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Praise for Mick Wall


‘Mick Wall has written in a rough and unsentimental style that suits his subject, and he doesn’t gild Reed’s more unpleasant aspects’


Will Hodgkinson (Chief Rock Critic), The Times on Lou Reed


‘This “sincere speed-written, blood-spattered tribute” strings together the raciest anecdotes … and does it rather well’


Waldemar Januszczak, Sunday Times on Lou Reed


‘Wall delivers the book he was born to write’


Classic Rock on Symptom of the Universe


‘The real advantage that Wall enjoys over all the other Sabbath biographers is that he worked for the musicians as a PR and knew them all personally … as a result [he] is able to portray the Sabbath members as they really are … It’s an epic tale, told the way it should be’


Joel McIver, Record Collector on Symptom of the Universe


‘Wall has a marvellous turn of phrase … required reading for all fans, regardless of their preferred era’


Irish News on Symptom of the Universe


‘[A] flaming juggernaut of a heavy-metal biog … the author writes a deceptively casual-looking, sincere but half-amused prose’


Guardian on Enter Night


‘Enter Night, Mick Wall’s biography of Metallica confirms this grizzled veteran to be as engaged and waspishly authoritative a chronicler of metal’s most hirsute behemoths as Barry Miles has been for the Beats’


Independent on Sunday on Enter Night


‘Millions of words have been written on Metallica, but few journalists have been present at so many of the band’s milestones … [Wall’s] eye for detail through the early years makes the book truly enlightening in the way it captures the character of the major players’


Rock Sound on Enter Night


‘As well as being the most complete account yet of a great British rock band, When Giants Walked the Earth is, as its name implies, a document of a bygone age … Wall has done his subject proud’


Sunday Times on When Giants Walked the Earth




‘So this is the big one: a fat, juicy biography of the biggest band ever … Mick Wall, the veteran rock journalist, lays it all bare in a book that can only be described as definitive’


Daily Telegraph on When Giants Walked the Earth


‘This fantastic account of Led Zeppelin’s wild and decadent heyday is as detailed and definitive as music biographies get’


London Lite on When Giants Walked the Earth


‘The definitive account of rock legends Led Zeppelin’


Daily Record on When Giants Walked the Earth


‘The definitive book about Led Zeppelin … Mick Wall has done a fine job here and certainly knows his stuff’


Birmingham Post on When Giants Walked the Earth
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PART ONE


Children Of The Grave













ONE


I, AWAKE


They were scum and they knew it. Human debris from the shitty, bomb-cratered streets of a post-war British nowhere named Aston. Black Country misfits with no future they could see and a past they would never escape. Musical interlopers that would always be found out; revealed for what they knew they were: the lowest of the low. A joke no one found funny, least of all the clown that stood at its front. For as Ozzy Osbourne would tell you, not a trace of a smile on his melancholy jester’s face, ‘We were four fucking dummies from Birmingham, what did we know about anything?’


Their timing would always be bad. Too late for the sky-touching summer of love, too early for the rock’n’roll genocide of glam, they were Black Sabbath and no matter what the musical revisionists would say of them one day, long after it ceased to matter, they were the most reviled rock band on the planet. People whispered of Led Zeppelin, told of their secret magic and insatiable lust for power; others stood in awe of Deep Purple’s telepathic musical prowess. Hendrix was still alive and so were Brian, Jimi and Janis. Rock was on high yet Sabbath were oh, so very low. Critics – outsiders, cunts, mainly from London – simply could not relate. The kids, though, they loved them the way only kids can. Like crafty cigarettes in your bedroom, windows cracked open; like stealing coins from your mum’s purse when she was



out, or finding a porno mag under your dad’s bed; like a first glimpse of the cold fires of hell, body oscillating with the feeling of filthy inescapability.


Nobody fidgeted more uncomfortably at a Black Sabbath show, though, almost paralysed by self-loathing, than the four band members themselves. As their lyricist and bass player, Geezer, would later lament, ‘For years we went around thinking we were shit – the press hated us, said we couldn’t write, couldn’t play … other bands hated us, everyone.’ Something that could be heard all too clearly in their music: those crucifixion guitar riffs, nailed in with such heavy relish, framed by storm-gathering bass and head-rattling drums, together making a sound like that of a body being dragged from a river. Those eerie singsong vocals: as dramatic and pitiful as the sound of a swan dying. Full of cobwebbed yearning, of self-harm and picked scabs and the shriek of lost souls. The three of them zombie-walking around the stage in their preposterous crosses and moustaches, while the fourth self-combusted at the back, mouldering in his own poisons, the quad combining to ensure a fifth element: the pockmarked face of the most brutally deformed style of rock ever allowed to push its way, stinking and blood-cowed, among us.


Tony Iommi was the leader. Follower of the left-hand path, no noble speechmaker he, no bringer of messages from on high, but a true musical alchemist, the flint-eyed general in whose hands the guitar became both a wand and a war machine. An only child who had always got his own way, never any need to explain, Tony did not take ‘no’ for an answer, did not waste words nor suffer fools gladly. ‘Tony has fists like fucking hammers,’ Ozzy would recall, his pained animal eyes still round with the memory of their bruising attentions. ‘Somebody had to crack the whip,’ Tony responded, typically stone-faced. ‘And that was me.’ It was Tony’s riffs that laid the foundation stone for the Sabbath sound, like a drill burrowing into the underground caves of the tallest



mountains, until even they came toppling down, terrifying boulders colliding through the undergrowth, thunderbolts zigzagging across the sky at his command.


After Tony Iommi there was Terry Butler – nicknamed Geezer, after a childhood affectation for calling everyone he met Geezer, which the adults laughed at and found charming, and because of which became the name he retained throughout the stunted growth of his own adulthood, along with everything else from his youngest days: the need to be mollycoddled; to be stroked and petted and constantly reassured, constantly adored. The bright boy of the class, good with words, teacher’s pet, good at staying out of trouble, or never being caught out, which meant the same thing to him. Clever Geezer it would be that came up with all of Sabbath’s lyrics, because, Ozzy said, ‘Geezer’s got a great brain.’ He could play too, swinging the bass like a guitar, bending the heavy strings, weighing each note, then catapulting it forward, just like his hero, Jack Bruce, he said, ‘Who shadowed the riff rather than copying it.’


Then there was Bill Ward, a brilliant if wayward percussionist who loved jazz, especially the crazed Gene Krupa, and who would forever be treated as the joker in the pack. Poor old Bill, the one they set fire to – not just once, and never by accident, but as a matter of habit. The one they laughed at not behind his back but right into his face. Bill, who saw it all from his perch, sweating bullets at the back of the stage, arms flailing, legs spasming, always out of breath, always running to stand still convincingly, always the last to know what even the others, who always knew last, might know first. Poor old Bill, the one who would remain the most honest and would pay the heaviest price for it, kicked repeatedly until he refused finally to get up again.


And of course there was Ozzy – or Ossie, as he was dumbly credited on the first Black Sabbath album. Since The Osbournes turned him into a family-friendly, panda-eyed cuddly toy, Ozzy



has been denuded of the credibility he once enjoyed as a rock singer. He never had much in the first place, forced to stand at the side of the stage, jumping up and down like a caged gorilla, as Iommi hogged the centre-stage spotlight. Yet there was something about him, for those that tuned in, that spoke of a truly unresolved problem; some echo of rock’s original spirit of incoherent, bleary-eyed helplessness that could not be learned or faked; something uncomfortably real. As a fan, you wanted to be Robert Plant or maybe John Lennon. You never wanted to be Ozzy. It was all right to be a tormented romantic soul: a Rod Stewart or even an Elton John. It was an entirely different thing to want to suffer actual pain, to know that you’re mad, that you’ve always been mad. To know, finally, that one day you really might lose your fucking mind.





Yet underneath it all they were so ordinary, so plain, so bleeding obvious. All born within a year of each other – 1948 – all growing up on the same dingy streets, victims of the same dour post-war schooling and slums, there was good reason why they all looked so much alike in person and onstage. Wrought from the same black matter as their music, none of them could have made it in any other band, though they all tried, despairingly, until fate finally forced them together, against their wills, one typically downcast day in 1968, after factory closing time, before the pubs opened, only their cheap pack-of-five cigarettes to warm them.


