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In through the out door: “The biggest unknown group in the world …”







Led Zeppelin was unobtainable and unattainable and we very seldom talked about it. Basically, the myth propagated itself.


ROBERT PLANT TO THE AUTHOR, MAY 2003







ON A WHITE-HOT MORNING in Twentynine Palms – the Mojave desert town namechecked on Robert Plant’s 1993 album Fate of Nations – I can see a number of the strangely shaped Joshua trees that lend their name to the nearby national park; the same place where, on Cap Rock in 1969, Gram Parsons dropped acid with Keith Richards and Anita Pallenberg.


Ever since Parsons OD’d and died in Joshua Tree itself – twenty-five miles east along Route 62 – the whole area has become one of California’s holy rock sites. So it’s fitting that, as I fill up my rental compact in a Twentynine Palms gas station, I hear the booming strains of a rock song approaching. Within seconds I know it as a staple of classic-rock radio – an evergreen of easy-riding highway rock – and the pop snob in me groans. Pulling up next to me is a mirror-shaded dude astride a black beast of a motorcycle, its wheels flanked by vast speaker bins that punch out the song I know so well: “Babe babe babe babe babe babe ’m bayeebee I’m gonna LEEEEAVE you …”


The owner of the song’s strangulated male voice ain’t joking, woman, he’s really got to ramble – rather like this man in his sunglasses. The voice soundtracks the guy’s chrome-horse freedom on a song recorded almost four decades ago, and he is making sure we all know it. I look at him and want to dismiss  him as an idiot. He’s at least as old as the song, and if he took the shades off he might be old enough to have seen Led Zeppelin in their pomp, maybe at the LA Forum, possibly at the Long Beach Arena or the San Diego Sports Arena – the huge venues where the west was won. Perhaps he saw Zep’s last US show, which remains shrouded in mystery, at the Oakland Coliseum in the summer of ’77. Or he may only have seen the band in his mind, back when he was a beer-chuggin’ adolescent spellbound by their satanic limey majesty, one of the vast legion of disciples who worshipped them as “your overlords”.


It doesn’t really matter which it is, because I understand the mythic potency of the music that’s blasting from his speakers. And slowly I start to see him, in all his delusions, as oddly heroic. Like Robert Plant on “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You”, he’s gotta keep moving, hitting the highway again, on to the next town and the next chick. Maybe he’s heading east, further into the empty Mojave where he can “feel the heat of your desert heart” (“29 Palms”), and then on to Arizona or New Mexico or just some place he can hole up and be free. Alternatively he could be heading west to gaze out on the infinite Pacific and leave terra firma behind him. He could be a gung-ho libertarian, a man for whom “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You” says, simply, “I have no responsibility to anyone except me.” Or he could just be a weekend warrior, escaping the deep dreariness of his nine-to-five life.


As the song’s frenziedly descending chords fade over Plant’s frayed larynx, I silently bond with Mr “Get the Led Out” as I recall my own first exposure to the second track on Zeppelin’s astounding debut album. (When I asked John Paul Jones which album he would play to someone who had never heard the band, he said, “The first one … it’s all there, right from the word go.” I’m not sure he wasn’t right.) I understand why this and other songs became battle cries for a lost generation of disowned teenagers searching for dark magic in their suburban shopping-mall lives. I understand how Zeppelin became a new Fab Four for the younger siblings who missed out on Beatlemania – and for whom the Rolling Stones were just too Côte d’Azur for their own good.


For what you hear on “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You” and every great Zeppelin track is not just power – amplified aggression matched by priapic swagger – but yearning, journeying, questing for an ideal.


“There is a point in your life,” Chuck Klosterman wrote in Killing Yourself to Live, “when you hear songs like ‘The Ocean’ and ‘Out on the Tiles’ and ‘Kashmir’, and you suddenly find yourself feeling like these songs are actively making you into the person you want to be. It does not matter if you’ve heard those songs a hundred times and felt nothing in the past, and it does not matter if you don’t normally like rock ’n’ roll and just happened to overhear it in somebody else’s dorm room. We all still meet at the same vortex: for whatever the reason, there is a point in the male maturation process when the music of Led Zeppelin sounds like the perfect actualisation of the perfectly cool you.”*


For the scurrilous svengali Kim Fowley, who consorted with them in their Hyatt House heyday, Led Zeppelin were both “dangerous” and “spiritual” – and you could not have one without the other. Another way of saying that is to resort to hoary metaphors of light and dark, good and evil. Certainly it’s difficult to talk of Zeppelin and not speak of evil; many of those interviewed for this oral history do just that. And while it’s too easy to identify Robert Plant and John Paul Jones with “the light” and Jimmy Page and John Bonham (and Peter Grant and Richard Cole et al.) with “the dark”, the occult image of Page as a guitar magus steeped in the nefarious teachings of Aleister Crowley remains central to Zeppelin’s appeal to adolescents as they strive to create identities for themselves in a world that never recovered from the failure of America’s hippie dream.


“Led Zeppelin always drew a difficult element,” reflected the late Bill Graham, the pugnacious San Francisco promoter who became their inadvertent nemesis in Oakland. “A lot of male aggression came along with their shows. This was during the warp of the Seventies, which was a very strange era. It was anarchy without a cause.”†


“By 1975, ZoSo was painted or carved on every static thing rocker kids could find,” wrote the sociologist Dr Donna Gaines. “It had become a unifying symbol for America’s suburban adolescents. The children of ZoSo are Zep’s legacy. Mostly white males, nonaffluent American kids mixing up the old-school prole(tariat) values of their parents, mass culture, pagan yearnings and Sixties hedonism.”‡


Yet the resonance of Zeppelin’s music goes way beyond acned initiation rites, otherwise we’d be talking about them today as we talk about (or don’t talk about) Kiss or Peter Frampton or Grand Funk Railroad. The reason my biker in Twentynine Palms is blasting “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You” from his roadhog bins after all those years is because Led Zeppelin still speak to him of danger and spirituality, darkness and light, power and beauty; because their albums – at least, up to and including 1975’s Physical Graffiti – still sound so mighty and so sensual. Because they locked together tighter than any other rock unit in history. Because Jimmy Page wrote the most crunchingly powerful riffs ever fashioned by an electric guitarist. Because encoded within their metal blitzkrieg lies a deep funk that gives even James Brown a run for his money. Because their beauteous acoustic music is as sublime as their amplified anthems. Because live – as the countless Zep bootlegs attest – they took “How Many More Times”, “Dazed and Confused”, “No Quarter” and “In My Time  of Dying” into new dimensions of giddy improvisation. Because John Bonham did things on his drum kit that confound the ear to this day. Because – even when his lyrics smacked of ethereal piffle – Robert Plant possessed the most frighteningly exciting hard-rock voice ever captured on tape, a blood-curdling fusion of Janis Joplin and Family’s Roger Chapman.


Also because of the dizzying diversity of styles and moods the band mastered: Dense Chicago Blues (“You Shook Me”, “I Can’t Quit You, Baby”, “The Lemon Song”, “The Girl I Love She Got Long Black Wavy Hair”); Metallic Funk (“Whole Lotta Love”, “Bring It On Home”, “Immigrant Song”, “The Ocean”, “Custard Pie”, “The Wanton Song”, “Nobody’s Fault But Mine”, “For Your Life”); Kinetic Folk-Rock (“Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You”, “Ramble On”, “Gallows Pole”, “The Battle of Evermore”, “Over the Hills and Far Away”, “Poor Tom”); Hyper-Prog Bombast (“The Song Remains the Same”, “No Quarter”, “In the Light”, “Ten Years Gone”, “Achilles’ Last Stand”, “Carouselambra”); Unplugged Pastoral (“That’s the Way”, “Bron-yr-Aur”, “Going to California”, “Black Country Woman”, the first half of “Stairway to Heaven”); Headbanger Raunch (“Heartbreaker”, “Sick Again”); Trebly Big Star Swagger (“Dancing Days”, “Houses of the Holy”); Swampy Delta Dread (“Hats off to Harper”, “Black Dog”, “When the Levee Breaks”, “In My Time of Dying”); Motor City Protopunk (“Communication Breakdown”); Eerie Orientalism (“Friends”, “Four Sticks”, “Kashmir”); Searing Blues Balladry (“Since I”ve Been Loving You”, “Tea for One”) and Retro Rock ’n’ Roll (“Rock ’n’ Roll”, “Boogie with Stu”, the numerous live covers of Elvis, Eddie Cochran et al.) … almost all of which I’d put up there with the best of Elvis/Dylan/Beatles/Stones/Hendrix/Young/Nirvana/Radiohead and any other rock act from the last half-century.


Oh, and because all those dumb rock critics just didn’t get it.


“It’s remarkable that we kept it going for as many records as we did,” Plant told Steven Rosen in 1986. “Really, there wasn’t one record that had anything to do with the one before it. And that’s a great credit when there are so many artists who will unconsciously rest on their laurels and say, ‘This is it, this is the way it must be.’ Complacent? No.”§


Beyond this is the mythology itself; the shaping of Zeppelin by not just its members but by Grant and Cole and Atlantic Records and lawyer Steve Weiss and agent Frank Barsalona and all the underage groupies and grizzled roadies who served the band. Many of these people finally get to have their say in Trampled Under Foot. All contribute to a narrative – a rise-and-fall-and-resurrection – the scale of which we will never experience again in our lifetimes.


“As the years go on, it’s become a little easier to talk about this group,” says Sam Aizer, who worked for Zeppelin’s Swan Song label in New York. “For a long time they had such a hold on the people they worked with that no one ever wanted to say anything. It was almost like a secret society.”




*





“THOSE WERE THE DAYS,” Robert Plant says with a big wry smile, “but these are the days …”


I am standing backstage at the Anselmo Valencia Amphitheater in Tucson, Arizona, when the lion-maned, tennis-muscled front man of the Band of Joy (Mk 4 or 5, take your pick) beckons me over to join the gaggle of friends that invariably surrounds him after shows.


Plant knows why I am here: he knows I have not flown from LA to Tucson simply to see him perform with Buddy Miller, Patty Griffin – soon to become the latest of his many inamoratas – and the other Nashville-based players who helped him make Band of Joy, follow-up to the three-million-shifting Raising Sand.


“How on earth did you find John Crutchley?!” Robert says  in the semi-gentrified Black Country tones that have barely changed since he did his first interviews as the nineteen-year-old front man of Jimmy Page’s new band in 1968. Crutchley, one of the sweetest people on God’s earth, played guitar in Listen, the mod-era R&B band that provided Plant with his first recording opportunity. Like many from Robert’s past, he remains in touch with his former band mate and still talks of him as if he were just another chum from the old Black Country days.


