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All those who count. My wife Nancy… Through thick and
thin, love always. My daughter Rachael… A fighter who brings out
the best in me. Lily… the perfect grandchild for the coming age.
Brent… rock on. Brady… RIP. Lady… Welcome to our world. Max… Good
dog. Lori Perkins… A pro’s pro in so many ways. Riverdale Avenue
Books… the publisher that keeps on giving. All the good books,
music and art… the things that make life an endless series of happy
surprises.

And finally to Greta Van Fleet, who are living proof
that hard work is its own reward.
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Author’s Notes

 The Natural Order of
Metal

 


Let’s address the 800-pound gorilla in the room. I’ll
give you a hint. “Stairway To Heaven,” “Whole Lotta Love,” “Ramble
On, “Communication Breakdown.” And it’s a safe bet that Greta Van
Fleet took that hint and ran with it.

There is no denying that Greta Van Fleet sound very
much like Led Zeppelin: That Robert Plant bluesy wail/scream as
reproduced to the octave by Josh Kiszka. Jimmy Page’s apocalyptic,
thundering guitar riffs paid proper homage by guitarist Jake
Kiszka. If Greta Van Fleet fell on you, they would break every bone
in your body. Just like Led Zeppelin did. Get the picture?

Greta Van Fleet, whether they want to admit it or
not, drank heavily of the Led Zeppelin musical Kool-Aid, especially
their legendary first album with the burning Hindenburg on the
cover, which will heretofore referred to as Led Zeppelin 1.
Zeppelin singer Robert Plant has said as much in several
interviews, acknowledging that the Josh Kiszka sounds very much
like him and that Greta Van Fleet’s sound is very much Led
Zeppelin 1.

Greta Van Fleet has heard it to the point of dreading
it and, on occasion, getting downright pissed off about it, doing
their best in countless interviews to downplay or dance around the
obvious influence. But let’s not be too quick to condemn, for the
reality is that Greta Van Fleet is quite simply the latest of a
long line of musicians who have taken their influences to creative
heart and run with them.

There are the obvious sources in the blues. The
Willie Dixons, the B.B. Kings, the Robert Johnsons and a whole lot
of legendary blues and soul brothers. Toss a dart in any direction,
let’s say, generously, from Elvis forward, and it’s easy to confirm
that from The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, The Animals, Them, most
recently The Black Crowes, ad infinitum, have added to the cause.
The blues have been the father and mother to us all. So that the
genre gave birth to Greta Van Fleet should come as no surprise.
It’s simply the natural order of things.

Yes, Greta Van Fleet has taken cues, especially the
lyrical, vocal and instrumental bombast, from Led Zeppelin and, in
particular, Led Zeppelin 1, which easily puts them in B.B.’s
and Blind Willie’s creative back pocket. But a case could just as
easily be made that Led Zeppelin became the natural extension of
that ’60s British powerhouse The Yardbirds, who would regularly
turn three-minute singles into commercial works of rocking art on
the strength of such songs as “For Your Love,” “Heart Full Of Soul,
“Evil Hearted You” and “I’m A Man.” But dig deeper, into such
ambitious heavy blues outings as “Shapes Of Things,” “Happenings
Ten Years Time Ago” and a monster of a live workout on “Smokestack
Lighting,” and it is easy to see that a new, heavier model of The
Yardbirds would be in the offing at some point in the future.

Could the highly underappreciated American band
Montrose, which according to music lore, was created as an American
counter to the impending invasion of Led Zeppelin (and who were
responsible for such heavy FM rock staples as “Rock The Nation,”
“Rock Candy” and “Bad Motor Scooter”) be a link in Greta Van
Fleet’s lineage? Check out the sonics and guitar dynamics,
especially on their deeper cuts, and it’s safe to say that this
group of youngsters, most likely thanks to their cool musical
parents, may have had Montrose on the brain as an early musical
touchstone as well.

And while we’re name dropping, one can toss in
Captain Beyond, Cream, Black Sabbath, The Who and just about any
band worthy of hard and heavy blues, and it’s more than likely than
not that Greta Van Fleet heard a lot that inspired them in their
journey to the hottest thing currently on the heavy rock scene.

Legendary Led Zeppelin guitarist Jimmy Page hasn’t
out and said he had a particular bone to pick with Greta Van Fleet.
The main reason is that, some years earlier, he had even bigger
fish to fry when he attacked what he considered an even more
blatant Led Zeppelin rip off band, Germany’s Kingdom Come, who
would literally steal Led Zeppelin’s music, riff by riff and note
by note, and pass it off as their own. “Obviously it can get to a
point where it gets past being a compliment and it can be rather
annoying,” Page said in a Rock Band of Los Angeles.com
piece.

