
The MC5’s incendiary debut Kick Out The Jams, 
recorded live at Detroit’s Grande Ballroom in October 1968, 
remains the defi nitive statement of rock’n’roll as righteous 

rebellion. In this extract from a new posthumous oral 
history of the legendary band – published just as they are 

inducted into the Rock And Roll Hall Of Fame – the MC5 and 
their allies explain how the album came about and why its 

crazed sermonising is still winning new converts. “It became 
something more powerful than any of us…”

Photo by LENI SINCLAIR

THE MC5
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The MC5, 1969: 
Wayne Kramer, 
Dennis Thompson, 
Michael Davis, 
Fred “Sonic” Smith 
and Rob Tyner



JOHN SINCLAIR: We 
submitted a demo to 
The Beatles when 
they started their 
record label, Apple. 
We sent a package to 
the motherfucking 

Beatles! It turns out they were just 
looking to sign some wimpy pop acts 
that sounded like Paul McCartney. 

ROB TYNER: We thought, ‘Wow, the 
Beatles would be perfect’, because we 
really liked those guys. We had this 
notion of, ‘Gee, they’ll sign us, and 
everything will be lovely and we’ll all get 
together and have tea.’ But they listened 
to it and sent it back and said, “Hey, man, 
this is not suitable for any kind of 
catalogue we’re ever gonna have.”

SINCLAIR: Bob Rudnick and Dennis 
Frawley wrote a music column in East 
Village Other, which was one of the biggest 
underground papers in the US. They 
enjoyed our press releases, which were 
pretty provocative. We would include 
tales of police brutality, being busted, 
and shows being stopped. At some point, 
they told Danny Fields about us, who 
worked at Elektra Records. Eventually 
we met him and hit it off right away.

DANNY FIELDS: In early 1968, Bob 
Rudnick and Dennis Frawley told me 
about the MC5. They had put me on the 
band’s mailing list or something, and I 
started getting barraged with all the MC5 
propaganda, which was extensive and 
very impressive. I was totally intrigued 

with the dynamics of it, the total self-
belief. I thought, ‘If you’re working with 
anybody that can help themselves along 
this far, it’s going to be a breeze and a 
pleasure to work with them because 
they’re going to do most of the work for 
you.’ I loved the literature and the way it 
was worded, and I loved the way it was 
presented. You know, “Eight million 
people stampede… fall down before new 
gods… worship new deities,” all that 
stuff. It was great. You had a feeling they 
had all the bases covered: rock’n’roll, 
revolution, dope, fucking in the streets, 
and changing the world? Well, we all felt 
like that back then. 

SINCLAIR: Danny knew what was 
happening, and we became good 
friends very quickly. He was a guy of 
intelligence and good taste. He was an 
important person [within Elektra] 
because he had worked with The Doors, 
which had turned them from a folkie 
label into a company that made a lot 
of money without diminishing their 
artistic credibility. 

FIELDS: I went to see the MC5 on 
September 22, 1968. I flew out to Detroit, 
and John Sinclair picked me up. I thought 
he was wonderful and I never changed 
my mind about that for a second. He was 
a charismatic, wonderful speaker and he 
seemed to have his finger on the pulse of 
what the kids in town wanted and, by 
extension, what kids throughout 
America would want.

The band filled the Grande Ballroom 
and played this great show. Their clothes 

were amazing and the kids were 
screaming. They were loud and fast and 
spun around onstage. They had a hype 
man named JC Crawford doing his 
speech at the beginning: “Brothers and 
sisters,” and all that. It was a total 
package. The MC5 had everything, and 
I was overwhelmed. They had a radical 
political philosophy, which I thought 
was cute at the time, and felt it would 
work with the bigger cultural direction 
everything was going in. Anti-war 
sentiment was building, and we were 
down marching on fucking Washington 
three times a year. Things were in a roiling 
state, and they just seemed to fit in with 
the spirit of it. I could see them placed in 
the forefront of what was happening. 
Unfortunately, in the end, it didn’t. But at 
the time, they seemed like a good gamble.

