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            PRELUDE

         

         Lost in music, Eddie Van Halen didn’t initially hear his wife screaming at him as he repeatedly pounded out the keyboard riff which had been living rent-free in his head for the best part of two years. Only later, listening back to his first demo recording of that percussive chord vamp, instantly recognisable now as the introduction to his band’s signature anthem ‘Jump’, could Eddie pick out the exasperated yells of ‘Shut up!’ coming from the couple’s bedroom as he jabbed staccato triads on the synth on his living-room floor.

         In the earliest months of his residency in America, constantly hearing those same two words – from bullying teachers, from racist classmates, from the stressed, exhausted, homesick parents in the two families who shared the three-bedroom property in the Pasadena suburbs in which his own family was housed upon emigrating to California – caused the previously confident, happy-go-lucky, inquisitive Dutch youngster to withdraw deep into his own imagination. It wasn’t until he discovered rock ’n’ roll, and the liberating potential of an over-amplified electric guitar, that the young Eddie Van Halen found his voice and began to reimagine the world around him. That process began soon after he reached the age of majority, when, dissatisfied with the mass-produced ‘classic’ guitars that had helped democratise rock ’n’ roll for the generation which preceded him, he invented his own hybrid instrument, a bespoke ‘Frankenstrat’. He then set about creating a whole new vocabulary for this misshapen mongrel as, alongside his elder brother Alex, he negotiated a life in music with the band that bore his surname. Still viiihe was told to shut up: by club owners who wanted their patrons sedated with familiar pop standards; by buzz-kill cops who’d gatecrash the chaotic, over-subscribed backyard parties Van Halen played every weekend, barking dispersal orders at hundreds of high-school students flipping the bird skywards at the hovering Pasadena Police Department helicopter; even, with increasing regularity, by the needy, limelight-addicted, man-child singer by his side. But the guitarist would be silent no more.

         The release of Van Halen’s dazzling self-titled debut album in February 1978 shifted the course of rock ’n’ roll history. As with debut sets from the Jimi Hendrix Experience, Led Zeppelin, Black Sabbath, Ramones, Public Enemy and N.W.A., it created a fresh, original, revitalising blueprint for music with attitude.

         Let’s be clear: while it emerged at a time when disco and new wave had captured the popular imagination, Van Halen didn’t ‘save’ hard rock and heavy metal – no rock fan in 1978 listening to Powerage or Live and Dangerous or Stained Class or Hemispheres or Tokyo Tapes considered the genre on its knees, and the nascent New Wave of British Heavy Metal movement which would propel Iron Maiden and Def Leppard into US arenas within five years owed precisely nothing to the Pasadena party rockers – but Eddie’s innovative, incandescent guitar-playing undoubtedly lit a new fire under the genre. And with ‘Eruption’, his jaw-dropping 102-second solo showcase, blending laser-guided hammer-ons and pull-offs, blur-speed neo-classical triplets, two-handed legato tapping and gravity-drop whammy-bar plunges, the twenty-three-year-old guitarist established a new Year Zero for his fellow players. On hearing it, guitarists inevitably had two questions: ‘How the fuck is he doing that?’ and ‘How can I copy it?’ The most iconic instrumental showcase since Jimi Hendrix’s Woodstock savaging of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’, ‘Eruption’ served to bisect hard rock’s timeline into ‘Pre-EVH’ and ‘Post-EVH’, creating both a generation of inferior copycat technicians and, arguably of greater significance, a subculture of ‘alternative rock’ guitarists who, ixawed and daunted by Eddie’s virtuosity, sought to focus instead on fashioning less technical, more individualistic approaches to playing the instrument. Eddie, of course, had his own influences – early Eric Clapton, Alvin Lee, Jimmy Page, Pete Townshend, Jeff Beck and Allan Holdsworth to name but a few – but in terms of a mindset and modus operandi underpinning his approach to the guitar, it may be instructive to remove any identification with England’s rock aristocracy and, instead, recentre Eddie spiritually with California’s Z-Boys skateboard crew of the mid-1970s – Tony Alva, Jay Adams, Stacy Peralta, Peggy Oki – fearless, questing, daredevil athletes who constantly pushed boundaries, both physical and psychological. Like Tony Alva with a wooden deck and polyurethane wheels beneath his feet, Eddie felt at his most weightless with wood and wires in his hands – uncontainable, unstoppable, unchained. As with the Z-Boys launching themselves into empty suburban Californian swimming pools, Eddie’s approach to guitar solos was to leap into the unknown, with no preconceived idea of where, or indeed how, he might land and no fear of the descent. Like a skater, too, he viewed the bumps and dips of the landscape stretching before him as a space for free expression, and where others saw obstacles, he saw opportunities. ‘Edward has a sense of adventure,’ David Lee Roth once noted approvingly. ‘He will dive headfirst. We’ll see if there’s water in the pool later.’

         I met Eddie Van Halen only once, at his 5150 studio facility in the grounds of his Los Angeles home, in spring 1998. With its twin-seater SEGA Daytona USA racing game, Twister pinball machine, Asteroids arcade game, widescreen TV and racks of video cassettes and CDs, the studio’s reception room resembled a teenage boy’s idea of an adult male’s home, but the juxtaposition, in the kitchen, of a photograph of Eddie and Alex’s childhood home in Nijmegen, Holland, with a huge, gleaming Recording Industry Association of America presentation plaque acknowledging their group’s 60 million US record sales was a striking reminder of just how far Jan and Eugenia Van Halen’s boys had come. x

         The man of the house could not have been more gracious or hospitable, proffering non-alcoholic beers before taking a seat on a black couch alongside his band’s new vocalist, former Extreme frontman Gary Cherone, ready to talk up Van Halen’s third act, which was being heralded by the St Patrick’s Day release of the quartet’s eleventh studio album, Van Halen III. He spoke about his love for his six-year-old son Wolfie, telling how the pair would take trips together to the beach to collect stones to fashion into plectrums, and shared his regret at the demands of his job taking him away from his actress wife, Valerie Bertinelli. Speaking of his pressing need for a hip replacement operation, he noted, ‘I’m just a fucking old jerk like anyone else.’ But when he picked up one of his signature series guitars and began tapping out the riff to ‘Drop Dead Legs’ on the fretboard, his well-lined face seemed to shed the wear and tear of the past fifteen years in an instant. Over the course of the next hour, as he shared war stories from his twenty-five years in the rock ’n’ roll business, that guitar never left his hands. It sang, it roared, it squealed, it grumbled, it spat, and often it seemed to laugh aloud, with Eddie smiling and laughing too, seemingly scarcely able to believe the sounds he was making. Notoriously wary of journalists – ‘No one really understands what I’m trying to say,’ he once complained to Guitar Player magazine’s Jas Obrecht, the writer who conducted Eddie’s very first media interview in 1978 and became a trusted confidante – he placed his own Dictaphone on the table alongside mine as our interview began. It was only years later, as I read more about his working methods, that I realised that his tape recorder wasn’t rolling to ensure that his words would not be misquoted in a publication he would surely never read, but rather to capture the riffs and musical motifs which streamed unselfconsciously from his fingers as he spoke, lest there might be gold buried in the deep.

         In conversation with US writer, and avowed fan, Chuck Klosterman for Billboard magazine in 2015, Eddie confessed that xihe couldn’t recall writing the iconic riffs to any of his band’s biggest songs, having written the vast majority of them while drunk and wired on high-grade cocaine. When he shared with me his belief that, in the past, his excessive drinking was born from a desire to mask the fact that he considered himself ‘the most insecure fuck you’ll ever meet in your life’, it was hard not to wonder whether his tried and trusted methodology of drinking in order to create hadn’t contributed, over the years, to a debilitating sense of imposter syndrome. Van Halen III, he proudly declared, was the first album he’d written while completely sober. Somewhat cruelly, it was also, inarguably, the worst album ever released under the Van Halen name, and although Eddie spoke that afternoon of ‘making music until I die’, in his remaining twenty-two years on the planet he would never again release a full album of new songs, with Van Halen’s final album, 2012’s A Different Kind of Truth, being largely composed of reworkings of previously unreleased demo tracks originally recorded between 1974 and 1977. In quiet moments, the indignity must surely have stung the maestro. ‘There’s an old Russian saying: “There’s no more lines in that guy’s stomach,”’ David Lee Roth told the LA Times in 2012, as A Different Kind of Truth was released. ‘It means somebody got fat and slow. There are still a lot of lines in Eddie’s stomach.’

         
            *

         

         Eddie Van Halen’s death, aged sixty-five, on 6 October 2020, elicited a huge outpouring of grief and love from his fellow musicians, many of whom saluted him as ‘the Mozart of the guitar’.

