The Too Much Joy/Newt Gingrich Saga

Did Too Much Joy Help the GOP Win Control Of Congress?

By Geoff Holland

JOYBUZZER – Too Much Joy fan magazine, fall, 1996

The following appeared in Time Magazine on May 13, 1996
“Is Newt Gingrich a punk- rock fan, particularly of Theme Song, a tune by the band Too Much Joy? As the story goes, Gingrich heard the single played among G.O.P. staff members, then last month allegedly sent fan letters to the irreverent musicians (once tried and acquitted of obscenity charges), raving that they ..had captured the entire essence of our 1994 campaign in a single line: 'To create, you must destroy."' The band's promoters used the letter to help publicize its new album. Last week Gingrich's office claimed the letters were a hoax, despite being on the Speaker's stationery, complete with signature, gold seal and watermark. Band member Jay Blumenfleld believes the letters are authentic. Still, he says, it's becoming more and more sinister ."  --
WASHINGTON DC, November 8, 1994, around 11:00 pm -- Pandemonium had just broken out in the Grand Ballroom of the Renaissance Hotel on Capitol Hill. 

Often, people use the word pandemonium incorrectly. 

It does not merely mean excitement or chaos. Pandemonium is when a crowd loses all sense of control. The good kind of pandemonium is what happened in the streets of New York when the Mets made the final out to win the 1969 World Series. The bad kind of pandemonium is what happened in South Central Los Angeles when the Rodney King verdicts were announced. 

I witnessed pandemonium personally on election night, 1994.  It started when –much like the waterfront right before a tsunami is about to hit – an eerie hush fell over the Republican National Committee victory party as thousands of well-dressed , but notably unkempt, drunk Republicans watched on the stadium-sized television screen as CNN News Anchor Frank Cesno announced what almost no one thought possible. 

"CNN is now ready to project that the Republican Party, in a stunning political upset, has won control of the U .S. House of Representatives." 

With the force of a 231-seat landslide victory, the Republican Party defied all odds and took control of Congress for the first time since 1952. 

People screamed. People cried. People jumped up and down. Normally staid and subdued men and women exchanged "high fives." 

And in one corner of the room, I led a small group of Republican campaign aides as we shouted/sung at the top of our lungs: "To Create, You Must Destroy. Smash a Glass and Cry, Too Much Joy” as we shattered every legitimately breakable piece of stemware we could find.

Party officials and hotel management, on any other occasion, certainly would have thrown us out of the place, if not had us arrested. But not on that night.  Instead, just the opposite happened as, very quickly, normally stoic, reserved, uptight Republicans followed our lead. Screaming like a British soccer mob, they started smashing glasses in every corner of the ballroom.  Within seconds, everything was broken.  Not a single goblet escaped intact – some were even smashed twice as revelers scoured tables, trays and portable cash bars looking for something they could break.  It was beautiful.  

When I told the guys in Too Much Joy, the New York-based punk/pop band who wrote Theme Song that their recording had become a "cult favorite" campaign song among GOP staffers in Washington, they looked at me in a way they might have had I just told them I planned to rape one of their daughters.  

Too Much Joy is a loud, sarcastic, clever, smart and fun band.  But Republican? Not so much. 

Jay Blumenfield, who sings and plays guitar, is a graduate of the University of California at Berkeley.  I don’t even think Republicans are allowed there.  Bill Wittman, who also sings and plays bass, is a vegetarian British socialist. Tim Quirk, the lead singer who also plays guitar when he hasn't broken it, is still an open-minded liberal idealist, but he has a daughter and likes to make money so he'll probably be a Republican when he's 50.  Tommy Vinton is a New York City cop and really is a Republican, but he doesn't like to make trouble so he usually just keeps his mouth shut. 

More importantly, Too Much Joy sings songs about drugs and beer, and how some women suck but others don't. They sing one song about getting a blowjob in a movie theater, another about getting beaten up by fraternity guys, and even one about how scary and bad clowns are, even though we live in a world run by them. They sing about The Mekons and Catcher in the Rye, and how stupid it is to live in a huge city and pay rent, and about how AT& T will someday rule the world by making it so we can get faxes while sitting on the beach. 

And while it’s not likely that they’ll be invited to play at a Republican Inaugural Ball anytime soon, one of their songs DID play an integral role in the 1994 GOP takeover of Congress. 

As it turns out, Too Much Joy is not happy about it. And the Republican Party is denying it. But it's one hundred percent true. 

The whole thing is all my fault and here is how it started. 

