
Memoir 
By James “Tony” Staples, vocalist for Names Don’t Matter, 1981-1984  
 
The earliest band I remember was the Hitler Youth. They were right at the beginning of the 
hardcore scene, in about 1978 or ’79. They played at a place that didn’t exist even two years later 
when I started getting into the scene. I think it was called, like, the Falcon’s Nest or the Raven’s 
Nest or something like that. It was in midtown, around Main, on the second floor above a thrift 
store. I never went there. I only heard about it when I was listening to some garage recording of 
the Hitler Youth, a couple years after they vanished from the scene.  
 
The guys in that group were skinheads, but they weren’t actually racists or neo-Nazis. They 
projected the image satirically; the same way Black Sabbath had everyone thinking they were 
Satanists. I remember this one picture of them that was taken from above, looking down and they 
were standing in the shape of a swastika. They were all looking up at the camera with these 
goofy grins, and you could tell it was all a big joke to them.  
 
Historically, Kansas City has always been very cutting edge. It kept up with New York and L.A. 
on a lot of cultural trends. Back then, I heard a lot of people refer to KC as “the third coast” for 
that reason. There were a couple of punk bands playing at the same time that bands like Black 
Flag and the Bad Brains were getting started.  
 
The first place Names Don’t Matter ever played was at a place called Ray’s Playpen on 47th and 
Troost. It was a bar, whose patrons were mostly middle-aged black guys, but every couple of 
weeks, some punk band would rent it out, and for one night, the place was crawling with all 
these freaky white teenagers and most of the regulars would clear out for the night. There would 
usually be one or two of the regulars that would stay, out of morbid curiosity. There would be 
fifty white weirdoes, jumping around and smoking cloves, and over at the bar, you’d see one or 
two guys that looked like Sam Jackson in “Pulp Fiction” just sitting there, drinking bourbon, 
smoking Kools and glaring at the punk kids like, “There goes the neighborhood, man.”  
 
When NDM played there, we were so nervous that we ripped through a thirty-five minute set in 
about twenty minutes. We ended up having to play about half of it over again. I think we made 
about eight bucks, and we were all triumphant, like, “At last! We’re professional musicians!” 
 
The VFW Hall was a great venue. The vets were always desperate for bread, so they reluctantly 
rented out the hall to punk bands, because the punks were equally desperate for gig spots. It was 
on a hill, so it had two doors. One went into the hall on the upper floor, where the shows were. 
The other went into the bar downstairs.  
 
The bartender was this crusty, tattooed WWII vet. His philosophy was, if you’re old enough to 
have the balls to look me in the eye and ask for a drink, you’re old enough to drink.” There was 
this beautiful antique jukebox in there. It played 45s, and all the selections except the last two 
were, like, Hank Williams and Merle Haggard. The last two tracks were “Pretty Vacant” by the 
Sex Pistols and a song by the Buzzcocks (I think it was “Ever Fallen in Love”). I used to go 
down there before a show, and get a scotch (this was when I was 16 or 17) and about three 



dollars’ worth of quarters. I’d put them all in the jukebox and play “Pretty Vacant” over and over 
until the last of the vets would clear out and the punks took over.  
The first show I ever saw there was William Burroughs giving a reading and then the Circle 
Jerks played. I met my first wife at a VFW show. That one was the Mortal Micronotz opening 
for Minor Threat. She and I slow-danced in the mosh-pit while the bodies flew all around us. I 
saw some amazing shows there: Dead Kennedys, Bad Brains, X, Black Flag, Die Kreuzen, 7 
Seconds, T.S.O.L. and Channel 3; just all kinds of people. All the cool local bands played there, 
too. Most of NDM’s gigs were there, and there were the Slabs, the ODs, the Angry Young, the 
Kluster Fucks from Lawrence and the Sinclairs (later EMF “Eat My Fuck”). Everybody played 
there at one time or another. The place was always getting trashed, and we were under constant 
threat of getting shut out. Then, during a show in ’83 or ’84, some kind of war memorabilia got 
stolen or vandalized or something and the vets quit letting bands play there. [Shows continued at 
the VFW Hall after that event.] You always get one or two people who fuck it up for everybody.  
 