Plant may publicly disparage retromania – specifically the unending classic-rock fixation with Zeppelin stories and tropes – but secretly he’s as nostalgic as the next man. Holding court on his tour bus and then in Tucson’s venerable Mission-style Arizona Inn, he is screamingly funny about the Black Country customs that have brought him so much joy throughout his sixty-three years. (As he remarked to me in Birmingham in 2003, “the whole deal was that I didn’t go to LA or Virginia Water or wherever it might be …”)


Regaling the assembled company – which includes Miller, Griffin, his Welsh PA Nicola Powell and former Ensign Records boss Nigel Grainge – with descriptions of the old Bull and Bladder in Brierley Hill, a pub “where the women played darts with six-inch nails”, he has us all convulsed with laughter. And the more we howl, the more he warms to his themes, telling tales of John Bonham that sorely tempt me to reach inside my shoulder bag and surreptitiously press the “on” button of my Olympus digital recorder.


“Bonzo and I used to called John Paul ‘Stanley’,” he informs us at one point. “Of course, he didn’t think it was funny, because Capricorns don’t have any sense of humour.” The line is spoken like the true Leo that Plant is – and like a man who knows full well that there were two Capricorns in Led Zeppelin.


After interspersing two hours of Zep-related tales – one about the fundamentalist Christian owner of a Texas ranch where the band had decided to entertain the infamous “Butter Queen” and her attendant groupies in the swimming pool; another about driving up Pacific Coast Highway at fifteen miles per hour, so wired on cocaine he thought he was doing seventy and wondered why he was being overtaken by blue-rinse septuagenarians – with discursions on everything from Joe Meek B-sides to Edward the First’s imposition of English rule on Wales in the thirteenth century, Plant decides to hit the hay.


“Night night,” he says as he grasps my hand with a leonine paw. “See you in the Bull and Bladder!”




*





I CATCH SIGHT of Led Zeppelin’s other Capricorn across the crowded launch party for his friend Gary Kemp’s autobiography in London. By one of those odd but meaningless coincidences, I have this very afternoon finished a proposal for a new book about Jimmy Page’s old band and can’t resist telling him as much. He is friendly enough, twinkly smiles lighting up his flat, almost oriental face. The undyed hair is so much better than the shoe-polish look he was sporting when I interviewed him in Covent Garden six years ago. I seize the moment and ask if he is himself currently contemplating any kind of autobiography. Might he be interested in collaborating on such a book?


I know enough about Page to realise it’s a non-starter, but he surprises me by extracting an ancient Nokia phone from his pocket and taking my number. He surprises me even more by calling the next day and summoning me to the Tower House, his fantastical residence in Holland Park.


For any Zeppelin fan out there thinking, “This story cannot have a happy ending,” prepare not to be disappointed. A few weeks later, after a rambling and inconclusive conversation with Page in the nondescript antechamber that sits above the Tower House’s garage-cum-granny-flat, his friend the photographer Ross Halfin tells me in a faintly sneering voice, “You ain’t got a hope in hell of doing a book with Jimmy. And if you’re wondering why he agreed to meet with you, it was for one reason only: to get all the information he could possibly get out of you.”


Was I crestfallen by Halfin’s candour? No. Brusque though Ross is, he wasn’t trying to be unkind. Would it have been worth ghosting Page’s memoirs? Almost certainly not: Halfin himself told me that when he helped with captions for the guitarist’s limited-edition coffee-table book of photographs (which Page had failed to even to mention to me), its subject snapped at him when asked for the time and place of one particular image. Apparently his exact words were: “Why do you need to know?”


“Pagey liked the idea of being considered a man of mystery,” Robert Plant told Mat Snow in 1985. “He really should have been a San Francisco version of Simon Templar, hiding in shadows and peeping round corners. He got some kind of enjoyment out of people having the wrong impression of him. He’s a very meek guy, shy to the point where sometimes it’s uncomfortable. But he let it all go on; and it’s his choice whether it all continues. It’s not up to me to start saying the guy plays cricket.”¶


The many who have fallen foul of Page over the years – usually through mildly paranoid misunderstandings – will be unsurprised to learn that subsequent mention of my name propelled him into minor furies, reportedly because he believed I was telling prospective interviewees that he had given my book his blessing, something that would have been as stupid as it was dishonest.


I never heard from Jimmy again, and so set out on the trail of the truth about Led Zeppelin, once described by the late Ahmet Ertegun – their great champion and mentor at Atlantic Records – as “the biggest unknown group in the world”. I was determined to get away from glorifying tales of mudsharks and Riot House mayhem (though you will find plenty of hair-raising stories in these pages). I was more interested in the context from which Zeppelin sprang, and in the apparatus around them: the  “power” they wielded and how it synced with the might of the music they made. As Erik Davis wrote in his erudite 331⁄3 study of their untitled fourth album, “the enjoyment that Led Zeppelin has given to many of us is partly a function of our fantasies about their own engorged enjoyment of the world”.||
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“Rock on and thanks …” The fourth Zeppelin album, signed by Page on 17 April 2003








To that extent, Trampled Under Foot is as much about Peter Grant, Richard Cole and others as it is about Zeppelin themselves. The more one learns about the band, the more symbiotic the relationship between Zep and their henchmen becomes. Is it conceivable that Grant himself was the giant inflatable airship that gave the group its name? His own personal tragedy of intimidation, greed and self-destruction – part Falstaff, part Charles Foster Kane – closely parallels the triumph and tragedy of Zeppelin itself, a morality tale that starts with thrilling promise, climaxes with intoxicating splendour, and declines into pitiful addiction and violence.


 It’s an old story, you might say, but one rarely told on such a scale of success or excess. For the better part of a decade, Led Zeppelin was the greatest group on the planet, greater than the Stones or anyone else, eclipsing records set by Elvis and the Beatles. Artistically and financially, they were the apex of the genus Hard Rock in all its – to use Page’s preferred term – “light and shade”.


Light and shade, good and evil: with Zeppelin it all seems to circle back to that central dialectic. How did something born of such potent kismet in a basement rehearsal room in Soho turn into something so colossally callous – not to mention Spinal-Tapesque?


And should it even matter when we have such astonishing music to remember them by?


Barney Hoskyns
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Personae gratae





Voices from the shadows




 





Justin Adams World-music-steeped guitarist and Plant’s principal Nineties side man


Sam Aizer Worked at Swan Song’s New York office, mainly with Bad Company


Steve Albini Produced the 1998 Page and Plant album Walking into Clarksdale


Keith Altham Interviewed Jimmy Page, the Yardbirds and Led Zeppelin for NME, Record Mirror and other publications


Kenneth Anger Black-Arts-dabbling director of Lucifer Rising, for which Jimmy Page supposedly failed to complete a soundtrack


Mike Appleton Producer of BBC2’s Old Grey Whistle Test and mate of Zeppelin’s


Dick Asher Epic Records chief in late Sixties, snubbed by Page and Peter Grant in favour of Atlantic


Jane Ayer Publicist at Atlantic Records’ LA office and Zeppelin confidante


Long John Baldry Singer with Blues Incorporated and other Sixties R&B groups in London


Frank Barsalona Founder of the Premier Talent booking agency, which represented Zeppelin until 1972; once described by Ahmet Ertegun as “the most powerful man in the record industry”


June Harris Barsalona Former US correspondent of New Musical Express and wife of Frank Barsalona


Peter Barsotti Worked for promoter Bill Graham at the time of the Oakland incident in 1977


David Bates A&R man for Robert Plant and for Page and Plant’s No Quarter album


Jeff Beck Childhood acquaintance of Jimmy Page’s and guitarist in the Yardbirds; client of Peter Grant’s


Maggie Bell Managed by Peter Grant as the singer in Stone the Crows; signed to Zeppelin’s Swan Song label


John “JB” Bettie With his brother Paul (“PB”), worked at Horselunges in Peter Grant’s twilight years


Bev Bevan Drummer in the Move and the Electric Light Orchestra and friend of John Bonham’s


Ed Bicknell Manager of Dire Straits and friend of Peter Grant’s


Rodney Bingenheimer LA scenester, DJ, and owner in the Seventies of the English Disco club on Sunset Boulevard


Chris Blackwell Founder of Island Records, who nearly signed Zeppelin


Robbie Blunt Black Country guitarist and Robert Plant side man in the Eighties; former member of Silverhead and Bronco


Bill Bonham Organist in Robert Plant’s pre-Zeppelin band Obs-Tweedle


Debbie Bonham R&B singer and John Bonham’s younger sister


Jason Bonham John Bonham’s son; drummer with reunited Zeppelin at the O2 show and the Atlantic 40th Anniversary show


John Bonham Led Zeppelin’s drummer; died in 1980


Mick Bonham John Bonham’s younger brother; died in 2000


Caroline Boucher Disc and Music Echo writer; interviewed Zeppelin several times


Loraine Alterman Boyle As Loraine Alterman, toured with and interviewed Zeppelin several times for Melody Maker and other publications


Rusty Brutsche Co-founder with Jack Calmes of Showco sound and lighting in Dallas; worked with Zeppelin 1971–80


Bebe Buell Celebrated rock consort; girlfriend of Jimmy Page’s for a brief period in the mid-Seventies


Trevor Burton Original rhythm guitarist in Birmingham band the Move


Alan Callan Ran UK office of Swan Song Records, 1977–9


Jack Calmes Co-founder and head of Showco sound and lighting company in Dallas; worked with Zeppelin on all their Seventies tours


Julie Carlo Wife of Phil Carlo


Phil Carlo Roadie for Bad Company, tour manager on the last Zeppelin tour, and Page’s right-hand man for most of the Eighties


Gary Carnes Showco lighting director on 1977 tour


Roy Carr Interviewed Zeppelin several times for NME, friend of John Bonham’s


Phil Carson Head of Atlantic Records UK and close confidant of Zeppelin’s


Clem Cattini Leading drummer on London session scene of the Sixties, played regularly with Page and Jones


Chris Charlesworth Journalist – and sometime New York correspondent – who interviewed Led Zeppelin several times for Melody Maker


Nicky Chinn Co-writer with Mike Chapman of countless glam-rock hits (by Sweet, Suzi Quatro and Mud) for Mickie Most’s RAK label


Robert Christgau Music editor of the Village Voice, 1974–2006


Peter Clifton Film Director who completed The Song Remains the Same and shot all the band’s fantasy sequences


Bill Cole Bass player in skiffle and R&B era


Marilyn Cole First wife of Zeppelin tour manager Richard Cole


Richard Cole Zeppelin’s tour manager 1968–79


Phil Collins Drummer with Genesis, played with Robert Plant in the early Eighties and performed with Led Zeppelin at Live Aid


John Combe Author of Kidderminster rock history Get Your Kicks on the A456


Gyl Corrigan-Devlin Zeppelin friend who travelled on the 1973 tour


Clive Coulson Zeppelin roadie who became Bad Company’s tour manager; died in 2006