Long story short, don’t give all the credit and/or
blame to Led Zeppelin for the burden Greta Van Fleet will most
likely never shake. But there’s a lot to the story behind the rise
of Greta Van Fleet, the Michigan-born and bred youngsters, beyond
the fact of who they sound like. There are the time-honored
elements: hard work, drive and determination, the blood, sweat and
tears that goes into the making of… well a Greta Van Fleet, and
such immediately enticing and inspiring heavy with a capital H
music as “Highway Tune,” “Safari Song,” “When The Curtain Falls,”
“You’re The One” and “Black Smoke Rising.”

In considering Greta Van Fleet, there is also a sense
of mortality in the timeline. We’re all going to die, and that
includes rock icons. Most of the identifiable hard rock and heavy
metal legends are well into their ’70s as this book goes to press.
If you’ve arrived at a certain age, the chances are you’ve seen
quite a few of them pass. But there is something in the metal
psyche that hopes that a new generation will rise up and take their
place in a genre that, while not dead, has certainly been dangling
on the precipice.

Hence the pressure already being visited on Greta Van
Fleet to lead the charge into the next millennium. In interviews,
the band has addressed the possibility of bringing heavy rock into
the future. Their responses often rang with pretentiousness, but,
and perhaps more telling, of the hopes and dreams of youth. How it
will all play out will ultimately be best left to future historians
and the ages.

For this author, Greta Van Fleet’s hard work is most
certainly at the core of this book. The band’s efforts, plus a dash
of determination and a dollop of passion, has resulted in a rapid
rise into the public consciousness. Greta Van Fleet has only been
on the radar for three years, far too early, say many purists, to
justify a biography. Purists may have a point. The band members are
babes in the woods, barely out of their diapers and more than a
little naïve when it comes to experiencing the world. But what
justifies a book on Greta Van Fleet? Try tenacity, persistence and
the will to get it done and get it right. In its own way, Hard
Work: The Greta Van Fleet Story is a hard-bitten,
realistic coming-of-age story in which youth ventures out into the
great unknown and is ultimately served. This is not Hammer of
the Gods, that legendary tome that reeks of Led Zeppelin’s
depravity and excess. In that sense, Greta Van Fleet are Led
Zeppelin of a new age, a bit more refined and glossy, yet rough and
ready where it counts.

When I agreed to tackle Hard Work: The Greta Van
Fleet Story, my journalism background was paramount. I was a
hard rock and heavy metal journalist for years, when the likes of
Hit Parader, The L.A. Weekly, Zoo World,
Rock Around The World, Phonograph Record Magazine, The
Los Angeles Herald Examiner and The Orange County
Register were paying my rent and putting food on the table. I
saw some of the biggest bands in the genre start their careers
playing hole-in-the-wall’s like The Starwood and The Whisky
A-Go-Go, much like the early days of Greta Van Fleet, when biker
parties and dives were the order of the day. I’ve seen good bands
with a mountain of potential die a sad death, and I’ve witnessed
bands make it to the top whose combined talent could fit on the
head of a thimble. And I learned a few things along the way.

The high points in the history of hard rock and heavy
metal have typically risen up from the depths at a time when the
genre was barely a blip on the scene. Disco was reigning supreme
when Led Zeppelin and Grand Funk Railroad were slugging it out in
the trenches. The same is true with Greta Van Fleet. When this band
came into being, rap and hip-hop was at its apex of commercial
appeal, dominating the radio waves, the charts and awards season.
Record labels were not falling all over themselves to sign a band
they felt had limited commercial appeal.

Growing up, the members of what would become Greta
Van Fleet would often be shunned as uncool and un-hip by friends
and classmates because all they listened to was old blues guys,
while the rest of the world was blissing out to Kanye West,
Ludacris and the prefabricated white pop of Maroon 5. But they
stood tall in the face of the putdowns and stuck to their guns.

And so Greta Van Fleet set out to prove the naysayers
wrong.

They played anywhere and everywhere that had a stage
and a sound system. House parties, small clubs. Even bars when the
proprietors were not checking ID’s. Sometimes the audience could be
counted in single digits. But there has been no compromise in this
band. Like their predecessors, Greta Van Fleet forced people and
record conglomerates alike to sit up and take notice.

