


MR. BRE"I"T arird FAT MIKE are lifers, label heads and members of iconic American
.. _punk bands. You've heard their music; now check out their stories.

Jonah Bayer Myriam Santos

Brett Gurewitz and Mike Burkett are so well known in the punk world, they don't
need farmal names. Instead, they are largely known as Mr, Brett and Fat Mike,
and in addition to starting two of the longest running punk bands of all time-Bad
Religion and NOFX, respectively-they are just as famous for launching two of the
scene's biggest labels, Epitaph Records and Fat Wreck Chords,

Both men have similar shared experiences in the punk scene. At some
point along the way, Gurewitz focused on his label (the roster of which
once featured NOFX] and Burkett decided to pursue both his band and his
label. The rest is history: Gurewitz launched the careers of artists like the
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Offspring and Rancid and has seen Epitaph [and it's sister label, Anti-] grow
into a powerhouse, while NOFX have grown from a goofy punk act into one
of the biggest independent bands in the world. That dedication has also
manifested itself in the form of two great records, Bad Religion's The
Dissent 0f Mon and NOFX's rarities compilation The Longest EP

AP went to the Epitaph headguarters in Los Angeles and sat down with
hoth musicians to learn how their parallel journeys yielded wildly different
outcomes while still managing to retain the same OIY ethics and integrity-
and why they've never partied together,






How did you tvwo meet?

BRETT GUREBWITE: | used to have a studio called W
[that] had nothing o do with Epitaph; | was just trying to make things work 2
stidio cwnerfrecording engineer from "B5 to 'B7. | wasn't putting out any red
| was just trying to record &s many bands as | could
recommended.

ch Recorders
a
da,
don't know how Mike got

PAT MIEKEB: \\e just heard Brett from Bad Religion had a studio and we loved
Bad Relgion

GUREWITE: S0 NOFX booked some time, and | remember producing [1988's
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Liberal Amimation] and thinking it was ao aweaome, [To Mike] | recall | asked you
if | could put it out and you said no, you wanted to put it out yourself.

FAT MIKB: Yeoch, that was stupid. [Laughs)]

5o where did the idea for Epitaph come from?
GURBWITE: |t was just [Bad Religion] putting out our awn 7-inch, which is
whal you did back then, and we needed 1o pul a name on the 7-inch, so.,

FAT MIKE: | storled the same way, NOFX did 500 T-inches in 1987 and
then we did Libaral An ]

tior in 88 and then we cama to Epitaph. Then a




year later, | was seeing a lot of bands on tour and | was like, * know how to do
thia" because at the tims it was just Xeroxing a 7-inch cover and falding it. It was
Gy,

GUREWITE: | was sort of like pulting out a zne. | didn’t knew il 1'd ever put ol
anothwer F-inch at the time, but you stll name it something.,

Mike, was your lahel inspired by what Brett had done?

FAT MIKE: Absolutely. | pretty much modeled my business after Bratt
espacially back then, when he only had a few employees. Lockout! Records was
an influence, too.

GUREWITE: My influences were Frontier and S5T, those were the labels |
looked up ta.

FAT MIKE: Cne thing Brett told me a long time ago=which is saomething I've
alweys kapt in my mind when | was signing bandsa and dealing with employees
at Fat Wreck Chords—is that we work for the bands, don't forgat it | think that's
really good advice, and I've always done that. Because when you're someone
whi's been a band on a label and you alsa run a label, pou get to see both sides
resally wzll,

What sticks out ahout the labels’ early days?

GUREBWITE: | used 10 do everpthing. Literally, | did everything on [Bad
Religion's] Suffer: | wrote songs, recorded it, mixed it, mastered it, sold i,
preased it, marketed it and then went out and toured on the record, To put this in
perapectve, this was before cell phonea and the internet, ao when you're on tour,
the business is shut down.

FAT MIEKE: "“When | started Fat. it was the same except when | was on tour,
my wite would do mail arder and ship orders out of my closet

GUREWITE: Then from 87 through the early "80s we had aboul six
employecs, | was the boss, and we all had separale jobs but we all sbll pitched
in. For example, | had lists of independent record stores across the country and
| gaid, "There's sik of us, 50 we can call B0 stores a day and tell them there's a
new MOFY record coming out? Al this time, there were anly about 450 really cool
indie atores in the country, so the aix of ua could call them all in about 10 daysa. It
gave us a really personal relaticnship with them.

FAT MIEKRE: Then when we started doing that, | called Brett and sad, “Can |
have your kst?" and he sad, "Ml right” [Lawghs.] That's how | do things.

How involved are you both at your lahels today?

FAT MIKE: When I'm home, | go to the office maybe two or three hours a
weck, but | have two bands and a recording studio, plus | goll a lot and have
a G-year-old. All of my emplopees have been there for over 10 years, so they
knew what they're deing; | sign bands, produce and stay away Trom the everyday
gtuff,

GUREWITE: And | work 40 hours a week, and I'm usually here from 8 am.
to 4 pum.

FAT MIEKE: Ch I'm an alcoholic, too, and that takes up a lot of time.
|Laughs]

GUREBWITE: And I'm an alcoholic, too, but I'm clean and sober so | have
all that free time! [Lavghs] As far as roles go, P'm the cpposite of Mike because
I'm a non-towring member of my band and contribute the bare minimem, which
is songwriting and producing, | have to devole hall a day [lo Bad Religion]
for six months every three years, and whean I'm not doing that, 'm running my
business.

FAT MIEKE: Folar opposites. I'll come up with an idea now and then be like,
“Let's do a comp!” or ¥l saw a great band, let's aign them!” but | spend a lot of
time doing 10 different things.