Cameron Crowe Interviewed Zeppelin for the LA Times and Rolling Stone before becoming a film director; based scenes in Almost Famous on his Zeppelin experiences


John Crutchley Guitarist with Plant’s pre-Zeppelin band Listen


Bill Curbishley Manager of the Who and later of Jimmy Page and Robert Plant


David Dalton Biographer of Janis Joplin and co-writer of autobiographies by Marianne Faithfull, Steven Tyler and others


Ray Davies Leader of the Kinks, on some of whose early Pye sides Page played


Malcolm Dent Caretaker of Boleskine House, the sometime Aleister Crowley residence in Scotland bought by Page in 1970


Michael Des Barres Friend of Zeppelin’s; singer with Silverhead and with Swan Song band Detective


Pamela Des Barres LA groupie and girlfriend of Page’s in 1969–70; married (and divorced) Michael Des Barres


Jackie DeShannon LA pop/folk singer-songwriter, worked and had relationship with Page in London and America in 1964–5


Marie Dixon Widow of Chicago bluesman Willie Dixon, who sued Zeppelin for copyright breach on “Whole Lotta Love” and other songs


Donovan Scottish folk-pop-rock star for whom John Paul Jones arranged “Sunshine Superman” and others


Chris Dreja Bassist with Page’s pre-Zep band the Yardbirds


Dave Edmunds Swan Song artist 1977–82


Mark Ellen Presenter of The Old Grey Whistle Test; interviewed Page and Roy Harper in 1984


 Bob Emmer Publicity director, Atlantic’s West Coast office


Ahmet Ertegun Co-founder of Atlantic Records; mentor and inspiration to Zeppelin


Marianne Faithfull Immediate Records singer, covered songs written by Page and Jackie DeShannon


BP Fallon UK press officer for Zeppelin, 1972–6


Mick Farren Singer with the Deviants; writer for the underground press and NME


Bill Ford Bassist in Bonham’s early Sixties Brum Beat band the Senators


Kim Fowley LA producer and scenester


Mitchell Fox Swan Song US staffer, 1977–80


Paul Francis Drummer with Maggie Bell in the mid-Seventies


Tony Franklin Bassist in Page’s post-Zeppelin band the Firm


Tom Fry Worked for promoter Freddy Bannister at time of Zeppelin’s Knebworth shows


Kevyn Gammond Guitarist in Plant’s pre-Zeppelin group the Band of Joy and post-Zeppelin group Priory of Brion


Stefan Gates The naked boy on the cover of Houses of the Holy


Vanessa Gilbert LA scenester and Zeppelin friend on the 1973 US tour


Danny Goldberg US press officer for Zeppelin and president of Swan Song in New York
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What did Led Zeppelin prove? That great music is always the best excuse for bad behaviour …


KIM FOWLEY

























PART ONE


All Shook Up
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Muddy Waters EP, Pye Records, 1962































Preface







BEFORE THERE was Led Zeppelin there was a plethora of pre-Zeppelin bands, only one of which could be said in any meaningful sense to have made it. That was the Yardbirds, a blues boot camp for three legendary axe men who came out of the so-dubbed “Surrey Delta” south-west of London: Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck, and Jimmy Page, the latter pair overlapping in the line-up for a few electrifying months between 1966 and 1967.


Page (born in Heston, Middlesex, on 9 January 1944) had served an earlier apprenticeship in the rock ’n’ rolling Redcaps, and in Neil Christian and the Crusaders. Then this slight, shy only child from sedate Epsom wearied of the road and set himself up as the most in-demand guitarist on the London session scene. He played on hundreds of early Sixties singles – hits and misses alike – by the Kinks, Lulu, Them and Val Doonican (not forgetting the Primitives, the First Gear, the Lancastrians and Les Fleurs de Lys) before sussing out that the twilight life of a guitar-toting gunslinger-for-hire was sapping his soul.


Coming to a similar conclusion was fellow gunslinger John Paul Jones (born in Sidcup, Kent, on 3 January 1946), who’d gone by the rather less sexy name of “John Baldwin” before Rolling Stones manager Andrew Loog Oldham affixed the new monicker to him. If Page was the hottest six-string player in town, Jones was the lad you hired when you required a fat, Staxy bass line to underpin your pop productions. It didn’t hurt that the guy was a virtuoso keyboard player and deft string arranger into the bargain. Between 1963 and 1966, Jones and Page frequently played together on sessions at Decca, Regent Sound and Olympic studios.


Meanwhile in the West Midlands – the smoke-belching “Black Country” that was England’s industrial heartland – a very different pair of chancers were plying their trade together, not on sessions but in a raw blues band called the Crawling King Snakes. Robert Plant (born in West Bromwich, Staffordshire, on 20 August 1948) was cut from the same blue-eyed-soul cloth that produced local hero Stevie Winwood; John Bonham (born in Redditch, Worcestershire, on 31 May 1948) was the roughest, toughest, and certainly the loudest drummer on the “Ma Regan” circuit that dominated the satellite towns around Birmingham.


Come summer 1968, while Jones was still arranging Donovan tracks for producer Mickie Most, Jimmy Page was co-fronting the Yardbirds on a last go-round of America’s new hippie ballrooms. Plant and “Bonzo”, on the other hand, were slogging their way round the UK in the psychedelicised Band of Joy, Plant combining the distant spirit of his new Haight-Ashbury heroes with the hard rock ’n’ soul of his principal vocal influences Winwood and Steve Marriott.


Cue manager Peter Grant, man–mountain facilitator of Page’s musical dreams and the catalyst for bringing these four young men under one umbrella. From the ashes of the Yardbirds rose a phoenix of a supergroup. The “New” Yardbirds were stitched together as a London–Birmingham amalgam and lo, Led Zeppelin was born.






















1 Surbigloom blues







They come from quiet towns and near suburbs, terraced houses thrown up in the aftermath of German bombs. Places you don’t see until you leave them, and why would you want to leave them, the same roses on the same trellises?


ZACHARY LAZAR, SWAY (2008) 







ALAN CALLAN (Swan Song Records, 1977–9) In 1977 I was at the Plaza Hotel in New York with Jimmy Page, and we were going out somewhere. It was absolutely pissing down as we walked out through the side door of the hotel to where the limo was waiting.


   As the doorman takes us to the car, a woman standing in the doorway in a fur coat says, “What do I have to do to get some attention here? Look at these two with their jeans and long hair – how come they get a car immediately?”


   The doorman says, “Well, ma’am, it’s like this: the first guy there, he’s been practising what he’s good at since he was six years old. If you went home and did the same, you’d probably get a limo when it rained.”


JIMMY PAGE I remember going on to the playing fields one day and seeing this great throng crowded around this figure playing guitar and singing some skiffle song of the time, and I wondered how he did it. He showed me how to tune it, and it went on from there: going to guitar shops, hanging around watching what people were doing, until in the end it was going the other way, and people were watching you.


ROY HARPER (friend of Page and Plant) Skiffle was derived from both southern-country and northern-urban blues. We  didn’t really discriminate, though I have to say I thought the more authentic brand was the southern-country blues. Any self-respecting eleven-to-fourteen-year-old with an ear was doing the same thing in the mid-Fifties.


KEITH ALTHAM (reporter for New Musical Express in the Sixties and early Seventies) What spun out from Elvis was skiffle, which had at its heart folk and Leadbelly and Big Bill Broonzy, so the links started to point towards blues. When you went and bought your Lonnie Donegan album, you saw “New words and music by L. Donegan”, but the song was actually attributed to Leadbelly or Broonzy. So you went in search of those names.


CHRIS WELCH (reporter for Melody Maker from 1964 to the mid-Eighties) Hearing Lonnie Donegan’s “Rock Island Line” on the radio was such a shock. We’d never heard anything as ethnic or authentic. That was our introduction to American folk and blues, if you like. It was very much a school craze. We might once have collected stamps and now we were out collecting blues records. My friend Mike bought a 10-inch Leadbelly LP and we’d sit listening to that for hours. Then we set about copying it and forming a skiffle group.


CHRIS DREJA (rhythm and bass guitarist in the Yardbirds) Jimmy Page was involved in skiffle because it was accessible. It was cheap. It was something you could do at a school concert.


JIMMY PAGE It was a process of accessing what was going on in skiffle and then, bit by bit, your tastes changed and matured as you accessed more. There was the blues, there was Leadbelly material in Donegan, but we weren’t at all aware of it in those days. Then it came to the point where Elvis was coming through, and he was making no secret of the fact that he was singing stuff by Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup and Sleepy John Estes.


KEITH ALTHAM Someone knew Jimmy’s mother and knew that he was in a skiffle group that was appearing at the Tolworth Co-op Hall. So I went along to watch them with a couple of mates from school and on comes this kid, about three foot nothing, with a guitar about four foot, and proceeds to play the arse off it. It was extraordinary, a twelve-year-old. There I am at sixteen struggling with four chords. And that was it, as far as I was concerned: “If some twelve-year-old punk can play guitar like that, I may as well give up.”


CHRIS DREJA I grew up in Surbiton, which one wag nicknamed “Surbigloom”. Life was all about the unbelievable driving banality of the suburbs for anybody who had an ounce of energy and intelligence. It’s amazing that Eric Clapton came from Ripley – under daunted circumstances, according to him – but he still frequented all the places I did.


KEITH ALTHAM Epsom was a quiet suburban racing town. The only time it was really buzzing was Derby Day. Lester Bowden’s was the big store where everyone bought their county clothes.


JIMMY PAGE It was still those sombre post-war days of rationing in Epsom. Then this explosion came through your radio speaker when you were eleven or twelve. There were some good programmes on TV, too, like Oh! Boy with Cliff Richard and Tony Sheridan. But Lonnie Donegan was the first person who was really giving it some passion that we related to.


GLYN JOHNS (engineer on first Zeppelin album) Jimmy lived at one end of Epsom and I lived at the other. The first time I ever met him was at the youth club at St Martin’s parish church. We had a talent competition. He was probably about twelve or thirteen. I’ll never forget, he sat on the edge of the stage with his legs hanging over, playing acoustic guitar. And I thought he was fantastic then. Maybe there was something in the water, I don’t know. It was strange, the three best British rock guitarists – Clapton, Beck and Page – all coming out of this one little area.


CHRIS DREJA How ridiculous that white blues developed in this genteel area of southern England. What is a howlin’ wolf when you live in Surbiton?


AHMET ERTEGUN (co-founder of Atlantic Records, Zeppelin’s label) When I used to go to Keith Richards’s house, that’s all you’d hear all day long, the blues. Go to Eric Clapton’s house, all you hear is the blues. It was a much more conscious effort to digest that music than Americans seem to have made, because Americans took it for granted and figured, “Well, the blues is here, it’s part of our country.”


