government, politics, war, hippies, and just about 
everything that affects our American society today. The 
main purpose in putting out youth manifesto is not that 
you agree with us, but just to make you aware of how we feel.
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happy times
After my success, I started renting halls and promoting shows 
featuring my new band contacts, including Social Distortion, 
Circle One, Red Cross (later Redd Kross due to complaints by 
the Red Cross organization), and Youth Brigade. We needed 
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a stage for one of the first shows, at the Happy Times Roller 
Rink at 83rd and Vermont in South Central Los Angeles. Mark 
Stern from Youth Brigade offered to build the stage if I would 
buy the materials.

The stage was huge and I had to store several 4-foot by 4-foot 
cubes in the street and driveway in front of my parents’ house 
for a few days, much to the chagrin of some neighbors. On 
the day of the gig, I needed to rent a 24-foot stake truck in 
order to transport the stage to the roller rink. Although I had 
a driver’s license by now, Sam’s U Drive on Sepulveda would 
not rent to anyone under 18. Thus, my ever-supportive mum 
went with me and said she wanted to rent the truck. She did all 
the paperwork and drove the truck off the lot, which is where 
I took over the reins.

Social Distortion, Channel 3, Youth Brigade, Sin 34, Caustic 
Cause, and Bad Example performed in front of several hundred 
fans at Happy Times. But the event had many challenges. There 
was so many people in the rink that the air conditioning was 
unable to keep up and the place became stiflingly hot. Also, 
some of the stage cubes were covered with gra¨ti—although 
I found this kind of cool.

Some punks got into the DJ booth and started flinging vinyl 
disco records around the rink, inflicting lacerations on those 
unfortunate enough to be hit by airborne collections of Donna 
Summers and the Bee Gees. Worse, fans had to park on the 
streets in this rougher section of town and locals robbed and 
beat up a few of them as they walked to the rink. We let the 
ones who were mugged in for free.
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It wasn’t long before there was a platoon of police outside the 
rink. They let the show go on, but asked us to cancel the follow-
ing week’s show featuring England’s Angelic Upstarts because 
they were concerned that more fans would be assaulted. I called 
the district commander the following week, offering more secu-
rity and trying to find a means to have the show go on, but he 
counseled me that the risk was too great.

I listened to their advice and we cancelled the next Happy 
Times show. I was disappointed to back off, and dozens of 
fans still showed up only to find the roller rink closed. Sur-
prise cancellations were something both fans and bands had 
grown accustomed to, as many local venues had started to ban 
punk bands due to punk-police clashes. We, of course, blamed 
the police.

the sunset riots
As word got out that I owned a stage, other promoters such as 
Goldenvoice started contacting me, looking to rent it. Just as 
Mr. Snodgrass of the Herald Examiner greeted me with initial 
amusement, many in the industry were equally tickled that I 
was 17 and in charge of the show, record company, stage, and 
magazine. However, I was reliable, on time, worked diligently, 
and pitched in whenever I could. Even if someone did not take 
me seriously at first, I demonstrated a work ethic that promptly 
offset any concerns about my age. I was getting paid to go to 
all these great shows, and every gig generated more and more 
gra¨ti, turning my stage into a mobile piece of art graced by 
punk legends.
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I offered the stage for a few hundred dollars a show, undercut-
ting the market. For each rental, I delivered and bolted the cubes 
together, then disassembled after the show. I rented the stage 
that was in place at sir Studios on Jan. 8, 1983 for the T.S.O.L. 
(True Sounds of Liberty), Social Distortion, and Redd Kross 
concert when the Sunset Riots broke out. sir Studios was just 
off Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. There were about 2,500 
lively fans packed inside. However, when I walked outside to 
get some tools from the truck, I beheld masses of police in riot 
gear who had surrounded sir. I found this odd—why were the 
riot police here when there was no riot?

This was my first exposure to a “police riot,” in which the police 
are responsible for instigating a conflict. At the time, such a 
concept was so completely alien to me, I figured that the police 
knew something I didn’t.

If there were no police outside sir that night, everyone would 
just have gone home after the show in a law-abiding manner, 
save for maybe minor gra¨ti or public urination violations by 
a few drunken fans. In general, massive police build-ups have 
provoked rioting throughout history, from the 1886 Haymarket 
Riots in Chicago following the police killing of four striking 
workers at McCormick Harvesting Company, to the 2014 Fer-
guson Riots in Missouri following the fatal shooting by police 
of unarmed African American teenager Michael Brown.