Westport is a neighborhood in midtown, one of the oldest parts of the city, and at that time, it 
was very avant-garde and artsy. There was a thrift store there called Funk Punk. When I was 
about 15 or 16, I bought an awesome grey zoot suit there for six dollars.  There was an art 
cinema, the Bijoux (later, the Tivoli). I saw “The Decline of Western Civilization” there, and 
“Sid & Nancy,” and “How I Won the War,” and “Eraserhead.” That was the place in KC that 
always did midnight screenings of “The Rocky Horror Picture Show,” which was really popular 
with the punks. When I was fourteen, and just turning on to the punk scene, I still had long hair, 
and I decided to get a lock of it dyed blue, which was still really unusual at that time. I had no 
idea how to do it myself, so I went to this place called, I think, Salon Nouveau. They were really 
bugged out by this young male, wanting this freaky thing done, and they all gathered around and 
babbled about it. In the end, they actually had to invent the blue tint and do it as a foil job.  
 
Way downtown, on the south bank of the river, there was a neighborhood called the River Quay 
(pronounced “key”). It had been a major scene in the jazz era. Then the mob took it over, and by 
the 1980’s it was almost a ghost town. Cops even avoided it. Heroin had just completely 
demolished the area. Down by the river, there were these giant concrete slabs that stuck out into 
the water. The most down-trodden of the bums and hobos crashed down there, and the 
expression, “on the slabs” meant, like, as low as you can go; you totally hit bottom. That’s where 
The Slabs got their name.  
 
There was a neon sign factory [All Nations Flag Company] down there, and above it was this 
huge triple loft apartment. Three of the local bands – The Slabs, The OD’s (“Orange Donuts”) 
and the Sinclairs – all lived there. We all called it “The Ranch.” It was where all the really cool 
after-hours parties and gigs happened. Nick Cave played there, once, from about one in the 
morning until, like three-thirty. Any time of any day, if you went there, and sat around long 
enough, eventually someone would show up with weed and/or beer. There was a gigantic cast-
iron ashtray sunken into the floor. They had a bong that was plastered with the kind of band 
stickers that kids used to put on their skateboards, and one of the stickers said, “Bong tough or 
DIE!” There was this bedraggled alley cat that used to come and go. He was blind in one eye, his 
tail was broken in a couple of places and one of his ears was all chewed up. The gang at the 
Ranch named him Dog-Food, which still makes me laugh to this very day. I heard the River 



Quay got gentrified a while back, so it probably sucks down there now, but it was like my 
playground back in the day.   
 
The Foolkiller was the only actual punk club in KC at that time. The only other common gig 
spots were the VFW and the Ranch, which was actually a big apartment. There were a couple of 
more mainstream clubs that would sometimes book punk shows, like the Grand Emporium or the 
Lone Star, but most of the bands, even the bigger ones, couldn’t afford to book those joints.  The 
Foolkiller was purely a punk scene venue, and it was always right on the edge of getting shut 
down by the cops. Every night, after a show, there were always six or eight cop cars out there, 
and lots of hassles almost turned into riots. But the Foolkiller itself was a fantastic venue. It was 
just a stage and a big open room. They didn’t serve any food or drinks, and the bathrooms were 
up at the top of this huge, steep flight of stairs: totally no-frills and no bullshit.  
 
I don’t remember the first show I saw there, but I do remember that one of NDM’s best gigs ever 
was there. We were opening for the Subhumans from the U.K. We recorded the whole show, by 
putting a boom-box cassette recorder on the mixing board and pointing it at the stage. 
Miraculously, it turned out so well that, twenty years later our guitarist, Chris Swope, was able to 
digitally re-master it and burn it onto a CD.   
 