Growing up the fourth child of six, the mangiest of a pack of strays packed like fresh corpses into the two coffin-sized bedrooms of No. 14 Lodge Road where the Osbourne family lived, John Michael was in trouble from the day he was born. His father, John Thomas – Jack to his mates down the pub – worked nights at the local GEC steel plant, making tools, which meant he slept all day. Forced to tiptoe around the house, lest he wake him ‘and receive a belt for my trouble’, young John used to fantasise that



his dad was dead. ‘I’d creep into his bedroom and poke him, to see if he’d wake up,’ he later told me. ‘Then when he did he’d fucking kill me …’


A fun-loving, outgoing, easily bored child who left the hard stuff to his mum, Lillian, whom he recalls seeing crying when she couldn’t pay the bills, and three older sisters that continued to mother him long after Lillian had gone, Ozzy, as he was quickly nicknamed in the school playground, found his niche early on as the class clown. ‘I always worked along the lines of: if you can’t beat ’em, make ’em laugh. Do anything you can to keep them on your side. And if they still don’t like you after that, burn their fucking house down!’ It became a metaphor for the way he would live his whole life. Keep the bad guys happy by appearing to pose no threat, keep ’em laughing as you hid behind a strong woman’s skirts. The daft jokes and stupid pranks – the worst of which included stabbing his aunt’s cat with a fork, trying to set his sister alight and hanging himself with a clothesline – were also intended to shield the teenager from the sheer monotony of life on the streets of Aston. School was most definitely out; his undiagnosed dyslexia saw to that. Football was for the kids that could afford it, Ozzy instead becoming one of the ne’er-do-wells who would offer to ‘watch your car for a shilling’ – i.e. agree not to vandalise it in exchange for a bribe – whenever local club Aston Villa played at home.


That left music, something he was immediately turned on by, becoming fascinated by the Teddy Boys: devotees of Fifties American rock’n’rollers like Gene Vincent and Eddie Cochran, and of course pre-army Elvis. Teddy Boys styled their hair in huge pompadours – quiffs – and wore Edwardian-style ‘draped’ jackets, with shiny winkle-picker shoes, and sharpened the handles of their steel combs to use as shivs. ‘I loved hanging round the cafés they went to,’ Ozzy would tell me, years later, as we sat together in one such place, its windows frosted over with speckled grease



and cigarette smoke, its pinball machine still pinging in the background. Even music, though, would get him into trouble. ‘I’d get sent home from school for wearing winkle-pickers and blue jeans instead of their boring grey flannels.’


The same convergence between school, music and trouble would have one, much more significant impact on the early chapters of the Ozzy Osbourne story: his meeting with Tony Iommi. Both boys were pupils at Birchfield Road Secondary Modern School, in nearby Perry Barr, but they were very different people. Where Ozzy was one of a clan of a sprawling working-class family trying to make do, Anthony Frank Iommi was the only child of a family of mixed Italian and Brazilian extraction. A well-to-do middle-class family at the centre of a larger, extended family that owned ice-cream and bakery businesses in Cardigan Street, then the centre of Birmingham’s Italian district; a typically hardworking immigrant family that liked to play hard too. ‘All my family and relations played accordions and drums. My father played accordion and harmonica, and my aunt and uncles all played accordions and drums.’ They would set up big ‘accordion bands’ in the living room and play all night. ‘They would play a lot of weddings, too, my dad and all his brothers.’ Young Tony was nine the first time he was encouraged to put an accordion of his own on his knee – a special left-handed piano accordion, ‘with the button-bass. In fact, I’ve still got one.’ He had wanted a set of drums ‘but nobody would let me because of the noise. So I was fobbed off with an accordion, and basically I learned to play that after a fashion.’ Not content to learn the old Italian folk tunes of his father, Tony was soon squeezing out wheezing versions of contemporary hits. ‘I’d try different stuff, I’d try Elvis Presley numbers, “Wooden Heart” and things like that.’


It was through his love of Elvis that he first cottoned on to his Fifties’ counterpart, Cliff Richard, and in particular Cliff’s backing group, The Shadows. Led by bespectacled lead guitarist Hank



Marvin, The Shadows were an instrumental group whose sound was fashioned by Marvin from a then new-fangled device called an echo box and prodigious use of the tremolo arm on his red and gold Fender Stratocaster guitar. It was this slinky, slightly sinister sound that took The Shadows to No. 1 in the British charts with their first single without Cliff, ‘Apache’, in the summer of 1960. By the time Tony picked up a guitar for the first time, in emulation of Hank Marvin, when he was fourteen, The Shadows had enjoyed another six chart-topping hits, including most recently ‘Wonderful Land’, which stayed at No. 1 in the UK charts for more weeks than any other single throughout the Sixties. As Tony recalled, ‘A lot of people laugh at The Shadows now, but I think they started a lot of guitarists off from my day. Dave Gilmour and people like that were all Shadows fans. Brian May …’


Unable yet to afford a Fender Strat – Marvin, in fact, was the first guitarist in Britain to actually own one, and his had been imported from America specially by Cliff – Tony’s first guitar was a Watkins, marketed in the Sixties as ‘the British Strat’, bought from a cheap shopping catalogue and paid for by his indulgent mother in monthly instalments. ‘Being left-handed, you see, I was very limited to what I could get. And that was a model that they did do left-handed, so I had that one. I mean, in the music shops in them days, it was very, very rare to get a left-handed guitar.’ The Watkins was followed by a left-handed Burns Tri-sonic, with a much richer harmonic sound, or as close as the teenager could get to figuring out how to replicate Marvin’s Strat and echo box combo. His dexterity on the accordion helped somewhat to learn simple chords. That and the classic Bert Weedon book, Play In A Day. He tried seeing a tutor but lasted only one lesson. ‘I didn’t like it. I didn’t feel comfortable. I thought I’d prefer to try and learn myself, and that was it, I never went back again.’ Tony became the classic withdrawn teenager, sequestered in his room at home, playing along to his Shadows records. When he felt he’d



got good enough he took his guitar to school, and began showing off to kids that had only ever seen an electric guitar on TV. ‘I remember at school all the girls fawning over him,’ recalled Ozzy, ‘I remember thinking, what a great way to pull birds.’





Unfortunately for Ozzy, that wasn’t the only thing Tony did that would leave an impression on him. Tony, who was only ten months older than Ozzy but in the year above him at school, and therefore carried all the authority of the older kid, always bullied Ozzy at school. ‘I used to hide when I saw him coming,’ Ozzy would tell me, only half joking, years later. ‘It was just that thing at school,’ Tony would say, when I asked him, uncomfortable at my quizzing from such a distance. ‘At our school, it was pretty … you had to sort of … keep … um … you know, give the younger kids a clip round the earhole, you know? It was one of those, really. And Ozzy was one of them, you know? He was only a year younger but … you know, at school it was, er … they just used to get beaten up.’ He chuckled darkly. ‘It was one of them.’


‘Tony always intimidated Ozzy at school,’ recalled Geezer. Subsequently, there would remain an echo of those early master–servant beatings throughout Sabbath’s career. ‘When things happen in childhood, you never quite blow it out of your system.’ Indeed, years after Ozzy’s solo career had far eclipsed that of the band he’d left behind, he still became tremendously agitated whenever Iommi’s name came up, referring to him as Darth Vader and other less amusing, more wounding epithets. ‘I try not to hate anybody or anything any more,’ he told me dolefully. ‘But for years I hated Tony Iommi. If you’d have told me one day we’d be back together again I’d have laughed in your face and told you to fuck off.’





Geezer was different again, of course. The youngest of the band members, by eighteen months, Terence Michael Joseph Butler



was the seventh of seven children born to Dubliners, recently re-situated to Birmingham, good Catholics in search of good pay for honest hard work. Geezer was the much-cherished baby of the family. ‘I was fairly spoiled to death. Me brothers used to give me money, me sisters gave me money and me parents gave me money, so I was richer than anybody else in the family.’ He smiled that generous Irish smile, but behind the paddy curls and tufty facial hair were eyes as dark and beady as an old crow’s.


Brought up in Aston, just around the corner from the others, Geezer was taken to Villa games as a kid, waving his claret and blue scarf, a season ticket holder, one of the lucky ones. By the time he was a teenager, music began to overtake his interest in football. For one thing, given the way he now looked, it was safer. ‘Around the late Sixties, when the skinheads were running rampant, I couldn’t go down to the game cos they used to kick hell out of me. Even if you were a Villa fan, if you had long hair it didn’t matter what colours you had on, the skinheads would kick hell out of you.’ It didn’t matter. ‘As soon as The Beatles came out, I desperately wanted to be a Beatle.’ He’d persuaded his mother to pay ten shillings (50p) for a beat-up two-string acoustic guitar from another kid at school when he was 11. He didn’t get good, though, until his brother treated him to a new acoustic with all six strings, bought from the only place in town that sold guitars, George Clay’s Music Shop in Birmingham’s Bull Ring shopping centre. The price: £8. A week’s wages for most workers back then. The baby of the family had got his way again. He began by learning all the songs from the first LP he ever owned, Please, Please Me, by The Beatles, then grew more adventurous as he began to build what would become a comprehensive collection of the Sixties’ most seminal records. ‘I used to buy The Beatles, the Stones, The Kinks. And then when the Mothers Of Invention came out, that was when me musical life completely changed.’




