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For Kristine—


In all the world, mine: One who has never stopped hearing the melodies of the drums
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The days and nights went by like flashes of white and black lightning.


One midnight a lion came and stood in front of him, proudly shaking its mane. Its voice was like a man’s…


“Who are you?”


“Yourself—the hungry lion inside your heart and loins that at night prowls around the sheepfolds, the kingdoms of this world, and weighs whether or not to jump in and eat.”


—NIKOS KAZANTZAKIS, The Last Temptation of Christ


From the midst of that radiance, the usual sound of Reality, reverberating like a thousand thunders simultaneously sounding, will come. That is the natural sound of thine own real self. Be not daunted thereby, nor terrified, nor awed.


—The Tibetan Book of the Dead














FOREWORD


“OK, Dave… you ready?”


Andrea’s thick Italian accent hung in the air of the cold, cavernous warehouse as I nervously took one last hit off my joint, nodded yes, and waited for the sharp, electric buzz of his homemade tattoo gun (fashioned from a salvaged doorbell machine) to fill the room. This was no sanctioned, licensed tattoo parlor, mind you. It was an abandoned post office in downtown Amsterdam by the name of “Van Hall” that a group of punks had squatted in in the mid-’80s, currently serving as a home base for my band Scream during my first European tour at the tender age of eighteen. Not the most sterile setting for such a surgical procedure, but like most fledgling rock ’n’ rollers, I had longed to be branded for years. Within seconds, the burn of the needle sent chills down my spine as it sank into the soft flesh of my right shoulder, but I remained still, focusing on the searing pain while Andrea’s hand gracefully traced the intricate pattern that I had carefully chosen to be my very first tattoo: the John Bonham “three circles” logo.


It’s no coincidence that I chose this iconic design. As I stood inspecting Andrea’s work in the dirty mirror beside us, I reflected upon the fact that this wasn’t the first indelible impression John Bonham had made on my life. His drumming had penetrated much deeper than just a few millimeters beneath my skin from the first time I heard “When the Levee Breaks” at the age of twelve, eventually burrowing into my soul and transforming everything I knew (or thought I knew) about the drums. From that day forward, music was no longer just sound residing between the grooves of a record; it was a form of sublime human expression. The weight and echo of Bonham’s thunderous drums seemed more like a force of nature than an instrument, rolling in hurricane-force waves through my speakers as I listened in awe, never having imagined that a human could create something so mystical. My mind had been opened, and so began a lifetime of trying to translate what I considered to be a language of its own, spending hours upon hours playing along to every Led Zeppelin album, studying each recording like an ancient text, hoping that I might someday channel his feel, anticipate his instinct, and find that sound.


It wasn’t long before I realized that this was totally impossible. Beyond his humbling, superhuman abilities, I soon discovered that there are some things in life that just cannot be replicated or fully understood. Like a fingerprint or strand of DNA, sometimes there is only one. This is most true in the case of John Henry Bonham, and herein lie the mystery and indefinable concept of his “feel.”


Every musician plays differently, we know, but there must be something intangible that differentiates the music written on a chart from what is created by one drummer to the next. Is it the way that each mind interprets a pattern? The internal clock that is defined by one’s physical and emotional construct? The way they see the space between the notes? I have watched many producers try to explain and manufacture “feel,” but I am convinced that overintellectualizing it is futile. It is something divine that only the universe can create, like a heartbeat or a star. A solitary design within every musician that is only their own. I liken “feel” to the cadence of poetry, sometimes comforting, other times unsettling, but always a gift from one soul to another. A romance between the giver and receiver that serves as the punctuation of one’s truth.


To me, the test of a great drummer comes from this short five-second exercise. Close your eyes, hit play, and if you can name them in that time, then they have achieved their “sound.” That I equate to greatness, no matter how proficient. A sonic signature. Their drummer DNA; their fingerprint. And there is no better example of this than the grace and fury that Bonham captured on Led Zeppelin’s eight studio (and four live) albums, recordings that changed the course of drumming history forever.


From the seductive swing of “Since I’ve Been Loving You” and “I’m Gonna Crawl,” to the charging funk of “Trampled Under Foot” and “The Wanton Song,” to the hypnotic pulse of “Kashmir” and “In the Light,” Bonham’s sound is entirely his own, showing a range of emotion and dynamic that not only dwarfs every drummer who has ever lived but also reveals a deep sense of empathy for the listener. This is heart and soul laid bare for all to hear, a resounding series of confessions from a man who didn’t need a microphone or pen to describe himself, just a drum kit and two sticks (which he would sometimes forgo, using only his bare hands). With every seismic kick and snare, he was transcribing a sort of melodic EKG, giving us a glimpse into what made him tick. His DNA. In so doing, he was offering the listeners a chance to open themselves up to their own raw emotions—lust, fury, pain. That’s where the empathy came in.


I believe that the connection between a musician’s heart and hands can serve as a direct window into his soul, and if that window is opened, their true voice can be revealed. Over the years I have discovered that one can learn more about a person with instruments on than off, finding an intimacy and intuition that can be attributed only to uninhibited musical communication, something Zeppelin clearly had an abundance of. It’s rare, but when found it can eclipse most other connections in life. A language learned by ear. Fortunately, the world was witness to this every time Jimmy Page, John Paul Jones, Robert Plant, and John Bonham played a song together.


Volumes have been dedicated to Bonham’s power and precision, but to be honest I have never been one for technical introspection. Never mind how a part was played. I would rather know why. What drives a musician to do what they do the way that they do it? Could it be every day that led to that moment? Every word they ever said? Every person they ever loved, feeling they ever felt?


Chad Kushins’s Beast is a deep and entertaining dive into the life of John Bonham, one that walks with him up to and through his days with Led Zeppelin. To read Beast is to add another dimension to John Bonham, shedding further light on what inspired him to play those iconic beats, and serves as a worthy companion piece to his recorded work, which is the greatest story of all. And as we continue on our ongoing quest to translate his language, to decode the magic of his feel, let’s allow his music to serve as the celebration of the man behind the myth, the greatest drummer of all time. After all, there can be only one.


It has been thirty-four years since that night in Amsterdam when I received my first tattoo, and every time I look in the mirror I am reminded of its meaning. Over time, tattoos inevitably fade as the ink begins to blur and bleed. The shallow puncture of a needle can brand only so deep; it’s the heart that is marked forever. And we can all thank John Bonham for that. So, let’s begin.


“We’ve done four already, but now we’re steady, and then they went… 1… 2… 3… 4…”


—Dave Grohl, 2021
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A FINAL, RADIANT HOUR




Sunday, July 17, 1977


The Kingdome


Seattle, Washington


10:20 p.m.





Two and a half hours into the show, under dozens of hot lights—their multitude of colors burning their beams down upon the four men—thousands of twinkling dots in the vast darkness formed a swaying ocean of incandescence like a sea full of stars. The cigarette lighters among the sixty-two thousand in attendance had been flickering since the music started—since fans first heard the sound of the drums rumbling and watched the pyrotechnics light up the stage. The thunder and the lightning.


The lithe blond front man took to the center of the stage, brushing his damp, curled locks behind his ear with a flick of the wrist. He moved it with a flourish of his left hand before stepping to the microphone. The calls of the thousands resounded in the arena’s echo as an all-encompassing deafening pulse. He was visibly weary. Weary from the previous thirteen songs he’d already performed, from the thirty-nine shows this leg of the tour around America had included, from a lingering limp—the memento of the automobile accident that should have killed him.


“This next piece features a man who needs very little introduction,” announced Robert Plant. “The man who played tambourine on ‘Battle of Evermore’—John Henry Bonham! Over the top!”


The final word repeated electronically through the arena’s PA system, screeching into a falsetto alarm—“TOP-OP-OP!”


John Bonham had long believed that a band’s drummer should be featured front and center on the stage, symbolically leading the other musicians as the ensemble’s engine, while also amplifying the sound of the drums even louder for the crowd. During any given performance by Led Zeppelin, there would come a point in every set list when John would have the opportunity for as long, brash, and kinetic a solo as he desired—the closest thing to becoming the visible nucleus he’d always envisioned. And he used that opportunity for all it was worth: over the course of the band’s nine-year existence, John’s time in the spotlight had evolved from ten minutes to the better part of an hour.


Bandmates Plant, bassist John Paul Jones, and leader in both guitar and overall creative direction Jimmy Page didn’t mind backing down for so long a hiatus; it would mean a good twenty minutes backstage to sit down, catch their breath, grab a cigarette, or knock back a few swigs before again being on public display. But first, Page would lead into John’s solo with two scorching rounds of “Out on the Tiles,” the spotlight revealing Page’s own presence behind Plant in unison with the first explosion of the guitarist’s 1959 Gibson Les Paul Standard, a warm, brown contrast to the blaring sight of his “poppy” white-dragon jumpsuit—the “heroin suit.”


From there, John was on his own.


Tonight would be no different. As he launched into what would be a twenty-four-minute rendition of his famed solo, “Moby Dick,” John was unaware that it would be one of the last times American audiences would have the chance to see him in all his brazen glory. And while there were always detractors who shunned John’s legendary marathon solos, accusing both him and the entire band of self-indulgence, most would stand in awe of the human firework dominating their senses. That had always been the point of the song, John’s own concoction that not only displayed his own abilities and virtuosity, but also demonstrated for fans, critics, and scores of jealous fellow drummers just how innovative his technique could be.


He had been working on the extended solo for years, cribbing a few licks from Art Blakey and moves from Gene Krupa, while adding his own signature rapid-fire paradiddles into a shotgun speed, making for an almost trancelike spectacle once he really got rolling: forsaking a traditional linear pattern for his own layered style, working his booted feet into double-kicks for a brash filler that was more like controlled chaos. As John smashed clockwise in lightning circles around the kit’s toms, he added a foot ostinato faster and faster, bringing Pat’s piece to a climax like a flow of power. Halfway through, John would throw the sticks and take to the toms with his hands, leaving his body drenched in sweat and his hands smeared with blood.


When John fell in love, it was fun to entertain the soon-to-be Mrs. Bonham with the one-man show, so much to her amusement that John had originally named the track for her. When Led Zeppelin took off, he’d played “Pat’s Delight” at every show. Jimmy loved it, too. By the time the mysterious guitarist-cum-producer opted to add the song to the group’s second album, John had renamed it to match young son Jason’s own innocent observation. Indeed, the thunderous solo was, as the child had claimed, as big as Melville’s mythic whale. “Moby Dick” became a near-instantaneous drumming classic.


By Led Zeppelin’s 1977 tour of North America, John had refined it into a massive performance piece, integrating electronic elements and extended portions and allowing the modernized tension lugs of his recently acquired stainless-steel Ludwig to get even louder. Hearing the new sound before heading out on tour, the band had renamed the song once again: “Over the Top.”