And they kicked in the door to acceptance on a
worldwide level.

This book entailed research; a whole lot of it. Some
people were willing to talk. Some were reluctant to go public and
on the record. Some never responded to interview queries. In the
biography writing business, it was all pretty much par for the
course.

As always, there were countless hours spent sifting
through news articles, interviews, reviews and all manner of
information. As was befitting a young and enthusiastic band, the
members of Greta Van Fleet have been very press friendly. They
talked to the expected big-time press, but gave equal time to the
’zines, the metal mags and even a school paper or two. Regardless
of the source, information gleaned was never less than enlightening
or informative, be it Psychology Today or Metal
Sucks.com. There was a lot to digest and make sense of. And in
the end, it did.

Greta Van Fleet are not another American Idol
creation. Their music is too radical, rebellious and not safe
enough for that pre-fab world. They are everything that has not
made their travels easy. But ultimately their journey has been
rewarded.

Hard Work: The Greta Van Fleet Story is just
that.

 


Marc Shapiro, 2019


Introduction




Tour Buses, Hotels, Shows, Repeat

 


It’s 2019. But for Greta Van Fleet, it may as well
have been 2017 or 2018. Because in the best possible way, the
recent history of the brothers Kiszka (Josh, Jake and Sam) and
long-time friend Danny Wagner has been nothing if not predictable.
And in the best possible way.

Endless touring. Seemingly never-ending bus rides.
Hotels conspicuous by their sameness. Recording. Repeat.

Like just about every aspect of their life and
career, Greta Van Fleet’s response to these brand-new rock ’n’ roll
experiences and their rapid rise to the top has been tinged with
irony, humor and an exuberance that reflects on youth in transition
to something much bigger than themselves. “I think we’re built for
this job,” Josh told Local Spins.com. “We’re not picky about
where we sleep and we love the traveling. It’s the best job in the
world but it can be very taxing.”

But however they try to explain or justify it, the
watch word for Greta Van Fleet taking one giant step for hard rock
kind is that every waking moment is now so damned new.

“There are times you literally wake up and have no
idea where you are,” reflected Josh in a 2019 interview with
Forbes.com “It’s exhausting and non- stop.” Jake saw things
pretty much the same way in the same interview when he offered that
the last few years had been “long and difficult.” But it remained
for Dan to sum up Greta Van Fleet’s current state of agony and
ecstasy when he enthusiastically told the Forbes.com
interviewer that “I’m 19 and I’m in this crazy world.”

A world made all the more crazy by the fact that rock
stardom has come upon this Frankenmuth, Michigan band so
unbelievably fast. Overnight success for bands like Greta Van Fleet
rarely comes so quickly. Literal babes in the woods, often in their
own candid opinion, the members of Greta Van Fleet, whose youngest
players are just barely out of high school and whose oldest players
cannot legally drink in most of the places they’ve played, know
enough to realize that hard rock and heavy metal groups rarely come
out of nowhere. Because they’ve been raised on cool rock ’n’ roll
stories and have heard all the music that dots the i’s in their
world and they are not naïve to the nature of the rock ’n’ roll
beast.

There are years in the proverbial trenches of low- or
no-paying gigs, long stretches of seemingly no progress and,
perhaps even worse, no perceived success. The result? The vast
majority of bands pack it in well shy of any recognition, let alone
celebrity. The mortality rate for loud rock bands has been high
over the years and, with rap and hip-hop the music of the moment in
radio and internet outlets, the whiplash-rapid rise of Greta Van
Fleet has been all the more amazing, with the band members
alternately questioning and expressing sheer wonder at their
impact.

“It was only a couple of days ago that I had the
realization that what we are doing here is significant,” Josh
offered in a Classic Rock interview. “It’s the idea that
maybe we’re introducing a new generation to rock and roll.” In the
same interview, Sam remained largely flummoxed in the face of it
all. “It’s happened faster than anybody expected. It keeps catching
me off guard.”

Jason Flom, who signed the band to his Lava Records
label on the strength of a rough demo tape without seeing the band
live, seemed to have a more practiced response to why Greta Van
Fleet has struck a chord in the Classic Rock piece. “There
hasn’t been a real breakout rock band with a Capital R in a long
time. With Greta Van Fleet, it’s just a bunch of guys with guitars,
bass and drums. It’s pure.”