ELIZABETH “BETTY” IANNACI (worked in Atlantic’s West Coast office, 1975–7) I never heard “race music”, I never got those 45s. I heard Bo Diddley through the Rolling Stones. These boys got those records from the underground black market in England, and that was how I experienced blues first – through the Stones, through Alexis Korner, through Led Zeppelin.


MARILYN COLE (first wife of Zeppelin tour manager Richard Cole) Jimmy and his mother Pat were very close. Richard always said she had influenced him greatly.


DAVID WILLIAMS (boyhood friend of Page’s) I am certain that Jim’s mother was the initial driving force behind his musical progression. She was a petite, dark-haired woman with a strong personality, a glint in her eye and wicked sense of humour.


NICK KENT (New Musical Express journalist in Seventies and Eighties) Jimmy was very, very middle-class. When everyone else would say “Fuck!”, he would say “Gosh!” It was the same with me: we both wanted to be wild and dangerous, but we didn’t want our parents to know. Whereas working-class guys don’t give a shit what their parents think.


DAVID WILLIAMS That small front room at Jim’s house became the centre of our world. Jim must have had equally tolerant neighbours, for we did make a racket in that tiny space. […] We started to buy the Melody Maker … and soon found that there were a few more interesting examples of the new music available than those which made the hit parade and the radio.








[image: ]

34 Miles Road, Epsom: home to James Patrick Page for almost twenty years (Art Sperl)








CHRIS DREJA I first met Jimmy outside the Tolworth Arcade with a rare goldfish in a plastic bag. He was very sweet. You could relate to him immediately. Eric Clapton was hiding secrets, so he tended to be a bit more of an enigmatic personality, but Jimmy was a very well-adjusted young kid from round our way and had all the right credentials. He adored his mother but wasn’t so fond of his father, as I understood it from various conversations I had.


DAVID WILLIAMS Apart from his brief flirtation with skiffle, Jim had not really reached the stage where he was playing with other musicians, and it was about this time that he made his first  solo appearance on a children’s television talent show called All Your Own. I reckon his mother must have been instrumental in setting it up.


MARILYN COLE Even at thirteen, in that famous TV clip, Jimmy had a determination about him. He talked eloquently to Huw Wheldon. I thought he stood out even then – sure of himself, ambitious.


UNITY MACLEAN (manager of Swan Song’s London office, 1976–80) Jimmy was small and feminine and a little bit of a crybaby from time to time. Very, very creative and very inquisitive. He wanted to explore every sound and every instrument and every nuance of music, largely because he was brought up as an only child and his mother was a bit of a social climber. He was always looking for another high to stimulate his interest, hence the interest in black magic.


JIMMY PAGE My interest in the occult started when I was about fifteen.


GLYN JOHNS I don’t know that Jimmy was ever angelic, though he was always as tight as a duck’s ass. I bet he’s got the first two bob his mum ever gave him.


JIMMY PAGE The record that made me want to play guitar was “Baby, Let’s Play House” by Presley. I just heard two guitars and a bass and thought, “Yeah, that’s it.” I want to be part of this.


MICHAEL DES BARRES (lead singer of Swan Song band Detective) Jimmy is epitomised in that scene in the It Might Get Loud documentary where he’s listening to Link Wray’s “Rumble” and he’s a child and he’s so excited and enthralled by the magic of that record.


JEFF BECK (Eric Clapton’s replacement in the Yardbirds) [My sister] was just getting settled into – where was it? – Epsom Art School, and she came back and said, “There was a bloke at school with a funny-shaped guitar like yours.” I went, “Where is he? Take me to him!” She said, “I’ll fix it up. His name’s Jim, Jimmy Page.” I couldn’t believe that there was another human being in Surrey interested in strange-shaped solid guitars. We came on the bus and [Jimmy] played for us. [He] played “Not Fade Away”. I never forgot it.


JIMMY PAGE It was more like, “Can you play Ricky Nelson’s ‘My Babe’?” And we’d both have a go at trying to play the solo, because that was the key James Burton solo.


JOHN PAUL JONES I was an only child. A spoiled brat. It’s interesting because I was reading something about only children and you have a different view on life. It comes out of a certain insecurity.


    I had a ukulele banjo, a little one, and I had that strung up like a bass. Actually my father, because I was very young, had to sign a guarantee and he said to me, “Don’t bother with a bass guitar. Take up the tenor saxophone. It’ll take two years and the bass guitar will never be heard of again.” But I really wanted a bass guitar.


CHRIS WELCH We were torn between skiffle and rock ’n’ roll. But in our eyes it was all wonderful music that we liked for different reasons. We went to see the famous rock ’n’ roll movies and there was all that excitement.


JOHN PAUL JONES My dad bought a record player and let me go out and buy records by Jerry Lee Lewis and the Everly Brothers, Little Richard, Ray Charles. Ray Charles got me into organs. I listened to a lot of Jimmy Smith in those days, but my dad didn’t like Jimmy Smith: “Nothing to it, just running up and down the keyboard!”


ROY CARR (writer for New Musical Express from the Sixties to the Eighties) It was all matching-tie-and-hanky and Hank Marvin. When Johnny Kidd and the Pirates came along, they offered a different take on it all. In their own way they were quite threatening. 
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Page playing with Red E. Lewis and the Redcaps, 1960. Left to right: John “Jumbo” Spicer, Red E. Lewis, and Little Jim on the Grazioso (Courtesy of David Williams/Music Mentor Books)








CLEM CATTINI (leading drummer on London session scene of the Sixties) It became a sort of turn from skiffle to rock ’n’ roll, basically. I was touring with Johnny Kidd and the Pirates. We used to play this place in Aylesbury and Jimmy was in Neil Christian and the Crusaders, which was the support band. He was only fifteen and he was already a phenomenal player.


JOHN PAUL JONES I remember him having a reputation almost before I turned professional, when he was with Neil Christian and the Crusaders. It was always, “You’ve got to hear this guy.”


JIMMY PAGE This was before the Stones happened, so we were doing Chuck Berry, Gene Vincent, and Bo Diddley things mainly. At the time, public taste was more engineered toward Top Ten records, so it was a bit of a struggle. But there’d always be a small section of the audience into what we were doing.


 CHRIS WELCH We learned about the roots of rock ’n’ roll through people like Chris Barber and Alexis Korner.


KEITH ALTHAM As trad jazz got a bit tired, there were little breakaways by people like Chris Barber, who really was the godfather figure of British blues. And the father was obviously Alexis Korner, who I saw with Cyril Davies at the Thames Hotel in Hampton Court.


BILL WYMAN (bass guitarist with the Rolling Stones) By providing a base first for skiffle and then for the blues, Chris was virtually a founding father of what came next – a British rock scene.


JEFF BECK The thing that shook me was an EP by Muddy Waters […] One of the tracks was “You Shook Me”, which both Led Zeppelin and I ripped off on our first albums.


JIMMY PAGE There were guitarists who could play really well acoustic, but they couldn’t make that transition. It just didn’t work on electric for them. But Muddy managed to come up with this style that really crystallised his whole thing. As a kid, as a teenager listening to that music, I was really just shaken to the core by it.


GLYN JOHNS I had a band I managed called the Presidents, and the bass player Colin Goulding knew Jimmy. Colin and I were in a coffee shop on Cheam High Street and Ian Stewart went by on his bicycle. Colin said, “See that guy there? He’s got the most amazing collection of blues records.” So I sought Ian out. He told me he was putting this band together with a guy called Brian Jones.


JEFF BECK Stu was definitely the cornerstone of that Surrey–Richmond thing. He was Mr Blues. He made you feel guilty about liking any other kind of music.


GLYN JOHNS When I heard the Stones it was like whoopee time. Popular music of the day was pretty banal and pretty naff, so we were all a bit frustrated. I remember this guy up the road played me a Snooks Eaglin record and it was so raw and rough and gutsy. There was nothing prissy about it.


LONG JOHN BALDRY (singer with Blues Incorporated and other Sixties R&B groups in London) We thought of blues as being strictly acoustic music, and Muddy came over to Britain with this electric guitar and a big amplifier, and a lot of people said, “Ooh, sacrilegious, dreadful, dreadful, he’s selling out the blues,” and all that. But Cyril Davies, Alexis Korner and myself looked at this and thought, “Hmm, this is interesting,” and we started trying ourselves.


JOHN RENBOURN (folk guitarist on Kingston scene and founder member of Pentangle) The R&B craze had replaced skiffle, and the best band was considered to be Blues Incorporated.


ALEXIS KORNER (singer-guitarist with Blues Incorporated) Blues Incorporated was basically a reaction against trad. Most of us had been through trad jazz, and for various reasons we wanted to play something that was the complete antithesis of trad jazz, which by then had got very finicky and very kitsch altogether. You couldn’t have found anything more fundamentally opposed to the concept of trad jazz than Muddy Waters.


BILL COLE (bass player in skiffle and R&B era) Alexis had a band [at Studio 51 in Soho] – a sort of mainstay band that included the late Cyril Davies on harmonica, who sadly died of leukaemia very early. But we all liked that stuff, you know – the country blues, the Delta blues, the Chicago electrified blues. We were all listening to that stuff long before the general members of the public. None of us could have foreseen that it would take off in the way that it has done today. I used to sit in with [the Rolling Stones] at the 51 Club. They were the Sunday afternoon group.


BILL WYMAN On 3 March 1963, we played […] an afternoon  session at Studio 51. It was ironic that we were given a great welcome by the ladies, Vi and Pat, who ran this stronghold of New-Orleans-style jazz – whereas the jazz snobs at the Marquee and elsewhere saw us as upstarts who should not be encouraged.


KEITH RICHARDS (guitarist with the Rolling Stones) At this time there was a huge strain between what we were doing and traditional jazz, which basically represented the whole London club scene. All the clubs and pubs were locked up within a few promoters’ hands, and suddenly I guess they felt the chill winter coming in and realised there would be no more “Midnight in Moscow” or “Petite Fleur” for them.


CHRIS DREJA It started to happen because we all had a lot to do with Alexis and Cyril and Blues Incorporated. It was a time when we had the absolutely ridiculous idea that we could play music and form bands. We were looking for venues and the Melody Maker had little ads in the back, and that was another way we used to communicate. You started to get promoters who had places, and then you realised that people were paying and kids were coming to hear blues, much more so than trad jazz. We knew about Alexis because the Stones played the Ealing club, which was a pivotal hole-in-the-ground in 1962.


JIMMY PAGE When I was still at school, the amount of records about was so thin on the ground. One of your pals would be a rock collector, another would be a blues collector. Then this rumour went round on the grapevine that one of the guys had actually found a girl who liked Howlin’ Wolf.


CHRIS DREJA You had to go to this import shop in Streatham. It was a fucking long journey, and in the winter we all got chilblains because it was damp and horrible and the buses were open with no doors. It was a hard blues life!


