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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         In 1985, with a new single, “People Get Ready”, reuniting him with vocalist Rod Stewart for only the second time on vinyl since 1969, Jeff Beck was lined up to be interviewed by one of the British music weeklies of the time.

         A writer was assigned, a date was set, and then the guitarist’s office started moving the goalposts. He wanted the cover of the magazine. He wanted lots of pictures taken of his collection of vintage cars. And finally, that was all he wanted to talk about – the vintage car collection which he’d been painstakingly assembling his whole career long.

         The interview never happened.

         Reminded of all this, close to 15 years later, Beck laughed, sighed and apologised all in the same movement. And then he explained.

         “What happened was, I got on the cover of Auto  Week  magazine, and I was the first rock’n’roller ever to do that. It was a bizarre thing, it was one of those magazines which had drag racing stars on, and all the Formula Whatever drivers, and all of a sudden, because I have this collection, and people know about it, I was put the cover of that. And I got more bizarre questions and coverage with that than you would imagine, which was great, because I was going through this very anti period, when I didn’t want to talk about music or guitars. In a way, they’re pretty boring things anyway, so unless you’ve got some hilarious new angle on it let’s not talk about it. I didn’t want to be asked about string gauges or flame maple necks and how many fingers I use and stuff. Cars were just more interesting to me at the time. But it was not intended to be in any way flash, I can assure you.”

         Although Flash was the name of your album at the time, wasn’t it?

         “Yeah… oh, Christ. Freudian slip.”

         That story is told to illustrate one point. That Jeff Beck has always been a contrary devil.

         In the late 1960s, while he and Rod Stewart led the first, greatest, incarnation of the Jeff Beck Group to proto-metal bluesbreaking glory, Beck alone doubled as a teenybop pop idol, taking the likes of “Hi Ho Silver Lining” and “Love Is Blue” to the toppermost of the British chart.

         Through the 1970s, when the world was crying out for the raw rock electrics that he, alone, was capable of wringing out of a guitar, he meandered off into jazz fusion territory.

         And today, when peers as venerable as Paul McCartney and Eric Clapton have come proper croppers with their toothless attempts to embrace modern electronica, Beck has turned the whole debate on its head by coming up with a clutch of albums that make the Prodigy sound like a powercut. He called the first one Who Else! – and that was 7contrary as well, because most people hearing it for the very first time would have been more likely to turn round and demand, “who?”

         But Beck shrugged away any confusion, and instead compared Who Else! to every other truly great, but absolutely unexpected, record he has ever been involved with, from the Yardbirds’ eponymous studio debut, alive with experimentation, madness and flash; through Truth and Blow By Blow, on to Wired, and thence into every other spanner that he’s ever thrown into his own iconic works. “What the hell do you do to impress anybody these days? That’s what kept (me) going in a way, trying to come up with something fresh and exciting which would make people go ‘wow,’ but which wouldn’t just appeal because it was clever, or because no-one had done it before. It had to be alive.”

         Who Else! was certainly that. Film-maker Peter Richardson heard it, then told Beck that he thought it was precisely the kind of record which Hendrix would be making, if he were alive today. And an overjoyed Beck admitted, “I thought that was the ultimate compliment, because when Hendrix came along…”

         When Hendrix came along, Beck knew that he – and the rest of the Swinging London glitterati – had better stop messing about with their celebrity and pull something truly remarkable out of the hat. And one by one, they did so. Within six months of the American touching down in the city, the Beatles had unveiled “Strawberry Fields” and were now planning Sgt Pepper, Eric Clapton and Cream were scheming Disraeli Gears, the Who were working towards The Who Sell Out.

         But, of all the albums that were released as the late 1960s rushed into the post-Hendrix history books, any number can claim to have hastened that already precipitous end; to have served up a taste of the decade to come in the very last years of the decade in hand. Just one raises itself above the parapet of the Critical Favourites, to survey the wasteland that was still to come, and admit – proudly or otherwise – “I did that.” That album is Truth, the first and, in many ways, the only album by the Jeff Beck Group.

         It is not necessarily the most obvious pioneer, and certainly not the most heralded. There was no deluxe remastering for the album’s 30th anniversary in 1998 (just a somewhat desultory repackaging for its 37th); and the Group itself has never reformed to pursue the multitude of options their original demise prevented them from taking in the first place. There was no vast reservoir of out-takes and rarities for collectors to spend their daydreams salivating over and, though the album was massive in America, it didn’t even chart in the Jeff Beck Group’s British homeland.

         But adherents of the band will argue that the first Led Zeppelin album was a virtual carbon copy of Truth, and most of what has been perpetrated in the name of rock (hard, blues, heavy, metallic, whatever) in the years since its release can be traced back in some form to the standards set by the Jeff Beck Group.

         Not only its standards, either. Its very personnel have dominated the music scene for 40 years now. Vocalist Rod Stewart and bassist Ron 8Wood emerged as legends before their lunch break was even over, first in tandem with the Faces, then via careers which shot off as solo star and Rolling Stone respectively.

         Jeff Beck himself remains one of the Gods of rock guitar, and the roll call of other musicians who passed through the band as it burned up and out across two-and-a-bit years includes some of the most ubiquitous players in British rock: drummers Mickey Waller and Aynsley Dunbar, pianist Nicky Hopkins, guest musicians Keith Moon and John Paul Jones.

         Yet Truth still hangs over all of these players, and all their achievements, because it was the album that introduced the world to the manner of achievements the individual band members were capable of: Beck, the string-bending, neck-snapping, axe-wielding architect of the post-blues rock explosion that everyone had been waiting for but nobody knew how to shape; Stewart, the white boy who sang the blues as black as any cat; and Wood, the best little bass player who had never played a bass before.

         This was the combination which created Truth; this, with Waller a powerhouse behind his band mates, was the quartet which helped shape the hardest rock of the looming 1970s – and beyond. Honed to razor-sharpness by over a year on the road, squeezed to switchblade shapeliness by the deadlines of the day and then left to their own devices for a few days in the studio, the Jeff Beck Group went in to make a record, and came out with the Holy Grail.