         ‘He was the real deal,’ said Led Zeppelin’s Jimmy Page, ‘he pioneered a dazzling technique on guitar with taste and panache that I felt always placed him above his imitators.’

         ‘Eddie was a guitar wonder, his playing pure wizardry,’ said AC/DC’s Angus Young. ‘To the world of music, he was a special gift.’

         Queen’s Brian May hailed his friend as ‘probably the most original and dazzling rock guitarist in history’, while the Who’s Pete xiiTownshend, another friend, simply called him ‘the Great American Guitar Player’.

         Putting the finishing touches to this book in the spring of 2021, six months after Eddie’s death, I dug out the copy of Kerrang! magazine in which my 1998 interview with the guitarist was published. The closing lines of the piece, perhaps inevitably, seemed to carry more gravitas and weight in the wake of his passing.

         ‘Music is not a competition,’ he told me, ‘and hopefully when I’m gone, there’ll be something that will stay with people, and move them. Whether that’ll be ten people, or ten million people, that’ll be my mission here accomplished.’

         In the article’s concluding paragraphs, I had referenced the fact that Eddie freely admitted that he had never attempted to keep up with trends in modern music. He had revealed that most recently he’d been listening to Bob Dylan’s thirtieth studio album, 1997’s Time Out of Mind, but that his CD of the album kept sticking on track three. Now, out of curiosity, I identified the song, ‘Standing in the Doorway’, and decided to listen to it as a way of paying my own respects to Eddie. A song about growing old and reflecting on days gone by, it’s written from the perspective of an ageing narrator who smokes, strums a ‘gay guitar’ and recognises that, soon enough, he’ll be meeting once more with the ghosts of his past.

         That seems like a fitting elegy for Eddie Van Halen, an artist who’ll forever be enshrined in the collective consciousness standing on a stage, smiling broadly, listening in wonderment to the sounds being conjured from his home-made guitar, hard rock’s own Peter Pan, a free-spirited soul who never grew up but who learned how to fly.
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            LITTLE DREAMER

         

         For passengers bound for the New World, the Holland America Line’s sales and marketing team did a fine job of evoking the egalitarian spirit of the American Dream before they ever boarded one of the company’s flagship vessels. Those in possession of Tourist Class tickets for the SS Ryndam’s Atlantic crossings, for instance, were informed that they would have unprecedented access to the ship’s finest facilities – the stylish Palm Court on the Promenade Deck, the Card Room, the Library, the American Bar and Smoking Room, an enchanting children’s playroom – rather than being restricted to the most basic below-deck quarters, as was standard industry practice. To European emigrants bound for New York in the 1950s and ’60s – those ‘huddled masses yearning to breathe free’, to quote the poetic words of welcome cast on the bronze plaque beneath the Statue of Liberty – the ship represented a gilded gateway to the future.

         In the hazy half-light of the early hours of 1 March 1962, Jan van Halen, his wife Eugenia and the couple’s two sons, eight-year-old Alex and seven-year-old Edward, pulled the door of their apartment at Rozemarijnstraat 59, Nijmegen, firmly behind them and set off for the town’s railway station, bound for the port of Rotterdam, a Tourist Class cabin aboard the SS Ryndam and, ultimately, America’s distant shores.

         In their possession the family had three large suitcases, 75 Dutch guilders and an upright Rippen piano. A professional musician since his late teens, equally gifted on clarinet and saxophone, Jan van Halen 2had spent much of his adult life in transit, boarding boats, trains and automobiles to bring music to the masses in a succession of highly regarded jazz bands, swing outfits and orchestras. Undertaking this voyage into the unknown, he hoped, would finally unlock opportunities allowing him to call his own tune.

         Each evening of the first week of March 1962, to help subsidise his family’s passage across the Atlantic the forty-two-year-old musician donned his sharpest suit and sat in with the house band to perform popular standards and ragtime and swing compositions above the soft burr of conversational babble and the delicate clinking of silvered cutlery on fine bone china in the ship’s First Class restaurant. One night the van Halen children, too, were given the chance to show off their musical abilities on the family piano, and the youngsters delighted their audience with a recital of meticulously performed, melodious European waltzes, which so charmed the captain of the ship that the family were invited to join him at his table for dinner the following evening. As waiters flitted attentively around the SS Ryndam’s newest VIP guests, young Edward van Halen drank in the opulence of his new surroundings, tugged at his father’s sleeve and asked one simple question:

         ‘Can’t we just live here?’

         
            *

         

         ‘I have to hand it1 to my dad for having the balls, at the age of 42, to sell everything, pack his bags and come to a whole new country,’ Eddie Van Halen noted in 2015, when reflecting upon his family’s immigrant experience. In truth, though, it was Eugenia van Halen’s decision to uproot her young children from Holland to America at the dawn of the 1960s. For all her husband’s charm and confidence, those closest to the family knew it was always Eugenia who called the shots in matters of importance, a fact of which Jan’s friends – and mischievous sons – were never slow to remind him.

         The pair first met in Jakarta, Indonesia, in the late 1940s. For Jan van Halen, a six-week radio-orchestra booking in the Dutch colony 3had initially offered a chance to rid himself of painful memories of the war years, when as a member of a marching band he’d been coerced, sometimes literally at gunpoint, to perform propaganda tunes for the German military forces occupying his homeland. That six-week booking would subsequently stretch to a six-year stay when van Halen fell in love with a vivacious, elegant office worker, five years his senior. A sensible, level-headed girl from rural Rangkasbitung, Eugenia van Beers was, at first, somewhat wary of getting romantically entangled with a flighty, twinkle-eyed European musician, but Jan was funny and sweet, kind-hearted and attentive, and the two soon fell happily in step, marrying in the Indonesian capital on 11 August 1950.

         Domestic upheaval on the islands would soon bring a measure of uncertainty to this blessed union, however. Following three years of wartime occupation by the Japanese military, Indonesia had declared independence in August 1945, just forty-eight hours after Emperor Hirohito’s unconditional surrender to Allied forces in the wake of the devastating bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. After four years of bitter fighting, during which almost 150,000 Indonesian and 5,000 Dutch lives were lost, the Dutch reluctantly acquiesced to international pressure to end the conflict and ceded to the nationalists’ demands in 1949. Though it would be a further eight years before President Sukarno formally nationalised all Dutch companies in Indonesia and expelled 40,000 Dutch citizens from the country, in the earliest days of their marriage Jan and Eugenia could already feel the winds of change. A decision was taken to relocate to Holland, and in the spring of 1953, with Eugenia heavily pregnant, the couple bade Indonesia farewell and set sail for Jan’s native Amsterdam.

         Starting afresh in Holland presented new challenges. With the ‘Big Band’ era drawing to a close, professional engagements for jazz musicians were vanishingly scarce, and the pursuit of fresh employment opportunities would often require Jan to be absent from the marital home for weeks, sometimes months, at a time. 4Indeed, he was on the road when, on 8 May 1953, Eugenia gave birth to the couple’s first child, a son, whom they named Alexander Arthur van Halen. Jan would be absent, too, when the family was blessed by the arrival of a second son, Edward Lodewijk, on 26 January 1955, a fact Eugenia would often bring to her husband’s attention during their frequent ill-tempered exchanges in the family home. Increasingly frustrated by the lack of support from her rather less-than-dependable spouse, Eugenia insisted, shortly after the birth of her second child, that the family relocate from Amsterdam to Nijmegen, the oldest city in the Netherlands, in the province of Gelderland, where Jan had relatives who were eager to assist with the parenting duties he so blithely neglected.

         From the cradle, Edward and Alex were inseparable, ‘two peas in a pod’, as the younger of the two boys liked to recall. Jan’s music would provide the soundtrack to their earliest years. The usually boisterous pair would sit becalmed, enrapt and captivated, while their father practised clarinet, and would gleefully stomp around their living room, bashing and thrashing pots and pans, when heavy black shellac 78s were placed on the family stereo and the house shook to the martial beats of up-tempo military marches. On the occasions when Eugenia was compelled to work night shifts in one of the part-time service-industry jobs she had taken on, white-collar employment opportunities having been repeatedly closed off to her by businesses openly hostile to women of colour, the boys would be packed off to Jan’s gigs, with their mother hoping that their presence might help curb her husband’s predilection for extensive post-gig drinking marathons. In reality, to Eugenia’s mounting irritation, it did nothing of the sort, serving only to bond the trio more tightly together, with Alex and Edward delighting in being transported to an alternative universe and returning from each excursion increasingly enthralled by their father’s high-spirited, bohemian friends and their freewheeling, laissez-faire approach to discipline, regulations and responsibilities. 5

         Though she never masked her distaste for her husband’s nomadic lifestyle, Eugenia was quick to recognise and grudgingly accept that her sons shared with their father a genuine fascination and passion for music. And so, when Edward was five years old and Alex six, she enrolled her children in piano lessons with a Russian concert pianist who lived locally. The elderly maestro was a strict disciplinarian, much feared by his young charges – ‘He would just sit2 there with a ruler ready to slap my face if I made a mistake,’ Eddie recalled – but venerated by Eugenia, who told her boys, ‘If you’re going to follow in your dad’s footsteps, it better be respectable.’ On one occasion, when Alex dared to complain about having to practise his scales, his mother placed his hands flat on the kitchen table and rapped his fingers repeatedly with a heavy wooden spoon. For this particular lesson, no encore was required.