MARTIN STONE (blues guitarist and friend of Page’s) Dave Kelly’s Swing Shop was a pretty important psycho-geographical  landmark in the blues boom. The south London blues mafia congregated there, and Dave worked behind the counter on Saturdays. It was one of the only places you could buy American blues records. Eric Clapton bought Freddie King Sings there and I later stole it from his girlfriend.


CHRIS DREJA Communication was very difficult. You often saw people on the platform of the station with a record, and then there was the slow grapevine of the arts school system. L’Auberge, the coffee shop in Richmond, was where we all hung out. In Caffè Nero you’ve got twenty million choices, but in those days you had two. And as a down-and-out student or musician you could make that coffee last four hours. All of us – Eric, myself, other players – started to drift there. These were very gentle days. The furthest-out you got were suede shoes.


CHRIS WELCH The original Jazz & Blues Festival in 1961 was how I became aware of all this going on in Richmond. But the crucial year was 1963. I managed to get tickets as a reporter for the Bexleyheath and Welling Observer and we were all watching Acker Bilk when an announcement came over the PA that the Rolling Stones were playing in the tent across the field. The whole audience turned round and ran towards this tent. We were all stuck in this marquee and they were quite aggressive and it was like seeing the Sex Pistols years later.


JIMMY PAGE I came across Mick and Keith, curiously enough, on a pilgrimage to see the Folk Festival of the Blues in Manchester. We all went up in a van, all the guys from the Epsom area and the record collectors. I remember them vividly, because Keith said he played guitar and Mick said he played harp.


MARIE DIXON (widow of Chess Records legend Willie Dixon) Willie went over to Europe because he felt like the blues was dying in the United States. He said to me, “I’m going overseas to see if I can’t drum up some more business for my music.” He wanted to make the blues more widespread in England and Europe. He had no problem with these young skinny English boys learning his music.


CHRIS DREJA The Stones came down the grapevine pretty fast. On a Friday or Saturday night, Top Topham and I used to go the Station Hotel in Richmond and at the back they had a hall that was crammed. Seeing the Stones a couple of times made Top and I even more obsessive about doing our own band.


JIMMY PAGE I was involved in the old Richmond and Eel Pie Island sets – well, I used to play at those jazz clubs where the Kinks played and I’d always been in groups around the Kingston area. Kingston and Richmond were the two key places, really, but by that time I was well into the Marquee. It was a good scene then, because everyone had this same upbringing and had been locked away with their records, and there was something really new to offer. It just exploded from there.


ROY CARR I used to buy import Chess albums from Impulse on New Oxford Street. I remember going in one day to pick up something and Brian Jones was looking at it and wanted it. The guy said, “I’m sorry, it’s already sold to this gentleman.” And I went down the Marquee that night and it was one of the Stones’ first gigs there. Brian was very sullen when he saw me.


JIMMY PAGE Cyril Davies, who had just broken away from Alexis Korner and was the one who turned everybody on to the electric harmonica, asked me to join his band [and] I did in fact play with them a bit, and the band was basically the nucleus of Screaming Lord Sutch’s band. I think Neil Christian felt I wanted to go with Cyril Davies, but I was being perfectly honest in telling him that I couldn’t carry on – I couldn’t understand why I was getting ill all the time.


LORI MATTIX (LA groupie and principal Page squeeze in America 1973–4) Jimmy went to art school and dropped out. He told me that he started in art school and then decided he wanted to become a session musician.


CHRIS DREJA One of the great things the British government did was start this arts stream for selective children – and it wasn’t hard to get in. Kingston was terribly relaxed, run by a guy called Dyson and a younger arts master whom we completely wrapped around our finger. It all came out of that art school semi-intelligentsia – that’s where the southern blues thing kicked off. I mean, we weren’t that intelligent, but we were given a chance in that system.


MARTIN STONE I was playing in a Shadows-type band like most guitarists, but when you listened to R&B records you would hear this guitar that was not like Bert Weedon. It was overloaded, there was sustain on it. It had what Jake Riviera calls “the fuck beat”. And I leapt on it. It was like, “Now I’ve got this thing and you don’t know what it is.”


CHRIS DREJA Eric Clapton used to turn up at L’Auberge with a guitar and long thumbnails; he was very Robert Johnson. He jumped at the Yardbirds because he came to a rehearsal and saw that we were attempting to play the music that he was obsessed with. He wasn’t God then. He was just the only guy we knew.


CHRIS WELCH The very first band I was asked to interview when I started at Melody Maker in 1964 was the Yardbirds. We went out to a coffee bar in Fleet Street called the Kardomah. They seemed like the most exciting rock band around – much more wired-up than the Stones, who were looser. It was frantic nervous energy, like schoolboys going mad.


GEOFF GRIMES (plugger for Atlantic Records UK, 1972–8) There were a series of clubs we all used to go to: the Ricky Tick, the Marquee, the Scene. We’d spend almost two days completely out of it – the evening session, the late night, then we’d sleep somewhere and get up and do it all again. And in among this, the Crawdaddy opened and the first band we saw there was the Stones. Then, when it moved to a better ground across the road, we met the Yardbirds. I saw all the guitarists in the Yardbirds: Eric Clapton first of all, and I was there when Jeff Beck played. I used to go every Sunday to the Crawdaddy. It was a religion. You had to go.


JOHN PAUL JONES There was this whole little white R&B movement which grew up quite separately and would evolve into the Stones and the Yardbirds […] They were all into Chuck Berry and the Chess people – blues twits, really. As a musical scene they just didn’t rate, really.


   None of those people did: the Yardbirds, it was like, “Oh dear,” it was more punk than R&B. Oh, it was great for that, but when you heard them play “Little Red Rooster” you’d go, “Oh no, please don’t.”
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The artists were the least important people, because they didn’t write the songs. You would much rather have the session singers and the session musicians than the guys who’d just about learned their three chords.


LAURENCE MYERS







GLYN JOHNS I decided the only way to get any experience as an engineer was to get down-time in the studio and invite musicians in, so I started doing Sunday sessions at IBC studios in Portland Place. The Stones were the very first act that came in under that agreement. The older guys at the studio didn’t get it and they didn’t like it, so I created an opportunity and it gobbled me up. I think Jimmy turned up at one of those sessions.


JIMMY PAGE I sort of stopped playing and went to art college for about two years. I was concentrating more on blues playing than on my own, and from the art college there was the Marquee club and Cyril Davies and by this time it had just started happening and stuff had come around again, so I used to go up and jam on a Thursday night with the interlude band.


CHARLIE WATTS (drummer with the Rolling Stones) Within about a month of Alexis starting on those Thursday nights, Harold Pendleton had 950 people packed in there; he wasn’t allowed to admit any more.


JIMMY PAGE Somebody came up to me at the Marquee and said, “Would you like to play on a record?” I said, “Why not?” That was my first proper session, which was for Carter-Lewis & the Southerners. And that record, which was called “Your Mama’s Out of Town”, made a dent in the charts.


GLYN JOHNS Jimmy rang me and said the art school had found out he was earning and he was going to lose his grant, so he wasn’t going to do any more sessions. Well, that lasted two minutes. The phone started ringing and all of a sudden he was doing three sessions a day for everybody and their mother – and quite right too.


   I would get Jimmy in whenever I could. He was a very ordinary, nice, quiet, young guy, and obviously immensely talented. As things progressed with both of us, we became more friendly and I would always give him a lift home from sessions in my convertible E-Type. We’d go to the pie stall on Battersea Bridge and have something to eat. In the back I had one of the Stones’ first Vox PA columns sawn in half and a four-track cassette deck. And I’d drive back down the A3 with the roof down, Jimmy sitting next to me, with the objective of getting the engine note to alter with the chord sequence of whatever was playing. Good fun.


JIMMY PAGE Big Jim Sullivan was carrying the whole weight on his shoulders – he was the only other young face there.


CHRIS DREJA We all knew about Big Jim. I suspect that initially Jimmy was playing rhythm parts and second guitar work, but it didn’t matter. To do session work you needed to be focused, professional, and be able to deliver it in ten minutes. Big Jim took Jimmy under his wing. He sorted him out because there weren’t that many good guitar players around.


BIG JIM SULLIVAN (session guitarist in the Sixties) We said hello, sat down, started chatting. Had a blow. He was great, obviously. He covered parts that I hadn’t covered. That was the thing about what Jimmy did – certain phrases, mostly James Burton phrases. He used to call me Big Jim and I’d call him Little Jim. I taught Jim to read, basically. If it was country I’d do it; if it was rock he’d do it. That was the general rule.


JIMMY PAGE I was in on a lot of sessions for Decca artists at the start, and some were hits, although not because of the guitar playing. Nevertheless, I’d been allowed into the whole sort of impenetrable brotherhood.


DAVID WILLIAMS Eventually the recordings would be released commercially, and Jim would have to go to the local store and purchase a record in order to hear what his work sounded like. […] He would play me the records and occasionally express disappointment when he felt his best efforts had been lost or buried in the mix.


JOHN PAUL JONES I had been in various small bands and done all the American bases. Jet Harris was with the Jet Blacks; I walked up to him on Archer Street and asked him if he needed a bass player. He said, “No, I don’t, but they do,” pointing me towards the Jet Blacks. He was leaving them, so I auditioned and joined up. Later he heard about me, swapped his bass player for me and I went on the road with them. I was seventeen and earning £30 a week with Jet and Tony Meehan … that’s when I first met Peter Grant. He was tour-managing Gene Vincent for Don Arden.


RICHARD COLE (Zeppelin’s road manager, 1968–80) I left Herbie Goins and the Night-Timers as road manager around about June 1965, which was when John Paul joined them. Mick Eve, the sax player, told me, “He’s really a bass player but he also plays fantastic keyboards.”


GLYN JOHNS I worked with John Paul almost every day. First of all, one of the nicest blokes you’ll meet. Second, I went to his flat in town once and there was a bloody Hammond B3 in his living room – I’d had no idea he played anything other than the bass.


ANDREW LOOG OLDHAM (manager of the Rolling Stones and founder of Immediate Records) There was a young arranger I knew named John Baldwin. The thing was, I wanted my arranger to have a more artistic surname than Baldwin, particularly as I’d be recording a single with him. There was a new Robert Stack movie going the rounds, called John Paul Jones. I had no idea what, or who, it was all about, but the name had the kind of ring to it that I’d always liked. I called up John and told him the news: “No more answering to the name of Baldwin. From now on, you’re John Paul Jones.”


JOHN PAUL JONES I was very grateful, because [Andrew] trusted me with these sessions and all these musicians. His sessions were always fun: everybody used to enjoy going to them, he was always funny on the talk-back mic. So many sessions were run-of-the-mill, banal, mundane, very boring, you couldn’t wait to get out of them.


