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Rob Halford is an English singer, songwriter, and musician. He is best known as the lead vocalist of the Grammy Award–winning heavy metal band Judas Priest, which was inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 2022. The band have released twenty albums to date and continue to tour together today. Halford lives between The Midlands in the UK, and Arizona in the US.


Ian Gittins has written about music for over three decades for publications such as Melody Maker, Time Out, Q, and the Guardian. He is also the coauthor with Nikki Sixx of The Heroin Diaries and with Rob Halford of Confess.









Praise for Confess:


‘Rob Halford has written one of the most candid and surprising memoirs of the year. . .Confess is a riproaring tale, a funny, often shocking and genuinely emotional story’ The Telegraph


‘The Metal God shares stories from a life like no other, spending over 50 years in the heavy metal bubble, facing adversity head-on but always with a wry smile and horns held firmly aloft’ Kerrang


‘Raw and searingly moving, Confess will delight metal heads and music fans alike’ GQ


‘A unique and deeply revealing insight into the extraordinary life he has led’ Metal Talk









By Rob Halford and available from Headline


Confess: The Autobiography









About the Book


The Metal God himself, Rob Halford – lead vocalist of Judas Priest and author of Confess – delivers again with the bible of hard rock and heavy metal, told in his enlightening, hilarious, and one-of-a-kind voice.


Rob Halford has long been known for his legendary voice. As the front man of Judas Priest, his vocals have been tremendous, and tremendously influential. Fans and readers loved Halford’s frank and open narrative in Confess, as well as his terrific insight and sense of humour. Now Halford runs his lively eye over all facets of hard rock history and the heavy metal world.


Biblical is an encyclopedia and manifesto in which Halford shares his opinions, memories, and anecdotes regarding every element of the rock ‘n’ roll work and lifestyle – from tours to tattoos, riffs to riders, and drugs to devil horns. In Halford’s relaxed and honest tone, the book mixes serious and in depth pieces with whimsical reflections on lessons learned during his fifty years of a life in music. Biblical is a handed-down-from-on-high holy tome that transports fans behind the scenes and back into their record collections, delivering them to the almighty ways of rock.









INTRODUCTION


I believe they call the story of Jesus, and by extension the Bible, “the greatest story ever told.” Some people still swear by it (and on it). They pore over its hundreds of thousands of words* seeking the ultimate truth and the meaning of life, and strive to follow its scriptures and strictures to the letter.


I see myself as a spiritual person and yet I must confess (it’s a habit!) to you that I’ve never actually read the Bible all that much. I find it very boring and I can’t keep up with the plot: so-and-so begat so-and-so who begat so-and-so . . . yawn. It always seems like too much palaver.


I like the idea, though, of a book that compiles all the knowledge that a person has collected through their life and tries to be a definitive guide to what they know about their world. So, I’ve taken the audacious, you might say presumptuous, step of writing this book called Biblical.


What is it? Biblical is my book of scriptures. These scriptures are the sacred knowledge, the gospel truths, that I have picked up in the nearly fifty years since I first started fronting a band called Judas Priest. They are my sermons from the mount of heavy metal.


It’s been more than two thousand years since a load of ancient wrist merchants cobbled together that first Bible. I reckon we’re well overdue a follow-up. It’s definitely time for that difficult second album! And Biblical is a follow-up . . . but not the follow-up to the Bible.


No, Biblical is the follow-up to a book I wrote two years ago that I called Confess. It deserved its title. Confess was my autobiography, the story of the adventures and misadventures that took me from a Walsall council estate to the (ahem!) venerable Metal God that I am today.


Confess was the story of my personal life in all its devout and debauch detail. Biblical is something else: It’s the story of a life in music. It’s all about the magic and madness of life in a band and of the half a century I have spent religiously worshipping heavy metal.


When I was a kid, I used to wonder what life in a band would be like. It seemed unreachable, unattainable. As I gazed at my heroes in Melody Maker or Sounds, so many questions bounced around my bonce:




How do you write a song? What’s it like in a studio? What does it feel like to play a gig? To go on tour? Are bands always best mates? How do they decide what to wear? Do they take drugs and shag groupies every night? Do they always trash every hotel?