Upon hearing of the phalanx of riot police outside, Jack 
Grisham, the singer of T.S.O.L., urged everyone to sit down 
and let the police drag everyone out. Everyone listened and an 
anticipatory silence bristled through the crowd. However, after 
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several minutes, nothing happened. People started getting up 
and leaving.

The peace broke once everyone went outside. Fueled by police 
warnings to disperse, some punks threw bottles. These acts of 
defiance should have been anticipated from a huge crowd of 
teens and young adults, and I am surprised that the police did 
not have more effective strategies of defusing these situations. 
Many of the o¨cers looked like Catholic nuns ready to mete 
out some discipline. Gazes narrowed, skin paled and glistened 
with sweat, and muscles tensed and readied to pounce.

“Go ahead, throw one more bottle, you punks,” the o¨cers appeared 
to think as they eyed the kids outside sir that night. “Just give 
me an excuse to beat you dozens of times with this club. Let me work 
out some of this pent-up frustration.” This was well before hand-
held video cameras and Rodney King, so as soon as a punk threw 
one projectile too many, the lapd army had the justification 
they yearned for to indiscriminately dispense adrenaline-fueled 
drubbings on fans. This escalated into a full riot that shut down 
Sunset and several adjoining streets. Some fans split to avoid 
the pandemonium, while others were itching to rumble and 
joined the cops in escalating the situation. Although the raw 
tension was electric, I stayed calm.

I had been through this before at other shows and learned to 
walk away and avoid the chaos. I was appalled at the behavior 
of the police, but also by some of the punks. “Two wrongs don’t 
make a right” is a well-worn cliché, but it was apt here. Setting 
fire to police cars to get back at the cops for beating your friend 
may have made a fan feel good for a moment, but in the end, 
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this resulted in venues like sir and the Whisky banning punk 
shows. We all lost.

Oddly, as I waited at a bus bench on some side street, my dad 
pulled up from out of nowhere in his trusty VW Squareback. 
He was just returning from a cocktail party and got caught in 
the tra¨c caused by the riot. By some random coincidence, he 
saw me and stopped.

“Jorgie,” he said. I was 17 now, but the diminutive “-ie” persisted. 
“What happened?”

“It’s Jorge,” I said, correcting my father. I spoke loudly to be 
heard over the din of wailing sirens and buzzing helicopters. 

“The police started beating people up after the show and it 
turned into a riot,” I replied, unhesitatingly. I knew that he 
would understand.

Just then, two fans turned the corner and walked towards us. 
The young man, about my age and a skinhead, had his shirt off 
and was stumbling. The girl, a little younger with a red Mohawk 
and studded leather jacket with a large “Exploited” patch on the 
front, was walking with her arm wrapped tightly around him to 
keep him upright. She held a T-shirt against his face. The shirt 
was saturated with blood.

“Do you need some help?” my father and I asked, almost 
in unison.

“We’ll be okay,” said the girl. “Our car is right up here. Thanks.”
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“The police are horrible,” my father said. My dad had been 
beaten and jailed by police for protesting in Argentina when he 
was a college student. He was not a fan of them, and I think he 
was pleased to see that I was carrying on his “question authority” 
beliefs. I could see in his face, though, that he was also dismayed 
that police brutality continued unabated and was shaken by 
the bloodied skinhead. “That could have been me 40 years ago,”
I imagined him thinking.

“It was calm until the police showed up,” I said. “I need to wait 
for everything to clear to get the stage back home.”

“Okay,” my dad said. “I will see you in the morning.” Eventually, 
everyone had either gone home or to jail and I was able to get 
back in to retrieve the stage. On these stage rental nights, I 
often returned home in the wee hours of the morning, but my 
parents never minded. Neither of them ever tried to dissuade 
me from exploring in life, wherever my wandering mind led me, 
even if I was a teenager sitting alone at 1:00 am on a bus bench 
in Hollywood just blocks away from a massive riot.

straight edge
My punk friends felt like society’s outcasts. They were from all 
over Southern California, came from many different schools, 
and were mostly in their teens and early 20s. All my life, I had 
been a loner and felt like I did not fit in; however, now I sensed 
that I somehow belonged. Although my punk friends were 
mostly white, middle class, and “privileged,” they were often 
tormented. Some were ignored by their parents, gay, abused, or, 
like me, just didn’t fit into society’s mold. We had trouble doing 
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what was expected of us and yearned to find a better way, to 
build a better world for us and everybody else. For some, alcohol 
and drugs filled a void and helped dull whatever pained them. 
For others, the substances helped them feel like they fit in.