The next day, Wayne Kramer said to 
me, “If you liked us, I’ve got something 
you’re really going to like. We’ve got
like our little brother band called the 
Psychedelic Stooges. You should go see 
them too.” I loved the MC5. They were a 
great, straight-ahead rock’n’roll band, 
but their music didn’t change my life. 
Kramer must’ve suspected that, because 
The Stooges did change my life. The MC5 
were full of energy and the songs were 
catchy. The Stooges, on the other hand, 
were on the edge of the cliff of modern 
musical taste. That to me was art. The 
MC5 was a well-rehearsed machine. But I 
thought The Stooges were fooling around 
with something bigger than that. They 
resonated with something I was looking 
for. And Iggy as a performer, I don’t have 
to tell you… Between both bands I 

thought, ‘Wow, this is like the one-two punch.’

TYNER: We were pals with The Stooges and 
played a lot of gigs together. But even as radical as 
we were, we were much more mainstream than 
The Stooges.

FIELDS: So, the next day I called [Elektra boss] Jac 
Holzman from Ann 
Arbor and I said, “I’ve 
just seen two bands 
that changed my life.” 
He asked what I 
thought the label could 
get them for. I said, 
“Well, one of them is 
famous, I think. It’s 
gonna cost you about 
$20,000. The other one 
nobody’s ever heard of, 
so you can probably 
have them for $5,000.” 
He said, “Do it.” 

KRAMER: Elektra was 
just a little folk label, and then 
they hit with The Doors and 
realised, ‘Hey, there’s millions 
of dollars to be made in this 
pop music business.’ When 
they came out to see us, they 
told us that they believed in 
what we believed in, and gave 
us a cheque for $20,000. 
Sinclair looked at that cheque 
and said, “Whoa, this is great.” 
But where all the money was 

going started to become an issue when 
it started to become real money. I’d meet 
people in New York, and they’d ask me, 
“Wayne, what are you doing with the 
Elektra money?” We were just hoodlums 
from Detroit in a band and didn’t think 
much about it. We just knew it all went 
into one account and John Sinclair paid 
the bills with it. I always had kind of a 
simplistic view that there was plenty of 
money coming in and as long as I stayed 
on my job the money would keep rolling. 
I certainly trusted John and I don’t think 
my trust was unfounded. He never did 
anything malicious; he never stole from 

the band. He never tried to take advantage. I’m 
not sure he was competent enough to handle 
that amount of money, but we fucked all that 
money up together.

TYNER: I loved Danny right from the start. He 
literally taught me everything I know about dealing 
with the press. Honestly. Back then, I’d use this 

self- deprecating kind 
of thing. Somebody 
would use a word like 
“catharsis”, and I’d 
say, “Hey, let’s not get 
all intellectual, man.” 
I knew perfectly well 
what they were talking 
about, but I didn’t want 
it to get all intellectual. 
And Danny would say, 
“Let it get intellectual, 
for Chrissake. Deal 
with it. Get in there and 
tell them exactly what 
it is. They don’t want to 
dig it out of you. You 

should be ready to tell them.” He 
was brilliant, and it was fun to 
just listen to him talk. I looked 
through his Rolodex one time 
at Elektra, and he had Pablo 
Picasso’s home phone number, 
Marlene Dietrich’s phone 
number – people nobody 
could get to, nobody in the 
world. The man was, is, and 
will always be amazing. A lot 
of people owe Danny a lot.
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“It tells our story 
best”: recording 
Kick Out The Jams
at the Grande 
Ballroom, Detroit, 
October 1968

“RIGHTEOUS 
HAIR, MAN”

MC5 singer Rob Tyner on how 
“Jimi Hendrix saved my ass”