Geezer had already begun growing his hair long. ‘I was always a bit of a rebel at school.’ By the time he was listening to Frank Zappa at fifteen, he’d become ‘the original out-and-out hippy’. His appearance caused a commotion on the streets of Birmingham. ‘I was the only one who used to wear beads and kaftans and all that kind of cack. It was like, the more attention the better.’ Teaming up with a similarly coiffured school pal named Roger Hope who also fancied himself a guitar-slinging Beatle – nicknamed Dope not just because it rhymed with his surname – Geezer had also begun playing electric guitar – a budget-priced solid-bodied Hofner Colorama, replete with rickety Selmer amp – in his first semi-pro group, the bizarrely named The Ruums. ‘It was just a strange word from this science fiction book that the singer read.’


Science fiction stories and novels were something else Geezer and Dope had in common. ‘My favourite author when I was a kid was H. G. Wells. I still love all that stuff – The Time Machine, The Invisible Man, all the classics. It was so out there. I was like living in Aston, shittiest place on earth, and because I’ve always had a strong imagination science fiction took me to another place, to things that could be, and inspired me imagination.’ Geezer was smart enough to see that the best sci-fi was never ultimately about space travel or seeing into the future, no matter what the supposed time or locale, it was always really about the now. ‘Definitely with H. G. Wells, it’s all about society. He wrote about [the future] but it was always a comment on the times he lived in then.’ One of his favourite Wells’ works, The Shape Of Things To Come, which postulates a twenty-first-century world state established to solve mankind’s problems, ‘was definitely commenting on society’.


Along with ‘somebody else on bass and his mate on drums’, The Ruums started out playing covers in pubs and occasional weddings. ‘Then round about ’66 we started getting into some Moby Grape and some soul as well, like “Knock On Wood” [and]



Wilson Pickett, some Sam And Dave.’ True to the consciousness-expanding spirit of the times, ‘If we liked a particular song, we’d do it. It didn’t matter if it was soul or progressive or acid or whatever, we’d do it.’ They were getting heavier, so they replaced the rhythm section with more musically hirsute players, brought in a new, longer-haired singer who could really wail. Geezer already had the hair and moustache. Now he had the music to go with it. ‘It was sort of like the underground kind of thing, which I was very much a part of musically and everything else. It was all love and peace, man.’ Or at least it was in the local clubs they would play like The Penthouse and Mothers, rubbing shoulders with other aspirant young psychedelic blues bands like Robert Plant’s first band, Listen. ‘They were sort of West Coast stuff like Moby Grape and Spirit. We were more sort of Cream and Jimi Hendrix.’


Their stage attire became commensurately freaky. ‘I used to go on with my eyes all blacked out so I looked like Satan – exactly like Arthur Brown. But I was unaware of his existence at the time. Then I eventually went to see him and he just blew me mind. Like, that’s the way you’re supposed to do it, kind of thing.’ He would borrow his sisters’ mascara and pass it around the band. ‘We were all like dressed with stupid big flowers coming out of our heads and stuff like that, and loads of beads, just mental.’ It didn’t help that Geezer and the rest of the band would be fizzing out of their minds on black bombers – super-strength capsule speed. Geezer would become ‘so emotional’ they would completely wreck the stage at the end of every performance. ‘The drummer would wreck his drum-kit. I’d pick all these beer bottles up and smash ’em up the wall. And that was when we’d get slung out and told never to come back again. So the only way we could ever get a gig was to change the name and go back.’ Thus The Ruums became The Rare Breed, and then The Future – then back to The Rare Breed again. ‘That’s when Ozzy joined.’




Geezer was a student at Matthew Boulton, part of what is now known as the Birmingham Metropolitan College, training to be a cost and works accountant, when he first met Ozzy. Neither of them liked the look of the other. It was 1967: Ozzy was out of his Teddy Boy phase and into being a Mod, about as opposite, musically and culturally, to Geezer’s proto-hippy stance as you could then get. The only thing they had in common was a love of The Beatles and a shared love of ‘Soul Man’ by Sam & Dave – and a growing habit for staying up all night on amphetamines. ‘People never believe me when I tell them,’ Ozzy smiled. ‘But I used to have cropped skinhead hair and a mohair suit. You had to look like that to get into the All Nighters.’ The All Nighters were 24-hour dance clubs that stayed open all weekend. The big one Ozzy used to go to in Birmingham city centre was called Midnight City. ‘If you were a rocker you couldn’t go in there without getting your head fucking kicked in. You’d go in and get your Dexedrine and whatever and then you’d be there from the Friday to the Sunday. You’d have to go home Sunday morning and pretend you were tired with your eyeballs hanging out your head, full of fucking Dexies, you know?’


Ozzy had left school in 1963 without any qualifications and just one wish: ‘I didn’t care what I did as long as I didn’t have to go to school any more.’ The only plan he had for the future was to find ways to make quick money as easily as possible, beginning with stealing money from gas meters, quickly graduating to breaking into shops after dark and selling whatever he could get his hands on in local pubs. But he wasn’t especially good at being a thief and when he broke into the same women’s clothes shop two weeks running, he was caught and arrested. The charge: Breaking and Entering and Stealing Goods to the Value of Twenty-Five Pounds. Unable to afford the £40 fine imposed by the local magistrate, Ozzy was sentenced instead to 90 days at Winsome Green prison, where he would eventually serve six



weeks before being released early for good behaviour.


Talking about it years later, his face would assume that pale distant look that has come to define him to the TV generation of the twenty-first century. ‘I was terrified all these fucking murderers and whatnot were gonna try and fuck me up the arse! They’re not like normal gay guys in there. They’re like these lifers who go temporarily gay while they’re inside. To them a seventeen-year-old boy was like throwing a fucking juicy bone to a dog.’ Attacked in the showers his first morning, ‘I walloped him with this big metal piss-pot and ended up in solitary confinement for three days.’ In the end, his best defence was his old standby – make ’em laugh. ‘I got through a lot of tough situations like that while I was inside.’ It was also in prison that Ozzy got his first tattoos; self-administered using a pin and some burnt graphite to scrawl the now immortal letters O-Z-Z-Y across the knuckles of his left hand. He finished off the piece by drawing two smiling faces on his knees. ‘To cheer me up when I woke up in the morning,’ he added dolefully.


Back on the streets of Aston in 1966, and with all thoughts of a career as a criminal now thankfully behind him, a predictable succession of shitty jobs ensued, from casual labouring on building sites to testing car horns at the same Lucas plant his mother worked at, to, most famously, working in a slaughterhouse. ‘I’d do anything in those days. The first day I was there almost did me in, though. It was so vile I was throwing up all day. After a while, though, I really got into it. I loved killing animals! I used to stick them, stab them, chop them, totally torture the fuckers to death.’ He laughed. ‘I used to take a lot of speed and I would be out of my fucking head all day. I used to kill a minimum of 250 cattle a day and then get on to the pigs and sheep …’


Always an outsider, in the sense of always belonging on the bottom rung of the ladder, Ozzy’s sense of alienation only increased when he realised no one would sit next to him on the bus



home each night because of the smell. His luck suddenly changed when a chance meeting with an old school pal led to ‘this great big fucking door opening up in my mind’. He told Ozzy about the band he’d formed, called Approach, and how they were all ready to go except for one thing: they couldn’t find a singer. ‘I’m a singer!’ Ozzy announced. He was, of course, nothing of the sort. But this was too good an opportunity to miss. Like seeing an open window on the ground floor of a factory at night. His mate pulled a face and spat into the kerb. ‘No, really!’ Ozzy brayed. ‘I’m a singer! I’m a singer!’