Me and a few others saw what excessive alcohol and drugs were 
doing to our friends and opted not to partake. This became 
the straight edge movement, popularized by Washington D.C.’s 
Minor Threat, which featured a clear-headed lifestyle punc-
tuated by no alcohol, no drugs, and no indiscriminate sex. 
Suddenly, nerds like me were cool. The punk scene afforded me 
the first group of solid friends I ever had: Kimberly, an African 
American girl who I had a crush on; Natalie Boot, a talented 
artist; and Jordan Schwartz and Dave Markey, who published 
We Got Power fanzine. No Jordache jeans or Members Only 
jackets were required. With punk, everyone was welcome—even 
me—and especially those whom society had kicked down.

sleeping bags topped by mohawks and spiked hair
Some of my shows featured bands from out of town and my 
parents often let them spend the night in our home, so they 
could save money on motels. My family would wake up to 
a living room full of sleeping bags topped by Mohawks and 
spiked hair belonging to punk luminaries such as Ribzy, White 
Cross and Whipping Boy, an all-African American group from 
San Francisco.

“Where is the best place to get breakfast?” I remember the mem-
bers of Whipping Boy ask, as they awoke groggily the morning 
after a gig.



40 · burn zones

“I can cook you scrambled eggs,” my ever-hospitable 
mother offered.

My mum would then distribute platefuls of eggs and bacon to 
the band members, who proceeded to chow down at the dining 
table on our terrace.

“Thanks for the place to crash and the breakfast. The food was 
great,” Whipping Boy’s lead singer said, as they prepared to 
drive on to the next city on their tour.

“They all look so tough, but they are so nice,” my mum observed 
after they left. Our uno¨cial punk hotel taught me that people 
generally treat you the way you treat them.

spic
My family was always welcoming, especially to those who 
appeared disenfranchised. However, some of our neighbors 
had different beliefs as to who belonged in our neighborhood. 
When my parents bought the house in 1965, some neighbors 
took to maliciously calling us “the gypsies.”

We preferred to think of ourselves as eclectic. My dad was an 
architect for ibm and my mum was a British actress, who had 
sidelined her career to marry and raise five children: my sisters, 
Charlene and Anne, and my brothers, Alastair and Charles. Our 
family style was more wild oat than white bread, with our hair 
often long and clothes more hippie than Buster Brown. My 
father practiced Tai Chi, and my parents employed a loose and 
lenient style of parenting probably reflective of, well, gypsies. 
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Although neighbors bandied about the word in a derogatory 
manner, I don’t think my parents considered the term negative 

My mum and I in the backyard of the uno«cial punk hotel
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and they never seemed to care what our neighbors said or did. 
If they were confronted with insults, they appeared to let them 
slide off their backs. They were great examples to me, as I would 
also face some mindless hatred.

“Hey spic,” kids would taunt me at elementary school and in my 
neighborhood. I understood “spic” to be more or less equivalent 
of “nigger” for Hispanics. My father was Hispanic, my mother 
was white, and our neighborhood was almost all white. Brent-
wood Elementary, my school, was much the same.

“Fight, fight, a nigger and a white” were the first words of a 
common schoolyard rhyme sung out loud by many kids, most 
of whom I doubt were trying to be racist. It was far worse that 
adults and teachers would hear the rhyme and do nothing to 
stop it.

Following my parents’ example, I typically let the jeers slide off 
my back. I heard them, but ignored them. I think my lack of a 
reaction helped defuse the verbal attackers. When I was maybe 
eight or nine, the neighborhood’s first African American family, 
the Elliots, moved in. Mark Elliot, who was about the same age 
as me, likely got tormented worse than me. I became friends 
with him, prompted in part by my realization that he was having 
trouble fitting in, a feeling I shared.

Mrs. Elliot once offered my mum a ride as she walked the steep 
hill up Acari Drive. As my mother relayed the story, Mrs. Elliot 
made the offer, then added “if that’s okay,” fearing that she, as 
an African American, had offended my white mum by offering 
her a ride. My mum had toured the Southern U.S. as part of a 
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play troupe in the 1950s and had shared with me her shock at 
the treatment of African Americans, who were forced to use 
separate theater entrances, water fountains and even sections 
of public buses. Once, she boarded a bus and, seeing no other 
seats available, sat in the African American section at the back. 
Some whites exhorted her to move, but she was aghast at the 
degrading segregation and remained seated in defiance. At that 
time, African Americans such as Rosa Parks were arrested for 
sitting in seats intended for whites, but apparently there were 
no laws to arrest my white mother for sitting in the African 
American section. My mum accepted Mrs. Elliot’s offer of a ride.