“JIMI Hendrix’s second album 
had just come out, and we were 
booked in February 1968 to 

play with him at Masonic Auditorium, a 
medium-sized venue in Detroit. We went 
on before him and tore it up. Then he came 
out and had all kinds of problems. He was 
very frustrated because his amplifi ers 
were blowing up. Everything was as bad 
for him as it went good for us. I guess by 
default the audience gave us the night, 
another feather in our cap.
“But let me tell you, Jimi Hendrix saved 

my ass. At one point, it was real bad within 
the band because of my 
hair. It was starting 
to get long, and 
nobody was digging 
it. I was walking 
around with my hood 
up in the middle of 
summertime. I had 
this whole complex 
about it. I felt like an 
alien. I didn’t know 
what to do. I couldn’t 
go Dylan’s way, 
because it wasn’t that 
cool, and I didn’t even 
like Bob Dylan. I was totally brain-damaged 
about it for a long time. I’d try to straighten 
my hair out, but it just was not happening.
“One night, some crazy son of a bitch 

walked in with Jimi’s Are You Experienced
album and I looked at the cover, ran in 
the restroom and pigged my hair out and 
I was cool instantly! Jimi Hendrix saved 
my whole fucking life. I went from being 
the most fucked up that I’d ever been to 
being absolutely on the cutting edge of 
cool. Overnight. Everybody’s going, ‘Oooh, 
righteous hair, man.’ It was great. Till then I 
was still using hot combs and brushes and 
all kinds of crazy shit on my hair. The fashion 
thing at the time was very important, and 
you had to have just the right attitude about 
it. If you didn’t have the right kind of hair, 
you were out. But after Hendrix, I’d walk 
around and people were out there perming 
their hair to try to get it to look like mine. 
“When I allowed my hair to run wild, it 

became like a symbol for what was going 
on inside my head. Because I’d look at 
myself in the mirror and that’s exactly 
what I always saw inside: everything going 
haywire. Now my interior physiology was 
being exteriorised. I was bringing 
the inside to the outside. It 
was very liberating for 
me. The MC5’s music 
was symbolic of my 
freedom, my struggle 
against people who 
said, ‘You can’t.’ 
Ultimately, I guess 
they might’ve been 
right, but we gave 
’em a damn good 
tussle. We came 
out of it kind of 
beat-up, but that 
happens. It’s what 
happens in the 
fi ght that 
counts. 
Right?”

the band because of my 

thought, ‘Wow, this is like the one-two punch.’

going started to become an issue when 
it started to become real money. I’d meet 
people in New York, and they’d ask me, 
“Wayne, what are you doing with the 
Elektra money?” We were just hoodlums 
from Detroit in a band and didn’t think 
much about it. We just knew it all went 
into one account and John Sinclair paid 
the bills with it. I always had kind of a 
simplistic view that there was plenty of 
money coming in and as long as I stayed 
on my job the money would keep rolling. 
I certainly trusted John and I don’t think 
my trust was unfounded. He never did 
anything malicious; he never stole from 

the band. He never tried to take advantage. I’m 
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KICKERS

ROB TYNER 
Vocalist

WAYNE 
KRAMER 
Guitarist

DENNIS 
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MICHAEL 
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Bassist
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DANNY FIELDS
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THE MC5

“THEIR 
CLOTHES WERE 

AMAZING
AND THE KIDS 

WERE 
SCREAMING”
DANNY FIELDS
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what I always saw inside: everything going 
haywire. Now my interior physiology was 
being exteriorised. I was bringing 
the inside to the outside. It 
was very liberating for 
me. The MC5’s music 
was symbolic of my 
freedom, my struggle 
against people who 
said, ‘You can’t.’ 
Ultimately, I guess 
they might’ve been 
right, but we gave 
’em a damn good 
tussle. We came 
out of it kind of 
beat-up, but that 
happens. It’s what 
happens in the 
fi ght that 
counts. 
Right?”
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should be ready to tell them.” He 
was brilliant, and it was fun to 
just listen to him talk. I looked 
through his Rolodex one time 
at Elektra, and he had Pablo 
Picasso’s home phone number, 
Marlene Dietrich’s phone 
number – people nobody 
could get to, nobody in the 
world. The man was, is, and 
will always be amazing. A lot 
of people owe Danny a lot.