         ‘It was important3 to her that we maximised our opportunities,’ Alex recalled.

         ‘She wore the pants4 in the family,’ Eddie acknowledged, characterising his parents as ‘the conservative’ – Eugenia – and ‘the screw-up’ – Jan. ‘I hate to say it, but I don’t think my dad would have drank as much as he did if it wasn’t for her. She had a heart of gold, and don’t take this the wrong way, but Hitler on a bad day …’

         In retrospect, it’s easy to empathise with Eugenia’s frustrations. Half the world away from family and friends, and treated, at best, as a second-class citizen in her adopted homeland due to her Indonesian heritage, she was required to balance whatever menial employment she could hold down alongside the commitment of raising her young family on a shoestring budget, with little assistance from her errant husband. It’s no wonder that missives from relatives in California, extolling the delights of life in America, began to fire within her dreams of a fresh start. By the middle of 1961, with Jan scraping a living and scant indication of the family’s prospects improving any time in the immediate future, Eugenia proposed the 6idea of emigrating to the US to her husband, not as a hypothetical notion up for extended discussion, but as a fait accompli. By this point in his marriage, Jan knew better than to argue.

         
            *

         

         The state of California has always been inextricably linked with the American Dream. In March 1848, the San Francisco-based newspaper The Californian broke the news that gold had been discovered along the American River at Coloma, near Sacramento. The following year – encouraged by above-the-fold newspaper editorials thundering ‘Go West Young Man!’ – tens of thousands of US citizens set off for California hoping to stake a claim to a glittering future, in a mass migration which became known as the ‘Gold Rush’. More than a century on, in seeking a fresh start in the Golden State the van Halen family were traversing a well-signposted route. Upon docking in the port of New York on 9 March 1962, ahead of a four-day train journey to America’s west coast, Jan van Halen opted to officially change the family name to Van Halen, a superficially minor alteration, but one laced with significance, symbolic as it was of a new beginning.

         Though Jan had taken to jokingly telling friends that the family were moving to Beverly Hills, they were bound instead for Pasadena, where Eugenia’s relatives had secured lodgings for the new arrivals in the city’s south side at 486 South Oakland Avenue, a small three-bedroom, one-bathroom apartment they were to share with two other families. Truthfully, the location mattered little to Jan – in his mind, the idea of California was of greater significance than the actuality of where the family might settle – but the chastening reality of this new life impacted from the moment the quartet arrived in Los Angeles County.

         ‘When we finally arrived in Pasadena, it was rough,’ Eddie told an audience at Washington DC’s National Museum of American History, during a February 2015 talk convened as part of the Smithsonian’s ‘What It Means to Be American’ series. ‘We lived in 7one room, slept in one bed. My father had to walk three miles to go wash dishes [at the Arcadia Methodist Hospital], he was a janitor at Masonic Temple, at Pacific Telephone, my mom was a maid … We used to go dumpster-diving for scrap metal, then go to the scrap yard and sell the metal we found.’

         ‘For my dad, America5 was the land of opportunity,’ Alex Van Halen noted. ‘Then he found out differently, of course. The big-band thing wasn’t happening here, either.’

         The Van Halen boys had their own teething problems to contend with. Upon arriving in the US, Alex and Eddie could speak only four words of English – ‘yes’, ‘no’ and, somewhat randomly, ‘motorcycle’ and ‘accident’ – and their education in the mores of their new environment was swift and often brutish, with their earliest days at Alexander Hamilton Elementary School on Rose Villa Street marked by racist threats, bullying and random acts of violence.

         ‘It was absolutely frightening,’ Eddie recalled, ‘beyond frightening. The school that we went to was still segregated at the time, and since we couldn’t speak the language, we were considered a minority. My first friends in America were black. The white people were bullies: [they would] tear up my homework papers, make me eat playground sand. The black kids stuck up for me.’

         One afternoon, Alex was walking in a local park when an older white boy strolled by carrying a Louisville Slugger. Keen to show off a recent addition to his limited vocabulary, Alex pointed to the bat and said, ‘Baseball!’ The teenager stopped and asked the youngster a question he couldn’t understand, which the uncomprehending but unfailingly polite Dutch boy responded to with a smile and a nod of his head. Seconds later, he dropped to his knees in shock, clutching a bloodied, broken nose, as his assailant walked away laughing. It transpired that the question posed was, ‘Do you want me to hit you in the face with this?’

         Unsurprisingly, such frightening incidents drew the Van Halen boys together tighter than two coats of creosote. 8

         ‘We were two outcasts6 that didn’t speak the language and didn’t know what was going on,’ said Eddie. ‘So, we became best friends and learned to stick together.’

         Amid the turbulence of this transitional period, music provided a measure of continuity with more stable and settled times. To supplement the family’s meagre income, Jan began gigging in wedding bands and oompah ensembles with musicians befriended in neighbourhood bars, and Alex and Eddie were re-enrolled in piano lessons by their mother as soon as funds permitted. Their elderly tutor was a fellow immigrant, Lithuanian-born Stasys ‘Stanley’ Kalvaitis, a graduate of Russia’s elite Imperial Conservatory in St Petersburg who had studied alongside the world-famous Ukrainian composer Sergei Prokofiev and the Lithuanian violin virtuoso Jascha Heifetz. The accomplished Kalvaitis was a stern, demanding teacher, and Eddie chafed against his methodology, considering his rote-learning tuition tedious. Engaging in his own subtle, low-key form of rebellion, he refused to learn to read sheet music, feigning attentiveness while opting instead to play complicated recitals by ear. If the Lithuanian maestro was duped, he was nonetheless an astute judge of his pupil’s abilities: when he entered Eddie into the third annual Southwestern Youth Music Festival at Long Beach City College in August 1964, he encouraged Eugenia and Jan to attend to watch their boy bring honour to the family. Eddie didn’t disappoint, duly taking home first prize in his category, though his indifference to the accolade was every bit as pronounced as the pride felt by his parents.

         ‘I didn’t give a shit,’7 Eddie freely admitted. ‘It wasn’t like “Wow, I won, I’m good!” It wasn’t a motivation of any kind. I guess the only thing it really did to me was make me more nervous for the next time. I actually won first place two years in a row. But I hated it.’

         In truth, in his head the young prodigy was already marching to a different beat, a fresh, vibrant, exhilarating new sound imported from across the Atlantic. 9

         
            *

         

         Bland, conservative and painfully well-mannered, the British music scene was of negligible interest to American consumers at the dawn of the 1960s. The only artist from the UK to score a number 1 US single in the 1950s was ‘Forces Sweetheart’ Vera Lynn, while cleancut British rock ’n’ rollers such as Cliff Richard, Adam Faith and Billy Fury were rightly derided as pallid, flaccid and wholly irrelevant facsimiles of their Sun Records counterparts. Though Fury’s backing band the Tornados scored the first Billboard Hot 100 chart-topper by a British group with their instrumental ‘Telstar’ in December 1962, British musicians remained largely invisible in the US during the Van Halen family’s first year of residency in California.

         The Beatles would change that. Though the group were not an immediate success in America – indeed, their first two UK number 1 singles (‘Please Please Me’ and ‘From Me to You’) failed to chart at all in the US – the release of the thrillingly effervescent ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’ rammed an adrenaline spike squarely into the heart of the US music industry. Even before their historic 9 February 1964 appearance on CBS television’s The Ed Sullivan Show, watched by an estimated 73 million viewers, demand for their 45 exceeded supply, with their record label, Capitol, forced to outsource a proportion of the pressing and production of the seven-inch vinyl disc to rival companies Columbia and RCA in order to fulfil unprecedented orders. On 1 February 1964, the song reached the top of the Billboard Hot 100 chart, where it would remain for seven weeks, the first of seven chart-topping singles the Liverpool quartet would release in that calendar year. By March, Meet the Beatles!, the quartet’s first long-player for Capitol, had shipped 3.6 million copies, making it, at that point, the biggest-selling album in history. The Liverpool group’s phenomenal success prompted US record labels and fans alike to look afresh at the previously moribund UK music scene, and a slew of UK chart hits were repackaged and rush-released for the American market. 10

         Curiously, however, given their dominance of the airwaves, it was not the Beatles but their more mannered peers the Dave Clark Five who turned Eddie Van Halen on to rock ’n’ roll. In April 1964, in the same history-making week which saw the Beatles secure the top five placings on the Hot 100, the Londoners’ ‘Glad All Over’, which had toppled ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’ from the summit of the British singles chart earlier in the year, broke into the Billboard Top 10. Its success prompted the first murmurings of a potential ‘British Invasion’ of the US pop charts, and in the summer of 1964, its heavily accented whomp transformed the life of one young immigrant boy.