BP FALLON (UK press officer for Zeppelin, 1972–6) John Paul I met in 1965, when he was one of Andrew Oldham’s bright young kids and came over to Dublin to produce Rosemary and Howard’s “Broken Promises”, a Del Shannon song on Tony Boland’s Tempo label. He was very cool, very chilled.


JOHN PAUL JONES Somebody came up to me and said, “Can you arrange?” I said, “Sure. What do you want?” “Well, we’ve got this horn section and …” “Okay, don’t worry.” I rushed out and bought Forsythe’s book of orchestration to find out where to write the instruments. Oh, it was appalling. I had it all too low and muddy.


EDDIE KRAMER (Zeppelin engineer, 1969–72) My clearest memory is of John Paul walking into Olympic Studios through the double doors carrying his bass on one shoulder and the charts under his arm while he wheeled in his amp. It’s a sixty-piece orchestra and he sets up all the charts and does all the arrangements – and wonderful arrangements, too. He would plug in and we’d section off a little area because nobody played very loudly on those sessions. Then he would get the orchestra together and stand up on the conductor’s rostrum with the score open and – literally with the bass in his hand – stand there and conduct the whole bloody orchestra with the bass waving around. He was so cool.
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John Paul Jones in session at Olympic, 1967 (Eddie Kramer Archives)








JOHN PAUL JONES I can’t remember what the session was, but it was probably about 1964 and [Jimmy and I] were booked on the same date. Decca or somewhere like that, up in Broadhurst Gardens in West Hampstead. I was just really happy to see another young face. I think he was the youngest session musician until I came along.


CLEM CATTINI The thing was with us was that we all came from a rock ’n’ roll background, whereas most of our peers came from the jazz world. Suddenly you’ve got these hooligans like myself and Jim that had come in from the rock ’n’ roll era from groups.


JOHN PAUL JONES It was always Big Jim and Little Jim – Big Jim Sullivan and Little Jim and myself and the drummer, either Bobby Graham or Clem Cattini. Apart from group sessions, where he’d play solos and stuff like that, Page always ended up on rhythm guitar because he couldn’t read too well.


BIG JIM SULLIVAN John Paul, surprisingly, could read. The three of us plus Bobby Graham were the rhythm section. Bobby had good rhythm, good time. It was terrible pressure but you learn to live with it after a while; it became second nature. Time was of the essence.


BOBBY GRAHAM (leading session drummer on London Sixties scene) Charlie Katz … was the fixer for everybody. He was like God, very tough and very touchy. He’d ring up and say, “Bob, I’d like you to be at Decca studios tomorrow morning at ten o’clock until one o’clock.” “Charlie, who’s the musical director on it?” “Bob, do not ask the names of the higher-ups.”


   Jimmy wasn’t one of the most way-out and weirdest characters I ever met; he was very quiet, very shy. He had a slightly dirtier sound than Big Jim Sullivan.


BIG JIM SULLIVAN You had to be a special breed of person to do sessions, almost insensitive. Some of the producers were assholes, they didn’t know what they were doing. There were a few who allowed us our rein, where we could do more what we liked; people like Mike Vernon. The worst ones were when Charlie Katz booked us at Decca 3, the big studio at the back, and you knew it would be an orchestra, a muzak act.


CLEM CATTINI I remember during one session at Decca, Charlie was saying to the string section, “It’s the 15th for that session.” To which one of the guys replied, “I can’t, it’s my  wedding anniversary.” And he knew that if he said no he would be put on holiday, depending on how long Charlie decided he wanted to put you on holiday. They had a lot of power at that time until us lot came in, the Jimmy Pages and the John Paul Joneses, the guys people were asking for.


JOHN PAUL JONES [Jimmy] was always very interested in recording. We were kind of geeks in those days, in a way. At the end of a session, most of the musicians would sit back and read their golf magazines, but we would always go into the control room to listen to playbacks and to watch the engineers, watch the producers.


EDDIE KRAMER In 1963 I was working at Pye in London recording the Kinks. I was an assistant engineer and my memory tells me that Page came in and did an overdub. It was for Shel Talmy, who was half blind and a fantastic producer.


   The next time I’m aware of Page is at Olympic in 1967. The studio has just opened and we’re very busy and Mickie Most books a session for Donovan and I’m the engineer on it. Concurrently with Jimmy being in the studio doing overdubs, John Paul Jones was a huge participant in the session-musician entrée into the studio. He was always in, always out, always coming in.


JIMMY PAGE Sessions with staff producers could be fairly impersonal. It comes down to costs again. Someone like Shel Talmy was just producing groups, and you’d be there to strengthen the weak links if the drummer wasn’t tight enough or the guitarist not up to scratch.


RAY DAVIES (lead singer and songwriter with the Kinks) The recording of “All Day and All of the Night” was a frantic affair, with the Kinks arriving in London late at night from a gig up north to record the song the following morning at Pye Studios, where the first album had been recorded. […]


   When we went upstairs to hear the playback in the tiny control room, we found it crowded with onlookers and assorted musicians. Among them was Jimmy Page, who cringed as it came to Dave [Davies]’s guitar solo. Perhaps [he] was put out about not being asked to play on the track, and we were slightly embarrassed by the amount of jealousy shown by such an eminent guitarist.


KIM FOWLEY (LA producer and scenester) Jimmy was the session genius that everybody sought out. When I showed up in London in 1964 as P. J. Proby’s publicist-cheerleader, Jimmy was just a tremendous one-take wonder. He was a great musician because he could listen, and a lot of musicians don’t listen.


   A few months later I found myself at Regent Sound with Andrew Loog Oldham, and there are Jimmy and John Paul Jones and a forgotten genius engineer named Bill Farley. This is the first time I have ever been recorded as a singer and my backing band features Jimmy Page and John Paul Jones! Both of them were very patient and didn’t laugh or throw their guitars down in disgust.


HARVEY LISBERG (manager of Herman’s Hermits) John Paul was Mickie Most’s right-hand man, really. All the early Herman’s Hermits stuff was arranged by him, so I got to know him quite well, but there was also Lulu and Donovan. He was terribly quiet, very introverted and serious. You hardly noticed him.


MICKIE MOST (producer of Herman’s Hermits and founder of RAK Records) John Paul did a lot of bass playing and arrangements for me, and Jimmy used to play on my sessions. If you get the best people, it’s much easier, and I don’t think it’s anything to do with the musicians in the band feeling hurt.


ANDY JOHNS (brother of Glyn; Zeppelin engineer, 1969–71) Glyn was doing some sessions at IBC and Jimmy comes in with this fuzz box and says, “This is a fuzz box.” It was held together with bits of Sellotape and string, very home-made, and he plugged it into a Vox and went, “Bloody hell!”


   Before you know it I’m at Glyn’s bungalow in south Epsom, where he was living with Ian Stewart. Suddenly there’s a knock at the door and it’s Pagey and he’s got a bloody lip. Glyn goes, “What happened, man?” Jimmy says, “I was just getting off the train, you see, and these three chaps jumped me.” Glyn said, “Don Arden, right?” “Well, I disparaged Don last week to somebody and they didn’t like it much.” So that’s why Pagey later got Peter Grant. Because he’d been duffed up.


MARTIN STONE I was working on the Croydon Advertiser and they farmed me out to the Sutton and Cheam Advertiser. They didn’t quite know what I could usefully do, so they gave me the “Youth” page. Once a week I had to seek out local youths who were doing interesting stuff.


   I found out there was this boy-genius guitar player living in Epsom, so I went out to 34 Miles Road and interviewed him for the Sutton and Cheam Advertiser. He was already doing sessions, and that was the thrust of the piece. The skiffle Jimmy was long gone, because he certainly didn’t look like that when I met him. I guess I saw him as a kind of fellow spirit or outlaw. He’d probably come to Aleister Crowley the same way I did, through liking supernatural fiction and horror stories – Arthur Machen and so on. From there you get interested in the true occult, which leads you to the Tarot and Crowley.


CHRIS DREJA Jimmy started to get a bit of a reputation on the grapevine of being a little off-centre. He quite liked schoolgirls. The thing about him in a way is that in many respects he’s quite effeminate. Maybe those amazing unbelievable riffs come about as a counter-punch to sounding a little bit, you know, “I want to be a medicine man when I grow up and do good things in Africa.” You know which devil panned out in the end.


ANDREW LOOG OLDHAM He didn’t suddenly come in and say, “Look, I’m fucking brilliant.” I more recall him working his way in slyly. We offered him the job as in-house producer, based really on an affinity of purpose. We were so fed up with old farts  that you would gravitate towards people your own age. It was all in the nod, the look in the eye. And I saw that in Jimmy.


JIMMY PAGE I got involved with Immediate, producing various things including John Mayall’s “Witchdoctor” and “Telephone Blues” around late ’65. Eric [Clapton] and I got friendly, and he came down and we did some recording at home. Immediate found out I had tapes and said they belonged to them, because I was employed by them. I argued that they couldn’t put them out because they were just variations on blues structures, but in the end we dubbed some other instruments over them and they came out – with liner notes attributed to me, though I didn’t have anything to do with writing them. Stu was on piano, Mick Jagger did some harp, Bill Wyman played bass and Charlie Watts was on drums.


ALAN CALLAN Most great guitarists are either great on electric or great on acoustic. But Jim is equally great on both, because he is always faithful to the nature of the instrument. He told me that, quite early on, he’d gone to a session and the producer had said, “Can you do it on acoustic rather than electric?” And he said he came out of that session thinking he hadn’t nailed it, so he went home and practised acoustic for two months.


JACKIE DESHANNON (LA pop/folk singer-songwriter) I wanted to record at EMI Studios in Abbey Road – a singles date, four sides. I took the songs with me: “Don’t Turn Your Back On Me, Babe” and a bunch of others. I wasn’t really familiar with the musicians – who might be the best to work with. I wrote on acoustic guitar, so those riffs were really the backbone of my records. I asked them who the best acoustic guitarist was. They suggested Jimmy Page. They said he was one of the best session guitar players in town and he’d played on a lot of hit records – he could play any style. I said, “Great, let’s get him!”


   The call went out and we found out that my session was scheduled for when he was in art school, so we would have to  wait for him to get out of school. I said, “He’d better be really good.” I played Jimmy the songs. He listened and played them back so perfectly, with so much soul and technique, that I could tell instantly what a brilliant artist he was. He could play anything, even at his young age. He was a big part of those records.


MARIANNE FAITHFULL (Immediate Records singer and girlfriend of Mick Jagger) In the hotel room next to mine, Jimmy and Jackie were having a very hot romance. He played on almost all my sessions in the Sixties, but he was very dull in those days. This was before he went away and became interesting. I guess what he was doing in that hotel room was getting interesting.