And as their all-too-brief resume indicates, with two
EP’s and one album, Greta Van Fleet has struck a nerve with fans
starved for the hard and heavy sounds of classic rock ’n’ roll, and
is being built on the time-honored precepts of lots of touring and
taking their live sound to the streets and to the people. To be
certain, there’s a lot that rings slightly gimmicky and a bit hokey
about the band. Young kids born eons after the fact paying homage
to a band and a sound long considered legendary. But for those
willing to dig deep beneath the hype and hoopla, there is nothing
gimmicky about it.

There are just as many adults who remember The Who,
Hendrix and Led Zeppelin as there are youngsters and Gen X’ers who
were not born in the ’60s, who are instinctively drawn to music
that is hard, heavy and passionate who are flocking to Greta Van
Fleet. Some consider them saviors, others throwbacks to a harder
and heavier age. The bottom line is that Greta Van Fleet are not
only viable at this time and place, but legitimate practitioners as
well.

Jake touched on that notion in a conversation with
AntiHero Magazine. He was in lockstep with the consensus of
dealing with sudden success when he acknowledged, “I think we’ve
taken all this quite well. A lot has happened to us in such a short
span of time.” And he quickly stated the reason for the success:
“We’ve put our heart and soul into our music and people have
reacted to it.”

Greta Van Fleet had been kicking around since 2012,
evolving from a hobby to a hometown favorite to a regional
attraction and beyond. Chances are if you were a regular in the
likes of Jan’s Bar and Grill, Cork Pine Eatery or White’s Bar, you
caught their act, teens belting out Bad Company, Cream and Ozzy
Osbourne covers with the occasional original like “Highway Tune”
thrown in for good measure, and thought they were entertaining
bordering on cool. But at that point nobody had clue as to what
five years on would bring.

Long story short, Greta Van Fleet gets noticed, gets
signed and records an EP entitled Black Smoke Rising, which
spawned the single “Highway Tune,” which ended up topping the
Billboard Mainstream Rock Charts for four weeks.

Along the way, the tune, which encapsulated the heavy
stomp and majesty of 1968 as filtered through Hendrix, The Who and,
lest we forget, Zeppelin, had an immediate impact on the internet,
with 2.6 million streams on Spotify and 1.6 million views of the
accompanying video on YouTube. All of which primed the pump for a
string of sell-out headlining shows. The sudden eruption of
interest continued to leave the members of Greta Van Fleet somewhat
in the dark.

“It (“Highway Tune”) garnered attention faster than
any of us thought it would,” Josh reflected in a Billboard
conversation. “I don’t know why people are connecting to it. The
resounding appreciation is surreal and humbling.”

Greta Van Fleet had its first taste of stardom. By
the end of 2017, a second EP entitled From the Fires proved
that this group of very young musicians had some very old and very
traditional hard rock sensibilities. The result was that From
the Fires sold more than 104,000 copies in a matter of months.
If you blinked you missed what happened next.

The band made live performing bones by opening for
Bob Seger and The Foo Fighters, the latter show seeing the band
bring a rain-soaked crowd to its feet with a thundering performance
that ended with a great Keith Moon moment when drummer Dan kicked
over his drum kit. Good word of mouth made its way to no less a
rock god than Elton John, who invited the band to perform at his
A-list post Academy Awards party, and to jam with the superstar on
the songs “Saturday Night’s Alright for Fighting” and “You’re The
One.” The group’s legitimacy in the music industry was solidified
when the EPs Black Smoke Rising and From the Fires
were nominated for a total of four Grammys in various rock music
categories.

“We didn’t expect that we’d get any nominations at
all,” Josh chuckled in a KROQ radio interview. “I woke up at
two in the afternoon and I had like a thousand texts. I thought the
Pope had died.”

Going into 2019, Greta Van Fleet, in the best
possible way, have not had a chance to take a breath. In October
2018, the band released their first full-length album, Anthem of
the Peaceful Army and, in January 2019, cemented their growing
reputation as a worldwide attraction by appearing as the musical
guest on Saturday Night Live. Needless to say, their
accomplishments had, by this time, pulled way ahead of the Led
Zeppelin knocks and the band members were going numb at the
constant questions about how fast things had come their way. But
always cordial when it came to the media, Sam gave it another shot
in a conversation with The 405.

“We’ve packed so much into the past year that it’s
felt like three years. But everything that has happened to us has
gone by so quickly that it feels more like three months.”