Further, my mum went out of her way to be neighborly to Mrs. 
Elliot, realizing that they were likely getting the same cool 
reception as we had as the “gypsies.” One particularly inhospi-
table couple lived next door to us. My father would playfully 
call them “monsters” when I was just a few years old. I was too 
young to pronounce the full word “monsters,” so I called them 
the “moes,” which is how the whole family referred to them for 
the rest of our lives.

Although my parents and family generally welcomed our musi-
cian guests, the neighbors were not thrilled, and at some point, 
even drafted a petition complaining of noise as some bands 
did tune up a bit in the garage. They also complained about 
the gra¨ti-covered stage which was periodically stored in the 
street; the rented stake truck that often rumbled home in the 
early morning; the sinister-looking band vans parked in front 
of our house; and other purported inconveniences. A police 
o¨cer lived across the street and had always been friendly to me. 
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One day, as John Macias and the other mostly Hispanic band 
members of Circle One drove off, he called me over.

“Your friends like that,” he said, motioning to the departing van. 
“Those are the same guys I arrest every day. You need to choose 
your friends more carefully.” He and I never spoke again.

Although my family never complained, in retrospect, I realize 
that I pushed the limits of being a good neighbor and imposed 
on my family with the frequent guests. We once had an inde-
pendent record company producer from San Francisco named 
Michael stay at our home for two weeks straight. He was proba-
bly in his late 20s, tall and lanky with a Mohawk. We met when I 
sold my records to a store he managed. He was learning the L.A. 
punk scene and we went to several shows together. He was a 
nice guy, but he smoked incessantly. He partook outdoors, but 
wherever he walked there was a haze that followed him—like 
Pigpen in Charlie Brown. My mum and Anne took to referring 
to him as “Smelly Mike.” They were not trying to be mean, but 
he really did reek.

I have many pleasant memories of my punk era. I remember a 
day when my family was having a garage sale and a beat up van 
pulled up and all the members of Social Distortion emerged. 
They were there to meet with me, but they perused the garage 
sale offerings for a while, even buying something. Recollecting 
this story will always generate a good laugh from my mum.

vandalism
I vividly recall one night at Whittier’s T-Bird Roller Rink, which 
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had rented the stage for a show featuring The Vandals. After 
setting up the stage, the promoter asked me to go pick up the 
band as their van had broken down. Thus, I drove the stake 
truck to pick them and their equipment up from their rehearsal 
space in Long Beach. Luckily, they were headlining, so we made 
it back in time. The show went great and, sometime after mid-
night, I disassembled the stage. The Vandals and I then loaded 
the stage cubes and their equipment onto the truck to return 
them to Long Beach. Around 2:00 am, we were driving in the 
fast lane of a fog-engulfed 710 freeway when we heard a thud 
followed by a crash.

“The Gypsies” according to our neighbors. I’m the baby.
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“What was that?” said one of The Vandals, suddenly alert after 
dozing off.

“I think it was one of the cubes,” I said nervously, as the rear 
view mirror dimly reflected a cube splintering in the fast lane. 

“Should we go back?”

“No way, we’re liable to get killed walking on the freeway with 
all this fog,” said the previously dozing Vandal. “Keep rolling.”

“But someone’s going to have an unpleasant wake-up call,” said 
another Vandal. “They’ll be driving in the fog and…”

“Wham-Bam,” said the previously dozing Vandal. “They collide 
with the punk rock stage.”

“How’d that happen?” I asked. I always tied the stage cubes 
down tight to avoid a situation like this. “Did you all tie every-
thing down?”

“Yeah, yeah,” said the previously dozing Vandal. “We tied every-
thing down tight.”

I had my doubts. This was the first time I ever had anyone help 
me load the stage. The only likely explanation was that one of 
them did not tie down the orphaned cube.

“Whoever hits it could get hurt,” I said, anxious but getting more 
annoyed realizing that one of The Vandals was the likely culprit. 

“And have major damage to their car.”
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“Don’t worry,” said the Vandal. “If someone hits it, the damage 
will be more like Vandalism.”

They all laughed. I chuckled a bit, but still felt bad, hoping that 
no one would get hurt if the cube suddenly appeared out of the 
fog in the fast lane.