         ‘Alex and I went to8 the local theatre to see [the Beatles’ 1964 musical comedy] A Hard Day’s Night, and the girls were screaming,’ Eddie recalled. ‘Alex loved that. For me it was “Glad All Over”. To this day I listen to some of those old recordings, and they have a magic to them. They were badass. Every kid goes through the phase of building model cars and stuff. I would take boxes and paper and make something like a snare drum, and I’d play along with the Dave Clark Five stuff … I loved to beat on things.’

         That same summer, the Van Halen boys decided to form their first band. The Broken Combs featured Eddie on piano and Alex on saxophone, Eddie’s Hamilton Elementary School classmate Kevan Hill on guitar, Kevan’s brother Brian on drums and neighbour Don Ferris on second saxophone. The quintet worked up two original songs, ‘Rumpus’ and the intriguingly titled ‘Boogie Booger’, and performed them alongside interpretations of British Invasion standards in the school’s dining hall. Almost overnight, the brothers were transformed from distrusted outsiders to schoolyard heroes, a process which did wonders for both their confidence and their social skills, even as the pair retained a healthy wariness towards their former tormentors.

         Delighted by his sons’ growing immersion in the process of making music of their own, Jan offered to upgrade Eddie’s rudimentary 11cardboard drum kits to rather more robust instrumentation, and duly procured a $125 Japanese-made St George kit for the boy, which Eddie promised to pay off with the proceeds from his morning newspaper delivery round. Having committed to this arrangement, the youngster was more than a little annoyed to find his hard labour being exploited by his elder brother, who – neglecting the flamenco guitar he himself had been gifted – could be found pounding upon the kit each morning as Eddie returned home exhausted from his dawn deliveries. Even more irritatingly for the younger boy, it quickly became all too apparent that Alex had a greater aptitude for the instrument: ‘He could play [the Surfaris’ 1963 instrumental hit] “Wipe Out” and I couldn’t,’ Eddie later recalled. ‘I said, “OK, fuck you. I’ll play your guitar.”’

         There was, said Eddie, ‘no message from God’ when he first held a guitar in his hands. But the challenge of decoding the sounds he heard on AM radio and transposing them to six vibrating strings proved both stimulating and addictive. ‘I didn’t even think about9 whether it was easy or hard,’ he told Guitar World in 1985, ‘it was something I wanted to do, to have fun and feel good about doing it. Whether it took me a week to learn half a song or one day to learn five songs, I never thought of it that way.

         ‘The first song I ever10 learned was “Pipeline” by the Surfaris, and “Wipe Out”. Then I heard this song on the radio – it was the “Blues Theme” [by Davie Allan and the Arrows] on the soundtrack to [Roger Corman’s 1966 cult ‘outlaw biker’ movie] The Wild Angels. It was the first time I heard a distorted guitar, and I’m going, “God, what is that?”

         ‘Fuck the piano,11 I don’t want to sit down – I want to stand up and be crazy.’

         However, to properly replicate the stinging, aggressive, reverb-drenched sound of California’s surf-guitar heroes Eddie was aware that he needed a new weapon of choice. A visit to Sears department store duly yielded his first electric guitar, a $110 Japanese-made Teisco 12Del Rey model, chosen, Eddie remembered, purely on the basis of it having four pickups, one more than any other guitar in the store. Jan provided him with his first amplifier, home-made by a Pasadena neighbour, which Eddie modified using a Radio Shack adapter.

         ‘I plugged my normal guitar12 cord into it and turned the thing all the way up,’ he recalled. ‘It made a lot of noise and I started playing it while it was making all that noise. I remember Al walking in and going, “That sounds neat, man, what is that?” It was right around the time of that song, “Blues Theme”: Al said, “Play that,” and it sounded identical. It was crappin’ out, distorted, nasty. So, I guess that was my first exposure to that grungey noise.’

         Soon enough, the Van Halen boys would be utterly spoiled for choice when it came to ‘grungey noise’. 1967 was the year of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, of The Doors and The Velvet Underground & Nico, of Pink Floyd’s The Piper at the Gates of Dawn, the Rolling Stones’ Their Satanic Majesties Request and the Jimi Hendrix Experience’s Are You Experienced and Axis: Bold as Love albums. One long-player, above all, captured the imagination of the brothers, however: British rock ‘supergroup’ Cream’s second album Disraeli Gears, which was a showcase for the prodigious talents of bassist Jack Bruce, drummer Ginger Baker and former Yardbirds/Bluesbreakers alumnus Eric Clapton, at twenty-two considered by peers, critics and music fans alike to be the most exciting young guitarist in the world.

         ‘What attracted me13 to his playing and style and vibe was the basic simplicity in his approach and his tone, his sound,’ Eddie noted. ‘He just basically took a Gibson guitar and plugged it straight into a Marshall and that was it. The basics. The blues.

         ‘I was just turned on by the sound and feel he got. I like phrasing; that’s why I always liked Clapton. He would just play it with feeling. It’s like someone talking, a question-and-answer trip.’

         To Eddie, Clapton’s tone and phrasing were reminiscent of a tenor sax, evoking, on a subconscious level at least, warm, nostalgic memories of his father’s playing back in Holland in simpler times. 13In Cream’s daring, uninhibited, virtuoso playing, Eddie also heard echoes of the late-night jazz sessions he and Alex had sat in upon as children.

         The trio, he later told Guitar World, ‘made music exciting in a way I don’t think people really understood.

         ‘It was almost as if the lyric and actual song structure were secondary. “Let’s get this shit over with so we can make music and see where we land tonight.”’

         Inspired by the English group, the Van Halen brothers formed their own ‘power trio’ at their new school, Jefferson Elementary on East Villa Street, with Eddie’s classmate Jim Wright on bass. Originally called the Sounds of Las Vegas, and later simply the Sounds, the group played surf music, hits by the Beatles and the Monkees and, inevitably, any Cream songs they could master.

         The fledgling group’s talents did not go unnoticed by Jan Van Halen, who began ‘borrowing’ first Alex and then Eddie (as a bassist) for his own gigs, playing ‘weddings, bar mitzvahs, polkas, and all that other shit’, as Eddie recalled.

         ‘We would play14 at the La Mirada Country Club,’ he said. ‘My dad would play at the Continental Club every Sunday night and we would sit in with him. He’d play at a place called the Alpine Haus off of San Fernando Road in the Valley, and we’d wear the lederhosen.’

         On occasion, the brothers would also serve as their father’s opening act or as intermission entertainment – ‘the little freak sideshow’, as Eddie disparagingly remembered it. Not surprisingly, such engagements initially made the twelve-year-old boy anxious, a condition Jan sought to ease with his own tried-and-trusted, if unconventional, remedies.

         ‘My dad got me15 into drinking and smoking when I was 12,’ Eddie remembered. ‘I was nervous, so he said to me, “Here. Have a shot of vodka.” Boom – I wasn’t nervous anymore.

         ‘Al would be yelling at me, telling me basically what chords, even though I didn’t know the chords. [He] would just say, “I, IV, V!” 14which is basically the three chords structure of any basic song, basically everything from polkas to … wedding songs, old standards. I had never heard any of these songs before, so I didn’t have a clue. That’s when I kinda learned to smile a lot!’

         At the end of one such evening, as was the tradition, Jan Van Halen passed his fedora among the audience, asking them to show their appreciation for the night’s entertainment in a tangible fashion. The hat returned from its circuit containing $22. Dipping into the takings, Jan handed his side men Eddie and Alex $5 apiece. The boys may not have been familiar with American labour laws yet, but they weren’t so green that they couldn’t see that this division of income was inequitable, and they commented indignantly upon the fact. Their father simply shrugged and offered a smile.