         “Truth was only ever a blueprint”, Beck declared. “It was never really developed, and I’ve had to sit back here for the past (nearly 40) years, watching people perfect it. But that’s fine, because I would never have stayed playing that same stuff over anyway. I get vibes from people like Joe Perry and Slash, the really great rockers, the people I like to believe when they tell me things. I know they must have been impressed by that album because I can hear it in their performances. It seems to me that record played a very large part in what’s going on today.

         “What surprises me is, the whole thing was so incredibly dangerous and rickety that it was a wonder we made any records at all! There was no organisation at all. One day there was no Truth album, the next day a Truth album existed. That’s how things were, and that was kind of the appeal of the whole thing. It was the equivalent to a decade earlier, when Little Richard used to record in the back of a bakery in Macon, Georgia, somewhere, that’s how it was.

         “We were practising in pubs for ten quid, then going out on the road, or in to record. It was pretty rough going, but we just got on with it, because that’s what you had to do. It wasn’t until things started picking up for other bands that we were able to function properly, where proper gigs were being put on the slate with proper money. Otherwise we were just playing for petrol money.” And he laughed when it was suggested that Truth itself came together more by accident than design, because that’s how the Jeff Beck Group got together in the first place. “When I was first talking about leaving the Yardbirds and going off on my own, 9I didn’t have a clue what I was going to come up with.”

         “Going off on my own.” Musicians do that all the time these days, rising up the ladder in cahoots with whichever band they started out in, then departing to follow their own dream someplace else. It wasn’t so common in the mid-1960s, though, when rock‘n’roll was still a pre­adolescent brat and bands themselves were mythical musketeers, all for one and one for all.

         True, the occasional frontman would break away from his buddies. Hogging the headlines in October 1965, Wayne Fontana chose a solo career over life with the Mindbenders and swung the axe in the middle of a live show, turning to guitarist Eric Stewart as he walked off the stage and saying, “It’s all yours.” A few months later, Paul Jones walked out on Manfred Mann, and how he must have envied Fontana; loyal soul that he was, he not only forewarned his band mates of his decision, he agreed to remain on board until they found a replacement. Six months later…

         Frontmen were different, though. People knew their faces, knew their names, recognised their voices. When Fontana left the Mindbenders or Jones quit the Manfreds, it was the musicians that worried whether they could go on without their mike-wielding talisman. The singers thought they had it made.

         You had to track back a long time to discover the last time a ‘mere’ musician had quit for a life of his own and emerged without any commercial regrets. Back in 1962, Jet Harris and Tony Meehan walked out on Cliff Richard and the Shadows, announced they were forming their own eponymous group, then grabbed a chart-topping single straight out of the box.

         But Cliff and co were massive back then, and each of the stars had his own superstar following. Of course Harris and Meehan did well – it would have been more surprising if they hadn’t. The Yardbirds, on the other hand, were just one more pop group in a sea of such things, and Jeff Beck was just one more guitar slinger.

         Of course he had his acolytes, but so did his predecessor in that band’s august ranks, and where was Eric Clapton now? Still blazing the same old blues he’d always bundled up in a new band, name of Cream. But did anyone outside of the music press especially care? Not to judge by the sales of Cream’s debut single – “Wrapping Paper” was released in November 1966, just a couple of weeks before Beck left the Yardbirds, and, though it would ultimately make a minor dent on the charts, reviews were lousy and the disappointment loud. Jack Bruce, another former member of Manfred Mann, remembers Cream sharing the Ready Steady  Go!  stage with his old bandmates, and the looks on their faces told him all he needed to know. “You could just see it in their eyes. As far as they were concerned, we’d blown it.”

         Of course, Cream would make out all right in the end… more than all right, in fact. But as Jeff Beck sat in his Kansas City hotel room, determined to walk away from the Yardbirds, he was more frightened than anything else. After all, if Clapton couldn’t make a go of it on his own, the man whose name was a by-word for God on the walls of the 10London club circuit, the man whose fans still hadn’t forgiven Beck for presuming to walk in his footsteps, what chance did Beck have?

         But he couldn’t just stay where he was. Seismic cracks had been spider-webbing across the Yardbirds for six months now, ever since they replaced their original manager, mercurial Russian Giorgio Gomelsky, with the whizkid efficiency of Simon Napier-Bell. Paul Samwell-Smith, the bass-playing heart of the original band, had already quit, and Beck talked of departing at the same time.

         At that point, he was dissuaded, partly by his own uncertainty but also by the band’s choice for Samwell-Smith’s replacement, Beck’s own best friend, Jimmy Page. But still he was miserable, and he was growing worse every day. His health was fracturing, his tonsils were torturing him, he was exhausted in every way that was possible – physically, emotionally, mentally, the lot. And how did management respond? By booking the band onto Dick Clark’s Caravan Of Stars, a 600-miles-a-day tour that lined the Yardbirds up with Gary Lewis, Brian Hyland, Sam the Sham… and it was a sham, a horribly dispiriting affair that the group had been dreading from the moment their participation was confirmed but which they had no alternative but to complete.

         Beck’s suffering was palpable. He missed shows, he was frequently ill, he was at odds with his band mates. There were times, the rest of the group muttered behind his back, when his entire being appeared to be devoted to rocking the boat in the hope that it would capsize. Now that it was apparent that it wouldn’t, he took the only other available option. He hurled himself overboard. “Jeff walked out on the tour”, rhythm guitarist Chris Dreja shrugged. “He did one show and quit.”

         But what a show it was. The drama kicked off backstage when singer Keith Relf – never Beck’s best friend in the band – made some kind of disparaging remark to the guitarist. Beck, who was cradling his instrument in his arms at the time, did not answer. Instead, he wheeled around, raised his guitar over his head… when Jimmy Page walked into the room at that precise moment, his first thought was that Relf was in for the Les Paul-shaped mother of all headaches. But Beck didn’t hit him. Instead, he brought the instrument down on the floor, shattering it.

         “The neck came away”, he said later, “and the pick-ups flew in two different directions. Jimmy Page was horrified, (and) so was I, when I realised what I’d done.” Mortified, Beck turned to the still-seated Relf, whose own face was contorted in astonishment, and asked, “Why did you make me do that?”

         Beck played the show that evening and stacked up a heap of future anecdotes as the night wore on. According to some people’s memories, he smashed another guitar onstage towards the end of the performance; according to others, however, he never hung around even that long, stalking off mid-show without a word.