In fact, the only singing Ozzy had ever done had been in family sing-songs, ‘when my dad came home with a few beers inside him – old pub songs like “Show Me The Way To Go Home”. I used to love all that as a kid.’ Knowing he could barely hold a tune, he cemented his position in Approach with the purchase of a second-hand 50-watt PA and two Shure microphones. ‘I never really took it serious, you know? I never had any training, it was just, that sounds a good idea, you know?’ But while Approach rehearsed regularly enough, they never got beyond the back room of a pub and in frustration Ozzy took the typically chancy step of placing an ad in the window of George Clay’s Music Shop, which read: ‘Ozzy Zig – Singer Extraordinaire – Requires Band – Has Own PA’.


The same shop which Geezer frequented, and when The Rare Breed needed a new singer – the previous incumbent having grown weary of being banned from local venues and left for a life of cabaret on the QE2 – he lit on the ad immediately. ‘What caught my eye were the magic words: “Has Own PA”,’ he guffawed. When he saw that Ozzy Zig lived just round the corner he went over and knocked on the door. Ozzy wasn’t in so Geezer left his name and address. ‘That night I was at home and a knock came on the door, me brother answered, and he came in and said, “There’s something at the door for you.” I said, “What do you



mean, ‘something’?” He said, “Well, go and have a look.” And there was Ozzy with this bloody big factory gown on, like this big, brown flared smock thing. He’s got that on, a chimney brush over his shoulder, a shoe on a dog lead and no shoes on. But the thing that really shocked me was his hair. He didn’t have any! He had all this stuff on to try and disguise the fact that he was a skinhead.’ Reading Geezer’s mind, Ozzy’s first words were: ‘It’s all right, I’m growing my hair.’ Geezer thought, ‘This bloke’s a nut …’


Ozzy’s memories of The Rare Breed are predictably hazy. He’d seen them play at Birmingham Polytechnic supporting Carl Wayne and the Vikings, which later became The Move, and he was not impressed. ‘I thought, what the fucking hell was that load up there, jumping round like cunts in fucking blue lights? I’d never heard of psychedelic music before …’ But he didn’t have anything else going on and, besides, ‘Geezer was really good with a strobe and making it look all weird’ so he thought he’d have a go. The experiment lasted for just one gig. It was a working-men’s club in Walsall and they were asked to leave after just three songs. Geezer recalled, ‘The manager came up and said, “Get off! Here’s five quid, now piss off!” And Ozzy said, “Well you can stick your five quid up your arse!” And I went, “I’ll have the five quid” …’


Ozzy had also taken an instant dislike to Roger Hope. ‘He was too much riding my ass all the time and I just turned round to Geezer and said, “Fuck this, I ain’t doing it.”’ What Ozzy hadn’t bargained for was that Geezer had also become disillusioned. The bassist and drummer had decided to find proper jobs and Hope seemed to want something else too. ‘He wrote one song and it was absolutely awful. Can’t remember what it was called but it was horrible. So I politely declined to play it.’ Geezer announced his own departure from The Rare Breed the next day. Then walked over to Ozzy’s to smoke dope and drink tea …




*


At the same time as Ozzy Zig and Geezer Butler were wondering what to do after The Rare Breed, Tony Iommi was trying to make headway further afield with a four-piece called Mythology. Based in Carlisle, where bassist and founding member Neil Marshall lived, Mythology were well known locally in Cumberland, with regular gigs and a loyal following. Stardom was a long way off but there was money, enough to rent a room in a flat and survive from gig to gig. He didn’t look any further than that yet. From his first semi-pro gig five years before, sitting in with a piano and drum combo at the local pub, to joining his first proper band, the Rockin’ Chevrolets, at sixteen, Tony had been more concerned with having fun than making it. He joined bands ‘as they came’ not particularly ‘to get somewhere’ but because he ‘enjoyed doing it’. With the Chevrolets getting regular work on the then burgeoning Midlands pub and club circuit, bashing out Chuck Berry covers while posing in their red lamé suits, he felt he’d got off to a great start. He’d even found his first girlfriend, Margaret, the sister of the other guitarist. ‘The music they played was some Top 20 sort of stuff, some soul-type numbers, different types of rock’n’roll. It was the sort of stuff you’d play in pubs and those sorts of places.’ Now he was ready for the next step up: a gig with The Birds & The Bees, who’d actually got a tour of West Germany lined up.


However, disaster struck on the eve of the tour when Tony lost the tips of his middle and ring fingers on his right hand – the fingering hand for a left-handed guitar player – in an industrial accident at the sheet metal factory where he held down a day-job as a welder. He was eighteen when it occurred, on the same day that he was leaving the job to take up music full time. Afterwards, doctors told him he would never play again. He was, he said, ‘absolutely devastated. My life was over.’ Working on the production line, waiting for the operator of the metal presses to send the next



item down to him, on this particular day, because of staff absenteeism, Tony had been working the presses as well as welding. ‘I started doing that and of course the fucking machine just come down on me fingers and had my hand. And the reaction was to pull your hand back, and as I’ve done that, I’ve just pulled the ends off! Just the bones were left sticking out.’


He was rushed to hospital – along with the broken finger-tips in an ice bag – where it was hoped doctors might be able to sew them back on but it was no use. ‘They were all smashed up. So they snapped the bone off in both fingers and that was it, really. They said I’d never be able to play again.’ He spent the next month sitting around at home feeling suicidal. Then ‘this guy who used to be the manager at the factory, he bought me a record of Django Reinhardt, and said, “Here, listen to this.”’ Tony thought he was taking the piss; a misguided attempt to get him listening to guitar music again. But there was method to his manager’s apparent madness. Born in Belgium, in 1910, to a family of Manouche gypsies, Jean Reinhardt grew up in Romany encampments around Paris, plying a trade as a player of banjo, guitar and violin. Nicknamed ‘Django’ – Romany for ‘I awake’ – he, too, was just eighteen when he was so badly injured in a fire – knocking over a candle on his way to bed after returning home late one night after a gig – that he lost the use of his right leg, which was left paralysed, and two fingers on his left hand. He, too, was told he’d never play again. But within a year, with the help of his brother Joseph, an accomplished guitarist himself, he’d learned to play his guitar solos with only two fingers, using the injured digits merely for chord work. So distinctive did his work as a musician subsequently become, Reinhardt influenced all of the great British rock guitarists of Iommi’s generation, including the unholy trinity of Jimmy Page, Eric Clapton and Jeff Beck, with the latter describing Reinhardt as ‘by far the most astonishing guitar player ever – quite superhuman’.




Unaware of any of this at the time, however, Tony was aghast. ‘I was like, “Oh no, I don’t wanna know.” But he was like, “Just listen to it.” So I did and I was like, “Yeah, what?” And then of course he told me how Django Reinhardt had lost two of his fingers. So that sort of encouraged me to think, “Wow, you know, bloody hell! Maybe I can start playing.”’ In heroic can-do style, Tony began by making his own improvised finger caps out of an old Fairy Liquid dishwashing bottle. ‘I melted it down and made a little ball, then I got a hot soldering iron and just kept jabbing it in, just to make it so me finger would fit in this hole, to make these sort of caps that fit over and then I had to glue leather to them so that they’d grip the strings. Otherwise I wouldn’t be able to touch the strings without that on. I just sat there for days filing it down with sandpaper, to make it look like a finger. Then I’d stick the other one on and … play.’


It was a rudimentary solution to an almost unsolvable problem and he had to experiment for weeks before they would work properly. ‘I’d jump through the roof if I touched them without the caps on. But it has happened when I’ve been playing and one of them’s come off, and I’ve pressed down without the cap on and oh dear Christ! It’s like getting a hot soldering iron down your neck. Oh, it’s painful because the bone’s right underneath, you know? The skin’s like only a little piece of skin…’ The ‘new fingers’ also had the unforeseen effect of altering the sound Tony was now going to make on the guitar. ‘I had to change the whole thing of regular guitar playing. I had to come up with using lighter strings, which they didn’t do in them days, so I used to have to make my own, set up from banjo strings. Because otherwise it would hurt my fingers, if you used the regular heavy-gauge string.’ Years later, Iommi’s sound would become so imitated, so lionised and lingered over, budding young guitar-slingers would talk heatedly of tritones and down-tuning and amp-wattage as somehow possessing the secrets of the uniquely leaden, buzz-saw sound that



would come to be instantly identified with Sabbath’s quicksand sound. But it was like trying to hold mercury in the palm of your hand. It came down to what he could and could no longer do without those two fingers. How ‘some chords I can never play again’ and how he worked his way around that obstacle, a river of sound rushing past the dam of impossibilities presented by having only three good fingers to manipulate his ferocious white Stratocaster with.