         ‘Welcome to the16 music business, boys,’ he said with a wink.
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            ERUPTION

         

         On 31 December 1970, Paul McCartney filed a legal suit against John Lennon, George Harrison and Ringo Starr in a bid to formally dissolve the Beatles. Rumours of McCartney’s desire to split the band had been circulating since 10 April that year, when the Daily Mirror spun quotes included in a press release for the twenty-eight-year-old Beatle’s debut solo album into the front-page headline ‘Paul Quits The Beatles’. ‘The event is so momentous that historians may, one day, view it as a landmark in the decline of the British Empire,’ a reporter from CBS News duly informed the American public with appropriate gravity. John Lennon initially dismissed the story, insisting to Rolling Stone magazine that the comments were merely born of his songwriting partner’s mischievous inclination for ‘causing chaos’. But in presenting his petition to wind up the quartet’s contractual partnership at London’s High Court of Justice on New Year’s Eve, McCartney made his intentions a matter of public record. There was now, officially, a vacancy for the position of the biggest rock ’n’ roll band in the world.

         Into the void boldly strode Led Zeppelin. In truth, Jimmy Page’s band already considered themselves peerless. In September 1970, having been made aware that advance orders for their third album, Led Zeppelin III, were nudging a million copies in the US alone, the hard-rock quartet had taken out a full-page advertisement in Melody Maker that read, ‘Thank you for making us the world’s number one band.’ Released the following month (on 5 October in the US, 23 October in the UK), the ten-song set duly 16topped the album charts on either side of the Atlantic. But with radio programmers initially wrong-footed by the bucolic folk and blues stylings showcased on the largely acoustic collection, airplay, and consequently sales, soon tapered off sharply. Sensing blood, influential music critics who had dismissed the group as ‘hype’ from the outset began to devote column inches to their considered belief that the quartet had peaked both commercially and creatively, questioning whether the latest British superstars genuinely had anything new, significant or important to offer the world.

         Zeppelin’s sensitive but controlling bandleader Page took the criticisms personally. In December 1970, as he convened recording sessions for the group’s fourth album – initially at London’s Island Studios, then at Headley Grange, a supposedly haunted former Victorian poorhouse-turned-stately home in Hampshire – the guitarist was determined to make a statement to his detractors.

         At Headley Grange, Page, vocalist Robert Plant, bassist John Paul Jones and drummer John Bonham lived and created together under the same residential roof for the first time, though Plant, Jones and Bonham would later decamp to more luxurious digs once Page pronounced himself satisfied with their input. With the rural setting affording the musicians both space and privacy, the writing sessions were relaxed but concentrated, with new songs being committed to tape in the Rolling Stones Mobile Studio by engineer Andy Johns within minutes of coming into focus. This spontaneous, liberating approach imbued Zeppelin’s new material with palpable energy and swagger: here was a sure-footed, road-hardened unit who instinctively understood that their time had come. In February 1971, Page, Johns and Zeppelin’s manager Peter Grant flew to Los Angeles to mix the record at Sunset Sound Recorders on Sunset Boulevard, but, unconvinced by the results achieved at the facility, the guitarist subsequently oversaw a new mix back in England at Island Studios.

         As an arch statement of confidence, and a calculated, albeit slightly oblique, ‘fuck you’ to his critics, Page refused to allow Atlantic 17Records to include his band’s name, much less a title, on the cover artwork of Zeppelin’s fourth album. The focus, the guitarist insisted, was to be on the forty-two minutes of music cut into the grooves of the black vinyl disc, and on that music alone: ‘I thought, “Okay, if it’s a hype, we’ll put out an album with not a reference to Led Zeppelin at all on it,”’ he later explained. Though label executives privately considered Page’s decision akin to professional suicide and the ensuing boardroom debate forced the album’s scheduled release date to be pushed back from spring to winter, Zeppelin’s past successes – coupled with Peter Grant’s truly fearsome reputation – had earned the group the right to conduct their business by their own rules, and Atlantic eventually, if most reluctantly, acquiesced to Page’s demands. Consequently, on 8 November 1971, the album emerged with just four mysterious runic symbols adorning its label and inner sleeve.

         When the stylus dropped upon the vinyl, however, there was no confusion as to the identity of the album’s creators.

         From the cocksure amphetamine blues strut of ‘Black Dog’ and ‘Rock and Roll’ through to the open-hearted Laurel Canyon folk stylings of ‘Going to California’ – a dedication to ‘the days when things were really nice and simple, and everything was far out all the time’, according to Robert Plant – and the ominous southern Gothic stomp of ‘When the Levee Breaks’, the kaleidoscopic collection had Zeppelin’s unmistakable sonic fingerprints all over it.

         As the closing track on side one of the disc, Jimmy Page’s signature composition ‘Stairway to Heaven’ dominates the album. From its delicately finger-picked arpeggiated opening through to its thunderous John Bonham-driven denouement, the eight-minute track is a masterclass in mood, colour, pacing and dynamics, with Page imperiously directing the light and magic like an orchestra conductor.

         The rescheduling of the album’s release meant that ‘Stairway …’, along with ‘Black Dog’, ‘Going to California’ and ‘Rock and Roll’, was given its live US premiere on the night of 21 August 1971 – a full ten weeks before the studio version would grace the turntables 18of expectant fans – at the first of two sold-out Led Zeppelin shows at the 17,505-capacity arena the Forum, in Inglewood, California. In the bleachers to hear it that evening, witnessing the elemental force of Zeppelin in full flight for the first time, were Eddie and Alex Van Halen. The brothers had been confirmed Led Zeppelin fans since the day a neighbourhood friend brought a copy of the quartet’s self-titled 1969 debut album into their home at 1881 Las Lunas Street, a two-bedroom bungalow Jan and Eugenia purchased for the family in the spring of 1966.

         ‘I tripped on it,’1 Eddie remembered. ‘Page is a genius. When you hear2 a Page solo, he speaks.’

         Studying the English guitarist’s every move from the arena’s cheapest seats, Eddie was struck by one particular moment of virtuoso showboating from his hero. During his solo on ‘Heartbreaker’, the rollicking, raunchy introduction to side two of Led Zeppelin II, Page raised his right hand high in the air, holding his plectrum above his head, while simultaneously conjuring a rapid-fire cascade of notes from his Les Paul, utilising only his left hand, tapping a succession of hammer-ons and pull-offs on the fretboard. Impressed by both the theatre and sound of Page’s playing, the watching sixteen-year-old guitarist mentally filed away the flashy technique as one he himself could employ in future gigs alongside his brother.

         By the summer of 1971, the Van Halen boys considered themselves grizzled music-industry veterans, adept at negotiating the choppy waters of the rock ’n’ roll game. Their current project, Genesis, was their fourth group, following on from the Broken Combs, the Sounds and blues-rock power trio the Trojan Rubber Company, which featured bassist Dennis Travis, who had hooked up with the brothers after overhearing them play flawless instrumental versions of Cream songs in the gymnasium at Marshall Junior High School. Mindful not to cause offence, TRC had tactfully used the pseudonym the Space Brothers when chasing bookings at Catholic high-school dances, so it was a touch ironic that they were ultimately silenced 19when Travis’s church minister father moved his family out of the state in early 1971. With bassist Mark Stone stepping into the breach, the group was born again as Genesis, and their note-perfect covers of songs by Grand Funk Railroad, Black Sabbath, Deep Purple, Led Zeppelin, the Who, Cactus and Cream quickly established them as a popular draw for students from Pasadena’s three senior high schools who were looking to cut loose at weekends.

         ‘When you wanted to go3 out and look for girls, you asked where Genesis was playing,’ Robin ‘Rudy’ Leiren, who would become Eddie’s guitar tech from 1974 onwards, recalled to writer Steven Rosen. ‘The first time I saw them they were playing at an assembly at Marshall Junior High School. I was blown away. They were playing Cream and all the stuff on the radio. Edward stuck out in particular. I remember thinking to myself, “This guy is going to become famous.” Here he was, a kid my age, up there on stage, playing everything note-for-note, playing the Clapton riffs note-for-note. I was awed.’

         ‘Playing guitar was my sanctuary,’ Eddie remembered. ‘It was the one place I could go to if I got fucked around by a girlfriend, or anyone else for that matter.

         ‘Everybody goes through4 teenage growing up, getting fucked around by a chick or not fitting in with the jocks at school. I just basically locked myself up in a room for four or five years and said to myself, “Hey, this guitar’s never gonna fuck me in the ass. What I put into it, it gives me back.”

         ‘My brother would go5 out at 7pm to party and get laid, and when he’d come back at 3am, I would be sitting in the same place, playing guitar.