I remember, in the back corner of the Foolkiller there was this old upright piano. After that gig, 
when the crowd had gone, and the only people left were us, the Subhumans and a few of our 
girlfriends, the Subhumans vocalist, Dick Lucas, wandered over to the piano and started banging 
out these old British pub songs. There it was, like two in the morning, and these frazzled young 
punks are all standing around belting out these songs like “Danny Boy” and “It’s a Long Way to 
Tipperary.” Even at the time, I knew that would stick in my memory forever. I saw some great 
bands at the Foolkiller: MDC, Jody Foster’s Army, the Flaming Lips, the Vandals, X, Black 
Flag, Dead Kennedys, The Meat Puppets, Fear, DOA; the list goes on and on.  
 
Three of NDM’s four members were trained drummers: Frank Wilson (the actual drummer), Dan 
Zilber (the bassist) and me. Our guitarist, Chris Swope was also technically trained, but as a 
guitarist. All four of us came from jazz backgrounds, and we were originally influenced by the 
wild men of that genre: Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Dave Brubeck, Buddy Rich and people 
like that. Frank and I were also lifelong rockers, and we were both heavily into The Who and 
Led Zeppelin, especially their drummers, Keith Moon and John Bonham. Dan Zilber was the 
first of us who got into punk and new wave. He turned me on to that stuff around 1979 or 1980, 
and together, we turned Frank and Chris on. At first, Dan and I were really digging the really 
weird, avant-garde stuff, like Pere Ubu, the Gang of Four and the Crucifux, but then I started 
getting into the Ramones, the Stooges, the New York Dolls and the Sex Pistols, bands that were 
more straight-forward rock-type bands. Dan Zilber took me to my first hardcore show, in early 
1981, at the VFW Hall. It was William Burroughs reading from “Naked Lunch,” followed by the 
Circle Jerks. When they started playing, it was just complete bedlam. In the midst of the wild, 
screaming pandemonium, the strangest thing happened to me: I became totally blissed out. It was 
like I was finally hearing what my soul had been searching for all along. After that, it was 
hardcore all the way for me. Well, almost all the way. I was also very turned on by Ska, and by a 
couple of new wave bands, especially Devo and Oingo Boingo, but the first few hardcore shows 



I went to really changed my life. We formed Names Don’t Matter in late 1981 and kept it going 
until late 1984, when Frank, Dan and I graduated high school.  
 
There are several post-punk and power pop bands I really liked, going back to my early days in 
the scene and continuing through college and right up to the present. I’ve loved the Violent 
Femmes from their first album, and Fishbone are high up in my personal pantheon. In the 90’s, I 
turned on to a couple of great hard-edged bands, Radio Birdman and the Lime Spiders. Hip Hop 
evolved right alongside punk. In fact, the first time The Clash played in the U.S. they had Public 
Enemy opening for them. I’ve been into a lot of rap and hip hop over the years, too. My big fave 
in that genre is probably Mos Def.  
 
Right from the start, I was always aware that there were two different kinds of people who were 
both called punks, and they ran in the same circles. There were kids like me, middle class kids 
who were anti-establishment, and who got into the music and style of the punk scene. Then there 
were the real actual punks: people who were true social rejects, cast out by their families, not 
able to work in any kind of structured job, not able to function in school because they just could 
not handle teachers, or anyone else having any kind of authority over them. A lot of these people 
were homeless, or they squatted in vacant buildings, or surfed from couch to couch, anywhere 
they could. The fashions of the punk scene were an aesthetic reflection of the basic realities of 
those real punks. These cats had scraggly hair because they couldn’t afford a haircut, and didn’t 
own scissors or a mirror. Their jeans were ripped because they only had one pair. It’s funny: the 
kids who were in the scene as an ideological or fashion statement were always calling each other 
poseurs, but those other kids, the real punks, truly did not give a shit how you looked, or how 
you felt about the way they looked.  
 