And the biggest, most burning question of all:




Being in a band looks like the best life in the world—is it?





Well, now I know the answers to all those questions, and I want to share them. I have scribed many psalms and testaments, and I’ve journeyed many times around the world on metal pilgrimages. I’ve donned my leather vestments, blessed disciples, and succumbed to diabolical temptations.*


You don’t go fifty years as a Metal God without getting to know every last thing about what it’s like to be in a band. Well, I wanted to collect this divine wisdom into a holy book. I wanted to ascend to the pulpit (if my dodgy back will let me) and deliver my heavy metal scriptures.


So, take a pew! I don’t recommend that you go searching for the ultimate truth or the meaning of life in this book, but there are some cracking stories. Even a few decent parables. And without giving too much away, maybe you’ll forgive me a little spoiler:




Being in a band IS the best life in the world.





So, let’s get started. It’s going to be Biblical . . .









THE BOOK OF GENESIS


Whether it’s the greatest story ever told or not, every tale has to begin somewhere. The Bible opens with the fable of how the world began . . . so let’s start our metal scriptures by looking at how groups get started.


What makes anyone want to become a musician and form a band in the first place? What can you learn from the false starts and the flop bands before anything starts happening? And do you need spiritual guidance to see you through the wilderness years of paying your dues?


It’s Old Testament time! Let’s begin our musical Holy Gospel back in the prehistoric days of the early seventies, when a young Black Country heavy metal band first stalked the earth . . .


ESCAPISM


Why does anyone join a band?


For me, and I suspect countless thousands of others, it all came down to escapism.


What do you want to escape? Well, if you’re a young person, from a certain background, you want to break free from the life that’s been laid out for you: the path you’re meant to follow. You want to get out of the routine and transcend the everyday. You want adventure.


When I was a kid in Walsall, there was a mundanity to day-to-day life. Everyone stayed where they were put. They’d leave school, get a job in a local factory, and work there until they retired. People talked about “a job for life” like it was a good thing. To me, it sounded bloody terrifying!


I’m not saying that everyone who wants to join a band hates their childhood. That’s not it. I was a happy kid. I loved Mom and Dad to bits and I knew they loved me. But the thought of working in my dad’s steel factory scared me to death.


I knew that I wanted something else. Something other. When I was still little, I would walk to the end of our street, Kelvin Road, on our council estate, and think: I wonder what’s over there? What’s out there? There was just a deep-seated desire to see more. To do more.


Kids always want to be famous. Today, they want to be on TikTok or to become a YouTuber. An influencer. When I was a kid, the best and most exciting way to get attention was to be in a band.


That was the escape route. In my teens, I’d gawp at the bands on Top of the Pops and submerge myself in Melody Maker and NME every week. I’d see photos of Jimi Hendrix or the Rolling Stones, onstage playing to thousands of people or on their private jets, and that would blow my tiny mind.


What must it be like? What must it . . . feel like?


Rock stars were gods. They didn’t seem mortal. I’ll never forget seeing Robert Plant propping up the bar at the Grand Hotel in Walsall. I’d never have dared approach him, but I sat on the other side of the bar and I couldn’t take my eyes off him.


The biggest rock star in the world! The Golden God! Supping a pint of Banks’s Mild in Walsall!


When you’re a kid, being in a band seems like something that you could never do. Then, as you get older, you start to dream that maybe, just maybe, you might be able to pull it off.


At sixteen, I saw firsthand what it was like to be on a stage. While working at the Grand Theatre in Wolverhampton, I’d stand at the side of the stage, working the lights, and see the great reactions the actors and comics got from the audience. I envied Tommy Trinder!* It was a life-changing experience, and I knew one thing:


I don’t want to be behind this curtain, working the lights. I want to be on the stage. I want to feel what they’re feeling.


And, for me, there was only one way to get on that stage. To join a band.


