Green Day probably know better than anyone that in the fickle world of music, what goes up must come down. 1994’s ‘Dookie’ made them stars the first time around but the following 10-year decline into musical lethargy, mid-life crisis and the indignity of having to support punk-pop prats Blink 182, was slow and painful. By the time they put out their ‘International Super Hits’ collection in 2001, a resurrection seemed so unlikely that even Jesus himself would have probably taken one look at them and said, “nah, I’m not bothering with this lot, they’re goners. Anyone fancy a pint?” But in 2004, the wildly ambitious ‘American Idiot’ sent them through the stratosphere to become a fully-fledged rock phenomenon. This time, the boys from the Bay Area have returned with a clear determination to not give in to the laws of physics and let their second period of stardom slip away so disappointingly. For the last four years, the trio have all but locked themselves away (surfacing briefly for a busman’s holiday under the guise of their 60s garage rock tribute act the Foxboro Hot Tubs) in the hope of somehow going one better. And bugger us if they haven’t done it. 

Composed and masterminded in the main by frontman Billie Joe Armstrong, ‘21st Century Breakdown’ is undoubtedly the sequel to ‘American Idiot’. It’s split into three meticulously arranged acts and in keeping with the rock opera theme, follows two American kids- Gloria and Christian- as they try to make sense of themselves as well as the social and political detritus left by two George W. Bush administrations. She’s idealistic and tentatively hopeful for a new era, he’s more headstrong, self-destructive and firm in the belief that even now, there’s nothing to believe in. And they’re two mindsets that countless numbers of young people in America can relate to in the uncertainty of 2009.

It’s an album that is spectacular in scope, complex in construction and outstanding in its outcome. What’s more, ‘21st Century Breakdown’ has sprinted to No. 1 positions all over the world as Green Day promoted the album on the kind of platform usually reserved for big budget films rather than the latest album from a bunch of snotty Cali-punks. They’re now firmly A+ list celebs and NME accordingly expects the band to have an entourage of meddling publicists, wardrobe people and other assorted arse-wipers in tow as we meet in a Manhattan hotel. But as drummer Tre Cool, bassist Mike Dirnt and Billie Joe himself stroll in the door, they’re followed by a stylist who does little more than dab some make-up on for the photo shoot and a tour manager who’s only concern is that they’re not late for a sound check. As NME sits down for a cosy chat with the diminutive singer, he explains candidly how Green Day’s emphatic return is rooted in the personal pressure, turmoil and anxiety that goes hand-in-hand with being the leader of the biggest rock band in the world.
After ‘American Idiot’ and the two massive gigs at Milton Keynes in 2005, I couldn’t help feel that you might not have anywhere left to go. Did you consider splitting up?

“I kind of feel that this is our era right now. I think ‘American Idiot’ and the period after was a rebirth for this band and I just want to keep writing great songs and keep pushing the envelope of rock music. I think there are plenty of places to go… as long as they don’t suck. I don’t want to be genre-jumping band. I want to be in a band that evolves.”

Do you ever feel secretly thankful for the Bush administration for providing you with the inspiration to rejuvenate Green Day? 

“I think we’ve always has a political theme just as individuals being from Gilman Street (the political punk hot-bed of the Bay Area) and there were parts of ‘Warning’- which came out just as Bush got into office- that had that too. I’ve always wanted to write records and songs that were socially conscious- it was just a matter of having the courage to do it. But to be thankful for the mess that we’re in… that would be completely fucking warped. Even with Obama now, things are still that way. Like when we play ‘American Idiot’, everybody sings a long in way that shows that we’re still in a mess. America is such a big country that it feels like there will always be somewhere that’ll be a little bit of a mess.”

What kind of toll did ‘21st Century Breakdown’ take on you personally and creatively?
“There was a lot of triple guessing myself for sure. There was a rollercoaster of emotions- but that usually means you’re on to something at the same time. You have to be a little vulnerable to write your best stuff. It’s not easy making records. You know a lot of the reason that bands break up so early in their careers is because there’s an illusion that they’re rock stars and they never have to work again; but suddenly they find they realize ‘oh, I have to make my second record or my third record’. There’s a new challenge and it breaks a lot of bands up because they can’t handle those challenges or they don’t look at them as opportunities.”