“Brothers and 
sisters!”: the 
MC5 with their 
hype man JC 
Crawford, 1969

A “one-two 
punch”: the 
MC5 and The 
Stooges sign 
with Elektra, 
October 1968

Punk Panther: 
John Sinclair 
in Ann Arbor, 
Michigan, 1968



SINCLAIR: Initially we were thinking the first 
album would be a double LP, which would’ve 
been idiotic, but “restraint” was not a word that 
would properly characterise any of our activities 
at the time. I thought that what we had going for us 
in terms of marketability was that we had this 
incredible live show, and a following. Our live 
show was also part of our myth and the catalyst 
for all the other things that happened with the 
police. The heat and the intensity – that was our 
stock-in-trade. We didn’t have pop tunes that were 
going to go to the top of the charts or anything.

FIELDS: Jac made the decision to record them live 
on the spot. I suppose the thinking was, this is 
where they were at their best. When they played, 
it was an event! It was more than just a band or 
songs. So, rather than go for a measured series of 
singles, we figured we’d do this as a live thing and 
capture the entire surrounding atmospherics. It 
was a cool idea to just record the moment. It was 
a little bit hard to hear the songs anyway, because 
of the dynamics of the whole thing – the noise and 
the screaming.

TYNER: Playing in front of an audience was 
what we did best. Let’s face it, we had no 
experience to speak of in the studio, but we had 
a lot of onstage power.

SINCLAIR: We also liked the shock value of 
making our debut a live album. We felt it would 
demonstrate we had a big following even before 
we had an album out. It showed we were already 
playing to packed houses of screaming fans.

TYNER: I know why we thought it was a good 
idea, but I think Jac Holzman liked the idea of 
doing a live album because of the cost factor. The 
budget could not have been much, even by the 
standards of those days.

KRAMER: Recording our first album as a live 
album just seemed like the right idea at the time. 
Obviously, it was the right thing from the record 
company’s point of view because it was cheap. All 

they had to do was hire recording engineer 
Wally Heider to come out and set up his gear. But 
they also lied to us. Holzman said, “We want to do 
a live album, but we’re not going to use the first 
show we record. We’re going to record a lot of 
shows until we all agree we’ve captured the best 
one.” Then they recorded the first one and put 
the record out. They did exactly what they said 
they weren’t going to do.

I’m not thrilled with that performance. 
There were way better shows. We were 
intimidated by the recording equipment and 
understandably nervous. It was supposed to be 
our shot. I remember being terrified the night of 
the session. I’d borrowed a new guitar to try, and 
I couldn’t tune it up; it wouldn’t work. And Rob 
was fucking up. Shit wasn’t tight like it usually 
was. Everyone was wired up out of their gourds 
from the pressure.

RON ASHETON: The night they recorded the 
Kick Out The Jams album was a cultural event. 
It was the culmination of all the years of work they 
did to build the Detroit music and subculture, and 
it was a way to include the fans and the people 
that helped them. It was like, “Come in free and 
see it!” I was very excited, and I was there both 
nights. It was a happening, but in a way, I was 
disappointed. For me, it was kind of anticlimactic, 
because it took on the atmosphere… there was a 
lot of tension in the band. I kinda felt for them. I 
could just feel that they knew this was it.

It’s not well known, but Dennis Thompson and 
Wayne Kramer took acid one of the nights. They 
wanted to make it so special and they thought 
they were so on top of it and they thought that the 
acid would loosen them up. I think that was the 
worst of the two nights. We talked about it a bunch 
afterwards and they all regretted it. Wayne was 
out of tune and they were the sloppiest I’ve ever 
heard them in my life. I think they went back 
and did it the next night straight. I remember 
Thompson saying, “Don’t ever play on acid. It 
took every ounce of every fibre of my being to try 
and play the drums. I thought my heart was going 
to explode.” Michael said his bass strings turned 
into giant rubber bands. 