Shortly after the band’s Saturday Night Live
appearance, it was announced that Greta Van Fleet would embark on a
truly monster international six-month concert tour that would
include major appearances in Europe as well as North America.
Barely over the legal limit in so many aspects of their personal
lives, Greta Van Fleet were now taking a mighty step in the
direction of professional adulthood. And they continue to be in awe
of their accomplishments.

“It’s an amazing excuse for a career,” Sam told
Glide Magazine during an interview in which he seemed hard
pressed to hide a smirk of satisfaction. “We get to see all these
beautiful places and amazing faces. It’s an amazing thing.”


Chapter One




My Kind of Frankenmuth Is

 


Frankenmuth is not a myth. There actually is such a
place. But chances are if you’re not familiar with the ins and outs
of Michigan and the subtle and unexpected twists of the state’s
superhighway system, you might have driven right past the town and
not even noticed.

And that would be too bad.

Because Frankenmuth, located in a hub of a detour
between the more well-known cites of Flint, where the likes of
Grand Funk Railroad reigned supreme, and Saginaw north of Detroit
where Motown became legend and the MC5 and Mitch Ryder and The
Detroit Wheels left their mark, is a city out of time. Frankenmuth
is a kitschy, Andy of Mayberry sitcom fairyland of all things
German. Founded in 1845 by a group of German Lutheran missionaries
and known to this day as ‘Michigan’s Little Bavaria,’ Frankenmuth,
despite claiming farming at its primary economic core, is for all
intents a tourist destination, playing up German food, history and
festivals.

Frankenmuth is Middle America to the max, a place
where old fashioned is emblazoned on the resident’s psyches. Values
tend to run to traditional and conservative with a rarely seen
underpinning of liberal. It’s a place where everybody knows
everybody, relationships are lasting and attitudes are defended to
the death. In other words, Frankenmuth is a place that people never
leave and if they do, they usually come back.

If you dial the telephone number 1-800-Funtown, you
will have discovered the real reason Frankenmuth has been a
must-see for decades. Sam recalled the town in a conversation with
The Spectrum. “Yeah it’s a pretty fun place. There’s always
a festival going on. It’s a beautiful little town based on Bavarian
architecture.”

Frankenmuth, whose population hovers right around
5,200, is quite successful at marketing their German heritage and
has always been, in the best possible way, a one-trick pony called
Tourist.

By regional standards, their annual Oktoberfest
Celebration is considered one of the best and musical and
theatrical productions at Fischer Hall and the town’s annual Auto
Fest are must-sees. Annually, more than three million tourists
manage to find Frankenmuth and revel in the
Disneyland-meets-small-town-America quaintness of its streets, town
and shops. Bronner’s Christmas Wonderland is a monster of a
superstore, their eateries, such as Zehnder’s, are notorious for
tasty chicken, and many of the businesses and attractions around
town proudly boast the word “Bavarian” in their name.

Dan was enthusiastic as he played public relations
man for Frankenmuth in conversation with The Spectrum.
“There’s a river running through the center of town. There’s boat
rides, a wooden bridge, horse carriage rides and fudge. Frankenmuth
has the best fudge in the world.”

But in all candor, Frankenmuth has never been what
one would call the ground zero of rock ’n’ roll. Occasionally cover
bands would play the hits at house parties and school dances, and
there was a smattering of local musicians who would moonlight from
their day jobs by entertaining the locals at nearby parks or
get-togethers. But the closest thing to a discernible rock scene
was what the town elders proudly christened Family Fun Night, where
the occasional non-threatening combo would play the hits for dining
and dancing pleasure.

Frankenmuth is also the place that helped mold the
soul and spirit of the members of Greta Van Fleet. No town is
totally crime-free, but Frankenmuth has always been pretty damned
close. There were the usual juvenile high jinks, but it was rarely
serious enough to get the law out in a lights and sirens way. The
closest thing to any law enforcement presence was the occasional
police and fire department vehicles leading an annual parade down
Main Street.

Sam reflected on the town in a conversation with
Bangs.com when he offered, “Frankenmuth was a great place to
grow up in, in just about every way. The town is rich in history.
There is so much untouched forests and land around there. Our souls
have always run wild in Frankenmuth.”

Likewise, Josh maintains a love affair with the town,
as he explained in a Huffington Post interview. “I think it
[the town] is kind of romantic in a traditional sense. It’s a tight
community and a wonderful community, filled with genuine, loving
people, real supportive people. The town is like all good things.
It’s like a picture perfect, Americana sort of thing.”
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