Did you feel your temperament changing during the recording because of the stress? Did you ever catch yourself taking it out on Mike and Tre for instance? 

“It’s typical family/brother stuff but sometime people have to get on your nerves a little. That stuff can make you angry and want to just walk out sometimes but there was never anything too hairy. We’ve never been the fistfight kind of band. I’ve seen that in other bands and it’s always kind of blown me away. Like, ‘whoah, you guys actually punch each other in the FACE?!’ That’s too much. There’s other ways of handling it. But for me as leader of the band, it’s up to me to keep it my temperament together even when it is hard. But Tre and Mike are always supportive. Tre is definitely comic relief no matter what. He always has something encouraging and disgusting to say every single day!”

Did you ever consider therapy during the recording ‘21st Century Breakdown’? 

“No- we contain the stress within ourselves. We still live in Oakland- that helps. We’re not ones for the Hollywood atmosphere, there aren’t any paparazzi around and we’re not the kind of people who’ll show up to the opening of an envelope. I think that a lot of the lyrics come from a really dark place but I find them to be kind of uplifting. I think sometimes I do isolate myself a bit. I’m definitely hard on myself- maybe even too much. My wife says that sometimes but that’s what wives are for! They reflect the good parts about you and the bad parts in you- and that’s a good marriage.”

The characters in ‘21st Century Breakdown’ are extensions of you aren’t they? 

“I think it’s 100% me. It’s just different names. Those songs could be ‘Billie’s Inferno’ or ‘Viva la Billie Joe’ (laughs). The character thing came almost by accident during recording. There’s a yin/yang element to them- it’s a little bit schizophrenic in a lot of ways.”

Doesn’t that worry you- that you’ve written an album that’s 100% you and yet it’s two different people? 

“Yeah- and one’s a man and one’s a woman! What does that say (laughs)? I think it’s more down to creativity. When you put names and characters to it, it gives it flesh and blood. Especially when you meet someone who’s actually called Gloria or Christian or a [St.] Jimmy- it means so much more than if the songs were all obviously me.”

You say in the title song that you “never made it as a working class hero” and you’ve also covered the Lennon original for a charity album. Is that something you aspire to be? 

“I think having kids has got something to do with using that idea. It’s about me wanting to say something that’s more than just about an ex-girlfriend or partying. Something they can look back on and be proud of- that I stood up for something I believe in.”

Which is what exactly?

“Having a work ethic and being proud of never forgetting where you come from. Maybe when I’m older I’ll spend some time in New York or London but I’ll always be a kid from the east bay- forever.”

It’s an affable and remarkably honest conversation up to this point but NME can’t help but notice that even as he explains the innermost workings of his mind, Billie never seems to be 100% engaged. He looks distractedly around the (largely featureless) room constantly, rarely making eye contact and looking mildly embarrassed at the close attention he’s receiving. But just as we get the wind up signal, the talk begins to cover an area he truly cares about. Playing music.

Seeing the show last night, it was clear that playing live is a release for you isn’t it? 

“(With a sudden intensity) Yeah, it’s still something that I love to do. I really think I was born to do this. I love feeding off the crowd and making them as much a part of the show as the band is. Every night I play as though my life depended on it. Of course I love my friends and I love my family, but playing live… (looking at NME directly) that’s my DNA pretty much.”

With that final statement, NME gets the wind-up signal and after saying his inscrutably polite goodbyes, Billie Joe disappears with minimum fuss. But our paths cross again two days later in Central Park as Green Day play live into the breakfast TV institution that is Good Morning America. It’s a show that selects only the gazillion-selling family-friendly names to appear (future guests include Lionel Richie and the Jonas Brothers) and Green Day’s appearance is another striking indication of just how famous they’ve become. What happens next however is gloriously chaotic; the segment begins with a snippet of ‘Longview’ but the network fails miserably to edit the swearing, meaning viewers have to digest a sudden combo of expletives with their cornflakes. The show’s bemused presenters then conduct a painfully stiff interview with Billie, only for Tre to completely upstage them by prancing across the stage with a stream of toilet roll like a mentally challenged ballet dancer. For any other band, this sort of thing would rank as a disaster but Green Day could barely care less. In fact, Billie Joe is obviously irked at having to endure a half hour of “stop-start bullshit” for the show and as the live broadcast ends, the band are finally let loose on the 4000 crowd. They launch into ‘East Jesus Nowhere’ and ‘Static Age’ with all the brio of their blistering Webster Hall gig before Billie is told in no uncertain terms that they can only play one more tune. He looks utterly crestfallen- like a child who’s just had his favourite toy taken away from him- but both he and Mike subsequently conspire to delay the end by playing ‘Jesus Of Suburbia’ for the simple reason that it’s the longest song they have. It all goes to show that Green Day’s priorities revolve not around being rock ‘n’ roll stars but instead, being a rock ‘n’ roll band. And there’s a big difference. 