KRAMER: We were not chemically fuelled 
when we recorded the album. On those two 
nights, we smoked plenty of weed, but no, we 
didn’t take any psychedelics. Still, it was not 
our finest hour. I don’t know about the rest of 
them, but after hearing the finished tapes I 
wanted to scrap the record. 

SINCLAIR: Over the years, Wayne has made 
comments that he didn’t like the way it turned 
out, but you couldn’t have a more accurate 
representation of how the band sounded.

THOMPSON: I was taking a lot of LSD at the time, 
and smoking massive quantities of 

“ROB WAS 
FUCKING UP… 

EVERYONE WAS 
WIRED UP OUT 

OF THEIR 
GOURDS”

WAYNE KRAMER

they had to do was hire recording engineer 

RON ASHETON: 
Kick Out The Jams
It was the culmination of all the years of work they 
did to build the Detroit music and subculture, and 
it was a way to include the fans and the people 
that helped them. It was like, “Come in free and 
see it!” I was very excited, and I was there both 
nights. It was a happening, but in a way, I was 

“The MC5 was a 
mercurial band”: 
Wayne Kramer 
and Rob Tyner at 
the Grande 
Ballroom, 1969  
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I am the 
insurrection: 
the MC5 on 
stage in Ann 
Arbor, 1968
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“sacrament”, as Sinclair would say. I 
played high onstage all the time. But 
those two nights we calmed down. 
We didn’t take the normal quantities 
of drugs that we would usually take. 
“Let’s just low-key it tonight,” we 
said. So instead of smoking 15 joints, 
we probably smoked 10.

KRAMER: We were under a 
tremendous amount of pressure, 
and the MC5 was a mercurial band. 
Some nights we were just 
spectacular and other nights we 
could be something of a trainwreck. 
Recording the album rattled us. I 
hear it every time I hear the record. 
I hear me making clumsy mistakes 
on the guitar, I hear Dennis all over 
the map in terms of tempo, I hear 
Rob not quite in the perfect voice 
that he was capable of. I hear all of us 
being affected in one way or another 
by the pressure. That doesn’t make it 
a bad record, because it isn’t a bad 
record, but if you’re asking me from 
the inside, it was more imperfect 
than we were willing to accept. I 
mean, we weren’t trying to make 
perfect music, but we knew what we 
were capable of, and that was well 
below the mark.

TYNER: Yeah, it’s ragged and it 
might not have been a great night, 
but it was representative. And as a 
document, all our strengths and 
weaknesses are right up in your face. 
Of the band’s three albums, it tells 
our story best. 

MICHAEL DAVIS: Oddly, I think 
the night we recorded Kick Out The 
Jams was actually the end of the 
band for me. Before that 
night, the MC5 was 
totally experimental. 
Every time we went up 
onstage, it was like we 
were making the sound 
up for the first time. After 
October 31, 1968, the 
MC5 would forever be 
moulded that way, 

because now we knew what we were 
supposed to sound like. We stopped 
being so experimental, but we got 
better musically. We became better 
musicians, better writers; we were 
able to make recordings that were 
more polished. It was kind of a 
bittersweet victory, in a way.

THOMPSON: Our tempos were 
a little sloppy, but we sounded 
like this big, huge dinosaur going 
‘crunch, crunch’ through the jungle, 
and everybody’s onboard this 
dinosaur. So, the dinosaur goes 
a little fast or a little slow, so be it. 
Everybody’s onboard. It’s more 
of an energy.

The personality on the first album 
is explosive and spontaneous. Kick 
Out The Jams is my favourite child. 
The firstborn.

KRAMER: Why does that album 
mean so much to so many people? 
I really have no idea. People always 
come up to me and say, “That record 
changed my life.” I usually just 
laugh and say to them, “I’m sorry I 
can’t change it back.” I’m going to 
say the reason that album has lasted 
is the purity of the spirit. It was the 
sound of the five of us with all our 
tribe – our family, John Sinclair, all 
our friends and allies. It became 
something more powerful than any 
of us individually, and that power 
is concentrated in that record in a 
way that you can’t deny. It has the 
rigorous honesty of a band doing 
everything by principles. They 
were principles that were higher 
than any of our petty personal ideas. 
It’s just a powerful statement of a 

moment in time. 