         Either way, the tour bus dropped him off at Corpus Christi International Airport the following morning, and he was in LA by nightfall. The Yardbirds had lost another guitarist. And rock‘n’roll was about to gain another legend.

      

   


   
      11
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         “I wasn’t at all surprised when Jeff left the Yardbirds”, Mickie Most once revealed. “In fact, as I got to know him better, I was more surprised he hadn’t left them sooner than he did.”

         It was not the first time, after all, that Beck had threatened to quit and then put that threat into action by walking out of the door. He was miserable almost from the moment he joined the group… maybe not miserable, but certainly frustrated by the nature of the workload, the pop-tinge of the music, the limitations of the budget and by his band mates. They drove him crazy.

         “The Yardbirds were a miserable bloody lot. They really were”, manager Simon Napier-Bell later reflected. “They didn’t give him enough freedom to show off his talent and, consequently, he spent most of his time with the group in a huff.”

         Whereas other musicians in Beck’s position might have sulked or worse, Beck chose to take the opposite approach. He made himself indispensable in the knowledge that, without his mercurial guitar-playing, the Yardbirds would find themselves facing a dilemma that only Oscar Wilde could have found entertaining. To lose one great guitarist is unfortunate. To lose two is carelessness.

         The Yardbirds had been around since early 1963 when they were formed by guitarist Tony ‘Top’ Topham, vocalist Keith Relf, drummer Jim McCarty, bassist Paul Samwell-Smith and rhythm guitarist Chris Dreja, a bunch of R&B-loving west London teens, whose savage cross of purist sensibilities and wild on-stage shenanigans quickly brought them to the attention of Giorgio Gomelsky, the bear-like leviathan who sat at the centre of the regional R&B boom.

         The son of a Russian doctor and a French mother, Gomelsky arrived in Britain via stints in Italy (where he organised the country’s first ever jazz festival) and Chicago (where he discovered R&B music). He’d started out in London running a jazz club. Now he masterminded the Crawdaddy, one of the hottest nightspots in town, and was promoting blues tours across the UK.

         Together with the Marquee Organisation’s Harold McNair, Gomelsky was responsible for the British leg of the 1963 American Folk Blues Festival tour, perhaps the single most crucial catalyst in the growth of Britain’s own R&B scene. Alone, it was Gomelsky who discovered the Rollin’ (as was) Stones, and who was grooming them for some kind of regional breakout when Andrew Loog Oldham happened upon them and catapulted them onto an even vaster stage. And hungrily, seeking out a replacement, Gomelsky happened upon the Yardbirds, installed them in the Stones’ old residency at the Crawdaddy Club and watched 12as they established themselves as firmly as Jagger and co once had.

         It was with the arrival of the unknown Eric Clapton to replace Topham in late 1963 that the Yardbirds’ stock truly began to rise. Over the next year, the newcomer’s deft blues guitar came to shape the ‘birds’ entire being – but it was also holding them back, as Clapton’s puritan devotion to the blues rendered him increasingly resistant to his bandmates’ desire to take their fame to the next level. Two singles and a churning live album passed by with a nod of approval from the blues hounds but little commercial activity, and Clapton was happily anticipating their next respected-but-scarcely-saleable single, a faithful cover of Otis Reading’s “Your One And Only Love”, when the band dropped a bomb on him.

         The Otis song was to be scrapped. Instead, they were going ahead with a harpsichord-driven version of untried Manchester songwriter Graham Gouldman’s “For Your Love” – a song their record company, Columbia, had already rejected once, when Gouldman’s own band offered it to them. But Paul Samwell-Smith had come up with a terrific new arrangement, and even the suits were now tapping their toes, convinced that the Yardbirds were on the edge of the hit single they’d always so-deserved.

         But at what price? Clapton was a blues purist at a time when such snobbery was a badge to wear with pride. “For Your Love”, on the other hand, was beat commerciality at its most pristine – a wonderful song, an excellent performance, a spellbinding production. But it wasn’t the blues, and Clapton knew that the Yardbirds would never return to them once the pop bug had sprinkled their wallets with silver. He played on the record, then quit the group, just seven days before “For Your Love” was released

         It was mid-February 1965, and the search was on for a replacement.

         The Yardbirds themselves had eyes for just one guitarist. 17 year-old Jimmy Page, the choirboy-faced prodigy who was already cutting a serious swathe through the London session circuit. He’d played on Jet Harris and Tony Meehan’s hit single “Diamonds”, Lulu’s “Shout” and a whole crop of singles by Mickie Most, PJ Proby and Dave Berry. The Yardbirds knew it would take a lot of persuading to prise him away from such a lucrative career, but it had to be worth a go. Didn’t it?

         Maybe. Page turned the offer down flat, and for precisely the reasons his suitors expected. He was making a more than healthy living in the studio – and, besides, he had no desire whatsoever to sacrifice a civilised working day in order to rattle around the country in the back of a band bus. But he thanked them for asking and told them that, if they were really stuck, that they could do a lot worse than check out a close friend of his, by the name of Geoffrey Arnold Beck.

         They did as he suggested and, between February 1965, when Beck played his first ever show with the Yardbirds, and November 1966, when he grimaced through his last, the group proved to the world that lightning can strike twice. In Eric Clapton, they’d boasted one of the two greatest guitar players Britain had ever produced. In Jeff Beck, they discovered the other one.

         13Growing up in Wallington, a little-known suburb of Croydon, Surrey, Beck’s ears had been attuned to music since he first heard Les Paul’s “How High The Moon” on the radio one day around 1951. It was not the man’s guitar, or even the song that captivated him, but the slapback echo that resounded through the record, a sound that an excited Beck still describes as “a hurricane blowing through. I just thought of sparks flying and metal, which you’d never associate with a guitar.”

         Not at that time you wouldn’t, and Beck certainly didn’t. His parents originally saw him as an aspiring pianist, and put him through two years of lessons before the boy finally ripped one of the black keys off the family’s grand piano. He wanted to play drums, he declared, and he spent hours snare-and-brushing along to his father’s collection of jazz records.