The title was more than appropriate for the song; it spoke volumes about John’s style—and the band itself. The group’s notorious penchant for hard partying and even harder living was slowly catching up with them all. This tour, their eleventh across the United States, had seemed doomed from the start: the grounding of their beloved Boeing 707, The Starship… the latest album not selling as well as the others, much to everyone’s chagrin… the riots in Cincinnati and Tampa… Jimmy’s “food poisoning” and the canceled shows…


It seemed as though the only thing right this time around was the money, always the money. Their manager saw to that—all six feet and three hundred pounds of him—and anything that could even be attributed to a dollar sign he strictly monitored with the help of his notorious henchmen.


But the worst of the tour—Led Zeppelin’s final one—was yet to come. In only a few days, Robert Plant would be called on the road and notified that his five-year-old son was dead—and John would be arrested in America for the first time, facing criminal action for letting his rage get the best of him. At one time, he thought, this country had loved us.


As John played his solo, none of that existed: not the sins of the past or the crimes yet to be committed. For tonight, there was only the music—the playing, the rising storm that had brought John to America from the quiet English village where he was known simply as the affable carpenter with a love of cars and designer suits.


Tonight, there was only this—the final, radiant hour when the music and its power could still keep a beast at bay.
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KINDLING


1948–1968


The Flight of the Rocket














Chapter One








[image: image]











MAY 1948−DECEMBER 1965



It was as if by predetermination that John Henry Bonham III was born to work with his hands.


Every element of his being spoke of hard labor. Twenty-six hours of it to push him out, and only then for his heart to immediately stop beating. The on-duty doctor had already left for the day, driving nurses into a frenzy to find a fill-in. When one was finally found, the infant was revived. And so, on May 31, 1948, John Bonham was born and died and was born again in Redditch, Worcestershire, in the Midlands of England. He had been born with what was considered an extremely enlarged and bruised cranium. The day nurse told the child’s parents, John Henry II (Jack or “Jacko” to his closest mates) and Joan Isobel, that their son’s survival had been a miracle—a ten-pound, four-ounce miracle.


Despite the numeral, while John was named for his father, he was not named for his grandfather. Eschewing chronology, the young parents took as a namesake the newborn’s great-great-great-grandfather. The first John Bonham had died in 1871; Jacko Bonham was born in 1918, exactly two hundred years after the first Bonham—Thomas, of Oxfordshire—appeared in Midlands records. Jacko was also the youngest of three sons, all born and raised in Worcestershire. Their father, Albert, had been one of eight. Indeed, the roots of the Bonham family bloodline were as permeated into the Midlands soil as the blood-red clay sediment of the nearby River Arrow, the oft-flooded vein of the greater River Avon.


The Bonhams’ hometown of Redditch held much in the way of superstitions but was largely unaccustomed to such miracles. History’s first mention of the town harked back to the Middle Ages, forever linking the land with the spread of the Black Plague. Centuries before, the Romans had cut a road through the region, using the path as the main thoroughfare across the occupied city of Alcester. During the modern era, the ancient road had long since become known as Iknield Street, the Roman path swallowed up by sections of the A38 M5 motorway. Beginning at Bourton-on-the-Water and ending at Rotherham, where once essential salts had been carted by caravans, now trucks hauled freight. Likewise, the Roman city of Alcester had eventually been rechristened as Derby—then, finally, Birmingham.


Located only ten miles south of Birmingham and southeast of Kidderminster, the industrial town lay in the very center of the Black Country—those areas north and west of Birmingham so named for the dense soot and smog that would billow from the endless sea of factory chimneys, casting an ever-present dark pall in the sky. As early as 1830, the Black Country’s 130 square miles of lush countryside had already been transformed into a landscape defined by mines, foundries, and factories—a consequence of sitting upon the thickest coal seam in the country.


Although the glory days of the Black Country’s mining industry had passed by the time John Henry III was born, laborers were still proudly hewing coal out of the land’s rich earth. Iron and steel were worked intensively in local factories for decades, until glassmaking eventually took over as the region’s greatest export. To many, the blood and sweat decanted within the Black Country had funded the wealth and luxury of the British Empire: the anchors and chains of the RMS Titanic had been forged in the fires of the nearby town of Netherton, while the ship’s famed glass and stemware were molded in nearby Stourbridge. At the same time, Redditch had blossomed as the center for needle making and fishhooks. By the birth of the third John Henry Bonham, the production of such gear had become the very lifeblood of the town he called home. It had been through the town’s laborious roots that Redditch remained prosperous during some of its most economically harrowing years following World War II. In 1939 Redditch found itself the temporary home of “the Erie Hammer,” a four-hundred-ton piece of state-of-the-art machinery constructed across the Atlantic Ocean in America and shipped to the Midlands piece by piece. Newspapers had deemed the monolithic construction, used by the Allies to quickly manufacture the pistons of England’s aero engines, “the largest hammer in the world”—one whose size and power could rival even that of Mjolnir, the chosen weapon of the Norse god of thunder, and whose abilities had helped slay the Axis armies.


Indeed, nearly a decade before the birth of John Henry Bonham III, Redditch had already been home to a hammer of the gods.
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THE BONHAMS LIVED IN A SMALL THREE-BEDROOM SEMIDETACHED house in Hunt End, a village district just on the outskirts of town and about twenty miles from the larger city of Brum, as locals lovingly referred to Birmingham. Jacko was a carpenter by trade and owned and operated the family’s construction firm, J. H. Bonham & Son, a long-standing company stable enough for the family to remain relatively comfortable throughout much of John’s youth—a rarity among the primarily blue-collar community. However, all members of the Bonham family pitched in—Joan (née Sargent) worked as the manager of a small local newspaper shop, while both John and younger brother Michael (Mick) worked alongside their father as soon as they’d both reached their teens.


“As kids, we went to the building sites, because of our granddad’s firm, which dad and our uncle Ernie ran,” brother Mick Bonham later recalled. “They seemed like mega-playgrounds, and me and John were always messing around there.” There would be many more such playgrounds for the Bonham boys to enjoy throughout their youth. With the end of the Second World War, the Black Country’s landscape was forever changed—Redditch included. Although the war had been won, its aftereffects could be felt by hundreds of families. The rationing of foodstuffs, such as meat and dairy, continued throughout Britain until 1954, when the Bonham boys were already in grade school.


During John and Mick’s earliest years, many of the cities and towns throughout the Black Country still bore the scars from six years of warfare: as a major manufacturer of munitions, the Black Country’s industrial nucleus had been a prime target for German bombs. Although Redditch had been fortunate in retaining most of its inherent natural beauty, many of its sister communities were punctuated by the sight of blasted houses and the shells of abandoned buildings. It was an everyday occurrence for children playing in the streets to find the tail ends of used bombs and shards of jagged, burned shrapnel.
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THE BONHAM BROTHERS WERE SENT TO THE NEARBY WILTON HOUSE Private School on Worcester Road, complete with high expectations of its students and a strictly enforced uniform that Mick recalled “was brown, white, and blue stripes with a cap to match.” Two years Mick’s senior, John began his formal schooling in 1953, all the experience primarily consisting of “three classrooms with three lady teachers and a matronly headmistress who,” Mick later claimed, “luckily for us, didn’t believe in slapping young children if they were naughty.


“We used to have to walk past another school at the bottom of our road, called St. Stephen’s,” Mick remembered, adding that the boys’ daily route always led them through the center of town before winding up at their home at the end of Easemore Road. “We went to the posh school, and they were slumming it. Of course, the kids would shout out, ‘Got your pajamas on?’ Our John would say to me, ‘Come on, kid, let’s have a bit of this’—and there’d be ten more of them!… We had to run the gauntlet every night.”


It was generally understood that no matter the sticky situation, the Bonham brothers stuck together. “We had our fair share of fights,” Mick later explained. “But all brothers do. One minute you love each other, and the next minute you are knocking the hell out of each other.… When we worked on the building sites, we often had fisticuffs, and he sacked me more times than he sacked anybody else.


“When we were at school together, John might have been kicking the hell out of me, but as soon as somebody else came near me, the two of us would have a go back. He’d stick up for me every time.” Mick and John took to calling this new phase of neighborhood bullying the “start of the Hard Fights”—and it seemed it would never end.
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IN 1960, JOHN WAS SENT TO LODGE FARM COUNTY SECONDARY School, beginning four years of intensive studies under Headmaster Gordon Antiss, a particularly strict disciplinarian, “a tall, lean man who ruled by the cane”—once telling young John that he “would probably not even make a good dustman.” The younger Mick, on the other hand, was enrolled in the nearby Ridgeway School. It was both a luxury and a necessity for the brothers to attend such prestigious private schools, as the new decade also saw a noticeable rise in the Black Country’s population and an overcrowding within the school districts. Only a few months before John graduated in 1964, Redditch had been officially declared a “new town” by the British government’s New Towns Act of 1946, a law that sought to relocate the families of poor or bombed-out housing following the war. The New Towns mandate caused Redditch’s population to increase dramatically during the Bonham brothers’ adolescence, rising from thirty-two thousand to around seventy-seven thousand throughout the towns of the Black Country. Nearby housing developments such as Church Hill, Matchborough, Winyates, Lodge Park, and Woodrow were created to accommodate a large overspill from the industrially expanding Birmingham. Redditch had been envisioned as a flagship town and was constructed using new methods of urban planning: all the main roads were banked to reduce noise to the new housing estates, and the whole town of Redditch was landscaped. It only helped that nationally, the economy was on an upswing and wages for skilled labor increased. A rush by the British to be socially upwardly mobile left a void for unskilled workers that was filled by successive governments with immigrant labor from around the Commonwealth. With these workers populating the steel mills and factories—and automotive plants, as well—the towns and cities of the Black Country soon ranked among the country’s most multicultural areas. For the first time in its history, the Black Country became host to families from the Caribbean, India, and Pakistan—creating a true melting pot and affirming Birmingham’s status as the most populated city in the United Kingdom outside of London.


Under the new law, the Bonham family prospered; luckily for Jacko, the influx of new families necessitated the construction of new homes. Atypical of the times and especially within their own community, this meant that the Bonham boys enjoyed a comfortable existence, complete with their private school tuition and three holidays a year. Young John Bonham was brought up with the expectation that he would one day enter the family construction business, settling down to “a proper job” that would guarantee the type of stability that eluded so many others in their region, but had blessed the Bonhams.


John, however, was already thinking quite differently, later recalling, “I was determined to be a drummer as soon as I left school. I was so keen, I would have played for nothing. In fact, I did for a long time. But my parents stuck by me.”
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JOHN’S LIFELONG OBSESSION WITH PERCUSSION BEGAN AT THE AGE of five. He had started drumming on a bath-salts container, tying thin strands of wire across the barrel to filter in the salts from the bottom; he also began beating out rhythms on tin coffee cans using kitchen utensils, instinctively replicating snare-drum-like sounds. In this, his earliest search for a satisfactory sound, John trolled around the kitchen playing all the pots and pans and driving his parents crazy. By his tenth birthday, however, Joan broke down and bought him a real snare drum—a new toy that he banged to pieces over time. Five years later, his dad followed suit and bought John his first proper kit. “It was almost prehistoric,” John later recalled. “Most of it was rust.”