   Tony Calder said to them, “As soon as you two are finished in that room fucking each other’s brains out, why don’t you write Marianne a song as well.”


JIMMY PAGE We wrote a few songs together, and they ended up getting done by Marianne, P. J. Proby, and Esther Phillips or one of those coloured artists … I started receiving royalty statements, which was very unusual for me at the time, seeing the names of different people who’d covered your songs.


KIM FOWLEY One morning at the beginning of 1965, I’m having breakfast by myself at the Continental Hyatt House in Hollywood, and in staggers Jimmy. I said, “What happened to you?” He said, “Jackie invited me to spend some time with her. And she restrained me.” So I said, “What exactly did she do?” And he wouldn’t answer, but whatever it was, it appeared that he’d been held against his wishes.


   Up to this point, Jimmy was like a Jonas Brother, a very gentle Yes-Sir-No-Ma’am kind of guy, and here he was as some kind of boy-toy captive of Jackie DeShannon. Possibly it was in his own mind, but he seemed to think he had gone through some kind of restraint that was rather traumatising. Possibly Jimmy was naive. Or possibly he was the best actor who ever lived.




*





CLEM CATTINI I wasn’t getting frustrated, but I was getting fed up with sessions. People don’t realise the pressure we were under.


KEITH ALTHAM I’d see Jimmy on the platform at Epsom. It struck me even then that he was frustrated that other people – like Eric Clapton – were getting further down the line. I think he was quite envious of the idea of being in a group situation and wanted something that would propel him in that direction rather than just being the guy that everybody called to play the more complicated guitar parts.


CHRIS DREJA I don’t know what Jimmy was paid in those days – it was probably quite a lot of money. But he must have got to a point where he found the studio a bit too claustrophobic and he saw the way bands were going and I think he wanted a bit of it. I think he thought, “I could die and nobody would know who I was. I want to be out there on stage.”


JIMMY PAGE “She Just Satisfies” and “Keep Moving” were a joke. Should anyone hear [them] now and have a good laugh, the only justification I can offer is that I played all the instruments myself except the drums.


JAKE RIVIERA (founder of Stiff Records and manager of Swan Song artist Dave Edmunds) I’ve got a copy of Beat Instrumental from the Sixties that has an interview with Page in it. He was pushing himself when no one knew what Jim Sullivan or Vic Flick even looked like.


JIMMY PAGE A point came where Stax Records started influencing music to have more brass and orchestral stuff. The guitar started to take a back trend, and there was just the occasional riff. I didn’t realise how rusty I was going to get until a rock ’n’ roll session turned up in France and I couldn’t play. I thought it was time to get out, and I did.


CLEM CATTINI I remember Charlie Katz saying to Jim, “Silly boy, you’re giving up a good career.” 
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ROBERT PLANT I feel an affinity with the Black Country. I’m fascinated by local history and I love the humour. It’s very locked into the spirit of the region, that little circle to the west of Birmingham.


BARNABY SNOW (director of documentary film about the Black Country) They have a certain cultural identity in the Black Country, but they don’t like to blow their own trumpet about it. They see themselves as people who were at the core of the Industrial Revolution in Britain, because it’s all based on a coal seam that was mined out in the nineteenth century. They regard themselves as really more of a rural community that became industrialised but never became like Birmingham, which they don’t like to be confused with.


MAC POOLE (Midlands drummer and friend of John Bonham’s) The Black Country is where all the shit was. If I didn’t start my dinner by a particular time, the plate would bounce across the table because of the stampings not far away. There were places we would walk past as kids and we wouldn’t look in because we thought the devil was there – great big ovens with all this fire, blokes handling great big lumps of steel and chucking them under hammers. And this was going on twenty-four hours a day. Furnaces everywhere, all open, white molten metal, men with no teeth in leather aprons. At thirty-five they looked like they were sixty.


ANDREW HEWKIN (painter and friend of Plant’s) There was an old local joke about your parents being in the iron and steel industry: “My mother irons, my father steals.”


GLENN HUGHES (singer and bassist with Trapeze, Deep Purple and Black Country Communion) In the Midlands you had half of Zeppelin, a couple of guys in Purple, Judas Priest, Roy Wood and Jeff Lynne. I really think there was a defining Black Country sound, a Brummie Midlands sound, whether it’s Winwood, Plant, myself, Rob Halford as singers, or Bonham as a definitive industrial massive-sounding drummer with a bricklayer vibe going on.


TREVOR BURTON (rhythm guitarist in the Move) Birmingham was a different place back then. It was a very industrial city and we were pretty tough people. You were factory fodder. And an amazing load of bands came out of that. It was a way out of going into a factory. I was making £15 a week, and that was twice as much as my dad was making in a factory.


BILL BONHAM (organist in Robert Plant’s pre-Zeppelin band Obs-Tweedle) In the Midlands, a lot of people couldn’t climb out of it because all we had to play there were the pubs. The musicianship was incredible. We were a really tight little society. But you still had to go down to London and pay to play or play for nothing. It was very hard to get people to come up and listen to you.


NICK KENT Look at Manchester in the Sixties and you’ve got Herman’s Hermits and the Hollies. You look at Birmingham and you’ve got Steve Winwood, Denny Laine, the Moody Blues and so many more. If you’d seen the Move in 1967, they were one of the best groups that ever existed. Ironically, the band probably most identified with Birmingham – as the supposed birthplace of heavy metal – was Black Sabbath, the least musically talented of all of them. 
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Jim Simpson, unofficial godfather of Brum Beat, Birmingham, April 2010 (Art Sperl)








  JIM SIMPSON (founder of Big Bear Records and veteran of Birmingham music scene) People don’t remember what came out of this place. Maybe they could scoot down to London too quickly. We were always told that London knew best, so quite a few bands went down there and made very cheesy records. Baby Birmingham hasn’t proved the most elegant place to live. Musicians who were successful here very quickly seemed to get out of town. But the fact is we produced a lot of really great players and bands, more than our fair share. The bands we had were tough and rough, and they didn’t aim at the charts as neatly as those silly Liverpudlians with fringey haircuts and stupid collars on their jackets. There’s a kind of false modesty in this part of the world: “Let’s go on stage and play some more rubbish.” Secretly we expect somebody to go, “No, it’s great!” But nobody ever does.


 ROY WILLIAMS (engineer for Robert Plant) It’s the accent. There’s no getting around that. It’s not as simple as that, but it’s a big part of it.


RAY THOMAS (flautist and singer in the Moody Blues) There were about two hundred and fifty groups. Half thought they were Cliff and the Shadows and the other half thought they were the Beatles.


TONY IOMMI (guitarist in Black Sabbath) You’d see all the local bands at Alex’s pie stand, the Fleur de Lys. There’d be five or six bands with all their equipment, and you’d all end up chatting at two o’clock in the morning.


DAVE HILL (guitarist with Slade) There was always a Johnny and the Somebodies kind of group. Or it was the Montanas or the Californians, who were like the Beach Boys of Wolverhampton.


GLENN HUGHES There were so many bands breaking out of the cabaret circuit, playing the working men’s clubs up and down the country, especially in the north and north-east, five sets a night. The Montanas were the biggest band in the Midlands that had a Top Fifty hit in America. To me, they were like the first real local pop stars, the singer with the dark glasses. That whole Midlands scene was five sets a night, playing whatever was in the charts.


MAC POOLE The first band that kicked through the dust clouds was the Applejacks in 1964. And they did it by pure fluke, diverting the record company from going to see other bands and instead going to Solihull Civic Centre to see them. One day Al Jackson of the Applejacks is cutting our hair in Birmingham and he says they’ve got a record deal. Five heads all turned round and went, “I guess you won’t be cutting hair much longer.”


JIM SIMPSON There must have been three or four hundred pubs in the area that put music on. The lower-level gigs were in the suburbs, where you cut your teeth, but there were four or five big ones like the Queen’s Head in Erdlington. If you weren’t doing doubles on Saturdays, your agent wasn’t doing his job right. There were five just on the Ma Regan circuit, and they’d probably use six bands on a night and certainly four. If you played two of them on one night, you got £25.


JOHN CRUTCHLEY (guitarist with Plant’s pre-Zeppelin band Listen) Ma Regan looked after the Handsworth Plaza, the Oldhill Plaza, the Ritz at King’s Heath, and later the Brum Cavern, which was the last one. If you passed the audition you could turn professional, because you were playing four to five nights a week at three different venues. It was nice and steady work. You’d start off at, say, the Handsworth Plaza, then go to the Ritz at King’s Heath, and finally nip over to Oldhill after that. All the bands loved Oldhill, because it had a revolving stage and that gave you a little more time to set up your equipment.


TONY IOMMI On the Ma Regan circuit you very rarely came up with your own stuff. If you started playing something nobody knew, you were out very quickly.


DAVE HILL I remember turning professional and growing my hair long and doing the Regan circuit. We were semi-professional and then we turned professional. When you packed up your job you had to go further afield than Wolverhampton. You had to go up north and down south on the odd occasion – same as the Beatles. They went to Germany, and we went there and all.


ROBBIE BLUNT (Kidderminster guitarist and Plant side man in the Eighties) Everybody wanted to be in a band. If you had a drum kit you were automatically in, even if you couldn’t play. Every village hall had a band playing in it. It was when the Mod thing started, which was its own musical revolution, and we all got into the blues.


DAVE PEGG (bass player with Fairport Convention) The Shadows were gods and we all learnt to play from listening to their records, but the transition from the Shadows to, say, Buddy Guy happened very quickly. All of a sudden you didn’t play any of that shit any more. All of a sudden you were fifteen and you were into R&B and the blues and that was it. It happened so quickly. 
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Rufus Thomas – and Robert Plant’s Listen – at Ma Regan’s Ritz Dance and Social Club, July 1966 (Courtesy of John Crutchley)








ROBERT PLANT With the blues, you could actually express yourself rather than just copy; you could get your piece in there. Only when I began singing blues was I able to use the medium to express what was inside me, my hopes and my fears.


ED BICKNELL (former manager of Dire Straits) Robert has the greatest knowledge of black blues of any white person I’ve ever met. I once took part in a blues quiz with him that culminated in a competition to come up with the name of the archetypal blues singer, and he came up with “Blind Peg-Leg Loser”. At which point we decided to retire for the night.


 ROBERT PLANT My love was always that whole “Devil Got My Woman” thing – the accidental blues heroes. For me, the way to start the day is to listen to Son House with no guidance, no nothing at all.


ROY WILLIAMS Robert’s first gig was playing washboard with Perry Foster in the Delta Blues Band.


KEVYN GAMMOND (guitarist in Plant’s pre-Zeppelin group the Band of Joy) Perry was a local guy. He would chauffeur Howlin’ Wolf around and take him to a tailor’s like Burton’s and say, “Mr Burnett would like a new shirt,” and they could never find a collar big enough.