         ‘When we began playing6 high school dances, and parties, we had a hell of a reputation. We used to play backyard7 parties down in San Marino, the real rich part of Pasadena. The parents were away for the weekend, the kids would have a party and hire us. We’d get a little Abbey Rents stage, cheap lights and charge a buck. We’d play until the helicopters would come at 10pm and shut us down.’ 20

         It was on one such evening that another Pasadena teenager harbouring dreams of rock ’n’ roll stardom first encountered the Van Halen brothers. Watching Genesis steamroller through covers by the Who, Deep Purple and Ten Years After, David Lee Roth was captivated by the group’s prodigious, assured musicality – ‘It was amazing stuff,’ he recalled – but not so overwhelmed by the presentation that the preternaturally confident seventeen-year-old couldn’t see scope for improvement. One Sunday afternoon in spring 1971, Roth presented himself at 1881 Las Lunas Street and informed Alex Van Halen that he wished to sing for Genesis. Mindful that his younger brother, never comfortable with his singing voice, was only fronting the group under duress, the drummer graciously decided to give the brash, ballsy teenager a shot.

         ‘We asked him to learn8 a few songs like “Crossroads”, by Cream, and something by Grand Funk Railroad, then come back and see us the next week,’ Eddie later told Rolling Stone. ‘And he came back the next week, and it was terrible … I put my guitar down and said, “Al, I’ll be right back.”’

         ‘The guy couldn’t sing9 for shit,’ Alex said bluntly. ‘I was completely and thoroughly appalled. Ed and Mark left the room, and I had to tell Dave this was no good.’

         Embarrassed by his face-plant of an audition, but conscious that the kid looked the part and didn’t lack for confidence, the drummer didn’t immediately show Roth the door. Instead, he thoughtfully selected a handful of staples from the trio’s repertoire for the singer to work on and invited him to return to Las Lunas Street the following week. If anything, though, Roth’s second try-out for Genesis would prove to be even worse.

         ‘It sounded like pure hell,’10 Alex recalled. ‘The intonation was completely out of whack, the timing was completely off, and it was an abysmal failure. I remember one song was “Still Alive And Well” by the old [Johnny] Winter boys, and it was bad. I told him he didn’t make the audition, and he walked off in a huff and a puff.’ 21

         Soon enough, however, Genesis were to meet with a rude awakening of their own. On this occasion, for all their capacity to disrupt the serenity of the Pasadena suburbs, it wasn’t cops or religious elders who would muzzle the trio, but a group of well-mannered ex-public schoolboys from England who were wholly unaware of the Californian band’s existence. Having met as pupils at the prestigious Charterhouse School, Peter Gabriel, Mike Rutherford and Tony Banks had been making music under the name of Genesis since 1967, signing to Charisma Records in 1970, ahead of the release of their second album, Trespass. In November 1971, the group released their third long-player, the acclaimed Nursery Cryme, and it was this album that Eddie Van Halen subsequently found in a Pasadena record shop while rifling through the bins in search of new music. ‘Hey, we’ve got a record out, Alex!’ the amused guitarist shouted across the shop to his brother. However, once their laughter abated the pair recognised that, sooner or later, their band would be required to change its name. Exit Genesis; enter, in early 1972, Mammoth.

         By this time, another band name was appearing with increasing frequency on the handbills and flyers wheat-pasted on the walls and streetlights around the John Muir, Blair and Pasadena High Schools. Formed in the summer of 1971, Red Ball Jet, a nimble, colourful, razzle-dazzle dance band, was conceived as nothing less than David Lee Roth’s revenge upon the Van Halen brothers. Though Red Ball Jet would never claim to possess musicianship on a par with Mammoth – even the cocky Roth only rated their musicality as ‘a solid five [out of 10] … six on a good night’ – their preening peacock of a frontman, all teeth and tits and dangerously over-stuffed trousers, was determined to ensure that they always made an impression, whatever it took. If the Van Halens were publicly dismissive of Roth’s new vehicle – in Eddie’s opinion, Red Ball Jet were ‘totally into showmanship … [but] couldn’t play a note’, while Roth was a ‘clown’ – they were not blind to the fact that the 22band were drawing increasingly bigger, wilder crowds on the local backyard circuit on the strength of the singer’s lightning-fast wit, pretty-boy looks and complete absence of self-awareness, restraint or shame.

         ‘Playing at those parties’, Roth would later state with some relish, ‘got competitive fast.’

         ‘All the girls would go11 down and see Dave, and all the guys would go down there and hate Dave,’ noted Rudy Leiren.

         ‘It was never about12 the music for him,’ Eddie insisted. ‘It was about the show. We kinda became rival bands. People who liked us at one party would go to the next party, and I guess they’d throw stuff at him.’

         ‘At that time,13 Roth was a very cocky guy,’ observed Alex. ‘Ed and I couldn’t stand the motherfucker – couldn’t stand the band, couldn’t stand the music.’

         It was somewhat awkward then, initially at least, when in 1972, Roth and Eddie enrolled in the same music classes at Pasadena City College, where Alex was already studying composition and music theory.

         ‘When you graduate14 high school and can’t afford to go to a university, you go to your local junior college, which happened to be PCC,’ Eddie explained in 2015. ‘All I took were music courses; my most memorable was Truman Fischer’s class. He was a wonderful teacher.’

         A devotee of the Austrian composer and music theorist Arnold Schoenberg, who is hailed by many as the father of modern music, Dr Truman Fischer was a firm believer in learning musical rules in order that one might be able to completely disregard their existence. In his classes, one simple, singular precept applied: if it sounds good, it is good.

         ‘Dr Fischer was very avant-garde and the one thing he taught me was, Fuck the rules,’ Eddie recalled.

         ‘My first encounter with Dave15 was in Truman Fischer’s Scoring and Arranging class. From the outside looking in, it might have 23appeared to be a very odd pairing … He looked like David Bowie, with platform shoes and spiked hair. I was just a jeans and tee-shirt guy. People would say to me, “Why are you hanging out with that weird faggot?” and I’d say, “He’s not a fag, it’s just what he’s into.” He was the only guy we knew in Pasadena who was as serious as we were about music.

         ‘We would stumble16 into class very tired from having played clubs the night before. Other students would make fun of us, calling us musical prostitutes because we were not, in their mind, being true to whatever it meant to be a musician according to their principles. We were just trying to make a living. At that age, you’re either serious about pursuing a music career or it just becomes a hobby. Dave, Alex, and I were very serious when it came to music being our profession.’

         
            *

         

         Asked to nominate his heroes during his formative adolescent years, David Lee Roth once cautioned that ‘they didn’t have much to do with the frontman in Led Zeppelin, much as you might expect.

         ‘They had more17 to do with Miles Davis, [Akira] Kurosawa, and P. T. Barnum,’ he stated. ‘Let’s start there – that’s a power trio!’

         Identifying with an iconic musical maverick, a visionary master storyteller and America’s greatest showman was a typically ‘on-brand’ answer from Roth, a man well versed in the art of centring himself in home-spun mythological narratives. ‘Everything with me18 has to be dramatic,’ the singer would write in the closing coda to his best-selling 1997 autobiography Crazy from the Heat. ‘Everything with me has to be full of emotion and drive and tragedy and catastrophe, valor and victory.’ Nowhere in the book’s 359 pages is mention made of the singer’s two failed auditions with Genesis, of course, or, indeed, the fact that Roth’s mother once bluntly told him to his face that his very existence was ‘an accident’. Discussing his approach to music, Miles Davis once famously said, ‘It’s not the notes you play. It’s the notes you don’t play,’ and long before he enrolled for Dr Truman Fischer’s tuition, Roth adopted a similar 24stance to his personal biography, understanding that when opening himself up to the scrutiny of his peers, inconvenient truths were best left unspoken.

         Roth was born on 10 October 1954 in Bloomington, Indiana, where his father, Nathan, the son of Russian immigrants, had attended medical school upon exiting the US Air Force, and his mother, Sibyl, taught art and language classes. His was not always a happy home. ‘I remember my parents19 always fighting,’ the singer once said. ‘They fought even before they were married … Coming from a supremely dysfunctional family, I can see why I am the way I am.’ Upon graduating, Dr Roth relocated his family several times, first to a small ranch in Newcastle, Indiana, next to Swampscott, Massachusetts, then to Brookline, a suburb of Greater Boston. In his earliest years, young David was plagued by health issues, suffering from food allergies and requiring correctional braces on his legs, which naturally impeded his movement, causing considerable frustration for the naturally curious, energetic child. Roth was sent to see a psychiatrist for the first time at the age of six – ‘my mom had no idea what to do with me’, he admitted – and, having been diagnosed as hyperactive, was prescribed the ADHD medication Ritalin from the age of eight.