As I said in my autobiography, Confess, my first big showbiz break was singing “The Skye Boat Song” (“Speed, bonnie boat, like a bird on the wing . . .”) in class at primary school, and the class clapping me. At that moment, aged ten, I realized how important using my voice and singing is to me.


Even today, I only feel truly alive as a person when I’m singing with Judas Priest. It was always my destiny. There are so many great reasons to join a band—to break free from routine; to have adventures; to be a rock-and-roll outlaw; to see the world. And then there’s the most vital of all, without which none of those mean anything:


You have to love, and live for, music.


EARLY BANDS


Bruce Springsteen was in a garage band called the Castiles. David Bowie was in a mod group called the Lower Third. Ronnie James Dio formed a fifties pop group, the Vegas Kings. Billy Joel (!) was in a heavy metal duo named Attila.


It is a rule of musical scripture that virtually every big-name star has a few false starts behind them; flop bands that they formed, full of hopes and dreams, which then got absolutely nowhere. Those groups are vital. They give you something special, something magical.


Your first bands, no matter how basic and primitive, give you the thrill of playing music. They show you how important that is, and they make you feel more complete. The world may not care—so fucking what? You know: This is what I should be doing. This is what my life is about.


They’re your first chance to be creative. You’re not just being a singer, you’re being a lyricist. You’re thinking up melodies. You’re learning how the bass connects to the drums. That’s what first bands give you: building blocks. A musical education.


I had tons of early flop bands. I started off singing covers in a group called Thark, with my old school music teacher. Then I did Abraxis, and then Athens Wood. We played free-form experimental blues and it never seemed quite serious enough.


I didn’t care. I was just enjoying playing, jamming, and wailing.


I’ve always been an optimist, especially as a young lad. Even after those groups failed, I thought, The next band will be the one! The one that will happen! And I especially thought that when I joined Lord Lucifer.


Lord Lucifer was my first metal band. I was bang into it. I still remember buying red, yellow, and black house paint and painting flames and the band’s name on the side of my BSA motorbike. I felt so cool, riding to rehearsals. I’d stop at traffic lights and some bloke driving a car would clock me:




“Eh, pal, what’s that mean? Lord Lucifer?”


“It’s me band, mate!”





Lord Lucifer never did bugger all, either. But that’s how it is. You have to fall down a bunch of times and pick yourself up.


When you’re in early bands, you’re often doing a day job as well. I was selling clothes in a shop called Harry Fenton’s by day. And often, if we got a rare gig, I was playing them in stolen underwear.


I admitted in Confess that I used to borrow shirts from the shop, go out drinking in them, then put them back on the shelves. But now I’ve got a fuller confession. As a young gay man, I was very interested when we went from selling boring old medieval white y-fronts to colorful briefs.


As the shop manager, I’d nick these knickers from Fenton’s, wear them when I went out, then stick them back on sale. I’d love to say that I washed them first . . . but I didn’t.*


My last early band was Hiroshima. We played blues, and we’d rehearse and rehearse and rehearse, week after week. We’d even get a very occasional gig and I’d think, Oh, we’re getting some traction here! But we never did. The world wasn’t interested. And, thinking back, I can’t really blame it.


I learned a lot in my first bands, as I’m sure Ronnie James Dio did in the Vegas Kings (in 1957!), but I only ever had one tipping point, where I knew: Right! This is a real band with a proper future! THIS IS IT!


And that came when I joined Judas Priest.


BANDS OF BROTHERS


One of the biggest clichés in music is to say that a band is like a gang. And, like most clichés, there is a lot of truth in it.


The young Mötley Crüe famously lived together in a squalid, filthy hovel within spitting distance of the Whisky a Go Go in LA. Nikki Sixx recalls that, between trying to shag every girl on Sunset Strip, they would plot nonstop about how the Crüe would take over and rule the rock world.


Priest didn’t talk like that. The quiet, deadpan West Midlands yam-yam nature is a long way from the brash self-confidence of Southern California hair-rockers.† Yet in our own understated, lugubrious way, we were just as determined to make it.