As Mick later remembered, John’s first real tutelage came from a family friend. Jacko Bonham kept the family caravan, or trailer, and boat, the Isobel, at the nearby riverside town of Stourport-on-Severn. It was there that they met Charlie Atkins, a “lovely” man who rented his own caravan next to the Bonham family’s during holidays and summer weekends. Atkins was the leader of a Birmingham-based dance band that specialized in tango, waltz, and fox-trot, the kind, as Mick recalled, “where the band use Brylcreem and the drummer uses brushes.” During those visits, however, Atkins was always available to talk music with the Bonham boys and took a keen interest in young John’s obsession with the drums. “It may not sound exciting now,” Mick later admitted, “but to John, this was the business, and he would sit and listen to Charlie talk about paradiddles and other such drumming terminology until the cows came home. It was after one of these meetings that Charlie gave John his own set of brushes, which was fine by me because there was no way they would hurt as much as sticks.”


As a gift, Atkins also gave John a white pearl snare drum to add to his small collection; the boy had already used his saved pocket money to acquire a snare drum, bass drum, and floor tom. When John was eleven years old, Atkins had enough confidence in his young pupil to invite him to play his first gig, sitting in with the dance band at the Caravan Club’s Members Dance. “This, I believe, was the turning point for John Bonham,” noted Mick, “and I don’t think that from this point onwards, anyone or anything was ever going to stop him from being a drummer.”


By the time he was fourteen, John was already playing with local bands and in school events. Despite his rambunctious reputation, he even provided the sound effects for a school Christmas pageant, playing his beloved drum kit on the side of the stage.


Although John showed genuine aptitude and enthusiasm for his father’s carpentry lessons, the boy’s natural talent on drums had already diverted his attention toward a future in music. That year, when pupils were asked what they wanted upon middle school graduation, only John had a ready answer: “I want to be a drummer.”
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MUSIC WAS EVER PRESENT IN THE BONHAM HOUSEHOLD, ALTHOUGH the soundtrack remained limited. John and his younger brother sought solace in the changing sounds of the radio waves, which always brought the latest chart toppers into their home. As the airwaves grew more diversified, so popular music in Britain became as much of a melting pot as Birmingham itself. Longtime pop staples like Nat King Cole, Doris Day, and Frankie Lane were soon brushed aside, as Little Richard, Bill Haley, and Elvis Presley made their way to the forefront. Within Birmingham, the “Brum scene” also saw new acts emerge, younger musicians inspired by what they were hearing on their radios; local acts like Lonnie Donegan, Adam Faith, Cliff Richard, and Marty Wilde soon took hold of the local fan base.


Young John Bonham’s own taste in music was decidedly eclectic, thanks to both the melting pot of UK radio and the personal preferences of his parents. John’s musical influences soon stretched to Edmundo Ross and His Band—one of the first mainstream successes in Latin American music—whose drumming riffs and heavy percussion inspired John’s own technical experimentation. “We would sit in front of the ‘wireless’ every Saturday and listen to Edmundo’s show,” remembered Mick, “which was a rare treat, seeing that there were only three choices of music at home: Jacko’s Lena Horne albums, Mum’s Frank Sinatra records, and Children’s Favourites for us kids. Nevertheless, it was all making way for a new era of sound drifting over from America, namely, rock ’n’ roll.”


At the time, the music most widely accepted adhered to the typical social norms of 1950s Britain—strict and “buttoned-up.” All that began to change, however, with the emergence of Elvis Presley, whose early releases during the summer of 1954 directly led to new blends of black soul and blues music coupled with the “white” sounds of country and honky-tonk. America called it rock ’n’ roll—and Elvis’s international appeal was soon followed by the likes of fellow rockers Jerry Lee Lewis, Little Richard, and Buddy Holly. The first rock ’n’ roll infiltrator into Birmingham arrived in February 1957, in the form of thirty-two-year-old Bill Haley, whose singles “Rock Around the Clock” and “Shake, Rattle and Roll” became instant sensations and inaugurated the coming shifts in America’s music scene. When Haley and his band performed at the Birmingham Odeon that winter, local teenagers looped around the building to get tickets.


But of all the early rock ’n’ roll songs that seemed to really perk John’s critical ear, it was drummer Sandy Nelson’s 1959 percussion-laden instrumental “Teen Beat.” Like the guitar-driven Duane Eddy hit “Rebel-Rouser” the year before, Nelson’s instrumental sleeper hit had struck a chord with teenagers who wanted to get up and dance, sending the tune to number four on the UK singles chart. John was “mesmerized” by the song, sitting three days straight at his drum kit until he could perfectly replicate the song’s distinctive percussion patterns. When he’d mastered it, his ambition became “like kick-starting a Harley-Davidson,” according to Mick, who added that before long John claimed that “he was going to form a band.”


Even without a group of his own or formal training, John instinctively gravitated toward any musical genre that posed a challenge to his natural abilities and any preconceived notions of drumming that he’d heard before. He was particularly obsessed with the jazz techniques of Gene Krupa and Buddy Rich and the showmanship that both men brought to the instrument, demonstrating the spectacle that a drum virtuoso could harness in truly acting as a musical group’s driving force.


“Gene Krupa was God,” brother Mick recalled, adding that it was watching the 1956 biopic The Benny Goodman Story that started John’s love of jazz drumming—particularly a scene featuring Krupa playing tom-toms on his theme tune, “Sing, Sing, Sing.” John was also enamored with a scene in the 1946 film Beat the Band, wherein Krupa played with sticks on boiler-room steam pipes. “John had decided that this was the drummer he wanted to emulate,” said Mick, “and he spent hours listening to and learning Krupa’s technique.”


In later years, John’s youngest sibling, Deborah, would too remember her brother’s affection for the two jazz greats, whose music had become a staple in the Bonham household. “John got his influence from Gene Krupa and Buddy Rich, because my mum and dad used to play those bands all the time,” Deborah later claimed. “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 neighbors would come ’round and start banging on the door to my mum: ‘Tell him to turn it down!’”


Still in his teens, John could be seen mimicking Krupa’s signature posture over his kit, leaning over his drums as he played. Like Krupa, John wanted to get subtle sounds and controlled reverberations out of his kit, as opposed to merely bashing them. It was a lifelong exploration that would often confound fellow musicians and create a misguided notion that it was John’s forcefulness that was the source of his power. When the Bonham family attended a Harry James concert twenty miles away at Birmingham Town Hall, young John was impressed by James’s drummer, Sonny Payne. Witnessing Payne perform one of his signature stunt moves—bouncing sticks off the skins and catching them behind his back—it stood as real-life proof that a band’s drummer wasn’t just a backing member of the rhythm section; with the right stage presence, the drummer could be a fellow soloist—he could be the star attraction.


Another such performer who helped shaped John’s views on showmanship was flamboyant rock ’n’ roller Screaming Lord Sutch. At the time, the bizarre entertainer—born David Edward Sutch in Hampstead, London, in 1940—was slowly leading the way in “shock rock,” making headlines throughout the United Kingdom with his horror movie–inspired stage show. Popping out of a black coffin dressed as Jack the Ripper, Sutch dangled macabre props, such as daggers and skulls, in front of his audience while belting out rock ’n’ roll lyrics with all the high-octane wildness of Little Richard. Sutch garnered further scandal with his highly publicized attempts to become a member of Parliament via his self-created Monster Raving Loony Party, demonstrating how a carefully crafted persona could only add to a performer’s offstage image and mystique.


John was fascinated, to say the least. Desperate to see the shock rocker live and, hopefully, hustle his way backstage for an autograph, he’d pedaled his bicycle forty-eight miles round-trip to see Sutch’s show by himself. During a family holiday in Brighton on the South Coast of England later that year, John and Mick were also able to attend a concert of local rock ’n’ roll hero Joe Brown, whose 1960 single “The Darktown Strutters’ Ball” had been a fast hit. The Bonham brothers witnessed as Brown and the Bruvvers launched into their cover of the Spotniks’ “Havah Nagila.” During the song, Brown swung his guitar around and played his blazing solo behind his head.


It was after returning from that trip that John Bonham made his first attempt to assemble his own rock ’n’ roll band. “John returned to school and made friends with another aspiring young musician called John Hill, who played guitar,” claimed Mick Bonham. “Together, they decided to form a band, but before they got started, they would spend many a night setting up the drum kit, leaning the guitar against it and standing back staring at their mock stage setup—moving it every now and then for better effect.… The name of the band would be the ‘Avengers,’ but they unfortunately never got a gig.”
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ASIDE FROM PREDOMINANTLY LEARNING TO PLAY HANDS-ON, JOHN eventually sought the advice of a local drummer who was widely considered one of the best throughout the Midlands. In 1962 he knocked on Garry Allcock’s door without thinking twice, sure that both his seriousness about the drums and a shared passion for fast cars would forgive the spur-of-the-moment intrusion. Luckily for John, it did.


“The front doorbell rang, and there’s this lad standing on the doorstep saying, ‘Are you Garry Allcock? Do you play drums? Do you work at Austin? My name’s John Bonham. I’m a drummer and I’m potty about cars,’” Allcock remembered. “He just turned up at the house and asked to come in.”


Another Redditch-born musician, Allcock was recently married and was completing an engineering apprenticeship at the Austin Motor Company. He had started playing drums in 1951 and was very much into big bands and jazz. “I had been playing with orchestras for some years,” Allcock recalled. “John was working on a building site at the time—he was obviously much younger than me, but someone had told him there was a drummer living up at Astwood Bank that he should have a chat with.”


Allcock’s own technique was solidly based on traditionally jazz drumming, the fundamentals of which John was just beginning to meld with the rock ’n’ roll stylings he studied on the radio. “To be honest, I never thought John was very good, although he was a quick learner,” said Allcock. “Being brought up on Count Basie and Stan Kenton, I was into big-band drumming. For me, all the beat-group stuff was comparatively easy.… Half the time, we were talking about cars. I could see why he sought me out, because I was a drummer doing a car-design apprenticeship.”


Much to the chagrin of Allcock’s young wife, he and John would set up twin kits in the front living room of the older drummer’s home. Hanging out with Allcock also inspired John’s interest in listening to other rock ’n’ roll bands. Although he was by no means a purist, jazz had provided him with enough inspiration to begin playing with the sounds of a traditional kit, soon integrating jazz technique and flourishes into more modern, primal rock ’n’ roll.


During the course of a friendship that would last for decades, Allcock observed that young John wasn’t really interested in the jazz-oriented syncopated style of playing that he preferred, but he admirably studied the rules in order to successfully break them. As he had expressed early on in his conversations with Allcock, John already believed that the drummer was placed front and center for a reason: to steal the show. Within the next year, that philosophy would pay off. He was soon in demand among bands needing last-minute fill-ins. John’s goal, however, was never simply to take part in a jam session; from the very beginning, he meant to bring his notorious competitive edge to the stage.
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“THERE’S A LOT OF HONEST WORK OUT THERE, JOHN,” JACKO OFTEN reminded his oldest son. “You can make a decent living if you really want to.”