         Cello was next, thanks to a classical-loving uncle, but Beck simply couldn’t get to grips with the notion that he had to caress the strings with a bow. He wanted to pluck them with his fingers – and, when an attempt to pick up violin went similarly askew, it was clear where his heart really lay. The advent of rock‘n’roll confirmed it.

         First Bill Haley, then Elvis Presley, and then a million splinters of shattered floodgate… Presley’s “Hound Dog”, Beck avers, “floored me.” But it wasn’t Elvis who won his heart, it was the guitar solos, peeled out of thin air by Scotty Moore. “They put me on the floor for several months”, Beck continued and, for the first time, he understood “what rock‘n’roll was all about. The outrage… hips wriggling, greased-back hair.”

         It was Beck’s sister Annette, four years his senior, who was the greatest aid to his initial musical education, albeit without actually being aware of it. She was buying records regularly, fragile 78s that she would keep wrapped up and hidden away from prying sibling eyes – “and I used to dig them out when she’d gone out.” But if any one moment crystallised everything Beck was searching for in a musical instrument… in music itself… it was the day in 1956 that he saw a poster for The  Girl Can’t  Help It,  the cataclysmic movie that made a superhero out of Little Richard, a sex kitten from Jayne Mansfield and a god out of Gene Vincent.

         Of course he had to enter the cinema, of course he sat enraptured through the film. And, when the movie finished, he sat through it again& then returned to see it every day that he could. And each viewing reinforced two things in his mind. Yes, he wanted to be a rock‘n’roll guitar player. But the rock‘n’roll he wanted to play belonged heart and soul to Gene Vincent.

         “When I was learning guitar”, Beck enthused, Vincent’s guitarist Cliff Gallup “was the biggest influence on my playing – the cut was pretty deep and the scar has never healed! It was just so radical.” Like the rest of Britain, the first Vincent record he ever heard was “Be Bop A Lula”, and he admits, “it probably doesn’t sound metally or threatening now. But if you were back in June ’56 and turned the record right up… Boy! The term ‘rock‘n’roll’ had hardly been bandied about and all the other ‘rock’ records of the time were very polished and audibly nice and round. Then you put on Gene Vincent, and had this guy screaming and 14these raucous guitar solos – it was unheard of – and no one has done anything like it since.”

         That did not stop Beck himself from trying, however.

         The sight of Vincent, the sound of Gallup, didn’t simply ignite young Geoffrey’s musical ambitions. They rewired his entire concept of what rock‘n’roll music was capable of – and would remain capable of. Thirty-plus years later, Beck would repay Gallup for all his influence by recreating his magnificence across the Crazy Legs album.

         Even this young, though, he was already aware of the rebellion the music apparently presaged; had seen the roaming bands of Teddy Boys who marched down England’s high streets on their way to tabloid immortality, who razored cinema seats to show their approval of films and kicked in heads to test the strength of their brothel-creepers. But that was all he was, aware of it. It took Gene Vincent to actually spell it out for him, to paint rock‘n’roll in terms of a revolution that could sweep away all the old values of 1950s England.

         Now Annette was willingly abetting the boy in his voyages of discovery. Nightly, she’d sit with him as they struggled to listen to Radio Luxembourg, a static and hiss-drenched clatter that drifted nightly across the North Sea on 208 metres medium wave, to fill juvenile heads with DJs Keith Fordyce, Barry Alldis and Alan Freeman; the audio adventures of Eagle  comic mainstay Dan Dare; exclusive live sessions from the big bands and orchestras of the day; and, increasingly as the decade wore on, rock‘n’roll. Lots of rock‘n’roll.

         “Luxembourg… was just fading and cross-fading and flanging. You couldn’t hear a bloody note”, Beck recalled. “Then one glorious cascade of electric guitar notes would come out and it was tuning into a God somewhere.”

         Often, it was Annette who pointed that cascade out to him. “She would never say ‘oh, I love this guy,’ or ‘Elvis is great.’ She would point out a guitar solo. I was most interested in bands that used the guitar to great effect, people like Scotty Moore, Cliff Gallup, James Burton (alongside Ricky Nelson), all of them in the States, which is where my musical roots are.” He still remembers how outraged he felt when he discovered that the people whose names were actually on the record – Elvis Presley was first – didn’t actually play the sounds that he most relished.

         “In those days, album info was nothing. You find me an early Elvis recording that says Scotty Moore (is) on guitar, and Bill Black (is) on bass. That upset me to the point of learning the guitar style, adopting it. And once I got over the first rung of the ladder, of learning a part of ‘Hound Dog’, I realised I was better than Elvis because I was doing something he couldn’t do.”

         At first, Beck was content to simply wrestle with an acoustic guitar that one of his schoolfriends had recently got hold of. “It had about one string, but that’s all I needed”, Beck admitted. “Then that broke, and where were we gonna get another from? I didn’t know.” Most towns, Croydon included, had at least one music store, but such places were 15wholly off the radar for a 13, 14-year-old schoolkid with barely enough pocket-money to buy the necessities of the day, let alone the 10 shillings (50p) that a new set of strings would cost. Besides, what was the point of buying a whole packet? He’d only broken one. He replaced the casualty with a length of piano wire and got back to grappling with the complexities of his instrument.

         Beck’s next guitar was a home-made effort, carved from heavyweight plywood and so hopelessly out of proportion that he remembers the neck as being “about 14 feet long.” That’s an exaggeration, but still it was easier to look at the guitar than play it, so that’s what he’d do, “prop it up in an armchair and look at it.”

         That guitar perished at the hands of Beck’s father, following a heated row. But the boy had already set his sights on creating a new instrument, modelled on the Fender he saw on a Buddy Holly album cover. Well aware that his own carpentry skills could never attain the level of perfection required, Beck called on outside help – a friend who seemed to know his way around so intricate a project. Once again, however, the finished item had very little to do with the musicality one might expect to find in a guitar – bright yellow, and festooned with wires and knobs, “it looked like half a pine tree, had about 400 frets (spaced according to whim and appearance, as opposed to any understanding of their actual purpose), and the neck was still a couple of miles long.”

         It was, however, playable, particularly after Beck finally plucked up the courage to start frequenting one of the local music stores, and shoplifted a pick-up. “I had so little money”, he excused himself to Guitar  Player  magazine, “and (playing guitar) was the thing I wanted to do so much.”