This was just one of maybe two dozen cubes, so future shows 
had a small section of the stage missing. The stage was still 
fully functional and safe—plus the missing piece was somewhat 
apropos considering the eccentric acts that graced the stage.

dead before 30
In 1983, I released “Are You Afraid?” by local hardcores Circle 
One on Upstart Records, my fledgling record label. Albums by 
Red Scare, Stalag 13, Killroy, and Shattered Faith soon followed, 
along with a shorter EP by Hated Principles. Most of the records 
sold several thousand copies. I even started Upstart Distribu-
tion to help distribute records by other diy’ers nationwide. 
Several of the albums received rave reviews and, during the 
punk revival of the early 1990s, other labels re-released some of 
Upstart’s releases as CDs. My busboy to record mogul fantasy 
had become reality at age 17. However, in later years, I would 
find out just how harsh reality can be: 40 percent of the singers 
on my record label’s LPs died before age 30.

Tragically, Bobbi Brat, the lead singer of Red Scare, was felled 
by stomach cancer. In 1987, Music Connection named her 
Top Club Draw in Southern California. However, as her career 
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blossomed, so did the cancer. Bobbi appeared aware of her 
looming demise as she wrote one of her last songs:

Save me a seat on that salvation train
Open up the gates, I’m comin in from the rain
No more sorrow, no more pain
Save me a seat on that salvation train
I close my eyes and I hear the angels sing
I close my eyes and see the light of their heavenly wings

− from “salvation train” by bobbi brat

Bobbi died in 1988. She was only 26.

In 1991, John Macias, the lead singer of Circle One, was shot 
dead by a Santa Monica police o¨cer. He was 29. According to 
o¨cers, John was “yelling something about God” as he assaulted 
two citizens. When police arrived, instead of defusing the situ-
ation, one o¨cer shot him. The police reported that John “had 
a jacket wrapped around his hand,” which I suppose implied 
that he could have been armed. However, like Michael Brown 
in Ferguson over two decades later, John didn’t have a weapon 
on him. Paradoxically, again like Michael Brown, the police 
reported that Macias continued to advance on the o¨cers after 
being shot. As a result, the police felt justified in continuing to 
shoot at Macias, who died with four shots to the chest and neck.

Circle One drummer Jody Hill shared stunning recollections 
about John in 2013 on There’s Something Hard In There, an online 
blog that is reminiscent of the fanzines of the early 1980s:
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What stands out the most about John today is a lot of people, 
in books, in documentaries, and many other forms of media, 
talk about him and they are talking about someone who 
was not the John I knew. Was he a bad ass? Yes, he could be. 
Would he stand up against cops, bullies, concert promoters? 
Yes. Was he violent at times? Yes, again. Did he get shot and 
killed by the cops three days after our last performance with 
him? Sadly, yes. He didn’t get shot and killed because of all 
the things I just mentioned.

John really cared about people and the scene he was involved 
in. He believed in God, but a lot of his actions in that area 
were caused by his mental illness. We were not a Christian 
punk band. John sang about what was going on in his head. 
Later on, we found out there was a lot going on in his head 
that he didn’t have control over, and by the time we knew 
he had problems, he was dead. Like I said at the beginning, 
I have read that John was black, a gang leader, a born again, 
etc., but all these statements are always written by people 
who don’t know him. He still makes an impact in my life 
22 years later. The new band I am in with Mike Vallejo 
(Manwray) has two songs that in some ways are about John. 
He is the first person I think about when we play them. So 
when you talk to people, remember, a lot of people you talk 
to only knew him for a short time and some, if not most, 
really didn’t know him at all.

I remember one day in 1983 driving with John to pick up his 
mother from her job in Culver City. I could tell by their inter-
action that John was loved and very loving in return. He was 
a leader, smart, and impassioned. However, despite family, 
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friends, and fans, he seemed to have trouble fitting in and find-
ing where he belonged in America. I shared the feeling.

Although some of the records generated good earnings, I 
spent a lot on great studios, the best record mastering, and 
quality covers. At the time, some diy’ers were putting out LPs 
recorded on 4-track recorders at home or even cassette play-
ers. I wanted to deliver a high quality product and did not pay 
as much attention as I should have to whether delivering a 
good product sacrificed profits. Further, I extended credit to 
many stores across the country and not everyone paid on time 
and some did not pay at all. I would diligently follow up, but 
they were often hundreds or thousands of miles away, so I was 
unable to apply too much pressure—plus, my disposition was 
too nice to be threatening.

This created challenges in my cash flow and the distribution 
company had trouble paying other labels. This was my first taste 
of credit and the challenges that could arise from it. In the end, 
the money I earned went back into the company as the excite-
ment of doing the deals often outweighed the potential profits. 
Most importantly though, I proved that I could do what I set my 
mind to and learned real-life lessons that I would never have 
been exposed to in my final two years of high school or college.
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John Macias (1962–1991) Photo: Alison Braun
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