For all his jamming, practicing, and self-discipline at his kit, John was yet to find a steady means of turning music into an honest living. With John having recently graduated, the family pressure had begun to mount. Buying himself time and staving off the constant nagging from his parents, John fell back on the dependability of his father’s construction company. For years, keeping one foot in his carpentry apprenticeship would continue to provide his only steady source of income.


But working within the family business didn’t give John a pass to come and go as he pleased; Jacko Bonham was sure to keep both his sons in line during their periodic stints as laborers. Soon, John had to grow accustomed to a daily routine that found him getting up at seven in order to report for duty at one of his father’s many construction sites, then getting home by dusk with just enough time to wash up and head back out to play with various local rock ’n’ roll bands throughout the night. Most nights, John wouldn’t return home until dawn, leaving him only one to two hours of sleep before having to rise again for Jacko’s next backbreaking assignment. “I went to work for my father in the building trade, but drumming was the only thing I was any good at, and I stuck at it,” John later told a reporter. “So gradually, it was more music and less building, but I always worked hard all the time.”


At the same time that the harsh physical labor of the construction trade built up his strength and endurance, his forays into the Brum club scene made him a known face among scores of reputable local musicians. Garry Allcock may have been the earliest friend to double as a mentor, but it wasn’t long after that he made the acquaintance of another drummer, Bill Harvey, at the local youth club in 1963. According to Mick Bonham, the Redditch Youth Club was the best place for young musicians like John to network and score tryouts, as it was the only local venue that consistently welcomed new acts, like Bill Harvey’s Blue Star Trio, to the venue.


“The group comprised of Terry Beale and Mick Ellis, a pair of guitarists and singers who had played together after splitting with the Nighthawks,” Mick later explained. “Someone suggested they might sound better if they had a drummer, so enter Bill Harvey.”
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AT TWENTY-THREE, HARVEY HAD EIGHT YEARS ON JOHN, BUT HE had already established himself as one of the hottest drummers in Redditch, as well as being a founding member of the popular Blue Star Trio—a small rock ensemble that had already won over its fair share of devoted teens throughout the Black Country. “John was a bit younger than me,” Harvey later noted. “I was over twenty and not supposed to be at the youth club anymore, but I went because it was a place to play. They used to have a different band on every Wednesday night, and quite often Roy Wood and Bev Bevan would play there.”


Harvey recalled that it was during his stint managing another Redditch-based band that often rehearsed at a club called the Cellar on nearby Queen Street that he first crossed paths with fifteen-year-old John Bonham. “John appeared there one night. He was a tiny lad, although he blossomed out later. I guess we were sort of wary of each other, but we struck up a relationship. I had been playing for some years, and John was very pushy, even then.”


But it was at a Blue Star Trio gig that John was finally given his opportunity to show the band what he could do on drums. Just before showtime, Harvey got into a heated argument with the Trio’s dual guitarists, Beale and Ellis. “They were a bit lazy about helping to load the equipment,” Harvey clarified, “and I said, ‘Sod it, if that’s your attitude.’ I had the van, and I had to load and unload the gear every night. I just got fed up and blew my top.”


Having witnessed the altercation, John was quickly asked to sit in once Harvey refused to take the stage. “When I went along to the club, I was sick in my stomach to see John playing my gig,” he later remembered. “But he said, ‘Come on, let’s do a solo together—I’m only sitting in for you.’ So, we both got up on the same kit. I played the two tom-toms, and John played the snare drum.”


The crowd loved it. Based on the audience response, John immediately suggested they make their duo a regular act, to which Harvey enthusiastically agreed. Rehearsing every Wednesday afternoon for weeks, the two quickly saw the fruits of their woodshedding together pay off: in addition to the Blue Star Trio’s straightforward rock shows, John and Harvey racked up a number of their own side gigs. “[John] would pull me up out of the audience,” Harvey said, “or the other way around, and we’d do this great drum routine together. Everybody used to say, ‘How did they do that?’ They didn’t realize we had rehearsed it for hours. And it seemed like we were rivals, playing against each other.… [The audience] never realized we were the best of mates.”


Not yet sixteen, John was beginning to earn his first legion of fans, as well as his first acknowledgment in the press; when an announcement of the Blue Star Trio’s residency at the Redditch Youth Club ran in the local press on July 16, 1963, John was pictured as a full-fledged member of the group—clean-shaven and decked out in a blazer and tie.


Maybe there was a future in music for John after all, Jacko and Joan Bonham mused, expressing their newfound faith in him with a symbolic gift—a brand-new sparkling red Trixon drum set.
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“WHEN I WAS SIXTEEN, I WENT FULL-TIME INTO MUSIC FOR A WHILE,” John later remembered, “and we’d have an attempt to make a success of a professional group. [But] then you’d have to go back to work to make some money to live. You’d go on the road, and then there’d be no more gigs and no more money, and you were back to where you started.… You had to do that to survive and play, locally.”


While his parents were now supportive of John’s drumming career, he continued to line his pockets from the daily rigors of “bricking” for Jacko and his crew. He was only a year out of school, after all, and aspirations for rock superstardom came with no guarantees. Simultaneously, John continued his stints with both the Blue Star Trio and Harvey and continued to practice new techniques and styles. “[John] was very adaptable,” Bill Harvey noted. “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 ya 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.”


Like Garry Allcock before him, Harvey’s influence on John’s playing extended beyond mere hands-on tips. Whereas Allcock had shared his affection for big-band players with John, Bill Harvey introduced the younger drummer to the styles of his favorite jazz players—Joe Morello of the Dave Brubeck Quartet being at the top of the list.


“Joe did this finger-tapping thing where he wet his thumb and rubbed it on the snare drum to produce a lion’s roar,” Harvey recalled. “He’d imitate a bow and arrow, and also did this African rhythm by finger-tapping that was absolutely fabulous.”


Morello was also well known among jazz aficionados for his unusual time signatures on a number of Brubeck’s crossover hits, including “Take Five” and “It’s a Raggy Waltz.” Additionally, he had developed a unique finger-control technique, which enabled him to play high-speed triplets with one stick on the snare drum while summoning a diverse array of different sounds. It was this signature technique—the triplet—that would prove the greatest impact on John Bonham’s own heavy rock ’n’ roll sound.


Bill Harvey also taught John one of Morello’s tricks for hitting the drum with his hands and fingers without injuring himself. Ever determined, John spent days at his Trixon kit without taking a break, slowly mastering the intricate fingering and rhythms with his bare hands. When Harvey visited a few days later, John answered the door with his fingers wrapped in Elastoplast bandages. “I said, ‘John, what have you done?’” Harvey remembered. “He’d cut his hands by hitting the edge of the cymbals.” John was soon known for solos so energetic, his hands would be streaked with blood by the end.
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JOHN ALSO ENJOYED BRITISH BANDS OF THE TIME, SUCH AS THE HOLLIES, Johnny Kidd & the Pirates, and the Graham Bond Organisation, but it was American rhythm and blues (R&B) that was most fascinating to him at the time. “It was just that feel, that sound,” he claimed. “I said to myself, ‘I’ll get that sound.’” It was the start of his quest for the big, open drum tone, which led him to go for large drums, free of the dampers and mufflers that roadies, soundmen, and recording engineers liked to inflict on drum kits in their efforts to control the sound. As far as his approach to playing, John later summed it up by saying: “I think feeling is a lot more important than technique.… If you play technically, you sound like everyone else—it’s originality that counts. I yell out like a bear when I’m playing to give my playing a boost.


“I like it to be like a thunderstorm.”
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BETWEEN THE NIGHTS OF CONSTANT GIGGING AND ALL FORMS OF personal study in his rare downtime, John was beginning to meld the influences of the diverse music around him and the practices of other drummers into both his playing and his unique kit customizations. Bill Harvey remembered a strange positioning that John adopted on his snare drum, keeping it lower to the floor than almost any other player—in addition to the homemade effects he insisted made his sound stand apart. “We used to argue about this,” Harvey later laughed. “I had always been told to keep the snare drum as high as possible. John said, ‘Why? I like it down in me lap.’ I tried to explain this meant the drum strokes had further to travel. If the drum was higher, it made the rim shots easier.… ‘Oh, bullshit,’ he’d say.”


Harvey once inquired into John’s astounding ability to create the triplets, only to be playfully shunned as if he’d asked the secret to a magic trick. “‘How did you do that bass-drum triplet, John?’” Harvey remembered asking. “‘Ah,’ said John, ‘you’ve gotta have the technique,’ and just laughed. He wouldn’t give away the secret, not even as a trade-off. Maybe he guessed the future of rock drumming lay in foot power, rather than finger control.… His feel for rock music was unbelievable.”


Instead of divulging his trade secrets, John instead agreed to fill in for Harvey at a few pickup gigs, as he was now able to play nearly any style or genre thrown his way—so much so that he viewed each genre as a new challenge. “I went out with him a couple of nights to see a band, and the first thing he’d say to me was, ‘That drummer is crap,’” Harvey recalled. “When they came off for a break, he’d go straight up to the bandleader and say, ‘Your drummer’s not much good, is he? Let me have a go, and I’ll show you.’ He’d get on the drums, and everyone would be amazed. So, the poor chap would get the sack, and John would take his job.”


Along with his growing reputation among the Midlands was a new nickname to match—one that would stick for the rest of his life. If a Birmingham band needed a hot drummer at the last minute—or if a new challenger to the title of best percussionist on the Brum scene inquired as to who to look out for—they were told to look for “Bonzo.”
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FOLLOWING HIS STINTS WITH THE BLUE STAR TRIO AND THE TWO-man drum act he’d crafted with Bill Harvey, John began what would be common practice in his early years: hopping from band to band in the hopes of landing steady, lucrative—and challenging—work. By mid-1963, he was sitting in with Terry Webb & the Spiders—a band whose singer wore a gold-lamé jacket, while the rest of the band wore purple jackets with velvet lapels in the popular “teddy-boy” style, complete with bootlace ties and slicked hair. In an attempt to fit in, John agreed to don the purple jacket for shows. Besides, the gigs that Terry Webb racked up around the Brum scene only added to John’s exposure on the circuit, eventually landing his first experience opening for bona fide headliners—Brian Poole and the Tremeloes.


The Tremeloes were widely known as the band chosen over the Beatles for an exclusive deal with Decca Records, and many banked on their staying power in the world of rock ’n’ roll. During 1963 alone, they scored consecutive hit singles for the Decca label, including their cover of the Isley Brothers’ smash “Twist and Shout” and a cover of the Contours’ hit “Do You Love Me.” Such an opportunity didn’t come without its own pressure. “They rehearsed a lot,” remembered Mick, “intent that no one cock up the set, and there was a lot of exciting talk about it being their big break, but when the night was upon them, they set off for the gig in purple jackets and with frayed nerves.… Everyone except for John, that is.”


As was his habit at the time, John was the last member of the Spiders to arrive for the big gig opening for the Tremeloes, finding that drummer Dave Munden was only moments away from replacing him onstage. With only seconds to spare, John swung on his cursed purple jacket and sat at his kit, launching into the first number without missing a beat.