         ‘Every night at dinner when I’d get the blood sugars up, I’d start ticky-tacking with the knives and forks on the table, and I’d start telling jokes and singing commercials from television and everything,’ he later relayed on Entertainment Tonight. ‘And the folks would say to the company, “Now don’t worry about David, he’s just doing what we call Monkey Hour.”’

         Considering himself starved of attention and validation by his parents, who by then had a second child, Lisa, to attend to, Roth took to immersing himself in popular culture – television, movies, books, records. In 1961, he discovered Playboy and Mad magazine, two publications offering an alternative vision of the prevailing societal mores, and was mesmerised by the libertine lifestyles they 25promoted and documented. In the summer of 1962, the youngster was offered glimpses of this world first-hand when visiting New York for the first time, at the invitation of his Uncle Manny and Aunt Judy, who lived in Greenwich Village. Three years earlier, Manny Roth had opened a club in the Village, at the intersection of MacDougal Street and Minetta Lane, called Café Wha?. It soon became a popular hang-out for the neighbourhood’s freewheeling, bohemian poets, writers, artists and musicians, with Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, Bob Dylan and Peter, Paul and Mary among its patrons, and it fascinated Manny’s seven-year-old nephew from out of state. ‘It was even better than the magazines,’ he marvelled in Crazy from the Heat.

         ‘I saw lesbians20 … the transvestite crowd … uptown socialites … royalty … junkies … prostitutes … senators,’ Roth recalled. ‘I developed an appreciation – not just a tolerance, but an appreciation – for all types of people.’

         In 1963, the family moved to California, settling in Altadena, north of Pasadena, where Dr Roth, who was training to be an ophthalmologist, set up his own medical practice. This was the year of ‘Surfin’ U.S.A.’ and ‘Wipe Out’, Martha and the Vandellas’ ‘Heat Wave’, the Ronettes’ ‘Be My Baby’ … and the first batch of US newspaper articles and network television reports documenting a new teen craze sweeping England: Beatlemania.

         ‘Music got cool,’21 Roth noted. ‘You could watch The Ed Sullivan Show and one week see the Beatles and the next week see the Rolling Stones … There were quite a few school-yard fistfights over who were better, the Beatles or the Beach Boys.’

         By the time Roth entered Eliot Junior High School in autumn 1966, he was telling anyone who’d listen that he was destined to become a pop star. Three years on, and still undiscovered, he could regularly be found strumming his acoustic guitar in the sunshine on the campus of John Muir High, seemingly untroubled by the notion that the class schedule might apply to him just as much as to 26his fellow students. In recognition of his hunger for the limelight, friends teasingly took to calling the teenager ‘Superstar’.

         ‘I just wanted22 to be in showbiz,’ said Roth. ‘I wanted to make music and sing and dance, tell jokes and stories, make you smile, make you cry … and charge you $8.50.

         ‘I used to love23 to take my guitar to school and just sit under a tree and play. I’d always forget what time it was, and I’d always miss class, but I found out very quickly that you could meet a lot more girls sitting under a tree with a guitar than you could in chemistry class.’

         While the regular high-school curriculum was of scant interest to Roth, attending John Muir provided an invaluable education in other ways. The student body was largely Black, with a significant Hispanic and Asian minority, and Roth revelled in, and embraced, its diversity, acquiring a taste for the music of James Brown, Sly and the Family Stone and Marvin Gaye via classmates. ‘I started to see myself as a black person,’ he wrote blithely in Crazy from the Heat, before the concept of cultural appropriation became a hot-button topic.

         ‘I picked up all kinds of dancing, dress, and musical styles from the black and Hispanic kids there,’ he admitted. ‘My pals from the all-white school across town would look at me in wonderment and say, “There goes Diamond Dave. Very shiny. Very colorful kid.”’

         One night in 1971, Roth watched Pasadena’s teenage power trio Genesis light up the sky at a backyard party and saw a vision of the future.

         ‘Eddie was kind of24 a mentor,’ he later enthused. ‘I saw what he did with his fingers, and I knew that’s what I wanted to do with my feet, and with my voice.’

         Knocked back by the Van Halen brothers after his brace of disastrous auditions at Las Lunas Street, Roth began to obsess over the idea of fronting a band capable of providing ‘belligerent competition’ to Genesis/Mammoth. As he later acknowledged, his 27prime motivations in fighting for a share of the local spotlight were ‘fear and revenge’.

         ‘Every time we go25 out and play,’ he said, ‘yeah, I’m having a great time, but I’m also dancing somebody else into the dirt.’

         If enmity simmered between the Mammoth and Red Ball Jet camps throughout 1972, both bands’ dance cards were sufficiently busy to permit an uneasy truce to hold. In the year of Deep Purple’s Machine Head, David Bowie’s The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars, Black Sabbath’s Vol. 4, ZZ Top’s Rio Grande Mud and the Rolling Stones’ Exile on Main Street, the Van Halens worked hard to update and overhaul Mammoth’s repertoire, recruiting keyboard player Jim Pewsey to add Farfisa organ and Wurlitzer electric piano on their versions of ‘Highway Star’, ‘Maybe I’m a Leo’, ‘Tomorrow’s Dream’, ‘Chevrolet’, Santana’s ‘Soul Sacrifice’, the Zombies’ ‘Time of the Season’ and more. Meanwhile, in the basement of Dr Nathan Roth’s ten-bedroom Spanish-style mansion on 455 Bradford Street, Red Ball Jet added James Brown, Ohio Players and Motown songs to their own live arsenal.

         Seeking, perhaps, to atone for his inattention to his son’s development during his adolescence, Roth Sr began to increasingly involve himself in the group’s affairs, putting down a security deposit to buy David a PA, pulling in professional favours to secure gigs, voicing his opinions on stage clothes and live presentation, and even going so far as to hire a choreographer to work with the band on synchronised dance routines they could incorporate into their shows. Within the group, his well-intentioned meddling was initially met with bemused suspicion, then outright resistance, and at the tail end of 1972, after father and son attempted an internal power grab by arguing that Dr Roth should be given an equal vote on all of the band’s decisions, the other four members of Red Ball Jet simply quit, much to their singer’s intense irritation.

         If news of the demise of Roth’s band initially delighted friends of the Van Halen brothers who wished to see the arrogant teenager 28humbled, this Schadenfreude would soon dissolve into howls of outrage for some, when, approximately six months later, the singer was installed as the new frontman of Mammoth.

         On one level, the union between the Van Halen brothers and their nemesis was undeniably a marriage of convenience. With Red Ball Jet inoperative, Mammoth had taken to renting Roth’s PA with increasing frequency, a transaction that cut deep into their profit margin, so Roth’s assimilation into the group, as Alex and Eddie repeatedly explained to bemused friends, made sense from an economic perspective. ‘We were renting his PA every weekend for $35 and getting $50 for the gigs,’ Eddie said. ‘We figured if we got him in the band, we wouldn’t have to rent it anymore.’

         Whether or not the Van Halens were wise to the fact, Roth was never a passive agent in this merger, however. Though he would perform solo gigs on the coffee-house singer/songwriter circuit in the wake of Red Ball Jet’s demise, the astute, ambitious Roth never wavered from his initial evaluation of the Dutch brothers as the local musicians with the most potential, and beyond the welcome income stream which their PA hire provided, his long tail game involved insistently marketing himself to the brothers. While Mark Stone and Jim Pewsey became increasingly wary about Roth’s presence at Mammoth rehearsals – talking to writer Greg Renoff, author of the definitive early-years biography Van Halen Rising, the bassist remembered Roth being ‘difficult and weird’, while Pewsey, who wouldn’t stick around much longer, offered the blunt assessment that the oleaginous, exhausting rich kid was ‘a punk’ – the Van Halen brothers would listen patiently as Roth reeled off his practised, and subtly persuasive, spiels about Mammoth’s capacity to transcend the backyard circuit and the minor aesthetic tweaks which could – and would, in his humble opinion – be pivotal in supercharging their appeal far beyond the Pasadena city limits. Central to this vision, Roth maintained, would be a conscious shift away from technically demanding 29progressive-rock epics in favour of songs with groove and soul and primal energy, music to dance, fight and fuck to.

         ‘You play all 2026 minutes of “I’m So Glad” by Cream, complete with drum solo, live, note for note, and it’s very impressive, but you can’t dance to it,’ he explained patiently to the brothers, as if addressing slow-on-the-uptake children. ‘That’s not “Excuse me, do you come here often?” music.

         ‘Now I can dance,’ Roth continued. ‘And since you’re always renting my PA system and coming back frustrated, I’m in a position to assist. I will personally check every song for danceability. We’ll play rock tunes, but ones you can dance to.’

         Reading the room, Roth wisely refrained from advocating for synchronised dance routines.