GUREBWITE: | love music and | still buy four or five records & month, but |
alao buy business books. I'm mterested in social media, web design and even
management, | read books on how o run mestings, so I'm a lol mone boring,

FAT MIRE: That's why Epitaph is still a huge powerhouse label, thowgh,

GUREWITE: | really respect what Mike did because he followad his muse,
angd when he had a let of bands in the "80s that were huge, he decided to pursue
being an artist full-time. And in the mid-"803s when | had a bunch of bands blowing
up, too, | decided to leave my band and focues on my business, so that's when
our paths diverged.

FAT MIKE: "What's interesting is that Bad Religion were so much better than
MOFX &t that time. | mean, when you were putting out Against The Grain, we were
putting out Ribbed, But | think me concentrating on the band kepl us growing,
whazrzas you pul your energy into the label and that's whal grew for pow
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FAT MIKE AND MR. BRETT PICK
THEIR FAVORITE RECORDS

BAD RELIGION

Against The Grain
"Suffer was amazing, but
Against The Grain has more
great songs. Suffer was like

a punch in the face, but the
songwriting on Against The
Grain is way more developed.”

-=FAT MIKE

il

The Decline EP

"It's such a great song with
super-innovative production.
To me, The Decline was like the
shape of skate-punk to come.”

~MBA. BRETT

HANDY

The Human Atom Bombs
" The Human Atam Bombs is my

most-listened album on Epitaph.

I don't know what it is, but it's

one of my favorite albums of

all time. I just love that record.”
—FAT MIKE
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As The Eternal Cowboy
“Their first record on Fat is the
one that pretty much cemented
them as keystones of the punk
scene at the time, It's original,
innovative and still sounds like

nothing else before it or since.”
-~MR BRETT

BN

..And Out Come The Wolves
"You could put any great album
against _ And Out Came The
Waolves and it would be a battle,
becauss it's one of the bast
punk alburns of all time. T think
it's battar than any MOFX racord.”
-FAT MIKE

I,

"Thair dabut album and one of
my favorites, loaded with catchy,
high-intensity songs”

-MR. BRETT
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GURBWITZE: | think that's exactly nght. We were probably pretty similar as
people in 'S4, but cur paths took us in different ways, | think we still have a lot in
comman and we love gach cther, bul P'm more of a businessman now and you're
mare of a lead singer—even though you'ne sl a pretty good businessman and I'm
an okay musician.

FAT MIKE: \Wel, you're the best punk-rock songwriter, | reckon. But what |
think is interesting is that we've never partied together and we never will.

GUREBWITE: Well, we might. You never know. [Laugha] Mever say naver.

FAT MIRE: | used to drink & little it and then Brett got on drugs and we just
never saw each other.

GUREWITE: You're right: We never had a drnk together, nol even once, |
was clean when we started working logether, | was clean from '88 1o '94 and
that was during Bad Religion's most productive penod. Then | went out and
Bad Religion made three records for Atlantic, but | wasn't paying attention to
it because | was really getting high with a vengeance. Then | got clean for the
second time on Christmas "398 and spent two years getting my head together and
then the band came back [to Epitaph], But probably around the time | got clean
is when you started partying really hard, s too bad we didn'l coordinate it; it
would have been Tun

FPAT MIKE: | tricd drugs in the year 2000,

GUREBWITE: You don't have to talk about this if you don't want to, but for
the record, in "83 or "B4 when you were getting the band together, were NOFX a
straight-edge band?

FAT MIKEB: Eric [Melvin, guitar] and Erc [Sandin, droems] were, but | wasn't
They had ¥s on their hands. They threw away my 40 oz

GUREBWITE: Thal's okay, because Brian Baker was, and he's been known lo
see the bollom of a bollle [since then],

Mike: As far as signing acts, it seems like yon mostly sign yoor friends
and peers, while Brett didn't grow up with, say, Bring Me The Horizon.
FAT MIKE: Mo, he fathered them, [Laughs]

GURBWITE: rot only that, but | sign different kinds of music to [Epitaph and
Anti-] now, What ends up happening is & label ahways starts with some kind of
context. If you take what Epitaph and Fat did in the early days, you could pick any
one band on either label and =ay, “If | hke that band, Ill probably like this band, too”
But in order to go past your adolescent stage and become & mature labal, you heve
ta diversify. Allantic Records started as a rhythm and blues label and 0's still around
because they diversified al some poinl, Same Lhing with Molawn,

FAT MIKE: But we don't fall into that categony because Fat still has the same
sound, but every five years we get lucky and find a band like Against Me! ar Rise
Against who sound differant, but are in the same genre, A Fat Wreck Chords band
might scund like the Clash or it might sound like Discharge, but you pretty much
knowe what you're getting.

GUREWITE: | made the decision in '89 1o just be a great and successiul
recard label. | felt that the "S0s skate-punk scund was nostalgic at that point and
juat because | loved it, | didn't think it should imit me in terma of what | would put
out. | just didn't want to be limited by punk; | like punk okay, but | hardly listen to
it anymon:

FAT MIKE: Yoah, | st fucking do. | sl go 1o punk shows and listen to punk
records all the time. It's rdiculous, | have blue hair; 'm 43, I'm the corner pizzeda
that's alwiays been sugcessful: Sometimes | might add & new fopping or & calzone,
but stress is my enemy. Which is why | really respect what Bratt has done with his
busineas aver the years.

Do you thinkthere could ever be another Fat or Epitaph?

GURBWITE: \Well there /= another Fat or Epitaph, but it's called DFA or Secretly
Canadian. It's happemng all the time, and 'll keep happening bacause that's how
cool labels come about. ALT