He knew he’d passed the biggest test of his life when he landed himself in a new band – The Rest. It was 1965. ‘They were looking for a guitar player and they came round to my house and we spoke and I thought, “Bloody hell, they’ve all got AC30s, they’ve all got Vox equipment and stands – and Fenders!” I thought, “Bloody hell, they must be really good!”’ Until then the only other musician Tony knew personally that had a Fender Stratocaster and a Vox amp was himself. ‘I just really liked the look of a Strat because, basically, The Shadows had them and with The Rest we used to play a lot of Shadows stuff as well. We used to play instrumentals and Chet Atkins stuff.’ Other influences were also making a significant impact on his playing. John Mayall’s Blues-breakers, featuring Eric Clapton, blew his mind. ‘I mean, that was it.’ He’d also become enthralled with The Big Three, a Liverpudlian Merseybeat group whose guitarist, Adrian Barber, was also an electronics whiz who’d custom-built the band their own five-foot-tall amps, nicknamed coffins.


The other truly significant discovery Tony made in The Rest was the band’s drummer, Bill Ward. Dark-haired and rugged, like Tony, with whom he shared the same brute determination that could sometimes show itself as pure stubbornness, William Thomas Ward was another of Aston’s post-war babies, three months younger than Tony and three times stranger. He had been playing drums in various local bands since he was 15, but had begun ‘hitting things when I was about four or five years



old’. Unable to afford a drum-kit he’d made his own drums using cardboard boxes, disused cigarette tins, ‘you know, anything cylindrical, anything that looked like a drum. I made my own sticks and everything. That’s what I would do when I was a kid.’ Music was ‘just something that came out of the house where I was born, in Grosvenor Road. My mum and dad would have parties all the time pretty much. Mum would play the piano and a friend of the family would come over and play drums, and he used to leave his traps there overnight on a Saturday night, and that’s when I just became fascinated by drums.’ When the local Boys’ Brigade band came marching down the street on parade every Sunday, he could never take his eyes off the drummer. ‘Oh man, I just loved all that. And so it was just natural.’


His parents especially loved American jazz music, the big bands led by true musical mavericks like Duke Ellington, Glenn Miller and Count Basie. ‘That’s where my identification with drummers really began, when I was about ten, with the music of Count Basie and Glenn Miller.’ One of his favourite drummers at the time was Joe Morello, the American-born percussionist with the Dave Brubeck Quartet, whose unusual time signatures informed such classics as ‘Take Five’ and ‘Blue Rondo A La Turk’. ‘I couldn’t work out how he did it at first, then I just sort of improvised my own version.’ His single biggest influence, though, was Gene Krupa, whose frenetic, hyperactive style can be heard in all Bill’s best work, to this day. ‘And of course, Gene Krupa was in black-and-white movies at that time. So I’d watch Gene Krupa and go, “Man, this is just incredible”, you know? For me he was really one of the pioneers of rock drumming, when he started to change rhythms. In the late Forties, into the Fifties, he changed some of the styles of certain rhythms in drumming. And basically when one listens to the history of Krupa it’s easily identifiable where the crossover with rock took place.’ Bill’s personal ‘crossover into rock’ occurred with the release in 1957 of ‘Jailhouse Rock’, Elvis



Presley’s second UK No. 1 hit single. ‘Up until that point, I’d been listening to big-band American jazz. The BBC would play a lot of that kind of music on the radio. But when “Jailhouse Rock” came out that was it, I just connected immediately to rock’n’roll. And that’s where I’ve been since. From Elvis came of course The Beatles and the whole early British phenomenon of the early Sixties.’


He was 15 when he first met Tony Iommi. ‘I was in a band that was looking for a lead-guitar player and we found Tony through ads. We would change our name every three or four days, you know, but at the time we were called The Rest.’ The Rest picked up paying gigs but that didn’t prevent Bill’s parents from fretting over their son trying for an actual career in music. ‘I went through the parental thing, just the same as every other musician. My dad was kind of sticky on it, you know? But my mother was a total support. She was very happy that I was doing what I was doing.’ His only sibling, his older brother Jimmy, was also ‘terribly influential, in the sense of what I heard. Like he introduced me to the Everly Brothers and all the bands that were playing in Birmingham. See, I was still young, I’m like fourteen years old at this time, and he’d turn me on to bands like The Redcaps, who were a really hot band in Birmingham in the very early Sixties. So I would get all this kind of influential stuff coming to me.’


With the Midlands scene then so active, Bill also crossed paths with some terrific other drummers. He first saw John Bonham play when he was 16, at a pub in Worcestershire called the Wharf. The future Led Zeppelin drummer was then with the Crawling Kingsnakes, whom The Rest had shared bills with. Bill, who would become close friends with Bonham, recalls being impressed as much by Bonzo’s drinking skills – ‘He had a pint of bitter at his feet throughout, going through glass after glass but never missing a beat’ – as his powerhouse drumming. Another good friend was Pete York, then drumming in the Midlands’



most popular outfit at the time, the Spencer Davis Group. ‘Incredible drummer, Pete York was really supportive of me. I’m like about seventeen or eighteen years old at the time that we’re talking about right now, and so having somebody like Pete York, who’s got like a string of hits with the Spencer Davis Group, pay special attention to you, that was a major thing to have.’


Bill was already a perfectionist, a trait he would later identify as one of the major strands to his eventual multiple estrangements from Black Sabbath, and his musical connection to Tony Iommi was instant. ‘Tony was an exceptionally good guitar player for his age. I’d been working with guitar players that were good but Tony could really play the guitar. So with The Rest we’d throw in a few of the more popular jazz and blues songs, and the rest were cover tunes, stuff like that. We hadn’t yet reached the growth period where one can write one’s own music. That took about another two or three years before we were actually writing our own music. But we both knew it was coming …’





The Rest crossed paths with The Rare Breed on several occasions but there was no love lost between them. They were rivals, not friends. Geezer recalls chatting occasionally to Bill. ‘He’d ask me what kind of stuff we were into and I’d tell him and the next week they’d be doing it. So we sort of shared musical tastes at that time.’ Tony’s memories of Geezer from that time are less charitable. ‘He was always out of his brains. He was always like on acid. I mean, you would see him in a club crawling up the wall and stuff like that. They’d do a spot, then we’d do a spot and he always seemed like a bloody nutter, you know.’


Neither band was built to last, though, and when Tony was invited to join Mythology, in January 1968, he leapt at the chance. Neil Marshall had been in Peter And Gordon, whose 1964 single ‘A World Without Love’ had been No. 1 in Britain and America, the first of several transatlantic hits they would enjoy over the



next four years. By the start of 1968, however, Marshall had left with enough money and experience to have his own stab at success. Taking over and reconfiguring a local Carlisle act named The Square Chex, from typically ‘straight’ mid-Sixties beat combo to longhaired, way-out-dressing psychedelic rock group, he changed their name to Mythology and began rebuilding the line-up. Along with Iommi, he also recruited Rest vocalist Chris Smith, whose actual name was Christopher Robin Smith but he was persuaded to drop his middle name because ‘everybody thought we were pissing around’. Within weeks, Marshall had taken Tony’s advice and also brought in Bill Ward to be their new drummer.


Big frogs in a small pond, Mythology attracted a strong local following in Carlisle and its surrounds, and were considered the band to open for any visiting chart acts, supporting The Move at the 101 Club, for example, in April. A ‘head group’ more likely to storm their way through ‘All Your Love’ by John Mayall’s Blues-breakers, than cruise with regular Top 20 material, it was in Mythology that Iommi and Ward first began turning their endless stoned jams into something more concrete. ‘That’s when we started to look at the possibilities of adding some of our own things, and so on. Getting away with as much as we could, really – with a lot of guitar solos thrown in.’ It was the dawn of the era of monolithic guitar solos, with Hendrix having recently invaded the London scene, and fellow travellers like Jeff Beck, Eric Clapton and Jimmy Page all running to catch up. In Tony’s draughty flat at the band’s abode – Compton House – in Carlisle, the only one who really penetrated his own playing style was Clapton, whose latest band, Cream, was then changing the face of blues rock in Britain.