When you’re in a new band that you believe in, you’re united by having a shared dream . . . and by poverty. You’re committed and determined to make it, but you haven’t got a pot to piss in. You are like a gang in that it feels like it’s you against the world.


You really value each other and you know how important each of you is in the makeup of the band. Back in the early seventies, working-class blokes in the West Midlands didn’t talk about their feelings—“Fuck off, you poof!”—but, unspoken, Priest always knew how close we were.


Today, I’d happily tell Glenn or Ian in conversation that I love them. But fifty years ago, the world was a very different place.


In 1973, we were starving musicians with virtually no money. We’d face hard questions: “Do we buy petrol for the van or can we afford a bag of chips?” The van always won. Every £5 or £10 we earned from a gig went straight back into the band.


Like Mötley Crüe, we often all crashed out together. Our equivalent of their Sunset Strip shitpit was our first manager Corky’s one-bedroom flat in Meynell House in Handsworth, Birmingham. Corky, Ken, Ian, and I all squeezed into this tatty crash pad. I usually slept, or rather passed out, on the floor.


You’re selling your soul for rock and roll. You’re with each other twenty-four hours a day, playing music, eating, drinking, laughing, fighting . . . everything. It’s a bond, a heavy metal bond that nourishes the band and the music.


In fact, “gang” isn’t enough—you become a family. You meet as a bunch of strangers and you turn into a family unit; a heavy metal clan; a band of brothers. You stand and fall together; share the same triumphs and defeats.


Of course, the big difference between a band and a family is that sometimes a new member, a new blood brother, can join a band and change the whole chemistry of the unit. It might be great at first, and then . . . go wrong. But that is a Biblical topic for us to come to later . . .


REHEARSALS


When you’re starting out in a band, there are three things that are so crucial that you do them every single minute that you can: rehearsals, rehearsals, and rehearsals.


It can’t be overstated. In the early days, rehearsals are everything. They’re where you come to understand the components of the band: the individual characters of the members, and what each of them brings to the table.


You’re trying to find a balance, to get a feeling. You don’t know what you’re looking for until you find it. You’re listening to every note, every chord, fine-tuning and searching for that moment when you know: This is it! Everything feels right! The motor is running!


As the singer, I’ve always listened analytically in rehearsal to everything around me: how the drums are working, and the guitars and the bass. I find listening to the music thrilling even before I begin to stick my voice on top of everything else.


It’s hard to describe because it’s a feeling. All music is feeling. But when you get what you’re after, you know it.


Priest had that feeling from day one. My very first rehearsal with them made me feel complete in a way that Athens Wood or Hiroshima never did. The musicianship and the overall textures felt so strong. I could tell they contained so many possibilities.


Our earliest rehearsals were exciting . . . but basic. Ian would drive us in our van three miles to Holy Joe’s, a hall next to St. James Church School in Wednesbury. Over the years, a lot of Midlands bands have rehearsed there: Band of Joy (Robert Plant’s first band), Slade, and tons of others.


Holy Joe himself, the vicar, Father Joe Husband, would be waiting. He’d greet us by saying, “Fares, please!” meaning he wanted our three quid to rent the hall for the evening. We’d scrape it together, and Holy Joe would knob off to the pub to spend it. Then we’d set up.


John Hinch would set up his drum kit. Ian had his gigantic bass speaker. At first, Ken didn’t have a 100-watt Marshall stack, which was the big thing for guitarists in the seventies—they all used to lose their minds over them. It took him a while to get one of those.


The only equipment I needed was a microphone, and I used to bloody go through the buggers! I craved a Shure mic, but I couldn’t afford one so I’d buy cheap ones from the music shop in Stafford Street, Walsall. My voice was so low that they’d break when I screamed into them.


We’d set up and have to get everything right. It’s like getting a hospital operating theatre ready, or preparing a plane for take-off. The band wouldn’t take off until we had the volume levels right, the right tone on the bass, and the mic right, so we didn’t get feedback.


Then it was the big moment: “One-two-three-four!” And off we’d go, looking for the magic.