I got lucky enough to work for the consulting agency contracted by the National Republican Congressional Committee to raise money for GOP candidates for the 1994 Congressional elections. 

At least once a week, I attended a meeting at the NRCC's Headquarters on Capitol Hill. Usually, we met with the NRCC finance staff for a couple of hours and then went back to our Arlington offices. Being young and just learning about fundraising, I usually kept my mouth shut during the meetings and doodled on my agenda.

One afternoon in the summer of 1994, however, was different. While my boss and the other members of our creative team left, I was directed to stay and meet Joe Gaylord, Newt Gingrich's right-hand man and likely his closest advisor during the election cycle. It was Gaylord who actually convinced Gingrich that the GOP could take control of the House not just win 20-25 seats as it was originally projected. 

As part of my job, I had to stay current on nearly every Congressional race in the country. And there was no better man to educate me than Gaylord. As it turned out, our meeting was kind of short. He wasn't really the sort who was all that interested in direct mail. But I learned a lot from our brief meeting. 

Around 6:00 PM, as I was getting ready to leave headquarters, I noticed a few of the junior NRCC staffers I had met once or twice standing around drinking beer and eating a pizza. 

One of the guys was lamenting about how sick it made him to watch Bill Clinton dance at his victory party to that stupid Fleetwood Mac song he used during the campaign.  I didn’t know any of the staff members personally – yet. But made my presence known by making a rather strong, but heartfelt statement.  It’s something I had apparently been holding inside of me for a long time because once I started talking, the words just kept flowing out of my mouth.

“Yeah, it might be a cheesy Fleetwood Mac song,” I said. “But it’s a hell of a lot better than anything our party has come up with. The best we can do seems to be Lee Greenwood. Let’s not kid ourselves. Republicans are totally out of touch with cool music.” 

They all just sort of looked at me kind of the way one might gawk at a bloody car wreck as he drives by. 

Undaunted, I continued. 

“What our party needs is a loud, fast, punk rock song. Republicans always do better when we have a defined enemy – someone we can be pissed at. Someone to blame things on. 

“For decades we had the communists. They were a GREAT enemy.  We won SCORES of elections because of the communists.  They were scary and foreign and evil – people at whom we could be legitimately pissed.  All the time.  But they went away and in 1992 we tried picking on the environmentalists and homosexuals instead.  It just wasn’t the same and look where that got us. 

“This year, we’ve chosen the government as our enemy, why not pick a punk rock song that gets our message out. Punk rock is all about having an enemy. It will give us a winner-take-all, losing-is-not-acceptable attitude.

“We need a cool Ramones sound. Something that will jump-start our political engines. Something that says ‘Fuck you we’re Republicans and we are going to make sure the DEMOCRATS LOSE because they’re ruining the country.  We are going to win and we don’t care about the aftermath. That’s what punk rock is all about.” 

Then everything became clear. I knew the perfect song. And I had it in my car.

Throughout the whole campaign, Gingrich had talked about being confrontational with the Democrats. For years, Newt advocated “tearing down” certain Congressional institutions as a prerequisite to making it better. He led the pack that exposed the House Post Office and Bank scandals, and he forced ex-Speaker Jim Wright to resign over ethics violations. In the process, both Democrats and Republicans regularly attacked Gingrich for exposing stories that were embarrassing to House members, fearing that negative press would destroy the integrity of Congress. 

This was perfect.  I ran downstairs to my vehicle and retrieved Too Much Joy’s Cereal Killers CD from my stereo, took it inside. popped it into a boom box and turned the volume all the way up on track #14.

It took awhile to get my point across because the first part of the song doesn’t really lend itself to Republican campaign themes.  It begins:

“Meet our band of merry men.  Shake the hand of everyone.  We’ll eat your food and steal your wife.  Buy us beers, we’re friends for life. We only shoot when shot at, give away what we don’t need.  We live for fun and freedom.  We stamp out fear and greed.”

I mean let’s not kid ourselves.  We Republicans have our share of food eaters and wife stealers. And because we have jobs and bank accounts, Republicans are usually the poor saps stuck buying the beer for everyone else. Further, making promises of lifetime friendship has never been high on our list. In fact, the idea is pure folly.  This is Washington, after all.

Also, we shoot whenever we damn well feel like it, usually at the NRA range and we SELL what we don’t need.  We do live for fun and freedom, but stamping out fear and greed? Hell.  Fear and greed is what being a Republican is mostly about.  

I was beginning to rethink my choice of song.  But then came the chorus and suddenly everything was INSTANTLY better.  “To create, you must destroy.  Smash a glass and cry, Too Much Joy.”