ROBERT PLANT Perry came from not far away, and he was an incredible eight-string guitarist. Instead of playing it the normal way, he used to play it like Big Joe Williams with it half on his lap. He was a horrible bloke at times but he was a real white blues man, and when I was fifteen I immediately fell under his spell. My dad used to drop me off at the Seven Stars in Stourbridge and we used to wail away on “Got My Mojo Working”. That was really the initiation. I was at school at the time, and it was really hard to combine the two and keep a compatible relationship with schoolmasters and parents at the same time as doing what I really wanted to do.


PHIL CARSON (head of Atlantic Records in the UK) Sorry to blow this for you, Robert – and he certainly is a man of the people – but his father was a civil engineer and they lived in a nice house.


KEVYN GAMMOND Robert’s dad was a lovely man, but he wasn’t happy about his son not going down the conventional career path.


ANDREW HEWKIN We used to go to parties at Stourbridge Arts College with the Winwood brothers and all that lot. There was always this big bloke in the corner with a harmonica about  two inches long playing the blues. We would say, “Who is he? All he does is sit in the corner and play the harmonica.” He had the corkscrew hair and you couldn’t see his face. In the Midlands there was definitely a lack of good-looking guys, so if you were reasonably good-looking you did all right. Robert fell into that category, as did all the guys that ended up in Traffic. There were all these bands playing at Stourbridge Town Hall – five shillings on a Wednesday night – and Robert was itching to join one of them. All this stuff was coming over from America. It was mainly soul, but Robert was seriously into the blues.


PAUL LOCKEY (bassist in Plant’s pre-Zep Band of Joy) Robert, you know, even in those days, eighteen, nineteen years old, people were taken aback. He’d walk into a party and all the women would be just standing there going, “Ahhh.” They were always really taken with Robert – even my wife! All the girls were just fascinated and the guys were too, in a different sort of way.


ROY WILLIAMS Nobody particularly liked him round here. It was, “That bloody Planty, cocky bastard.” He was very up-there and witty, but also very grounded. If he hadn’t been that kind of character, he wouldn’t have been able to grab hold of his gig with Zeppelin.


ANDREW HEWKIN I took a room at 1 Hill Road, Lye, and then Robert took a room there. He just sort of hung around with everybody at Stourbridge Art College. I don’t know what he did for work. Nobody ever asked him; nobody ever asked anybody anything.


KEVYN GAMMOND Fresh ideas and new approaches happened even in little towns like Kidderminster and Stourbridge, all within a sort of ten-to-fifteen mile radius. Roger LaVern was the keyboard player on “Telstar” but everyone else was a nameless nobody. He was the only one who’d ever made it from Kiddy.


JOHN COMBE (Kidderminster music historian) Robert used to have a scooter and he used to hang around with the Mods in Stourbridge.


ROBBIE BLUNT One of the greatest things round here was the Thursday night “Big Beat Sessions” gigs at Kidderminster Town Hall. You had all the biggest bands coming through, and my dad used to drop me off with five bob.


SATEVE MARRIOTT (lead singer with the Small Faces) Percy Plant was a big fan. He used to come to the gigs whenever we played in Kidderminster or Stourbridge. He was always saying he was going to get this group together. He was another nuisance. He kept coming into the dressing room, just another little Mod kid. We used to say, “That kid’s here again.”


ROBERT PLANT In England there was much more of a blue-eyed soul thing than there was in America. There was Rod Stewart, Steve Marriott. Stevie Winwood was amazing, and coming from the same area as me he was probably the most eloquent and stylish and tasteful of all of us.


DAVE PEGG It was the Spencer Davis Group, really, that did it, because they had so many hits. You couldn’t see Steve Winwood without going “Wow!”


TONY SECUNDA (manager of the Move and the Moody Blues) You knew that group was going to make it, the first time you saw them. Everyone knew it. So when they did, there was an entire city-full of earwigs walking round saying “Told you so” to each other.


DAVE PEGG It was very difficult to be a band that could make it in Birmingham. The Move did it, for sure, and the Spencer Davis Group. The Spencer Davis Group had Steve’s unique talent, so it was only a matter of time before somebody of that age cracked it, but the Move had the benefit of Tony Secunda. Most of the other Midlands groups didn’t really happen, so you’d get somebody  together with a band and then he’d go because he got a chance of playing with a big London group.


BILL BONHAM If Robert had moved down to London, I think it would have happened for him earlier. But his parents were dead against him doing music and refused to help him in any way. So he had no money and no support system and he had to stay with people.


JOHN COMBE The famous story is that Robert had a huge bust-up with his mum and dad and he slept in a transit van that he parked in a lay-by here in Kidderminster.


ROBERT PLANT Blues gave me my first band titles – my first band was the Black Snake Moan, after Blind Lemon Jefferson, and the second was the Crawling King Snakes after a brilliant John Lee Hooker track. [The King Snakes] … was a little bit more of the commercial sound then – a bit more “Daddy Rolling Stone” and hopping about the stage with the mic stand in the air.


ROBBIE BLUNT I was watching Fireball-XL5 on the TV, having me beans on toast, and Robert came and dragged me off to do a gig up at one of the Ma Regan venues. It may have been the Crawling King Snakes. The usual guitarist was a real cool dude called Maverick, but he used to go missing. I really didn’t know what I was doing. Robert said, “Just look good and move about a bit.”


ROBERT PLANT I was sixteen years old and singing at the Plaza Ballroom in Oldhill. There was a guy with quite an arrogant air to himself, very cocky, standing watching me. He said, “You’re pretty good, but you’d be a lot better if you had a drummer like me.” I thought, “Nobody says that sort of thing to me. Don’t they know who I might one day end up being?” That was the first moment that [John Bonham and I] ever communicated at all. We tried it out and he joined the Crawling King Snakes for a while. And it was the beginning of a fantastic exchange of energies between us over the years – not always particularly smooth but always pretty dynamic …


MICK BONHAM (younger brother of John Bonham) Me and John were very much alike. Somebody would only have to look at you or say something wrong and then we wanted to fight the world.


DEBBIE BONHAM (younger sister of John Bonham) John got his influence from Gene Krupa and Buddy Rich, because my mum and dad used to play those bands all the time. They loved the Tommy Dorsey band and Glenn Miller and Harry James and Frank Sinatra. And that’s what John used to play to in the shed till the neighbours would come round and start banging on the door to my mum: “Tell him to turn it down!”


ROY CARR He liked those powerhouse jazz drummers. The same with Keith Moon, who was a big fan of Gene Krupa and even used to mimic the way Krupa leaned over his drums when he played. Bonzo wanted to get sounds out of his drums as opposed to just bashing them.


JOHN BONHAM In The Benny Goodman Story, Krupa came right out into the front. He played drums much louder than they’d ever been played before – and much better. People hadn’t taken much notice of drums until Krupa came along.


BILL HARVEY (drummer replaced by Bonham in the Blue Star Trio in late 1962) [John] was very adaptable. On top of that, he was self-taught, which made a heck of a difference because you could pick things up – you didn’t have to rehearse too much. The one thing that marked him out at that stage was his kick-drum technique, which absolutely flabbergasted all of us, the way he could do these triplets with the bass drum. I asked him once how he did it and he said, “Oh no, I’m not gonna tell ya, but I’ll tell you what I have done: I’ve took the leather strap off the bass-drum  pedal and I’ve put a bike-chain on instead.” And of course all the bass-drum pedals now are chain-driven. To my mind he was the first one that ever did it.


BILL FORD (bass player with the Senators) At this stage in 1963, the Senators still had an unreliable drummer and were let down by him on a number of occasions. [He] let us down again one night when we had a double gig. [He] played drums on the first set at the first gig at Perry Hall, Bromsgrove. During the break, he shot off in his car to fetch his mate, who he said could play the drums. He came back twenty minutes later with this lad named John Bonham. We started the second half and it was as if someone had stuck rocket fuel in our drinks. We went down a storm and John joined us as our drummer there and then. With this final line-up we played regularly at many of the Birmingham venues and pubs.


JOHN BONHAM (speaking in 1975) We used to have so many clubs we could play around Birmingham in those days. Lots of ballrooms too. All those places have gone to the dogs – or bingo.


ROY CARR There was a certain style of drummer in the Midlands: Bonzo, Bev Bevan, Don Powell, Carl Palmer, Bill Ward – they all seemed to be very aggressive. I mean, Bevan was really a monster drummer.


MAC POOLE As a drummer you were having to get louder to compete with the guitarists turning up with bigger amps. Most of the Midlands drummers were attacking the guitarists, they weren’t sitting back. We were determined to be heard, and it was that attitude John took through Zeppelin to the rest of the world.


BEV BEVAN (drummer with the Move) My first recollection of John was him coming to see me when I was with Denny Laine and the Diplomats back in 1963, and [then] Carl Wayne and the Vikings in 1964, just before we started the Move. I was the loudest drummer in the area at the time.


DENNY LAINE (singer with the Diplomats and the Moody Blues) John used to watch me and the Diplomats at the Wednesbury Youth Centre. Years later, he stayed at my house, and though I couldn’t remember any of the original material the Diplomats did to save my life, he could. We got a bit drunk, and he started singing “Why Cry”, “A Piece of Your Mind” and others we did. He knew all the words and everything.


JIM SIMPSON In Locomotive we called John “Bonnie”, though we may have called him Bonzo as well. He could have walked into any band in the world and felt comfortable. He’d have smiled and said, “Who’s gonna count me in?” He was very calm, nothing would faze him. I had to sack him two or three times. We all loved him, but he was utterly outrageous – or maybe just boisterous. We got banned from several places because of him. He took his shirt off and stood on his drum kit at Frank Freeman’s School of Dancing in Kidderminster. Frank said to me, “You were very good tonight, Jim, but we’re never going to book you again with that drummer.” John could always sense when he was near to getting the bullet, because he would bring things from his mother’s store to cheer the band up – packs of cigarettes or a bottle of whisky. We’d all go, “Oh, we can’t sack him now.”


DAVE PEGG John lived in a caravan in the garden of his parents’ shop, the general store at Astwood Bank. He was always very generous with the Benson and Hedges, which I hope Mrs. Bonham never finds out about.


ROBERT PLANT John was so good, everyone wanted him in their bands. You knew your relationship with John was going to change when he decided to get the drums out of the van to clean them. Because you’d never see him again: “I just wanna clean me drums, mate,” and that would be the end of that – he’d be off with somebody else for a couple of months.


TONY IOMMI He used to be in a different band every other bloody week. We used to play at the Midland Red Club in  Birmingham, and he would be in one band. The next week we’d play there again and he’d be in another band.


   He had the names of the groups on his drum case, and the last one would be crossed out and the new one written in. He must have had fifteen names on that case.
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