I definitely dressed and wore my hair to make a statement, though. Most of the time, I either had 
my hair very short, with one long lock that came down over one eye, or else it was just the 
classic Sid Vicious look, sticking out madly in all directions. After that one blue shock I had at 
the beginning, I didn’t really dye it much, not until a few years later, when I bleached it snow 
white. I was really skinny back then, and I had these blue jeans that were so tightly pegged that I 
had to put zippers at the ankles in order to get them on. They were worn at the knees because I 
was a skateboarder and a stoner, which is a combination that causes holes in the knees.  
 
Back then, before AIDS, the rebellious kids really over-emphasized their sexuality, with really 
tight clothes, and lots of bare skin. Later, when AIDS became a part of our awareness, I noticed 
the youth counter-culture started to go in for more layered and baggy attire, as if to de-emphasize 
their sexuality. But at every show in the days of the punk scene, you would always see a few 
mohawks, some liberty spikes, occasional dreadlocks, and hair in every color of the rainbow. We 
all got into wearing boots, because of the mosh-pit stomping, or else high-tops. Hardly anyone 
ever wore a beard or mustache, I guess because they associated beards with hippies, or older 
people. Most of our appearance was contrived to make our parents’ generation uncomfortable. 
We said we didn’t care what other people thought about us, but the truth is, we cared a lot. We 
used a lot of energy to get people to think of us as kids who didn’t care what anyone thought of 
us. It wasn’t until I was in my late twenties that I realized I really and truly don’t care what 
people think of me.  
 



In general, music scenes don’t last long. From the time an idea or a vibe takes hold of the 
collective consciousness until it becomes an absurd self-parody is rarely more than a few years. 
That is definitely true of any punk scene. What starts as a bunch of kids who are genuinely 
anarchists rapidly becomes a sub-culture with unspoken rules about how to be or not to be 
rebellious. Standards start to evolve that dictate the proper way to be an individual. You have to 
fit in with the other misfits. That’s all okay, however, because it goes in cycles.  
 
Punk scenes have risen and fallen every few years for decades. But I have to say, the Kansas City 
hardcore scene, from 1979 to 1985 (the exact years of my teens, from thirteen to nineteen) was a 
really fantastic phenomenon. The outstanding thing about it was the prevailing sense of do-it-
yourself. We were getting into music and art and politics that we knew were not supported by the 
mainstream. The recording industry wasn’t behind us. Our parents weren’t trying to encourage 
us (quite the reverse, in fact). The government certainly wasn’t in favor of us, any more than we 
were in favor of them. The KCPD hated our guts. The big rock station, KY-102 (“We ROCK 
Kansas City!”) ripped on punk rock continuously. There was no possible chance of getting any 
demo played on the air, unless you could make the 50-mile trip to KJHK, the college station in 
Lawrence, KS. Priests, teachers, mass media; no one was giving us anything, and we weren’t 
asking them to. In fact, we were cheerfully telling all those people to fuck off. Actually, the 
favorite phrase I always heard in the K.C. scene was, “Go, die!”  
 
Everything we did, we had to do ourselves. The recordings, the gigs, the posters, the clothing, the 
fanzines, the haircuts, piercings and tattoos were all done by people relying on nothing but 
determination and imagination. And despite all the shouting about anarchy and defiance and 
rebellion, we looked out for each other. If you fell down in the mosh pit, a stranger would pull 
you to your feet almost before your ass hit the floor. Nobody had a ton of food, but nobody 
starved. We might get into fights with each other, but if a cop or a redneck messed with one of 
us, he had to deal with all of us. Kansas City in the 1980’s was a good place and time for a kid to 
be a rebellious, ornery little freak. And I am proof that you can take the man out of the punk 
scene, but you can’t take the punk scene out of the man.   
 