We’d start by jamming and playing twelve-bar blues. We never did loads of covers, but we’d do a couple to warm up: some Hendrix, John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, a bit of Cream. Just learning whether we had the chops to play these songs by established, virtuoso, genius musicians.


Rehearsals took us where they took us. We didn’t have anybody trying to be a band leader and take control. I’d say we got more focused in that way when Glenn joined, because as a musician, he was—he is—always formulating plans and ideas.


In their formative years, bands swap out members as they seek the right balance in rehearsals. You know instinctively when you are firing on all cylinders and when a wheel is about to drop off. That was how we knew we needed a new drummer before our second album.


It was all about rehearsal, rehearsal, rehearsal . . . but we didn’t mind. In fact, we loved it. Because we knew it was making us a better band; turning us into a metal machine.


Fifty years on, I can’t pretend it’s the same. There are times that I can hate going to rehearsals. I’ll wake up in the morning like a kid who has to go to school: “No! Have I got to?” And yet they are still just as crucial.


Playing live is second nature for Priest by now, but we still have to do four or five full-day rehearsals in the fortnight before we go on tour. If we don’t, we get sloppy. Even at our great age as a band, we can only stay disciplined through repetition, repetition, repetition.


We need to be able to play without me wondering what I am going to do with my voice on the fourth line of the following song. You can’t be thinking too much. If you’re thinking about the music too much as you play it, it won’t be happening. It’ll be coming from the wrong place.


Before our 50 Heavy Metal Years anniversary tour, we knew we’d be doing some old tracks we’d never played live before, so we had to rehearse those. But we also had to run through “Breaking the Law” and “Living After Midnight” and “Turbo Lover” yet again. Or we’d drop the ball.


Rehearsing is still vital. Even now, when Priest are playing a live show and belting it out, it’s the result not only of all the miles under our belts but also because of our endless rehearsals and practices. Before we go on, we warm up in a jam room. Because you can never do that enough.


And, you want to know the great thing? Even today, when going to rehearsals can feel like a chore, I still get a frisson of excitement when I’m there and we’re ready to play. Because I know how great it’s about to sound. Father Joe, bless him, is long gone, but that thrill is still the same.


PAYING YOUR DUES


When you’ve rehearsed and rehearsed until you’re properly tight, you embark on the rite of passage that every group since the dawn of rock and roll has gone through. Playing small venues. Working your way up. Paying your dues.


Yep, it’s the days of living in a rancid Transit van coughing up and down the M6, getting changed in the bogs because the venue has no dressing room, playing to two bored men and their yawning dog, and being paid a tenner for the privilege. There’s no shortcut around this character-building experience, and you know what? I wouldn’t want there to be any shortcuts! It’s a huge part of starting out in a band.


Of course, when you play your first few gigs, you don’t know it’s going to be a slog. You’re excited and full of nervous energy. This is it! Will there be anyone there? Will they like us? The ref’s blown his whistle and the game is on!


Then reality hits you. You’re stuck on a tatty stage in a grotty pub, or—in our early days—a working men’s club. In front of you, on a moth-eaten, swirly carpet, are a handful of blokes out for a pint, a bag of scratchings, and a chinwag. These blokes are moaning about their wives, or nattering about work or football or the weather. They’re here for the beer, not music:




“Oh, there’s a band on? Who am they?”


“Judas Priest, it sez.”


“Judas Priest? Soft name, ay it?”





And there was our challenge. To get these disinterested blokes to take notice of us and win them over. To get the guy at the bar to pause his chat, put his pint of Double Diamond down, and have a look at us.


It wasn’t easy. We’d play some club gigs to brutal indifference and, at the end of every song, resounding silence—or what the Zen-lovers call the sound of one hand clapping. Now and then, we’d get heckled, or even booed.


But it didn’t often happen. Normally, through sheer willpower, brute force, and the majesty of heavy metal, we won them over.


I can’t even remember the first gig I played with Priest. Weird, isn’t it? You’d think it would be seared into my memory. I’m led to believe it was at a club called the Townhouse in Wellington in Shropshire in May 1973. That’s probably true but I couldn’t swear to it!