         His next project was to build an amplifier – an economical 30 watts, housed within a cabinet that stood 15 feet tall. Of course there was no way to get it home, much less convince his parents that it was a worthwhile adornment to the house, so Beck took the next best route and plugged his guitar into the family radiogram. It sounded horrible, and the volume was negligible. But, if you pressed your ear right up against the speaker, as Beck did as often as he could, the effect was unmistakable. He was on the radio.

         Time passed. A friend of his owned a Pye Record Maker, a magnificent appliance that, within the wooden case of a standard radiogram, was capable not only of playing records but recording them as well via a specially adapted cartridge and a coated magnetic disc. The Record Maker was eventually supplanted by the reel-to-reel tape recorder but, while it remained available, it allowed the aspiring young recording star to actually achieve the Holiest of Grails – making a record.

         Soon, Beck was as proficient on the instrument as any “snot-rag 14-year-old kid” could hope to be, and had circumnavigated most of the misconceptions that blighted the majority of his contemporaries. He no longer naively believed that you could plug your guitar directly into the wall; was no longer convinced that the colour of a guitar lead dictated its volume (red was the loudest). And he had long since graduated past 16the need for lessons, as he proved when he dismissed his first and only tutor because he “knew less than I did”; then when he convinced his father to accompany him to a local music store to try out a white Fender Telecaster he’d become enamoured by, the store owner wouldn’t allow the boy to touch it without adult supervision. “Finally, one Saturday, I’ve got it in my hands and, as I’m running over riffs by Scotty Moore, people are stopping to listen.”

         On another occasion, he was riding a bus up Charing Cross Road when he spotted a bright red Stratocaster in a shop window. Shouting “stop the bus!” he leaped off to stand with his face pressed up against the window, just gazing.

         Fenders – indeed, any American guitars – were nigh-on unobtainable at that time. As Britain continued her slow recovery from World War Two, and the mountain of debt left behind by the Lend-Lease agreement with the United States, the economy of the day placed an import ban on most American goods, Fender guitars included. Private individuals could bring them in, so a handful of stores might have one on display (Cliff Richard apparently brought the first one into the country for Hank Marvin), but the cost was prohibitive all the same. So Beck started collecting the next best thing – Fender catalogues. “I used to leave them on the table so people would think I was going to buy a guitar. In fact I couldn’t afford them.”

         Beck’s ambitions received another boost when he met Jimmy Page. Again, it was Annette who made the historic introduction; she was attending art school in Epsom and came home one day to tell her brother, “There’s a bloke at school with a funny-shaped guitar like yours.”

         Beck was astonished. “I went ‘Where is he? Take me to him!’ I couldn’t believe there was another human being in Surrey interested in strange-shaped solid guitars.” Nor that Annette had actually noticed him. When Beck and his sister were younger, after all, “(Annette) was always the first to say ‘Shut that row up! Stop playing that horrible noise.’ (But) when she went to art school the whole thing changed. The recognition of somebody else doing the same thing must have changed her mind. She comes home screaming back into the house saying, ‘I know a guy that does what you do.’ She told me where this guy lived, and said that it was okay to go around and visit. And to see someone else with these strange looking electric guitars was great.

         “I went in there, into Jimmy’s front room. It seemed to me he was only 15 or 16, and he got his little acoustic guitar out and started playing away. It was great. He sang Buddy Holly songs. From then on we were just really close. His mum bought him a tape recorder and we used to make home recordings together. I think he sold them for a great sum of money to Immediate Records.” (Two Page-Beck guitar jams, “Chuckles” and “Steelin”’, later became part of Immediate’s Blues Anytime series of compilations.)

         Most of the money Beck had was now going on records, but occasionally it would stretch to a live show as well; in March 1958, he caught Buddy Holly at Croydon’s Davies Theatre and later described it 17as the best gig he ever attended. Ever. Gene Vincent remained closest to his heart, however and, just a couple of months after the Holly show, Beck made his first ever public appearance, as part of a trio (completed by a forgotten singer and a cello-playing double-bassist) who regaled Carshalton Park’s May Day parade with an extraordinarily ramshackle version of “Be Bop A Lula.”

         “I couldn’t find a (proper) bass player, so this art student came along”, Beck recalled. “He still had his duffel coat on, and he didn’t have a bass. He had a cello, and it looked ridiculous. He was six feet three inches, and he played this cello like an upright bass. I said ‘put it on a chair…’ – we got through half a number before we folded up and couldn’t remember the rest of it.”

         A string of school ‘bands’ followed… gatherings of fellow musicians who’d get together and play. If it worked, they might do it again, if it didn’t, they’d drift off to seek out new permutations. Nothing was serious, nothing was set in stone – even the band names would change from day to day. But every time he came together with another bunch of like-minded souls, Beck would have another riff mastered, another run together, another solo mapped out in his mind.

         And then he heard the news he’d been waiting for, it seemed, his entire life. Gene Vincent was coming to England, to play on TV’s Boy  Meets Girl.
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         For all the menace and malice and bad reputation he’d established in the three years since “Be Bop A Lula”, Gene Vincent was not the most visual of performers. True, his stance and his scruffiness made him stand out a little – crippled in a motorcycle accident during his time in the US Navy, Vincent wielded his bad leg like a weapon, outraging the sensibilities of an older generation who still believed that the disabled were best kept well out of sight. The rest of the Vincent aura – the sense of debauched evil he wore like a glove – simply followed.

         But when you actually took stock of everything else, the tatty denims, the 5 o’clock shadow, the permanent sneer, he was just another snotty kid with a bad case of attitude and a chip on his shoulder. Or so thought Jack Good, the American-born presenter of television’s greatest rock‘n’roll show, when Vincent arrived at the television studio.

         Good had an eye for image. It was he who first squeezed Cliff Richard into the role of England’s Elvis that would sustain him while he built up his own identity; it was Good who reshaped so many of Britain’s proto-rockers, granting them an inkling of a chance of giving the Americans a run for their money.

         In Vincent, however, Good saw something that went beyond merely projecting an image for a single TV performance. He saw one that would survive the decades… today, the look that Good grafted upon Vincent in a draughty television studio in early 1960 remains the quintessential image of rock‘n’roll itself.