‘Disraeli Gears had just come out and that was where we were all kind of trying to get, or get beyond if we could. That basic guitar, bass, drums format, but which seemed to be able to do anything, you know?’ Shrewdly, Mythology also began specialising



in covers by bands their audience was unlikely to be familiar with such as Tomorrow and Art. The latter was actually another Cumbrian-born act fronted by future Spooky Tooth singer Mike Harrison, who had released one certifiably ‘mental’ album the year before called Supernatural Fairy Tales; the former was another unsung psychedelic powerhouse featuring future Yes guitarist Steve Howe, and a big favourite on the original John Peel Radio One show. ‘They were probably more of an influence than anything, because we felt they were closer in spirit to what we were trying to do in Mythology. Really just playing and soloing for as long as you wanted. And people seemed to like us for it.’


It wasn’t just their music that Mythology became well known for locally, though. They were the most high-profile flag-wavers for a burgeoning northern hippy scene that now openly flaunted its drug use – this at a time when properly famous pop stars like The Beatles and the Rolling Stones were being arrested for illegal-drug offences, stories which the country’s biggest scandal sheet, the News Of The World, championed and turned into endless tabloid ‘revelations’ – so when the Cumbria Constabulary came under pressure to show proof of its own attempts to ‘repel this threat to civilised society’, as one magistrate memorably put it, it swooped on Compton House early one morning in the summer of 1968 and promptly busted all four band members for possession of marijuana. Disbelieving police officers singled Smith out as ‘the ringleader’ when he repeatedly insisted his name was Christopher Robin. The story made the national newspapers, and suddenly Tony and Bill were famous in Birmingham for all the wrong reasons. Mythology, unable any longer to secure regular paying gigs in Carlisle, fell apart shortly after.


‘It was awful,’ said Tony. Penniless and forced to return home to his parents’ house, he recalled his mother ‘crying and screaming and shouting, “You’ve brought disgrace to this house!”’ Bill, who had certainly smoked dope more than a few times and was



content to continue doing so, shrewdly felt their only salvation was to immediately put together another band, in Birmingham, ‘to kind of pick up where we’d left off in Mythology, cos we were really starting to get somewhere, I felt, when it all turned sour’.


Thus the two of them found themselves staring at the same ad in the shop window that Geezer had been; the one for Ozzy Zig and His Own PA. Like Geezer, they immediately went over to Lodge Road and knocked on the door. ‘I said to Bill, “I know an Ozzy but it can’t be the same one. It can’t be him, he didn’t sing”, because as far as I knew, he didn’t. And so we went round to his house anyway, and his mum answered. “John! Someone to see you!” Then he comes to the door and I said to Bill, “Oh, no!” I said, “I know this chap. We went to the same school. It’s not gonna work.” Because I thought that he couldn’t sing, but he’d just put an advert in. We felt ourselves a bit more professional than that, you know, than just starting up again. So I said to Bill, forget it …’ Seeing the bully who had beaten him up at school, Ozzy was relieved to see Tony depart. ‘You could see it on his face, he thought, “No fucking way!” and so did I!’


According to Geezer, Tony and Bill actually spotted the ad the very same day he did. ‘Ozzy and Tony had not got on well together at school. That’s why Ozzy came round to my house that day rather than Tony’s.’ The fact remained, however: Ozzy and Geezer needed a drummer and guitarist to form a new band; Tony and Bill needed a singer and bassist. Geezer, who had his own memories of the two in The Rest who had ‘played the same kind of stuff as The Rare Breed’, thought they should at least look into it. It had been five years since Ozzy and Tony had been at school. A lifetime ago, surely?


The next day Geezer led a hugely reluctant Ozzy around to the Iommi household in Washwood Heath. The plan, he said, was to try and lure Bill Ward into becoming their drummer, leaving Tony Iommi to stew. Tony recalls: ‘Bill had a chat with them



and somehow or other we decided to all get together. Because Bill didn’t want to split from me and I didn’t want to split from Bill. We wanted to stay together as a team, because we’d played together a long time by then.’ Neither Geezer nor Ozzy came away particularly happy with the new arrangement. For Geezer it would mean dropping the guitar in exchange for becoming a bass player – by then they had also recently hooked up with a bottleneck player named Jimmy Phillips, and it was either fill the vacant spot for a bassist or walk away completely, something the wily Geezer was never going to do. For Ozzy it would mean returning to the school playground he had loathed so much. But again, it was either that or nothing and Ozzy had already had enough of that.


By the time they were ready to begin rehearsals a sax player named Alan ‘Acker’ Clarke had also somehow been added to the rambling gang, along with a new name: The Polka Tulk Blues Band. A name filched ‘from a Paki shop in Handsworth’, according to Ozzy. ‘It was on our way to our first gig. We didn’t have a name yet then we passed this shop, the Polka Tulk, and I said, “Here, that looks like a good name.”’


Travelling to their first gig – at a caravan site in Carlisle, a booking made on the strength of Tony and Bill’s old Mythology connections – Tony admitted he felt glum. ‘I looked around and thought, Christ, what have I got myself into this time, you know? I thought, this won’t last long.’


He was right. It didn’t.











TWO


THE DEVIL’S INTERVAL


They were at each other’s throats almost immediately. With Tony and Bill having been treated as local heroes in Mythology, Tony, in particular, was aggrieved to find himself returning to Carlisle with what he saw as a distinctly low-grade line-up of chancers and second-stringers. He didn’t know where to look when he saw Geezer pull out a borrowed bass with only three strings. ‘He couldn’t afford the fourth string. And he turned up in like all this hippy-type gear, all white in this Indian thing – like he’d just took a load of acid on the side.’ That Jimmy Phillips had turned up ‘dressed like somebody out of Robin Hood’ made Tony and Bill, dressed down in T-shirts and jeans, even more embarrassed. ‘There’s me and Bill looking at each other wondering what’s going on …’


Geezer and Ozzy were equally nonplussed. Entirely out of their comfort zone, playing with guys who’d already attained a higher level, as they saw it, they fumbled their way through those early gigs, falling behind as they tried harder to keep up. Yet it was their musical deficiencies that would help define the soon-to-evolve Sabbath sound. Ozzy’s sour vocals would not have suited the honeyed burr of conventional blues-rock outfits of the period like Traffic and Fleetwood Mac, but in the context of the barrage of sound Black Sabbath would later build its reputation on, they would become the glinting sheen to the machine-like



menace of the sheet-metal riffs and blustering rhythms, baleful, disconnected, uncontrolled. Geezer had spent the previous days of practice, in a draughty room above a pub in Aston, playing his Telecaster, but tuned down to make it sound more like a bass. He still played it like a guitar, though, and instead of countering the rhythm, as did most conventional bass players, he simply followed Tony’s riffs, to the letter, adding the occasional fill as he became more comfortable with the song, a trick he’d learned from Jack Bruce in Cream. It seemed ham-fisted, at first, but once he’d perfected it on a real bass – with all four strings – it was what gave Sabbath the heavier sound. ‘I used to play with the riff. I liked bending the notes.’ Bending minds.


It would be some time, though, before they would convince Tony and Bill of their value. For those first shows, a self-conscious Ozzy, wearing the off-colour kaftan Geezer had lent him in The Rare Breed, was so crippled with nerves he virtually hid at the side of the stage, happy for Tony to hog the spotlight. You couldn’t really hear his voice anyway such was the calamitous din being made by the overripe cacophony of guitars, sax and drums, all apparently playing at will. ‘It was all twelve-bar blues,’ recalled Geezer, ‘all covers … stuff like “Dust My Blues” by John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers and Cream stuff, like “Spoonful”.’ They deliberately shied away from what they saw as the more obvious crowd-pleasers. Even Jimi Hendrix was considered ‘a bit too commercial by then’. Even at this embryonic stage, said Geezer, ‘It was about totally going against everything that was going on.’


The Polka Tulk Blues Band lasted just two gigs: at a caravan park in Whitehaven and a ballroom in Carlisle. The first show had ended abruptly when the audience of appalled caravaners began to get up and leave after the first number. Even the former Mythology fans that had gathered felt obliged to vent their hurt feelings afterwards. ‘What the hell are you doing with that horrible singer, he’s useless?’ Geezer recalls one fan asking Tony and



Bill. ‘And the other pissing bloke can’t play bass. Why don’t you get the old people back?’ The second show also ended badly, after a posse of local townsmen decided the band had been trying to steal their women, and set about them with bottles and chairs as they tried loading up the van after the gig. ‘They absolutely killed us!’ said Geezer. The police were called and duly arrested the attackers but not before their ringleader – ‘A massive, massive great big bloke!’ – had strangled one of the police dogs. Tony: ‘I thought, “Oh fuck, that’s it now. We’re not gonna get any work.”’