Only a few months later, John’s diligence earned him a recording debut playing and singing backup vocals on a track for another local outfit, the Senators, known among Midlands teens for their ongoing residency at the Navigation Inn in nearby Coventry. John, never one to swear allegiance to one band at this point, had already jammed with the Senators a few times, and when the group scored an opportunity to lay down a track for an upcoming compilation album put out by the influential magazine Brum Beat, Terry Beale—formerly of the Blue Star Trio—insisted “Bonzo” be their drummer. The Senators’ original bassist, Bill Ford, later said, “At this stage in 1963, the Senators still had an unreliable drummer and were let down by him on a number of occasions.… Our drummer let us down again one night when we had a double gig. [Lead singer Terry Beale] 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.”


The core lineup of the Senators at that time also included Trevor McGowan on lead guitar and Graham Dennis on rhythm guitar—along with Beale, who knew John from their time in the Blue Star Trio. For the initial recording of “She’s a Mod,” the group gathered at historic Hollick & Taylor Studios. Built nearly a century before, the ornate Victorian building at 16 Grosvenor Road had been converted into a state-of-the-art recording mecca in 1945, drawing bands and solo artists from all over the Midlands. Second only to Abbey Road, it was soon recognized as the oldest functioning studio in the United Kingdom, and, at 947 square feet, it was also the Midlands’ largest recording space.


“With this final lineup, we played regularly at many of the Birmingham venues and pubs—Ma Regan’s places—the Ritz, the Plaza, and the Cavern, the West End Ballroom and the Moat House Club, just to mention a few,” Ford reminisced. “We had a big following there as well—regularly playing Redditch Youth Club, Alcester Trades and Labour Club, and other pubs and clubs in the Worcestershire area.”


The “Ma Regan Circuit,” as it was lovingly called, was legendary among local musicians and teens alike. The string of clubs took its name from the woman who owned numerous music venues throughout the Midlands, which she ran with her husband, and also worked as the various clubs’ booking agent. In the early 1960s, all the local bands aspired to play at her venues, and if your group made the cut to play one, you were almost certainly guaranteed gigs at the other spots, making for very lucrative work.
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STILL BAND-HOPPING, JOHN FOUND HIS NEXT ONGOING STINT WITH the Nicky James Movement, another of the Brum scene’s well-known pop acts. James—born Michael Clifford Nicholls—had started the Birmingham-based ensemble following his departure from Denny and the Diplomats. During John’s time with Nicky James, he and the founding singer became close, often working thick as thieves in order just to make it in time to gigs together. One night, James was home preparing for a show at Adelphi Ballroom in West Bromwich when his phone rang at the last minute.


“Nicky, you’ve got to help me,” John’s voice pleaded from the receiver.


“Why?” James replied.


“Because my dad won’t let me have my drums.”


“Why?”


“Because I’ve pronged the van again.” James already knew John had made a habit of crashing Jacko’s van—and now it was one too many times.


“You idiot,” James said.


John huffed on the other end. “Don’t call me an idiot or I’ll smack you.”


“Bless him, he used to smack me regular, and we would end up scrapping on the floor,” James later recalled. “Then, we would burst out laughing and go and do the gig. And you know what? It was always a better gig. I promise you it was a fun thing. Anyway, John said, ‘Me dad’s locked the drums in the garden shed.’ ‘Can’t you get the key?’ I asked. ‘No, because if I go into the house, he’ll know what I’m up to and hide the keys, or keep them in his pocket.’ So, we devised a little plan. We had this black and maroon Bedford van with side-loading doors, so I pulled up outside the alleyway that led to the garden and met John ’round the corner.”


John jumped out from behind a tree, and he and James ran toward the shed. After climbing up the wall nearest the shed, James lifted the roof for John to climb inside and pass the singer the drum kit, one piece at a time, out the window. James remembered, “John was yelling, ‘Quick! Grab this,’ and started passing the gear to me.… We went running down the alley, banging against the fence and wall, and as we were piling everything into the van, we heard a cry of ‘Call the police!’ So, we shot off down the road roaring with laughter at what had happened. When we arrived at the gig, John began to unpack his kit, only to find he’d left most of it behind.”


Among the pieces, all John had been able to smuggle out of Jacko’s shed were the snare drum and stand, a bass drum, and a pedal, but no cymbals or hi-hat—and, worst of all, no drumsticks. With no other drummer around to borrow from, James jokingly suggested John play the gig using only his hands. “I’d seen him do it a couple of times before and had asked him if it hurt,” James remembered. “‘No,’ he’d replied. ‘Actually, when I do this, it goes down like a storm.’ Well, this night he’d have to prove it—and that is when he started bashing his drum kit with his hands. He played the whole gig just using his hands and fingers, and it was the most exciting gig we ever played. The crowd absolutely loved him.… There are drummers of outstanding ability out there, but John was the first, the man who did it for everyone.… John was one of those drummers. He set a standard, like Gene Krupa did.”


As the year came to a close, John again sought steady work elsewhere. When the members of Nicky James’s band broke up the following year, its roster went their separate ways to join up with other successful acts: Roy Wood and Bev Bevan with the Move and, later, the Electric Light Orchestra (ELO), while Mike Pinder became the keyboardist for the Moody Blues.


Bevan later recalled, “My first recollection of John was him coming to see me when I was with Denny Laine and the Diplomats back in 1963, and Carl Wayne and the Vikings in 1964, just before we started the Move. I was older than him, and I can remember him coming along to watch me play. I was the loudest drummer in the area at the time, and if John learned one thing from me, it was that drums are meant for hitting, as opposed to being tickled.… I think he used to take a few ideas, until he overtook me and became the best rock drummer of all time.” John and Bevan would remain the best of friends, far outlasting their joint stints with Nicky James.


More determined than ever, John approached the middle of the decade still hoping he would somehow find his way into a rock ’n’ roll band with the same kind of staying power.

















Chapter Two
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JANUARY 1966−SEPTEMBER 1968


Nearly every night of 1966 was spent onstage, one way or another.


For months, John continued to get up at the crack of dawn in order to report to Jacko’s construction site by 7:30. Although he was the boss’s son, John was expected to act as just another of his father’s crew, being allowed only a ten-minute tea break, a half-hour lunch, and, on rare occasion, a second cup of tea brought out to the men in a bucket. At 5:30 he’d promptly rush off home to clean up and load up his kit for that night’s gig.


“John would find this all very hard,” remembered Mick Bonham, “because he spent most of the day with his head in the clouds thinking about being in a band. This didn’t impress the foreman, who gave John a lot of grief while he worked for Jacko.”


Combining the few pounds from each gig with his construction salary, John was able to make just enough for cigarettes, beer, and—on the occasions Jacko still let him borrow it—gas for the van. But John’s financial plight was far from unique. During the 1960s, Birmingham was chock-full of rock ’n’ roll hopefuls, all itching to get out of the Midlands—or, at least, the factories that surrounded them. Where fame failed, the assembly line beckoned.


“Birmingham was a different place back then,” explained Trevor Burton, later the rhythm guitarist for the Move. “It was a very industrial city, and we were pretty tough people. You were factory fodder.… [Music] was a way out of going into a factory. I was making fifteen pounds a week, and that was twice as much as my dad was making in a factory.”


Out of that desperation came a very distinct homegrown form of rock ’n’ roll, more angsty than London and hipper than Liverpool—despite the worldwide attention that shipbuilding port town garnered thanks to the Beatles. Pound for pound, more bands came out of the Brum scene than any other place in England, and the Brummies knew it. “In the Midlands, a lot of people couldn’t climb out of it because all we had there were pubs,” remembered Bill Bonham, of no relation to John but the star keyboardist for the Midlands-based band Obs-Tweedle. “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 [from London] and listen to you.”


Local trumpeter and producer Jim Simpson was already a veteran of the Birmingham scene long before meeting John Bonham in 1966. “People don’t remember what came out of this place,” said Simpson. “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, [and] Birmingham hasn’t proved the most elegant place to live.… 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 fringy haircuts and stupid collars on their jackets.”
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NOW SEVENTEEN YEARS OLD, JOHN BONHAM WAS TALENTED ENOUGH to never be out of work for very long. By the winter of 1965, his worst problem—aside from finding a singular steady gig—was figuring out how to transport his ever-evolving drum kit from Redditch to Birmingham for his many nightly gigs. After an appropriate amount of pleading, John had finally persuaded Jacko to let him use one of his three construction vans for carting around his numerous bandmates and their gear—while a neighborhood friend, Eddie Conoly, offered to act as John’s part-time roadie, driving him to and from every show, regardless of the band. That arrangement was short-lived, however, after it dawned on John that he could pocket Eddie’s roadie share if he lugged the gear himself, as well as manning the drums. It was also a surefire way for him to remain invaluable to each of the individual bands—lugging their gear, supplying them with cigarettes, and, finally, attracting his loyal Brum following to the shows.
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WITH ALL THE MANY BANDS IN BIRMINGHAM FIGHTING FOR STAGE time among the Brum scene—particularly on the Ma Regan Circuit—there was an ever-present culture of competition among the young musicians. In those days, everyone wanted to be scouted by a manager or record-label representative who might be in the audience. John’s natural abilities and instinctive flairs for showmanship and competition didn’t always make him the most popular with other musicians—the jealousy was too thick. His fellow drummers, however, soon recognized that John was creating his own style and, in effect, a new approach to the drums themselves.


At the same time, John’s reputation as one of Birmingham’s star drummers was matched only by his love of mischief. “He used to leave his drum stool outside the front door of his house,” Bill Harvey later remembered. “There was a concrete plinth above the door with ivy growing up the side, and he hid the stool behind the ivy so he could climb out the window, down the drainpipe, and onto the stool to sneak out at night. And then he’d go back the same way. He told me that in confidence one night and said, ‘For God’s sake, don’t tell my dad.’”


Harvey recalled one night when he stopped by to see John sitting in with the Birmingham-based band the Locomotive. “John got absolutely paralytic that night,” Harvey said. “He used to go and do a solo to start the evening—just like Buddy Rich used to do. John would get up there, go wild, and come off as sober as a judge.” John, it appeared, would be sober by the end of the gig.


“In Locomotive, we called John ‘Bonnie,’ though we may have called him ‘Bonzo,’ as well,” recalled Jim Simpson, who helped form the Locomotive in 1965 but later assumed the role of manager once the group abandoned jazz and R&B in favor of the more psychedelic “prog” rock. “He could have walked in to any band in the world and felt comfortable.… 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.’”


On the nights Jacko would allow it, John would borrow the family’s Ford Zephyr convertible and vanish with friends and bandmates, often Bill Harvey. That summer John first lost his license for drinking and driving, despite the lax laws for such behavior at that time. Although nearly everyone in the local music scene drank to excess, the foundations were being laid for John’s increasing dependence on alcohol. “John could outdrink me—and I could down a pint in under four seconds,” Mick Bonham later remembered.