         Off came the jeans, the shirts and the hats that had hitherto been Vincent’s sole uniform; off came any resemblance to an even halfway respectable human being. When Vincent rolled out onto the Boy  Meets Girl  set, he was a demon dipped in tight black leather, twisting his body beneath a single white spotlight, barely moving, never smiling, just sweating and as a pick-up band, the Firing Squad, ground their way through steamy versions of “Rocky Road Blues”, “Frankie And Johnny”, “Wild Cat” and “Right Here On Earth.”

         Good couldn’t have moulded anything if it wasn’t there to begin with. But, by the time Vincent set foot back on stage, touring the UK alongside Eddie Cochran, the mutation was complete. Cochran was every cocky teenager’s dream come true; Vincent was every outcast’s idol. Together on the same concert bill, they reached out to every rock‘n’roll fan in the land.

         Jeff Beck was disappointed when he first caught sight of Vincent, initially on the television and then onstage in Croydon. Seeing the singer himself was a thrill, and the new look personified everything that Beck had heard in Vincent’s music. But he had also been banking upon seeing 19the Blue Caps, the group that backed Vincent across all his greatest records. He had no way of knowing that the band had shattered long before, that not one of the faces he’d memorised off Vincent’s LP covers was even talking to him any more.

         “I was heartbroken when he appeared onstage without the Blue Caps. I was a naive, trusting kid of 12 or so, and he was playing with these guys who looked like they had just walked in from a bar. They were pretty good though… (then), when Vincent appeared it was amazing. He was so menacing that you forgave him that he didn’t have his own band.”

         The tour was a phenomenal success. Back home in the States, Vincent’s personal renown had been fading for months. Europe, however, adored him – his entire career was undergoing an astonishing rebirth, the old records were still selling, his new ones were moving, his concerts were sell-outs. And then Cochran died, killed in a car crash as he headed back to London for a red-eye flight to LA at the end of the first leg of the tour, on 17 April 1960. Vincent was in the car with him, but while he emerged from the wreck battered but breathing – he broke a few ribs and his collarbone, and further damaged his leg – emotionally he would never recover.

         He tried to put a bold face on things. Less than a month after the crash, Vincent was in Abbey Road Studios with Norrie Paramor, recording a new single, “Pistol Packin’ Mama”, a session that had originally been arranged as a straight-ahead Vincent-Cochran duet. It says a lot for Vincent’s fortitude that he could even go ahead with the project, let alone turn in so tremendous a performance, and a Britain mourning Cochran’s loss was swift to show its gratitude. “Pistol Packin’ Mama” climbed to Number 15, and might have gone even higher had Vincent not peremptorily returned to the US in June, turning his back on a sold-out string of concerts in the process. He claimed he’d received a telegram telling him his 18-month-old daughter, Melody, had died from pneumonia; later however, he admitted that nothing of the sort had occurred. He just didn’t want to play the shows.

         And so somebody else played them for him. Among the very bedrocks of the infant British rock‘n’roll scene was the concept of the domestic soundalike. The biggest stars of the day rarely appeared in person on British shores – some, like Elvis, never would. But audiences still wanted to hear their music, so wily promoters would hunt out performers who could imitate them; not quite note for note, because even the hungriest audience would scarcely tolerate that, but close enough that the village hall would go home happy when the show was over.

         Every British player worth his salt (and a few that weren’t) was initially launched beneath the banner of the UK’s answer to someone or other… usually Elvis, until Cliff Richard came along and made that tag his very own; but Jerry Lee Lewis, Little Richard, Eddie Cochran, every one of them had his own Anglo shadow. And barely had Gene Vincent announced he was pulling out of his projected tour than promoter Bob Potter was looking to fill the void.

         20Shadowing the cancelled Vincent tour dates, Potter put together a package of performers who, across the course of an evening, could replicate the greatest Vincent gig you could ever imagine. Even he however could never have imagined, just how close to perfection the venture would come. Bill-topper Cal Danger was Vincent in everything but bad leg and alcoholism, while further down the bill Kerry Rapid was a walking encyclopaedia of Vincent’s catalogue.

         Potter had also forged a band, the Bandits, to back each of the frontmen in turn. Most of the Bandits already knew one another from playing together around their native Hampshire. One new player was drawn in from the auditions, however – and, though Jeff Beck may have been unknown, experienced only in a few school pick-up bands, Potter was convinced of one thing. You could have cloned Cliff Gallup himself and never created such a note-perfect duplication.

         Renaming himself Jeff Mason for the occasion, Beck himself cut a dazzling figure from his bleached pompadour on down. But it was his playing that blew everybody away – after all those years spent thrashing away at his home-made instruments, graduating to the real thing, a £25 Guyatone, felt like coming home as sounds and effects he’d sweated blood to replicate now peeled out of his amplifier without a pause for breath.

         This was Beck’s first ever experience of touring and, no matter how excited he was to be playing in front of an audience, his glee was always offset by his sheer dislike for the touring life. “I hate the idea that one has to go away and live unnaturally and all that”, he condemned. But he also knew that he had no choice. Live work was where you learned your trade, live work was where you built your name.

         Coming off the road at the end of the Vincent tour, he determined to find himself a regular band. The Deltones had long since caught Beck’s eye, speeding around Croydon and the environs in their pink jacket uniforms and a Dormobile van with their name painted across it. When he heard they were in need of a guitarist, to replace the outgoing Ian Duncan, Beck was first in line for the auditions – and sailed through so easily that he was onstage with the band at the Putney Ballroom that same evening.

         Like the Bandits, the Deltones neither possessed nor needed any ‘original’ material. Audiences danced to songs they knew, so it was in a band’s interest to stick to the classics and stick to the charts, and build a reputation for doing both very well. The arrival of the machine-gunning out a succession of smash hit guitar instrumentals, was simply added grist to that particular mill. “It was easy stuff,” Beck recalls. “Any band with the slightest bit of proficiency on their instruments could learn songs like ‘Apache’ in a day.”

         The importance of the Shadows to the eventual development of British rock can never be understated; and the importance of one of them, guitarist Hank Marvin, is even more crucial than that.