They had barely begun the 200-mile journey back to Birmingham when Tony snapped. Fortunately for Geezer and Ozzy, his wrath was aimed squarely at the sax player and second guitarist, neither of whom he’d been convinced by before the shows, both of whom would now pay the price for his humiliation before his former fans. ‘They’re going. They’re on their bikes,’ he announced. Nobody argued. Least of all Ozzy, who had learned at school to keep his head down whenever Tony was ‘in one of those moods’. But if Ozzy was sad to see Jimmy go (‘Me, Jimmy Phillips and a black bass player named Rosko Gee, who later ended up in Traffic, all used to sleep in the same bed, because we had no fucking dough,’ he later told me), he was relieved to see the last of Clarke, who was forever playing ‘Take Six’. ‘To this day I can’t stand that fucking tune!’


The other thing to go was the name, now changed to The Earth Blues Band, a mouthful quickly shortened just to Earth. In reality, the changes didn’t make much difference to the way the band sounded. Still relying on the same musical stew of blues covers and psychedelic workouts, mixing Howlin’ Wolf and John Lee Hooker with Cream and less well-known white-rock contemporaries like Aynsley Dunbar’s Retaliation, for the still unconvinced Tony Iommi most nights they were simply ‘doing the same song over and over, just varying the tempo a bit’. Fortunately, the mid-Sixties found the Midlands live circuit at a peak, hosting all



the big chart acts of the day, as well as many local talents. Unlike the received wisdom that now insists the Midlands was a hotbed for heavy-metal acts, the chief musical influences of all its most significant groups in the mid-Sixties were US soul and R&B. Record deals were few, to begin with, but at a time when only Liverpool was rated seriously outside London as a centre for music, the live scene in Birmingham and the Midlands was thriving. Players like John Bonham and Robert Plant got their first breaks appearing on what was then called the Ma Reagan Circuit – a string of club venues owned by the eponymous Mrs Reagan, including the Oldhill Plaza, the Handsworth Plaza, the Garry Owen club and the Birmingham Cavern – playing in groups like Terry Webb & The Spiders, the Nicky James Movement, Locomotive and A Way Of Life, featuring future Fairport Convention bassist Dave Pegg. Bonham also drummed, briefly, for The Senators, playing on the track ‘She’s A Mod’ from the 1964 compilation album Brum Beat.


Beyond the Ma Reagan circuit there were also endless pub gigs and, later on, hipper Birmingham dives like Henry’s Blues House and Mothers, a veritable hinterland of venues dotted throughout the Midlands from which many of the key elements in the next generation of post-Beatles bands would emerge: from Roy Wood and Bev Bevan (later of The Move, ELO and Wizzard), who had met in Carl Wayne & The Vikings, to Stevie Winwood and Jim Capaldi of Traffic, both local boys made good (the former in the Spencer Davis Group); Carl Palmer (Atomic Rooster and ELP), Cozy Powell (Jeff Beck Group and others, including, much later, Black Sabbath), Black Sabbath itself, the Moody Blues, Slade and more.


Drugs came in occasional bags of cannabis resin, or more likely, in twos and threes of little blue ‘speed’ pills. Mostly, says Geezer, ‘We would sink a few pints.’ Outrageous behaviour was little tolerated. Move drummer Bev Bevan – who also later ended up, briefly, in Sabbath, recalled how The Move were considering



giving his job to John Bonham, but ‘The Move didn’t drink at all in their earliest days and they thought he might be too much of a loose cannon.’


Encouraged, Earth lumbered on, picking up gigs at local hot-spots like Mothers, The Penthouse, and Henry’s Blueshouse. It was at the latter venue, run by local scenester Jim Simpson, that they got their first real break. Simpson was also a musician, but ten years older, and had been shrewd enough to branch out into other areas of the music business in order to make a decent living. As a trumpet player in Locomotive (who had earlier featured a young John Bonham, before he was fired for being unreliable) Jim had enjoyed a hit with ‘Rudi’s In Love’. By 1968 he had branched out into management, agency work and venue ownership, operations all overseen by his Big Bear company. As well as Henry’s Blues House he was now managing a heavy rock trio from Staff ordshire called Bakerloo Blues Line, and Tea & Symphony, a whimsical acoustic-based act not unlike early T. Rex. When the fledgling Led Zeppelin – still then known as the New Yardbirds – made a tumultuous appearance at Henry’s, Tony and Bill had been in the audience. Feeling the connection between the ‘psychedelic blues’ Zeppelin were then purveying and the frenzied slabs of granite-hard blues Earth were also attempting, Tony approached Simpson about giving his band a shot at the club.


‘They struck me as innocent, confused and a bit directionless,’ Simpson says now. ‘They didn’t really know what the next step was.’ Arranging an audition at the club one chilly afternoon in November, Jim ‘saw enough though’ to hand Earth a slot opening for Ten Years After – another local band made good, and now based in London. Fronted by Nottingham-born Alvin Lee, then billed as ‘the fastest guitar in Britain’, so impressed was he by the young hopefuls opening the show for him at Henry’s, Lee invited them to open for Ten Years After at the Marquee club in London, where they had a residency. The Marquee was already on its own



way to legendary status as the site where everyone from the Rolling Stones to Led Zeppelin had got a break. As Geezer said, ‘That started the ball rolling for us.’





The ball hadn’t rolled far though when Earth collapsed back into a hole. Ten Years After were not the only headline act Earth had grabbed the attention of. When they opened for Jethro Tull, again at Henry’s, this time it was Tull leader Ian Anderson who gave the invitation to join them in London – only this time the offer was made singly, to Tony. Tull’s debut album, This Was, had just been released and entered the Top 10. They were hot property. When their original guitarist, Mick Abrahams, walked out on them – coincidentally, the same night Earth opened for them – Tull’s need to replace him was urgent indeed. When Tony received a phone call from Tull’s management the morning after the show, asking if he’d be interested in joining them, he jumped at the chance. Then began to panic the moment he put the phone down.


‘I told the rest of the lads. I said, they’ve asked me to join them and they were saying like, “Well, you should. You should give it a try. It’s a great opportunity” and all that sort of stuff. But I really felt bad about leaving everybody.’ Not so bad that he didn’t accept the invitation to join Tull in London. He was in for a shock, though. ‘I walked in to about fucking a hundred guitar players.’ Players that included more established names like Davey O’List, recently of The Nice, and Martin Barre – another Birmingham boy who’d already been making headway on the London scene with a number of different outfits, most recently Noel Redding’s Hendrix side project, Fat Mattress. Tony: ‘I thought, what’s going on? It turns out it’s an audition. I said, “Ah, fucking hell! I’m not gonna get this job” so I walked out again.’ But not before he allowed himself to be ‘persuaded’ to go and sit in the café across the road until they called for him. ‘So I came over and started playing,



and then they phoned me up the next day and said, yeah, you’ve got the job.’


Delighted and flattered in equal measure, it wasn’t until Tony had returned to Aston with the news of his new job that the weight of what had happened began to sink in. ‘The others all acted pleased but I knew what they must have really been thinking.’ Invited back to London, to begin rehearsing the songs that would surface on the next Tull album, Stand Up, Tony was so freaked out he talked Geezer into coming with him. ‘Cos I felt like really lonely without everybody. So Geezer came and he’d sit there while we rehearsed. And I’d be looking at him, feeling really bad, you know? And after the rehearsal, I’d say to him, “I don’t know, Geezer, it feels funny to me.” And he’d say, “Well, just stick with it a bit longer.” So I tried it for a few more days and I said, “Ah, I just can’t stand it. It’s not working for me.”’


It wasn’t just the company of his friends and band mates back in Brum that caused Tony to have second thoughts. He bridled when Tull’s manager told him: ‘You’re really lucky you’ve got this job.’ He may have had an inferiority complex, being asked to fit in with what for him was a heady new milieu of successful artists and performers, but he’d overcome huge obstacles to become the guitar player he was, and never once thought of himself as lucky. ‘That really got on my nerves. I thought, “It’s not luck. They have me here because I know how to play – not because I’m lucky!”’


There was also the culture shock of working in London with a chart act with a clear hierarchy of members. Or as he put it, Tull ‘worked different to what I knew. Ian Anderson was separate to the other guys. He’d sit on one table and they’d sit on the other. And it just didn’t feel like a full band to me. So I talked to Ian and said, “Look, I’m gonna leave …”’ Put out, Anderson tried persuading Tony to ‘give it a bit more of a try’ but the guitarist’s mind was made up. ‘I said, “No, I just feel like it’s not me and I



want to go back to my other band.” And he said, “Well, would you just do the film with us?”’