         Under Roth’s direction, Mammoth reworked their core set list to include hits by Aerosmith, ZZ Top, James Brown, David Bowie, Bad Company, Kiss and Queen. Their mission statement, Roth insisted, should be to make every gig seem like the wildest, most outrageous out-of-control Saturday-night party.

         The new-look Mammoth’s first backyard party with Roth in the summer of 1973 proved to be a faltering reboot. The audience, as the singer recalled, hated it. ‘So unanimously, in fact,27 that I knew I was onto something big.

         ‘It was the first time I really became aware of how possessive an audience could really be about a given artist or a given band,’ he noted. ‘Way beyond “This is great music,” it was almost as if it was football team time. “Hey, this is our band, they represent us.” I came from another side of town, so to speak.’

         Aware that he faced a challenge to win over hearts and minds, and determined to make himself indispensable to his new band, Roth secured a new practice space in which he could drill the unit. A fellow student at Pasadena City College, Linda Estrada, had managed Red Ball Jet for a time before Dr Roth’s fateful intervention in the band’s affairs, and she and her younger sister Liz Wiley regularly 30accompanied David to his solo acoustic gigs at open-mic nights – ‘to boost his confidence’, Wiley recalls. When she purchased a former Hells Angels clubhouse on Maiden Lane in Altadena at a foreclosure sale, Wiley offered Roth and his new group the use of the garage for rehearsals, if they assisted her in renovating the run-down property. Watching Mammoth run through their repertoire, Liz and Linda quickly recognised that with the gifted Van Halen brothers backing Roth, their fame-obsessed friend might actually have a group capable of matching his vaunting ambition.

         ‘The first time I saw Eddie play was at a high school, when Dave had asked us to come and see other bands with him,’ Liz Wiley remembers. ‘I was always awed by his ability to hear music and instantly play it. My sister Linda used to call Ed “the Little Shy Boy”, but he was an artist. One day I went into Dave’s father’s house and thought he must be at home listening to classical music on the house-wide stereo system, and then realised that it was a real person playing the piano – Eddie.’

         When the sisters began accompanying Mammoth to backyard parties, Linda realised that the band were outgrowing her modest management set-up and offered to introduce them to a full-time manager with connections to the Los Angeles music industry.

         Formerly the manager of British rhythm-and-blues band the Glorious 39th, Catherine Hutchin-Harris, known to friends as English Cathy, or ‘E.C.’, had relocated from London to Los Angeles in 1967, and established Transatlantic Management to promote and manage LA area rock ’n’ roll acts, including Sorcery, Yankee Rose and Sudden Death, who featured her future husband, guitarist Joey Dunlop, in their ranks. After Linda Estrada passed along Hutchin-Harris’s number to David Lee Roth, the singer invited the vivacious Londoner to check out the band at a party in the grounds of his father’s mansion.

         ‘When we got to the house, which was in San Marino, there were cars parked everywhere, and my assistant Lynore and I had to park 31quite a way away and walk over in our platform shoes,’ ‘English Cathy’ recalls. ‘We could hear the music from streets away, and when we got into the party it was crazy, absolutely crazy. The first thing that hit me was Edward. He was unbelievable. He was playing with his fingers over the frets, which nobody did then, and I was absolutely blown away. Lynore and I looked at each other, and I said, “Oh. My. Goodness. This kid is a virtuoso.” They were kinda just another rock band, until Edward cut loose. David was brilliant on stage, but it was Edward who really grabbed us.

         ‘After they finished playing, I introduced David to Lynore. When he heard her name, he said, “How poetic!” and proceeded to quote Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven” to her, as Poe had written a poem called “Lenore”. Lynore was wearing this beautiful antique negligee as a dress, and when Edward was introduced to her, he accidentally spilled his drink all over her, turning her dress see-through: that appealed to David in particular, I remember. Edward used to drink Singapore Slings – vodka was his drug of choice then – and he drank a lot. The party got so rowdy: I remember kids were throwing beer bottles and they were smashing on the rocks beside the pool. I looked at Lynore and said, “We have to leave.” I mean, some of these kids were only fourteen or fifteen, and the band were all under twenty-one, so I was concerned that if the police came, I’d be the oldest one there, and I’d be the one to get busted! David called me afterwards, and he sounded a bit disappointed when he said, “Oh, you guys left …” I told him that I didn’t want to get a night in jail for drinking with under-age kids, but I’d be interested in helping out and getting them gigs.’

         As is often the case in the music business, this surge of forward momentum for Mammoth was tempered somewhat by an unforeseen setback; specifically, in this instance, another name change being forced upon the band. Roth barely had time to unbutton his satin and velvet stage clothes under the glare of a hovering police helicopter spotlight before a ‘cease and desist’ notice was passed along to the band from 32an established San Fernando Valley hard-rock act who had been using the name Mammoth for years. The brothers toyed with rebranding as Rat Salad, a tip of the hat to the penultimate track on Black Sabbath’s Paranoid album, but Roth argued against it. Mammoth’s early success, he pointed out, quite correctly, was built around recognition of the precocious talent of the group’s guitarist and drummer, so why not go route one and simply title this latest upgrade after the family name?

         With this kink in the steel hammered out, Van Halen the band threw all their energies into spreading Van Halen the brand statewide. A demo tape featuring a selection of fan-favourite covers and two original songs – the harsh-riffing boogie of ‘Gentleman of Leisure’ and the more progressive-rock-influenced ‘Glitter’ – was recorded at Dr Roth’s house and distributed to club bookers. While English Cathy timetabled future dates in the Los Angeles area, the quartet blitzed Pasadena to snaffle up every engagement that might conceivably require a live music soundtrack, from backyard keg parties and wet T-shirt contests through to BDSM conventions and high-school carnivals. It seemed as if no Pasadena area high-school student could open their school locker without a fistful of xeroxed flyers for the latest Van Halen gigs fluttering to the floor.

         ‘They had an amazing work ethic, it seemed like they were playing all the time,’ says Mark Kendall, who would later find fame as the guitarist of hard-rock band Great White, but back then was a high-school student in Huntington Beach, California. ‘A friend of mine kept telling me that I had to see this band, and then they played in someone’s backyard right up the street from where I was living, three blocks from my house, so my friend was like, “OK, now you have no excuse!”

         ‘If I remember correctly, Eddie was playing a Les Paul Junior – no tremolo bar, no tapping – and they were playing all covers. This was 1974. David Lee Roth had just joined, and he was jumping around like he just owned the place. When I walked in, Alex was doing a drum solo and Roth was blowing into a tube connected to 33the drums to make the pitch go up and down. That was my very first view of them. I was shocked by how good Eddie was. It seemed like he was pretty special. I don’t think anybody had seen anybody playing outside of the box like that.

         ‘I started following them all over the place. I remember that once, on the day on which one of the Zeppelin albums came out, they were already playing a song from it. I was thinking, “Wow!” And their shows were pretty out of control: I remember someone getting shot one night. The cops would be around by the fourth or fifth song, every time. They really tried to discourage it. There’d be cars parked a mile away, people standing in other people’s front yards, throwing beer cans everywhere. So the neighbours would complain, and then the helicopters would come in …

         ‘It seemed like every time I went to see them, Eddie was better than the time before. I’d be practising guitar in my bedroom for hours on end, and then I’d go to see Van Halen, and he’d have improved too. It was a little discouraging! I don’t remember anyone from that era that had a bigger musician following than Eddie. I’d look into the crowd at their shows and I could see the guitar player from every band I knew watching him. He made us all want to try harder.

         ‘There’s always a lot of local bands and one musician that stands above them all, and where we grew up Eddie was the Man, he was the King. It was unquestioned.’

         Though the buzz surrounding Van Halen was getting louder across southern California, the quartet were still struggling to lock down regular club bookings in Los Angeles. ‘There was no room28 for a bunch of long-haired, platformed, goofy-looking fools!’ Eddie would later explain in Guitar World.

         ‘When we used to play29 clubs we learned just enough Top 40 songs to get hired,’ he recalled. ‘At the gig you had to play five 45-minute sets, but most pop songs are three or four minutes long, so that’s a lot of tunes to learn. We figured we could play our own stuff, and no one would care as long as the beat was there. One day we were playing at 34this club in Covina called Posh. We ran out of Top 40 tunes, so we started playing our own music. The owner of the club walks up to us while we were playing a song and goes, “Stop! I hired you to play Top 40. What is this shit?” He told us to get the fuck out of there, and he wouldn’t let us take our equipment. We had to come back the next week to pick up our equipment. It was always that way. It was either “the guitarist is too loud” or “plays too psychedelic.” They always complained about me.’
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