         Born Brian Rankin, Marvin was not the first rock‘n’roll guitar-slinger. He wasn’t even the first British one. But he was the first who not only 21looked good and sounded better, he also made it all seem so easy. The bespectacled Geordie was nobody’s idea of a teenage idol – even without the glasses (which at least gave him a hint of the Buddy Hollys), he was tall enough to seem gawky, and gawky enough to look goofy. But put a guitar in his hand and a band at his back, and he was a god, which really wasn’t something you expected anybody to say about a British rock‘n’roller in the late 1950s.

         Rock‘n’roll was American; its heroes, naturally, were Americans as well, exotic invaders who filled teenage ears with drawling accents and an erotic twang, a world of lurid neon, fin-backed Chevys and chick-infested soda pops that were a million miles from the drab grey of Anytown, England. Then Cliff and Hank and the Shadows came along, and suddenly rock‘n’roll was global, and its possibilities were universal. And in villages, towns and cities the length and breadth of the land, kids were switching on their weekly dose of televised Oh  Boy!  and realising: “If they can do it, so can I!”

         They could, as well. Pink Fairies guitarist Larry Wallis speaks for an entire generation when he recalls; “When I heard Hank B. Marvin on the (first) Cliff Richard album, and saw the pic of him with a Vox solid-body guitar, all was truly lost.” Whitesnake’s Micky Moody affectionately remembers the second-hand guitar his father bought him, on which he learned to play the Shadows’ “Apache” on one string; BJ Cole picked up the steel guitar because “I wanted to sound like Hank, only more so.” And so on.

         Whether clowning behind Cliff, or stepping out in their own right, the Shadows – with Marvin’s guitar fully to the fore – dominated British rock in the years before the Beatles. Between the debut “Move It” in late 1958, and the Fabs first chart-topper in early 1963, the team racked up more than 30 UK hits, and no less than 10 of them topped the chart. Which meant that even if an aspiring young musician didn’t especially care for the band, still there was no escape from them.

         Jeff Beck was ambivalent. He admired the band’s success, he loved their look, he enjoyed their music. And he admitted that, had they come from America, he’d probably have been even more impressed. He learned their repertoire – “Apache”, “Man Of Mystery”, “The Stranger” et al – and could play it well. But he still ached to play something else.

         “I was only a little sprout, you know, but I had still learned a lot of Cliff (Gallup)’s solos, pretty much aped them off so that it sounded a lot like him. And I was trying to beg the singer to learn the songs but they were already out of date, you see… 1956 to (1960) – hey, it’s like a million miles! We used to do ‘Be-Bop-a-Lula’ – he didn’t like singing that, but… And the kids were going, ‘Can you play some more modem stuff?’”

         And so they did, ploughing their course across the same circuit of youth clubs, church halls and gymnasiums as countless other bands. Some shows would subsequently prove memorable – towards the end of their lifespan, the Deltones opened for the Rolling Stones at Battersea Park, and Beck later marvelled at his first ever encounter with the ruffians, thugs and all-round hooligans that seemed to be cavorting 22across the temporary stage. “The way they looked, I was wondering why they weren’t getting ice cream thrown at them.”

         He enjoyed their set, but wasn’t sure if he could see a future in it. “I was still trying to find out what the hell I should be doing. All the girls were wanting the chart thing – they always wanted the latest things in the charts, as they still do. And so it just went on from there.”

         On 19 September 1960, Beck enrolled at Wimbledon School of Art to begin a two-year course in fine arts. Just eight months later, on 22 May 1961, he quit, disillusioned not by the teachers’ disdain for his extra­curricular activities (the fate of every would-be musician in the educational system of the time), but by the realisation that very few of the people who actually got through art school ever went on to do anything in art.

         “You saw people from previous years who left and they were coming back in rags, still couldn’t get a job.” If Beck was lucky, he told himself, he might hand a career “designing cornflakes packages.” But, more likely, he’d end up doing something for which his education had never prepared him… working in a shoe shop, or a factory. Better to get out while he still had options – and music provided that opportunity, both as a member of the Deltones and in the spare time he spent messing around in what he recalled as “hundreds of other permutations of other bands.” And slowly, he began to figure out what he wanted to do.

         The Deltones were essentially a chart-orientated covers band, and Beck valued the apprenticeship with which they provided him – indeed, when the band finally broke up and singer Del Burchill moved on to a new band, the Crescents, Beck followed him for at least a few shows. He was hankering for a change, however, and his next band, the Nightshirt, certainly offered him that.

         The Nightshirt were rooted firmly in the blues, a music Beck himself was just beginning to become fascinated by. Beginning in mid-1961, west London was suddenly awash with the stuff, as Alexis Korner and Cyril Davies took their own private obsession out of the shadows of their current gig with the Chris Barber jazz band and into the aptly-named bowels of the Moist Hoist, their own R&B club in Ealing. There, they inculcated first a circle of curious onlookers& then a widening sphere of musically curious; and, finally, an entire generation with a deep and abiding love of all things black and American.

         “My interest in blues started when the Chicago blues albums first began to reach England”, Beck recalled. “I grabbed them. Muddy Waters, Buddy Guy… they’re just great. There’s a special way the guitars sound, sort of tinny and rough. The Chicago sound (is) like nothing else. I was listening to Big Bill Broonzy trying to accompany himself, and loved that thumping crudeness and the stomping foot.”

         He quickly discovered, however, that the music only sounded crude “until you tried to play it.” That was when the personal variables – feel, mood, emotion – came into play and, as his ears absorbed every new record he could lay his hands on, Beck set himself the target of capturing not the particular feel of the masters, for any human jukebox 23could do that, but a style and feel that was all his own.

         That was always the one factor that set Beck aside from other guitar players of the age, and made him such a great catch for the Nightshirt. “The blues shuffle stuff was a prerequisite in those days”, he remembers. “Everybody was doing it, nobody wanted their music fucked around with… There were people like John Mayall around, playing completely authentic Chicago blues and, unless you really had a handle on things, you were going to get a bit of a rough time of things.” That, however, was the aspect that he relished the most, facing an audience that was fractious and impatient and winning them over by the sheer weight of his determination. Anybody, he’d tell them, can play this… and he’d execute a pristine blues lick. But can they do this? And he’d blaze out a variation that could take the tops of their heads off.