John had been working for his father off and on for years, but with mounting stage gigs the hours at the sites were slowly beginning to wear him down. For both more money and a set schedule that would allow for a proper night’s sleep, he began to scour local retail shops for steady part-time sales work. Surprisingly, he was hired as an assistant at a well-known high-end tailor shop called George Osbourne & Son. Not necessarily known for his sense of fashion, John had nonetheless begun to notice the flashy clothes many musicians were now donning as part of their all-encompassing stage personae—the cultural influence of swinging London finally making its way into the Midlands.


“Fancy suits and ties were cast aside in favor of bright clothes and a more flamboyant look,” Mick Bonham clarified. “Loud clothes to match loud music.… The Rolling Stones and the Who were now belting out a kind of music that kicked off a whole new ball game. Indeed, John had been so impressed when he saw the Who’s drummer, a young Keith Moon, for the first time on TV, that he began to experiment with fashion.”


Moon was already recognized as the drummer who had transformed orderly “beat group” drumming into a one-man spectacle—both for his wild, high-energy solos and for the offstage antics that had made him infamous within the music industry. As a stylist, however, he was soon outmatched by the Graham Bond Organisation’s Ginger Baker, who quickly assumed Moon’s mantle as the top-rated rock percussionist. At twenty-six, Baker had already earned a reputation as the wildest drummer around—and the most experimental when it came to live performance. By utilizing a rare blend of solid technical control and forceful stage presence, Baker was never overshadowed by his bandmates, Bond and bassist Jack Bruce. “That’s the way I want to be,” he would explain, “an equal member of the band, not someone just keeping the beat for the forward musicians.” Impressed by Moon’s persona and Baker’s skill, John was already determined to assume the mantle next.


Not long after watching the Who’s first television performances, John began to play with fashion styles that would likewise complement his outward stage presence. To the amusement of his friends and family, his clothing experiments weren’t limited to the stage; he was often seen around town running errands in the most flamboyant clothes that his new position at George Osbourne & Son tailors could provide. Before long, John started getting as equally creative in customizing his wardrobe as he had with his drum kits. One early experiment found John dyeing a secondhand white milkman’s jacket bright yellow and its patch pockets blood red; another foray into fashion saw Joan Bonham sewing her son a long frock coat made from a dark-green curtain material, laden with lime flowers all over it—a vision of John’s own design. But John’s pièce de résistance, as brother Mick would lovingly refer to it later, was a suede Levi’s-style jacket with a black leather collar—that John later dyed green. “He’d go out wearing this thing, and nobody had seen anything like it,” Mick later recalled. “People stared, but he was completely oblivious.… When you saw an eighteen-year-old coming down the street wearing a mauve milkman’s jacket, or a frock coat made out of bright-green curtain material, it caused quite a stir.”


Needing cash more than modular clothing, John once offered to sell a jacket to Mick for five pounds. Soon after the transaction, however, Mick was surprised to run into drummer Bev Bevan at a party wearing an identical orange suede jacket. It quickly dawned on Mick that his big brother had stolen the jacket back and resold it to Bevan—in exchange for the opportunity to fill in for his group, the Move.


For his day job at George Osbourne & Son, John toned down his flamboyance, opting instead for the more acceptable—though no less spiffy—suit and tie, which he could now afford with the tailor’s employee discount. As Mick later remembered, “He settled in well, and the job allowed him to wear the smart suits of the day, which he loved.… He’d spend hours in front of the mirror making sure the Windsor knot was just right, his trouser creases would cut paper, and it was on with the cuff links and off to work on the bus.”
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ON THE RARE NIGHTS THAT HE WASN’T BOOKED FOR A GIG, JOHN would still venture downtown and offer his services as a drummer for hire to any band that might be in need. As the streets surrounding the Ma Regan venues were often lined with the vans loaded with musicians and their gear, John would usually strike gold and wind up onstage. While out in Kidderminster with Eddie Conoly on such a night, John happened upon a cute, petite blonde named Patricia “Pat” Phillips. Like John and Eddie, Pat was out on the town with her sister Beryl, checking out the Old Hill Plaza club scene. She and Beryl often went out with their two other sisters, Sheila and Margaret.


From the moment John asked her to dance, the two were inseparable. As Mick later recalled, “He met Pat when he was sixteen, and his love for her didn’t diminish at all, through all their years together.… Pat went with him everywhere.”


They had been together only a few months when Pat discovered she was pregnant. Despite his youth—he’d only just turned seventeen—John wanted to make an honest woman out of the girl he had already decided he wanted to marry. He broke the news to his friends twenty-four hours before the wedding itself in typical John fashion: showing up at the local pub, the Bulls Head, wearing a suit. As one of John’s friends, fellow drummer Mac Poole, later said, “Everyone else was dressed in tie-dyed T-shirts and jeans. ‘Why are you wearing a suit, John?’ ‘Oh, I’m practicing for tomorrow. I’m getting married.’”


With no time for a proper stag party, John instead bought the rounds for those already seated at the bar. “He lined up all these drinks and got absolutely out of his brain,” Poole remembered. “He jumped on to my kit and pepper-potted the drums.… He absolutely whacked it, which I thought was quite funny—even though it was my kit.”


John and Pat opted for a small civil ceremony, keeping the marriage quiet for the time being and downplaying the pregnancy that had dictated the quick decision. When they wed the following day, February 19, 1966, only a select few friends, as well as Pat’s sisters and John’s brother, Mick, were in attendance.


Although a happily married man, John was still living with his parents and brother when his son, Jason, was born on July 15, 1966. For all those months, Pat had continued to live with her own parents and three sisters in Dudley, all of whom helped her during the pregnancy, while John was able to visit only when the attainable bus fare from Hunt End permitted. However, once Jason was born, John was forced to make good on a promise he had made to his young wife early in their marriage: he would forsake his music career and buckle down to a proper job, unless that “big break” he had always dreamed of finally hit. “It’s just a matter of time,” he told her. “I’m going to make it if you have faith in me. Don’t give up on me.”


But John later admitted, “I swore to Pat that I’d give up drumming when we got married, but every night I’d come home and just sit down at the drums.… I’d be miserable if I didn’t.”


With no savings to speak of, the new family of three first set up camp at Pat’s parents’ house on the Priory Estate. When that situation grew cramped with Pat’s sisters still at home, the trio took up Jacko Bonham’s offer to allow them use of his fifteen-foot trailer, parked behind the family’s home. “Our dad had sold the previous caravan and bought a big touring van, which was parked at the back of Mum’s shop,” Mick Bonham said. “There was also a storeroom attached to the shop, which we decorated and turned into a lounge. So, Pat and John could sleep in the van and live in the storeroom. It was quite a big caravan, and it was fitted out and stocked from the shop.”


Not wanting to raise his new family in a trailer, John also made a deal with his father to own one of the business’s work-in-progress homes outright. At the time, Jacko’s company was finishing up work on a pair of homes not far from the shop and, in exchange for labor, agreed to give one to John and Pat once the long-term project was completed. Once again waking up at the crack of dawn, John now spent the bulk of his days laying the new floorboards. But the agreement with Jacko was short-lived; one morning, John had been so antsy to finish the day’s work, he’d forgotten to mark the water pipes before hammering nails into the floor, puncturing the pipes and causing a downpour upon the plumbers hired to install the house’s water supply. As Mick recalled, “He did a disappearing act and went back to playing drums after that.”


John’s and Pat’s parents supported them with loans, only agreed to now that a baby was part of the mix. It wasn’t long before fights between the couple began, as any substantial cash flow was still being spent on ale and new drums. “Of course, he and Pattie were always rowing, ‘How can we pay the bills?’” remembered Mac Poole.
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JOHN’S DEPENDENCY ON THREE JOBS HAD WHITTLED DOWN TO TWO—his continuing work at the tailor shop and the nightly rounds of gigging on the drums. With the exception of sleeping, for the first year of his marriage to Pat, John was almost never home. At the beginning of 1966, John had already been spending his nights sitting in with Terry Webb and the Spiders, as well as fellow Birmingham-based groups Pat Wayne and the Beachcombers, Steve Brett and the Mavericks, and Danny King and the Mayfair Set. But as the year closed, his promise to Pat had won out, and the nightly excursions into town to play for crumbs were coming to an end.


He’d first started filling in with Pat Wayne’s group, the Beachcombers, during the middle of the previous year. Originally formed as a skiffle band in 1957, the band had been the brainchild of Birmingham’s Patrick Curley, later known by his stage name, Pat Wayne. Over the next few years, Wayne’s band morphed into the Rockin’ Jaymen and then, finally, the Beachcombers, just before welcoming John on board as their regular drummer. He joined the group with high hopes, as the Beachcombers’ cover of Chuck Berry’s “Roll Over Beethoven” had been recorded at the legendary Abbey Road Studios in London and released just prior to the Beatles’ hit version. But alas, they never achieved Fab Four fame. The Mavericks, on the other hand, had already signed with Columbia Records and had even recorded a few tracks at Hollick & Taylor Studios before onboarding him. Nonetheless, neither band gained mainstream success.


In 1966 John tried his luck with one more semistable Birmingham band, A Way of Life. As he had already promised Pat to be on the lookout for steady, ongoing work, John agreed to take on A Way of Life only as a full-fledged member—no more fill-ins and no more part-time status. The gamble paid off, and John’s stint with A Way of Life proved to be his longest-standing tenure with a local band up to that point.


A Way of Life was the labor-of-love project of Birmingham brothers Chris and Reggie Jones, with Chris acting as the group’s lead singer and Reggie on lead guitar. For all intents and purposes, the band had much going for it by the time John joined them. The Move’s Ace Kefford was the Jones brothers’ cousin, and guitarist Mike Hopkins had previously played with the popular Denny Laine and the Diplomats. With that track record and successful musical contacts, John sought out the Joneses as soon as he heard they needed a drummer.


“We were holding auditions on a Sunday afternoon at the Cedar Club in Birmingham, and we had about twenty drummers audition,” Reggie Jones later reminisced. “John came along and said, ‘What gigs we got then?’ and I thought, ‘Blimey, he’s cocky, you know—what gigs we got?—even before he’d had his audition!’ I said, ‘Well, you seem pretty confident.’ Anyway, he got the job, and we did a gig that same night at the Cedar Club.”


According to Jones, he and John nearly came to blows on the very first night playing together—leading to the first of John’s many firings from the band. Desperate to keep the steady work that A Way of Life seemed to represent, John swallowed his pride and woke Jones up at his home the following morning. “We were getting the gear out of the van [and] ready to rehearse,” Jones said, “and who should be watching us—wearing what I used to call his ‘Harold Wilson’ pinstripe suit, carrying a little suitcase—but John. I felt sorry for him, so I said, ‘Look, if you’re gonna be in my band, what I say goes.’ He said, ‘Okay,’ he was back in the band, and he rehearsed with us that afternoon.”


John’s tenure in A Way of Life also heralded the beginning of a lifelong friendship with bass player Dave Pegg, who would always look back fondly on his time playing with John. “It was short-lived: our first gig was on September 17, 1967, at the Crown and Cushion at Perry Barr, and our last was the 23rd of October at the Queen’s Head.… We didn’t do much original material. We’d do cover versions of Vanilla Fudge, and we did some Hendrix things. We played everywhere you could play on the Midlands circuit.”