 The song was an INSTANT hit. After playing it several times, everyone in the room had begun singing ‘To Create, You Must Destroy!!!!! Smash a Glass and Cry, Too Much Joy.’ We played the song over and over again, beer bottles in hands. pizza dripping from our chins, and by the third or fourth time, someone had gone to his office to retrieve a glass with Congressional seal emblazoned on it. When the ‘smash a glass’ line came up, he threw it into a nearby fireplace. 

About half an hour and another and another twelve pack later, our boss, Newt Gingrich himself appeared in the hallway with a bunch of people (who turned out to be GOP candidates, now freshmen members). He was looking for Joe Gaylord, but before he could track him down, one of the NRCC staff members called out to him, saying “Congressman Gingrich, we have the perfect campaign song. Listen to this!” 

In retrospect, Gingrich was probably pissed that we were having Happy Hour in the Finance Department, but he didn’t say anything. 

We played the song for Newt and his guests.  And when he smiled, a twinkle came to his eye, and he said “That’s exactly the sentiment we need if we are ever going to win a majority.” Those were his exact words.  And I will never forget them. 

Newt didn't stay long, but it was soon clear that the song sank in because the "to create, you must destroy" theme became apparent in his campaign stump speeches for GOP candidates all over the country.

Theme Song never made it into campaign commercials, but it became a fast cult favorite around headquarters. Someone even made one of those computer-generated banners that said "To Create, you Must Destroy" and hung it on the wall among the campaign signs from the various GOP candidates that decorated the offices. 

And in the wee hours of the Wednesday morning following the historic 1994 midterm elections  a small group of us made our way down to the White House and belted it out at the top of our lungs in hopes of waking Bill and Hillary from their slumber and to rub in our victory. 

It was a night I'll never forget, but I never dreamed that my actions would cause such a firestorm of controversy.  The details of what happened next can be confirmed by doing a quick Google search for “Too Much Joy” and “Newt Gingrich,” but here's the quick version. 

The following March, I requested a letter from the NRCC to verify the use of Theme Song during the 1994 campaign by Speaker Gingrich. 

After a bit of a runaround, I finally got in touch with someone willing to help me, and, a week later, I received a set of the letters on authentic gold seal congressional stationary, one addressed to each member of the band in care of me. 

I delivered the letters to lead singer Tim Quirk when TMJ played a show at the Capitol Ballroom in DC in April, who in turn gave a copy to Discovery Records. Of course, that led to a somewhat embellished news release. When the media got wind of the story, many journalists smelled a chance to attack the new Speaker of the House.

Could it be possible that Newt Gingrich was a fan of a punk rock band that has a song called Take a Lot of Drugs and has a cartoon of two naked teenagers just finished with having sex on the latest album cover?

Juicy.

When reporters started asking questions, Newt's office started issuing denials left and right. Newt never wrote a letter, they said. Newt never listened to Too Much Joy. No one knew of the woman to whom I spoke. And they called the whole thing a hoax. A spokesman for the NRCC even went as far as postulating that "Jeff Holland is probably a Democrat operative." 

The problem is that no one issuing the denials was actually present when Newt Gingrich was in the room as we were singing the song. Most of them probably didn't even work for him at that point. But I was present, and I know it's true. 

What likely happened is that the media was referred to the Speaker's press office, and they answered questions. But it was from the NRCC's correspondence office that the letters originated. The press office would have no way of knowing that the correspondence office issued a "thank you" letter to TMJ. Those kind of letters get written and sent all the time. 

In fairness, I understand why the press office (and Newt) would choose to deny the whole thing ever happened given the “blood in the water” mentality among the media sharks.

That said, the whole thing is 100% true.  I was there. I introduced it.  I saw Newt listen to the song.  I heard his comments.  And anyone who does a textual search of Newt’s stump speeches during the 1994 campaign season will find that the words “create” and “destroy” are frequently and consistently present in his message.

I understand why he denied it, but I would have had so much more respect for the man had he just stood up to the cameras and said “Yes. I listened to the Too Much Joy Theme Song. Ifs a damn good song and its message mirrored our 1994 campaign theme. I don't endorse cartoon genitalia or taking a lot of drugs or probably other things about the band. But I liked the one song. And there is nothing wrong with that." 

But he didn’t.  He caved.  And now he is not the Speaker anymore. When are Republicans going to learn?  Be loud. Be fast. Be proud.  Pick an enemy and be angry with them – even a little condescending.  That will be the key to victory.  You’ll see.  And remember that you heard it here first. 