Mike Dirnt (bass) Q + A
Did you ever doubt Billie would come up with the goods in the early stages of writing ‘21st Century Breakdown’?
“I think the real difficulty was patience and being able to trust the process. You always want a clear picture of what your next move is gonna be but you won’t get that until you do the work. That was the challenge. We had to watch Billie bang his head against the wall to figure out what the next move was gonna be. Of course there was pressure. ‘American Idiot’ was fucking huge and to deny that would be stupid.” 

Did you see Billie change under that pressure?

“I think he dug deeper and worked harder. Lyrically he was really going for it…”

How did you and Tre help? 

“By going in the studio and being creative, demoing songs, coming up with new ideas. I think we had somewhere between 75 and 100 songs overall. We just didn’t want it to be a scattered record. It needed to be cohesive but ‘21st Century Breakdown’ wasn’t something that came together by grand design. I think things started to come together when we went down to a little studio in southern California at the start of 2008. Billie sat down and read all the lyrics out to us. That was when we started to see similar themes and correlations. Certain songs even seemed to speak to each other.” 

Did it never cross your mind to recoil like you did after ‘Dookie’ and put out an album like ‘Insomniac’?

“We didn’t want to react like we did after ‘Dookie’ and put out something really quick. I remember we got really burned out on the ‘Insomniac’ tour and we actually ended up cancelling the last week and half of the European dates. The last straw was going into a venue somewhere and it was like an old abandoned U-Boat service building. There was broken glass on the floor, barbed wire, by the time we got there the PA and the barricade hadn’t shown up. We were like, ‘OK, this is horseshit to begin with, we’re already super tired, and now we’re looking at throwing a dangerous show.’ We’d had it and that hurt us for a minute. Well actually, it was more that a minute. We saw our career go into a lull.” 

Is that why you really pushed yourselves so much this time around? 

“I think so. We looked at this album like an opportunity because we’re never gonna get this chance to follow-up an album like ‘American Idiot’ ever again and challenge ourselves. So, why not? If that’s cocky, or conceited or whatever to be ambitious, then throw me in jail.”

I think the consensus amongst the critics of ‘21st Century Breakdown’ is that it’s pompous and overblown. Is that justified?

“(With a wry smile) People can think whatever they want. Nobody’s gonna throw anything at me that’s never been thrown before. The way I look at it is, if you don’t like Green Day then you’ve obviously got something against rock ‘n’ roll or you just never liked us. I’m not forcing anyone to buy my record or come to my show. We invite everyone but if someone else knows of another band who, after 20 years is still putting out records and having fun, and they’re in love with their eighth or ninth record as much as they were with their first, then go and see THAT band (laughs).”

Are you sensing an improvement in America’s standing across the world during the first months of the Obama government? 

“We’re definitely in a transition period. It took more than 8 years to fuck this country up and it’s gonna take more than a 130 days or whatever to fix it. I’m looking forward to travelling around the world and not feel like the bastard son of the big brother nation. Besides, I’m not a representative of any country, I’m a representative of rock ‘n’ roll and if America has anything to offer culturally, rock ‘n’ roll would be it. What you have to understand is that America really is a big place so there are major metropolitan areas that have a lot of news sources and then you have smaller areas with no news sources. In an information era, it can be about who gets the front page of your computer screen. I mean, it was only a few weeks ago that the whole world was gonna die from the pig flu (guffaws). It’s comical but it’s also like psychological terrorism.”

Can you imagine doing anything else with yourself other than being the bass player in Green Day?

“I can’t imagine it- I really can’t. Everything in my life is based around this music and this band. Fortunately, I’m in a position where what I do best is what I do for a living. My mom always said; whatever you do, do it to the best of your ability and if you’re lucky, it’ll be what you’re good at. She’s a clever lady.” 