The group’s most infamous gig occurred at the Top Spot, a popular club in Ross-on-Wye. The venue was home to a notorious “traffic light” system next to the stage—a defaulted green light that would burn red if a band’s sound level got too high. Once red, the electricity was programmed to automatically cut out. “It was a kind of decibel meter,” remembered Pegg. “John hit the bass drum, and it immediately went to red. He cut the power off.… No one else could actually do that to get that bass drum sound. It was the loudest drum kit in the world.”


Playing with John was soon becoming a liability to any band brave enough to take him on as a drummer. “We did the Tyburn House one night,” Reggie Jones recalled, “and the gaffer [manager] was really moaning. The gaffers always moaned, but the audience never did. I got sick of it, and I shouted down the mic, ‘Do you think we’re playing too loud?’ And they shouted ‘No! No!’ John got annoyed and threw his cymbal. It hit the wall and stuck in the brick.”


“If you were in a band with Bonham, you knew you’d never get booked back again,” added Dave Pegg. “We only did about twenty gigs around Birmingham. Often, we only did the first half of the evening because it was so loud the promoters would say, ‘If you can’t turn it down, you can’t do the second half.’ That happened at 50 percent of the gigs, mainly because of John. This was in the days when we had a 100-watt PA system [for vocals] and nothing [else] miked up, and a 50-watt guitar amp.”


Around the same time, John befriended another fellow Birmingham musician named Tony Iommi, a left-handed guitarist who was John’s age. Like John, Iommi started as a drummer, but when his parents banned the brash sounds from his house, he took up the guitar and was soon jamming with a number of local bands. “[John]’d last about five minutes in this band because he was too loud, and they’d fire him,” Iommi laughed. “Then, he’d sneak back in with another band, and before long, they would get rid of him for the same reason. He had this drum case with all the names of the bands he’d been with on it, and they were all crossed out. And the names would get smaller and smaller so that he could get them all on.”


For a while, John lived a transient existence out of necessity, alternating between crashing with his friends after late-night gigs and returning home to his family. “John lived at our house on and off for about two years and was one of the family, becoming very close to my father,” Chris Jones recalled. “John had a suitcase of clothes he used to carry around to different gigs, but one day he lost it. Dad spoke with him and gave him a wad of cash to get some more. Dad and John were very close, and when Dad died, John took the news very badly.”


“He actually lived at my mum’s house for a while,” Reggie Jones added. “We used to go out drinking in Warstock and Kings Heath. I remember when he tried to grow a moustache… [and] he had thickened his mustache up with mascara. He was standing at the bar chatting to some girls saying, ‘Looks pretty good, doesn’t it?’ and all of a sudden, from the heat of the lights and sweat from playing, his mustache started to run down his face. He didn’t know what it was, but the rest of the band had a good laugh about it.”
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PLAYING WITH A WAY OF LIFE ALSO LED TO JOHN’S BIGGEST BREAK yet: opening for the Kinks at the Plaza in nearby Handsworth. Thanks to strong word of mouth, the group also booked more better-paying jobs around the Midlands, both inspiring John to improve his drum kit and affording him enough money to do so. At the time, British kits like Premier were the most affordable, making them the most popular among local bands. But as the 1960s wore on, many drummers—and rock ’n’ roll drummers in particular—had started using the more fashionable American kits, starting when Beatles drummer Ringo Starr swapped out his own Premier kit for a Ludwig in 1963. During his time with A Way of Life, John almost exclusively used the same kit as his old friend Mac Poole—a Ludwig Super Classic. “His was green sparkle, and mine was silver sparkle,” Poole smiled. “He used to treat his kit abysmally. It was because his dad had paid for it. It was the old story—when you’re spoiled, you don’t look after it.”


John’s Ludwig kit was of the Super Classic line, featuring a twenty-two-by-fourteen-inch bass drum, thirteen-by-nine-inch and sixteen-by-sixteen-inch tom-toms, and a powerful fourteen-by-five-inch Supraphonic 400 metal-shell snare. Ludwig’s signature three-ply shells, which came in both mahogany or poplar, looked particularly glamorous onstage, and Ludwig’s “Remo” heads were generally considered more durable than the more common Everplay Extra heads manufactured by Premier. As a foreign import, Ludwig kits also came with a substantially higher price tag, making them all the more coveted by young rock drummers throughout Britain. “It sounded absolutely huge,” recalled Dave Pegg. “It wasn’t a huge kit, but it was phenomenally loud.”


Although Mac Poole didn’t bash the kit nearly as hard as John, both agreed that the Ludwig kit was more aligned with the louder, harder rock style that John fancied. “He was no technician, but he always wanted to be one of the loudest drummers in the West,” Poole added. “He was determined not to be drowned out by guitarists, which I could understand. He even lined his bass drum with silver paper [tinfoil] to make it louder.”


But he didn’t stop there. Like many other drummers, John was convinced the more reflective the interior, the less sound would be absorbed by the bass drum itself.


“He would have some strange ideas,” remembered Chris Jones. “This one gig he turned up with fur all ’round his drums, boasting to us that they were unique and no one would have drums like these. Problem was, it turned out to be his mother’s genuine mink coat, which was her pride and joy.”


Sometimes, John’s customizations were merely for dramatic effect, as Reggie Jones recalled. “We played a Flower Power party in a marquee in Balsall Heath with the Move. That’s when John took these big plastic flowers and covered his whole kit in them. The audience couldn’t believe it, this big powerful sound coming from behind a mass of flowers.”


If John was to outshine a band’s lead guitarist, this would prove crucial, as the next generation of guitar amplifiers were powerful enough to drown out the drummer. But John already had it in mind to neither dominate the guitarist nor allow the guitarist to overpower him; rather, John’s vision was to make the drums a secondary lead, circumventing the preconceived notion that the drum was just another part of the rhythm section, a mere timekeeper. His philosophy soon set him apart from his fellow rock drummers and was more akin to the examples in showmanship and persona set by his childhood heroes, Gene Krupa and Buddy Rich. But the new school of hard-rock bands, particularly Cream and the Jimi Hendrix Experience, catered to the dominance of a lead guitarist, a practice exemplified in their stage shows, where audiences would see rows and rows of multiple speakers onstage and demand louder rock.


In A Way of Life, lead guitarist Chris Jones and bassist Dave Pegg were left with little option but to give the people what they wanted, and so both players now utilized their own four-by-twelve Marshall cabinet, equipped with a 50-watt amp, at shows. In an attempt to match their rock ’n’ roll compatriots, both musicians truly wanted at least four cabinets onstage—an investment that proved too costly for a still localized act like A Way of Life. “We didn’t have any money,” recalled Pegg. “John said, ‘Oh, I’ll make ’em. Just bring your cabinet over to my caravan.’”


John soon demonstrated to Pegg that his time working with Jacko’s construction crew had provided carpentry skills that could, surprisingly, benefit their band—aside from charging the needed lumber to Jacko’s business account. “I took the cabinet over, and [John] took it apart. The next time I went over, he had built another six of these four-by-twelve cabinets out of incredibly high-quality wood—I think it was marine ply.… He built them in about a week—they were fantastic! He also had a mate who was an upholsterer, and he covered the cabinets in real orange leather, and we had lime-green speaker cloths. It made you sick to look at them. It was quite a psychedelic experience.”


Pegg added, “Of course, we had no speakers to put in them.”


John and Pegg had become close during their time in A Way of Life and often hung out at the local pub or even running the band’s errands together—with Pegg driving, of course, as John’s driver’s license was still suspended. As Reggie Jones recalled, John “traveled on the bus because he drove like a maniac. Whenever he borrowed his dad’s van, he would do hand-brake skids on the gravel.”


John and Pegg often teamed up to collect A Way of Life’s pay from a promoter’s or agent’s office. On one specific occasion, they refused to pay up, claiming John had played too loud. “I remember John and me [Pegg] going to collect the money after the tour from the agents in Wake Green Road. These were the people who ran Mother’s at the time, and we got nothing.… [They] told Bonzo that he was unrecordable and should just go back to hod carrying for a living. The problem was that he was just too loud, and the equipment he’d got could not cope with the bass-drum input level on his mixing desk.”


According to Pegg, the manager of Mother’s, a local promoter named Johnny Haynes, also owned a nearby studio, but he also refused to record John during A Way of Life’s demo sessions for the same reason. “I was with Bonzo when he was banned from Zella Studios. Johnny couldn’t record Bonzo—the kit was too loud. It was the days before you had stuff to cut down signals, and as a result it overloaded the tape recorder.” During their confrontation, Haynes claimed that John was “unrecordable” and would prove to be “uncontrollable” for any producer or engineer who attempted to work with him. As Pegg added, “Bonzo dined out on that story many times.”
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FOR ALL ITS PROMISE, THE FINAL LINEUP OF A WAY OF LIFE, FEATURING John Bonham, lasted a mere five weeks. Although the band’s popularity on the Brum scene never dwindled, previous predictions regarding the sheer level of their volume sadly rang true. “We broke up because nobody would book us, as we were too loud,” remembered Dave Pegg. “Bands used to carry their own PA [system], but only for their vocals; you never amplified the guitars or drums through it. Bonzo only hit his bass drum once, and it immediately went to red, turning the power off. This was before we’d played a number.” With half their gigs canceled or shut down midshow, the Jones brothers opted to call it quits.


Throughout his tenure with A Way of Life, John attempted his own form of adult prioritizing by keeping one foot in and out of the band, never forgetting the two additional mouths he had to feed. After the first few gigs yielded harsh criticism for his brash playing, he never made it a secret that he continued to seek occasional side work with other local bands. “John was known for going from band to band,” brother Mick later recalled. “As soon as he got a better offer, he was gone. You could turn up expecting to see him at a gig, and he wouldn’t be there. He’d be off playing somewhere else with another band [and] was always hoping the band would build up a following [and] be asked back.”


When he first foresaw A Way of Life’s dismal future, he made the difficult decision to swallow his pride and take up a second job. His time as an assistant tailor was long since over, and while Jacko Bonham had no problem letting his son and family live out back in the caravan, he kept to his word after the plumbing incident that John would never again be his full-time employee. Out of options, John unhappily yielded to the classic purgatorial fate of most young men throughout the Midlands—he punched in at a factory, first on a wire-cordage assembly line and then finally at the local Associated Electrical Industries (AEI) factory located right in Birmingham.


Whether he wanted to admit it or not, John had been fortunate to land the latter position. It paid well enough to keep his young family afloat and had come to him as a favor from an old friend who also worked for AEI, Birmingham local Matthew Maloney. “Matthew was one of the lucky few that had a van and had been a roadie for his brother Stefan’s band when he met up with John,” Mick Bonham noted. Soon, Maloney’s experience as a part-time roadie would lead to John’s returning the favor of employment, hiring the younger driver to help lug gear for various gigs—a job Maloney would keep off and on for years. It was during that time when John started to pick up a few gigs with a local blues outfit slowly inching its way toward a devoted fan base around the Midlands. The group, calling themselves the Crawling King Snakes, had taken both their name and their snarling blues-driven set list from a John Lee Hooker classic. Although the group was composed of competent players, it was their lithe, seductive blond lead singer from nearby Kidderminster who attracted the most attention among the Ma Regan Circuit. Word of mouth had spread of the young man’s flamboyant hippie fashions and androgynous stage presence, even among fellow Birmingham bands.