The film in question was the soon to be near mythical Rolling Stones’ Rock ’n’ Roll Circus. An event built around concerts filmed at Intertel Studios in Teddington over two days – 11 and 12 December – the central conceit was that all the acts would be appearing under what appeared to be a seedy big top; hence its title. Headlined by the Stones and involving stellar Sixties’ acts such as The Who, Marianne Faithful, John Lennon and his fiancée, Yoko Ono, and an in-house ‘supergroup’ dubbed The Dirty Mac, comprising Keith Richards, Eric Clapton and Hendrix drummer Mitch Mitchell, with Jethro Tull there to represent the ‘next generation’ of rock stars, it was to be broadcast on BBC2 – which had become the first European TV channel able to broadcast colour programmes the year before – early in 1969. But when The Who, arriving red-hot straight from an American tour, blew everyone else off the stage – including the Stones, who had not played live for nearly two years at that point – Mick Jagger put a block on plans to screen the programme and the unseen film remained in the vaults, thought lost, for nearly thirty years, before eventually being made available in DVD form – and indeed screened on BBC TV – in 1996.


The last public performance of Brian Jones with the Stones, it was also Tony Iommi’s only performance with Jethro Tull, miming to their single ‘A Song For Jeffrey’. They had been meant to play live but the shambolic nature of the day left them with no time to rehearse and Jagger had ordered them to mime, while Anderson sang live instead. Their similarly mimed performance of a new Tull track, ‘Fat Man’, was later edited out of the final footage, again to save time. Adding to the ignominious feeling of the performance, Tony was required to wear a cowboy hat. ‘A silly, white Hopalong Cassidy hat.’ Thrown in at the deep end, with zero experience of film production, let alone rubbing shoulders



with people, as he says, he’d ‘only ever seen on telly before’, Tony admits: ‘I shit myself! It was terrifying for me. Cos I was on my own, didn’t know anybody, and there I am standing there with a fucking hat on that I’ve never worn in my life. I found it in the Props Department at the back and they said, “Oh, why don’t you wear that?” So I wore this hat, but I was glad because it covered me face up. I could hold my head down, you know, and not be so embarrassed or nervous.’


If working with Ian Anderson and Jethro Tull had been an eye-opening experience for the young, socially unschooled guitarist, playing in the same room as people like Lennon, Jagger and Clapton was revelatory – and not without its funny side. ‘We were all sitting there and then suddenly they started arguing about stuff, Brian Jones and Keith Richards, I think it was. I remember Mick Jagger saying something to me like, “Oh, fucking hell! They’re off again!” And I couldn’t believe all this, seeing this going on! John Lennon would walk in and Yoko would be stuck to his sleeve. Everywhere he went, she went. He couldn’t move without her. Then he’d go onstage and she’d sit at his feet, and then she’d start joining in! And quite honestly, it was fucking awful. It was absolutely dreadful. I’ll never forget Ian Anderson turning round to me and saying, “Well, what do you think of your heroes now then?”’


He admitted that after taking part in something like that, he began to wonder about the wisdom of his decision to return to Birmingham and the low-rent prospects of Earth. ‘I really did think, “I’ve fucking dropped a right bollock here!” Quite honestly, I thought, well, I’ve put me foot in it now, after all this. It was such a big build-up, you know. Suddenly it seemed like I was in something that was happening and here I am pulling out of it. But I just felt the urge so strong to get back with the rest of our lads. And so we did, but I tell you what, it changed our career. It changed the whole thing …’ If Ozzy Osbourne had been scared



of Tony Iommi and his free-flying fists before he left for London, he would become increasingly terrified of the brutally determined figure that returned to ‘crack the whip’ and turn Earth into something real at last. Travelling back to Birmingham in the van on Friday, 13 December 1968, Tony told Geezer, ‘Let’s get back and fucking get some work done and rehearse, and let’s do this ourselves, you know, and make this happen. We can become big, like Tull, but let’s get cracking.’


Tony would become the undisputed leader from here on in. As Jim Simpson put it, ‘Tony had a bit of a fixation on becoming a star. He was the one who spoke most readily.’ Not just as the one who wrote the riffs which became their musical signature, but as the one that guided, ordered and manipulated them. Though he was a man of few words, he never let them forget that he was the one who had sacrificed a life of instant stardom and celebrity to come back and save them. He would come back but it would be entirely on his own terms. The others were merely glad to have him back. And soon, as they began to enjoy the fruits of their renewed, more professional efforts, they began to rely on him to keep driving things forward. Tony’s word would become law.


‘Which is good and bad,’ he would muse years later. ‘I mean, it’s good cos it got us cracking – somebody had to do it. And I think they looked for me to lead, you know? But at the same time it did tend to alienate me a bit from the others. Because I had to sort of appear to be the father figure, if you like, you know? Somebody that would say, “Don’t fucking do that.” So I went back with that attitude, and got everybody together and said, “Look, let’s get rehearsing at nine o’clock in the morning. Let’s stop pissing around.” And I learned all this, basically, from Ian Anderson, because he was Jethro Tull’s leader. And I realised that that’s what we needed. To get organised, to get into rehearsals early and really put our minds to it. And it did, it really helped. It got us into writing our own stuff. And everybody was pleased we’d got back



together so everybody tried harder anyway. And it just worked from then on.’





With Jim Simpson back on board to help, an arrangement was made with the local Community Centre in Aston Park Road for Earth to use its main room to rehearse in. As they only used it during the mornings, the usual ten bob an hour fee (50p in today’s decimalised currency) was halved to five. Now acting as their de facto manager Jim also lined up a string of gigs for them, opening for his other acts, like Locomotive and Bakerloo Blues Band, at Henry’s, and occasional headliners at places like the Bay Hotel in Sunderland, where support was provided by Van Der Graaf Generator and Radio One DJ John Peel. He also secured return visits to London with another prestigious spot at the Marquee, opening for Jon Hiseman’s Colosseum, whose debut album was on its way to the Top 20, and booked them a show in London opening for John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, where Tony and Geezer were so shy about performing before their heroes they could barely look at the audience. ‘There wasn’t any great emotion about it, the scales didn’t fall from my eyes or anything,’ says Jim of his gradual takeover of the band’s management. ‘We sort of slowly oozed into it. I booked them gigs with people who trusted me enough to take on a band without knowing much about them.’ But when he followed that with the band’s first overseas dates – a headline no less at the Brøndby Pop Klub in Denmark followed soon after by a residency at the same Star Club in Hamburg where The Beatles had cut their teeth as live performers just a few years before – Jim could do no wrong in their eyes. The only one of the four that still doubted their prospects was the one who was nominally fronting them: their singer. Simpson recalls Ozzy ‘getting very distraught. His confidence was very low, he needed constant reassurance.’


When Simpson took it upon himself to draw up a professional management contract for the band to sign, he thought that might



be the ego-booster Ozzy needed. In fact, it had the opposite effect, putting all of them on the back foot suddenly. Mainly, Simpson now feels, because it also entailed talking to their parents, all of whom saw this pop group stuff as ‘just a lark’; something they would soon grow out of. ‘I went to meet their parents and I think they all thought that my enthusiasm was misplaced,’ Simpson says. ‘I knew the band was going to make it. There was no doubt in my mind whatever. But their mums and dads were a bit be-mused by it all, I think. What, our little Tony? How can he be a star?’


What really sealed the deal in all their minds – and the big turning point, musically – came with the first fully fledged original number they came up with, in April. Title: ‘Black Sabbath’. ‘At the very early part of Earth, we were still doing a lot of improvisation,’ Bill recalled. Out of which would emerge the bare bones of their earliest material. ‘The first indication of what started to emerge from these improvisations,’ said Bill, came from their cover of a song called ‘The Warning’, originally by Aynsley Dunbar’s Retaliation, to which Earth now added an extended guitar, bass and drums workout. What started out as an extended jam began to take monstrous new shape during the Star Club residency, where they were required to play four 45-minute sets a night. ‘We used to have to stretch the songs out because we had to do so many sets every day that we’d get bored doing the same six songs or whatever,’ said Geezer. ‘For the jam after “Warning” Tony would do this big, long solo and we’d all like join in and eventually that became some of our first songs.’ The first to emerge, which they gave a title to, was a bombastic rock Frankenstein they called ‘War Pigs’. ‘It started out almost forty minutes long. Then we started shaping it into other songs too. Most of the songs on the first two Sabbath albums came out of those jams at the Star Club.’
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