MC5: An Oral Biography 
Of Rock’s Most 
Revolutionary Band by 
Brad Tolinski & Jaan 
Uhelszki with Ben 
Edmonds is published 
on October 10 by 
Omnibus PressLE
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BACK TO COMM
Producer BOB EZRIN and vocalist 

BRAD BROOKS on the now-posthumous 
MC5 album Heavy Lifting

THE MC5 have been 
touring intermittently 
since Wayne Kramer 

revived the band in 2003, 
but the release this month 
of Heavy Lifting is the fi rst 
new album to bear the band’s 
name since 1971’s High Time. 
The project came about when 
Kramer invited producer Bob 
Ezrin to work on songs written 
by Kramer with Oakland 
songwriter Brad Brooks for 
a proposed heist movie. But 
Ezrin had other ideas. “After 
listening to the music, I could 
hear the spirit of MC5,” says 
Ezrin. “It’s revolutionary but 
it’s danceable. Wayne was 
reluctant. Could he be MC5? 
I said that from the point of 
view of the United States, we 
all need to be MC5.”
Ezrin had seen the MC5 in 

1970 when he started working 
with Alice Cooper in Detroit. 
He caught up with Kramer in 
2020 for Alice Cooper’s Detroit-
themed “Breadcrumbs” EP 
and Detroit Stories album. By 
then, Kramer and Brooks were 
already a year into a writing 
partnership that had started 
as a response to the shocking 
murder of George Floyd. “By 
the middle of 2021, we had 15 
songs about what was going 
on in the world,” says Brooks. 
“We were fi nding a communal 
light within the chaos. We wrote 
‘Barbarians At The Gate’ about 
the insurrection, ‘Heavy Lifting’ 
was about a desperate man 
forced into crime and ‘Change 
Not Change’ is about the 
homeless situation in Oakland.”
Heavy Lifting was tracked 

live in San Bernadino with 
Brooks on vocals, Don Was on 
bass and Abe Laboriel Jr on 
drums. Original MC5 drummer 
Dennis Thompson played 
on two tracks, while further 
contributions came from 

Tom Morello and Slash. “That 
rhythm section kicked ass and 
Wayne was raging on guitar,” 
says Ezrin. “It was a joyful and 
high-energy time.”
The album was completed 

in 2023, so Kramer heard the 
fi nal mixes before his death this 
February. With Thompson and 
John Sinclair also dying in 2024, 
it means Heavy Lifting will come 
out into a world without the 
MC5. “It was crushing,” says 
Brooks. “We were so excited 
about the record. I am very sad 
Wayne isn’t here to be part of 
it. He was so good at explaining 
the times we were in.”
Ezrin says he will be a “wet 

noodle” on the day of release, 
but is proud to have played 
a role in bringing the MC5’s 
fi nal album into the world, 
one day before the band’s 
induction into the Rock And 
Roll Hall Of Fame. “The fact 
it is coming out is a blessing,” 
he says. “It’s an important 
moment in the history of 
Wayne Kramer and the MC5 
and for the whole Detroit punk 
and political movement. It is 
a very important statement, 
particularly at this point in 
American history.” PETER WATTS

Heavy Lifting is released by 
EarMUSIC on October 18

moment in time. 

MC5: An Oral Biography 
Of Rock’s Most 
Revolutionary Band
Brad Tolinski & Jaan 
Uhelszki with Ben 
Edmonds is published 
on October 10 by 
Omnibus Press

Heavy friends: (l–r) 
Don Was, Wayne 
Kramer, Bob Ezrin, 
Abe Laboriel Jr 
and Brad Brooks

Dennis Thompson 
on the porch of 
1510 Hill Street, 
Ann Arbor, 
Michigan, 1969 
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