“All the musicians got to know each other,” recalled Mick Bonham, “and that’s how John and Robert Plant met.”
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JOHN HAD FIRST SEEN THE CRAWLING KING SNAKES FEATURING seventeen-year-old Robert Plant when they performed a twenty-minute slot at Old Hill Plaza. He appreciated Plant’s unique fashion sense and modern blues approach and had waited until after the concert to pay him the compliment. To Plant’s amusement, John also mentioned that the group’s drummer was “hopeless” and that he, John Bonham, would make a much better fit. “John came up to me [Plant] at the gig and said, ‘You’re only half as good a singer as I am a drummer,’ with his typical understatement.”


Sensing a cheeky arrogance that matched his own, Plant took an immediate liking to his new mate.


Robert Anthony Plant was only three months younger than Bonham, born on August 20, 1948, in West Bromwich, Staffordshire. Against the wishes of his greatly disapproving parents—his father, a civil engineer, hoped to see Robert settle down as an accountant—Plant had dropped out of school the year before he met Bonham in order to focus on music. That decision, along with the length of his hair, forced sixteen-year-old Robert to leave home and take up an itinerant existence, largely living on the couches and bedroom floors of friends.


“[John] was really flash, a little whiz kid, and so was I,” Plant remembered. “Because of our outgoing, gregarious natures, we terrorized other musicians if we didn’t think they were any good.… I think the whole thing about Bonzo and I was that we were always trying to prove something.”


Plant soon proved himself an expert on American blues music, something that John appreciated since he’d mostly favored jazz and R&B. Plant had discovered his own love of the blues upon first hearing Robert Johnson at the age of fifteen—although he never lost his childhood love of Elvis Presley.


Like John, Plant frequently band-hopped, always in the hopes of landing a steady gig that could catapult him to Elvis-level superstardom, yet still allow him creative freedom. By the time he joined up with the Crawling King Snakes, Plant had already been in numerous bands throughout the Midlands—the Delta Blues Band at the Seven Stars in Stourbridge, the New Memphis Bluesbreakers, the Brum Beats, and the Sounds of Blue. Afterward, he sang and played guitar with another blues-rock outfit, Black Snake Moan, and then with a group calling themselves the Banned. Plant finally joined up with the Crawling King Snakes toward the end of 1965.


In John Bonham, Plant had found a new partner in crime, as well as another bedroom floor to occasionally inhabit. “I’d been fast asleep late one night when John had brought Robert back to our house in Hunt End,” Mick Bonham later remembered. “My bedroom door was open when Robert came upstairs to use the toilet and by mistake came into my bedroom. I awoke to see a silhouette of what I thought was Jesus. With the long hair, he looked just like the pictures I’d seen at Sunday school.”


The two proved to be an iconic pair. Plant noted, “John was very colorful to be around. We were both proud owners of unbelievably huge egos. I was going to be the greatest singer in the area where I lived, and he was definitely going to be the best drummer.… The two of us in the same room often made it impossible for anybody else to get in because of our egos and our personalities and our aggressive natures. It was very hard for anybody else to stomach.”
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WITH A WIFE AND CHILD AT HOME, JOHN DIDN’T HAVE THE LUXURY of staying with any one band merely due to friendship or onstage chemistry, and the Crawling King Snakes quickly proved to be a less than profitable use of his time. In mid-1966 John briefly sidled back up with a rekindled A Way of Life, while Plant found himself in yet another band, a Motown-Tamla cover band called the Tennessee Teens. A few months later, the band changed their name to Listen and recorded a single, “You’d Better Run,” but Plant quit soon after and opted to cut a few crooner-type songs on his own. When that endeavor tanked, Plant finally decided to start a band of his own, one in which he could both front and act as chief creative visionary and one that would embrace his growing love of the West Coast country-rock in the United States. In January 1967, he christened his new group the Band of Joy—but he still needed a good drummer.


When Plant was finally able to coerce John to join up with the Band of Joy during the middle of that year, the group had already been through two incarnations. With John now on board, the band was quickly able to solidify a string of steady gigs at two prestigious clubs in London: the Middle Earth and the Marquee. The pay was better than either John or Plant had ever received, and the very idea that London was embracing their hippie-influenced progressive blues was a promising sign that the collaboration was heading in the right direction.


“Nowadays, everybody communicates with everybody else in other bands, but you never did that much then,” said Tony Iommi. “There was always this thing between bands from London and from Birmingham, from the Midlands. London musicians always… looked down on people from the Midlands, and we in turn looked at Londoners as being snobby. There was a lot of competition because of that, with bands trying to outdo each other.”


With that ideology well in place, the Band of Joy’s recurring success on the London scene made both John and Plant hopeful that their latest project would be the one to really take off.


“Audiences found Robert was being a bit too experimental,” recalled Bev Bevan. “With Denny Laine and Carl Wayne, our bands were just playing the hits and what people wanted to hear. We’d play a lot of Beatles stuff, and the audience really loved that.… But Robert and the Band of Joy were doing stuff that was much heavier. It was quite bluesy, but they weren’t playing Top 40 stuff, and they didn’t always go down that well with audiences.”
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UNLIKE THE PREVIOUS HALF-DOZEN BANDS HE’D PLAYED WITH, Robert Plant was fully invested in Band of Joy. This time around, it was his brainchild, and aside from the creative control he sought for his set list and overall performance design, it marked the first real financial investment he’d made in a band. Much like John, Plant now acquiesced to the routine of a day job, laying asphalt on the streets for six shillings an hour, keeping a cash flow coming in to buy the band a gear van of its own as well as to support himself and his live-in girlfriend, Maureen. This time, the hard work was beginning to pay off, as the group’s flamboyant Moby Grape and Love covers, sprinkled with a few of Plant’s own original compositions, jived well enough with London teens to bring the band a respectable sixty pounds per gig. One original they performed was John and Robert’s first collaboration, “Memory Lane.”


In the end, too much competition with other local bands eventually led to fewer gigs. Plant and John were both fueling much of their creative energy into the band, conflicting with their family responsibilities, and both musicians needed steadier work. Even two gigs per week couldn’t legitimize the long hours and gas money required for the trips to London and back. The group disbanded in May 1968, but John and Robert agreed to keep in touch.


Without a musical outlet, John was immediately frustrated and bored at work. Begrudgingly, he prepared to sell off his drum equipment when word reached him that a visiting act from the States wanted him to audition—Tim Rose, a folk crooner whose previous tours of the United Kingdom had drawn critical praise and substantial fanfare. Initially, Rose started playing guitar alongside John Phillips and Scott McKenzie in the Journeymen, then joined up with Cass Elliot and James Hendricks to form the Big Three. Recently, Rose had scored a few singles on the Billboard chart, including a modest hit titled “Morning Dew.”


Now preparing for his most recent English tour, Rose knew immediately that John was the type of dynamic drummer who could make his stage act transcend his studio albums. “I had been using a very fine drummer by the name of Aynsley Dunbar, who had learnt his trade with the Mojos, Jeff Beck, and John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, when I [previously] toured the UK,” Rose later remembered. “Aynsley was unavailable for the 1968 tour, but I remembered seeing a drummer playing with the Band of Joy and thinking, ‘I want him.’ I eventually found John and offered him the job, paying about forty pounds a week.”
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LOOKING FOR ANY EXCUSE NOT TO GIVE UP HIS DRUMMING FULL-time, it was an easy sell to John—especially when he learned that old friend Dave Pegg had also signed on to Rose’s band. “We backed [Rose] on the first gigs he did in Britain,” said Pegg, who alternated on bass with local player Steve Dolan. “We played with him at two Air Force bases in Oxfordshire, including the American base at Upper Heyford. I lived in Birmingham, and John lived in Redditch. He had got his license back, and so we rented a van to drive to the gigs [together].”


Mick Bonham later added, “I remember John thinking it was the break he had been waiting for because, back then, one pound would get you about eight beers, a bag of chips, and you’d still have enough for the bus fare home. For a young married man with a wife and child to support, this was big money.”


Following a few weeks of rehearsals, Rose took his new band out starting in June 1968. Still building his English fan base, Rose primarily stuck to small clubs and outdoor festivals, but the critical write-ups were solid. “If anyone comes close to the rather vague definition of ‘Folk Rock,’ it must be Tim Rose,” wrote Melody Maker’s Tony Wilson. “Powerful singing backed by his own electric, augmented by bass and drums on folk-based numbers, such as ‘Morning Dew,’ ‘Long Time Man,’ and ‘Hey Joe,’ provided a stirring session at Blaises in London last Sunday. These heavy, soulful numbers were balanced by lighter songs, such as ‘Hello Sunshine’ and five-string banjo number, ‘Foggy Mountain Breakdown,’ which have a chance for drummer John Bonham and bass guitarist Steve Dolan to take solos.’”


Now part of the backing band for a bona fide star, John settled comfortably into the role of Tim Rose’s official drummer throughout that summer, unaware that his career would soon be upended yet again. On July 31, Tim Rose and his band were booked to play the Hampstead Country Club. In attendance that night was old friend Robert Plant, who had brought with him two guests—a renowned twenty-four-year-old session guitarist named Jimmy Page, who had recently taken hold of fading British blues-rock band the Yardbirds, and his manager, Peter Grant. The two wanted to reinvent the Yardbirds into a relevant, experimental rock-blues hybrid and attended Tim Rose’s gig at the behest of Robert, who swore that John Bonham was the drummer the new ensemble desperately needed. Tim Rose knew of Jimmy’s reputation as one of the best guitarists in England and initially assumed the trio was there to see him. But, as he later recalled, “They didn’t say a word to me, but spent a long time talking to John.”


Mick Bonham later remembered that night. “It didn’t take too long before Tim put two and two together and realized that these infiltrators were out to steal his drummer. [Tim] was worried enough to confront John, asking, ‘Are you going to leave me to go with them?’ ‘No way’ was the reply he got. ‘Not only do I love this life, but the money’s too good.’”


John spent his time offstage catching up with Robert Plant and answering all sorts of questions aimed at him by Page and Grant—but kept his mouth shut as to the line of inquiry. Across the club, Tim Rose eyed the scene skeptically, but when John inquired as to their next booking, he felt reassured that his group would remain intact. The tour continued on to its next date in Middlesbrough. It wasn’t until they arrived at the venue and conducted a head count that the other members of the band realized John wasn’t there. “Luckily for Tim, Steve was aware of what was going on with their drummer and had another chap ready to fill in,” Mick Bonham recalled. “John was in Scandinavia with the New Yardbirds.”


Later, John himself remembered of that Scandinavian trip, “It went so well that the group became very strong, and we felt we could start again—and change the name.”
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