You’ve mentioned her a lot over the years in various interviews. She’s an important figure in your life isn’t she? 

“For sure. One thing that both me and Billie can relate to is what happens if you are bought up in a house full of women. It opens your eyes real quick and shows you a sense of respect for the world.”

Tre Cool (drums) Q + A

Do you ever have a day off from being a clown? 

“I think I just wake up wacky. Everyone gets in bad moods and stuff but I guess my bad moods are just funnier. I just walk it off or get a drink or something.” 

How have you not got beaten up more for behaving the way you do?

“I’ve never been beaten up. I’m a black belt in Run-Fu. I’ll always talk myself out of it or direct the fight somewhere else. I’ve started fights just by talking shit or whatever but the actual fight never involves me. So I’ll say ‘no you’re not mad at me, it’s that guy over there. He’s the one that called you a… wanker. Not me dude. I got your back (mutters almost inaudibly)… asshole’.”

I’m sure I’ve heard Mike say you rubbed him up the wrong way when you first joined.

“No, I think he likes the way I rub him. As long as I use enough lube…”

Where you always like this as a kid too?

“Pretty much. I must have been a nightmare kid. Me and my dad got a lot closer when I moved out at 17- we started bonding big time but before that, I think he thought of me as the rug rat. He was a helicopter pilot in Vietnam. I definitely looked up to him but I was kind of scared to death too- y’know, knowing that he could kill me at any second. But he wasn’t authoritarian- he was the kind that would party with you. He taught me a lot too- about physics, heavy weaponry, mass-produced feminine-hygiene products. It’s sad to see him now though in that state he’s in. He wears his army helmet and runs around in his underwear. He still thinks the war is on and if he hears a helicopter he runs for the bushes. He’s a little quirky…”

What aspect of Billie’s creativity do you think is most unique? 

“Billie has a work ethic that I’ve never seen in any field of work. There’s no construction worker or veterinarian you could show me who works as hard as he does. He’ll have four things going on at once but then a song will hit him, and he’ll go straight to that and try and squeeze everything out of his brain that he can at that moment. I think he’s figured out that when it’s time, it’s time. You can’t wait for a song or put it in the back of your mind for when it’s time to write songs. When it hits you, you have to go do it. So he’ll write songs on bar napkins or… with a stick in the mud.”

I just spoke to him and he does seem permanently distracted. Is he always like that? 

“If you were to simulate what it’s like to be him, you’d have to stand in a circle of 50 radios playing 50 different songs at the same time and try and figure out what each one was and distinguish what’s happening in each one. He’s got all this stuff happening in his head. Melodies and lyrics are always coming to him. He’ll see something or someone will say something and he’ll write it down and say ‘that sounds like a good song title’ or ‘that could be a good line.’ Sometimes you’ll say something and if he’s not exactly responding, he could be writing in his head. I don’t think he ever switches off. It’s the coolest kind of ADD you could get.” 

Do you ever worry about the toll it might be taking on him?

“We’ll worry if he’s getting upset about it or something. I’ll ask him what he needs from me- like whether he wants me to bash on the drums or just fuck off. We’re good about giving him space.” 

He says he was born to this- do you feel the same way about Green Day too?

“It’s a calling for sure. I was always looking to write songs even in the Lookouts days. (Tre’s band before he joined Green Day in 1990). We wrote along of songs and it was never about showing off how fast I could play or how many notes I could play- although I can play very fast and I can play lots of notes if I want to. But it’s more about choosing your moments and doing what’s right for the music.” 

After all these years, have you find that Green Day fans have got any kind of common thread?

“I don’t think we have average fans. I hear people who have only just got into Green Day and then on the other side of it, you get the heavier stories about people who were gonna commit suicide but realized there was someone else out there feeling the same way I do. All jokes aside, that’s pretty meaningful. I also heard these people had sex at our show a few years ago and they conceived a baby- now they’re bringing the kid to see us too. They said they were shagging at the back of one of our shows- around the time ‘Warning’ came out- and that kid is like 8 or 9 now.” 

That’s actually pretty cool. Did they give the kid a Green Day related name?

“Yeah, they called it Dookie.” 