         The wellspring from which Beck drew his inspiration and education was the man who history best recalls as the catalyst around which the nascent Rolling Stones came together – without ever considering how he was able to do that in the first place.

         Stocky, square-jawed, and almost frighteningly devoted to the music, Ian Stewart was the owner of one of the vastest blues record collections Beck had ever seen – as large, some people have said, as that with which Mayall educated the young Eric Clapton, and just as influential. Certainly Mick Jagger, Keith Richards and Brian Jones had never seen anything like it and, even before they started playing together in earnest, the three were regular visitors to Stewart’s home to sit and listen through the mountains of vinyl.

         Stewart was living in Epsom now, sharing a bungalow with Glyn Jones (the future record producer), and, Beck recalls, “was definitely the cornerstone of the whole of that (scene). He was Mr Blues. Religiously, he actually made you feel guilty about thinking about liking any other kind of music. I was heading in that direction, and he just put a massive boot up my arse.”

         The first time they met, when a mutual friend invited Beck over to the bungalow, “Stu… played me Otis Rush records and I was just blown away. Knowing Stu was like having a world music correspondent: 2120 Michigan Avenue (home of Chess records in Chicago), that address became etched in there. He told me what mikes they used, and he used to explain about ‘hairy’ guitar sounds. You knew that every time you saw him, enough time would have elapsed that you were going to get another classic Stu discovery from Flash Records or somewhere like that.”

         The Nightshirt were never to find themselves in a position to take full advantage of Beck’s education. But still the group made a few inroads on a club scene that was now bursting with new groups. They made regular appearances at Eel Pie Island, the blues-centric club that was, indeed, planted on an island in the middle of the River Thames, and ventured regularly into Soho to play clubs thereabouts.

         One early show saw them headlining over the Stones; others matched them with the Yardbirds, as they took their own first steps out of the 24rehearsal room, with original guitarist Tony ‘Top’ Topham still holding down the role reserved for so many later legends. The Nightshirt would never make it out of the era’s footnotes, however. Though they were picked up for a few hours in the studio by the Pye label’s Piccadilly subsidiary, the four songs they recorded in one hectic afternoon – “Stormy Monday”, “Corinna Corinna”, “Lavender Tree” and “That’s My Story” were promptly shelved. They would not see the light of day for another two years and are, in any case, better remembered for the involvement of songwriter Tim Rice (of Rice and Lloyd Webber fame) than for the presence of Beck.

         Indeed, Beck spent the first years of the 1960s pursuing a career that appears almost doggedly devoted to frustrating future historians. In early 1963, he was offered a gig with the Roosters, a tight little blues band led by guitarist Tom McGuinness and pianist Ben Palmer, but turned it down… Eric Clapton took the job instead. A few months later, hanging around a guitar shop on the Charing Cross Road, somebody suggested Beck get in touch with John Mayall, who had just moved down to London from his hometown of Manchester, and was still struggling to make even a tiny name for himself. Certainly Beck had never heard of him and, though the salesman did remark “he’s the guv’nor, you’d better see him”, he never got around to it.

         Much of this apparent intransigence was down to Beck’s own domestic situation. In July 1963, he married Patricia Brown, a dressmaker he’d been dating for several years, and the months on either side of the wedding saw him very much torn between pursuing his musical ambitions and settling down as a responsible husband. The compromise he eventually settled upon would not, in the event, be sufficient – the marriage was over within two years. For a while, however, he preferred to simply drift through, round and past the opportunities thrown at him by his burgeoning reputation as a guitar player, not truly settling into any band until he joined the Tridents, a Chiswick-based outfit led by the brothers John and Paul Lucas, plus drummer Ray Cook.

         Beck himself was already a fan of the group – according to legend, when they asked him to replace outgoing guitarist Mike Jopp in the late summer of 1963, Beck’s immediate response was “I wondered how long it would take you to ask me.”

         “(The Tridents) really were my scene”, Beck later raved, “because they were playing flat-out R&B, like Jimmy Reed stuff… supercharged up and… all rocky. I got off on that, even though it was only 12-bar blues.”

         So did other people. By early 1964, the Tridents were being represented by Rik Gunnell, one of the premier bookers on the London circuit and had landed a weekly residency at the 100 Club. Like the Nightshirt, they were also regulars at Eel Pie Island and were the backing band the night that American bluesman Jesse Fuller lured 1,500 people across the rickety bridge to the Thames islet club.

         The Tridents’ own shows, meanwhile, were regularly attracting audiences of up to a thousand people, while they were also travelling far 25beyond the blues circuit. Future Pink Floyd drummer Nick Mason recalls one of that band’s earliest incarnations, the Tea Set, opening for the Tridents at the Regent Street Poly, while the BBC was so enthused by the group’s reputation for wild excitement that they recorded an entire Eel Pie show for possible broadcast. Unfortunately the concert remained in the vault – according to Beck biographer Annette Carson, “the sound engineer was so destroyed by the noises coming from Beck’s guitar that he came rushing down, headphones still dangling around his neck, to find out what the heck was going on.”

         One track from that recording would eventually see release on Beck’s 1990s Beckology box set, joined there by the only other Tridents recordings ever to see the light of day: “Wandering Man Blues” and “Trouble In Mind” were recorded under the band’s own steam, to be pressed as demonstration discs to send around to potential promoters (two other tracks, versions of the blues classic “Keep Your Hands Off My Woman”, and the band’s own self-composed “That Noise!” remain unheard).

         There was no serious record-company interest, however. No matter how vast the Tridents’ live following was growing, every label rep who ventured down to see the group reported one serious problem – the same guitar noises that had so bedevilled that hapless BBC engineer.

         Beck was not simply playing his guitar at this time. He was ruthlessly pushing it way beyond any limits that had hitherto been seen as acceptable. He relished feedback; not just the polite squeaks that emanated from the Kinks’ chart-topping “You Really Got Me”, but full-on screams, squeals and wails, sounds that could reduce a sensitive ear – let alone super-sensitive recording equipment – to mush. “The amplifiers would feed back anyway” Beck explained. “But to use it was a good way of getting out of it. It would start whistling and singing, then you found that you could probably handle it and make quite an interesting noise with it – with an echo, all sorts of mysteries started to happen and it would sound really bizarre.”
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