What I do know is that Priest played hundreds of gigs in our first three or four years. Getting to them was a palaver in itself. We’d all bundle into our van. A mate, Nick, would roadie for us. Nick was on the dole so we’d bung him a couple of quid (if we had it).


With five or six blokes who weren’t big on showering all crammed into a little Transit around our amps and gear, it could get seriously toxic in that van. With all the smoking and farting, the air would get properly juicy. I swear sometimes you could hear it hum.


How did we cover up the stink? Patchouli oil was the big thing. Until Brut aftershave got invented, that is . . .


Like any band, we started off playing the same handful of venues in our local neck of the woods. We did the Midlands circuit. Walsall, Dudley, Birmingham, Wolverhampton, Cannock, Coventry . . . if a rock club had a spare gig night going, we’d be there.


We’d always see posters for the handful of bands who were slogging away on the same circuit. The Steve Gibbons Band. The Trevor Burton Band. They were big in the West Midlands, but they never did too much anywhere else.


With all respect to them, we didn’t want to be like that . . . and soon, we weren’t. Thanks to our gift-of-the-gab manager, Corky, it wasn’t long before we started getting gigs up and down the country.


I remember so many of the venues: The Top Deck in Redcar. The Top Hat in Spennymoor. The Drill Hall in Lincoln. Barry Memorial Hall. They all looked the same: long, noisy, smoke-filled rooms, with a bar down one side, and a gaggle of guys giving us the eye and thinking: Go on, then! Impress us!


Some of the names sounded great—Heavy Steam Machine in Stoke! Top of the World in Guildford!—but they were mostly working men’s boozers that had adopted fancy names for their rock night. And they were full of working men, boozing.


Fifty years on, those early gigs can merge into a blur, but it’s amazing to read old press cuttings. A 1974 review in a local paper in Sunderland said that “hardly anybody turned up” to the show, but at least praised our singer, “Bob Holford,” for his “very powerful vocals.”


Looking at an online list of our old gigs, I see that, apparently, on July 30, 1973, we played The Boobs of Tiffany in Merthyr Tydfil. Really? The Boobs of Tiffany?! I mean, obviously, I’ve never been into boobs, but you’d have thought I’d have remembered a name like that!


We got into the bad habit of nicking stuff from venues. Knives, forks, plates, pint glasses, ashtrays, chairs—anything that wasn’t nailed down, and that we could use at home, was fair game. “Quick, stick this bar stool under your coat!” We got a bit of a reputation for that.


We began noticing we went down differently in different parts of the country. Up north, audiences were more generous in their reactions to us. South of Birmingham, people seemed more sophisticated, musically. Those gigs could be challenging.


A major exception was St. Albans. For some reason, Judas Priest could do no wrong there. They couldn’t get enough of us. God knows how often we played St. Albans City Hall. It came to feel like a hometown show for us.


As we gigged and gigged and gigged, we started recognizing faces in the various crowds. People would see us and then come back for more. We began to establish a following, and it made us feel as if we were getting somewhere. That was a lovely feeling.


Every time we played in London a massive fan called Charlie would be down the front with his mob. He started our first fan club. Another guy who kept coming back was Richard Curwen, who is now a high-up at the BBC, running Strictly Come Dancing. We’ve become lifelong friends.


If we had a chance, we’d hang around the venue and have a pint after the gig and a chat with the punters. Normally, though, we had to pack our gear up straightaway, chuck it in the van, and drive home as quick as we could because we all had work in the morning.


Or, we would sleep in the van. Oh, God! Sleeping in the van!


If we thought the van was bad on the way to the gigs, think how rank it was afterward, with everyone sweating profusely and reeking of the night’s alcohol and nicotine. Often, though, we had no choice but to kip in it.


If we were on tour, crashing in the van was cheaper than renting one room and everyone piling in there, assuming a B&B would even let us do that. So, we’d pull up in a lay-by and try to sleep with articulated trucks thundering past ten feet away all night long.


I always slept in the back. I’d stick a sleeping bag on top of the speaker cabinets and get three hours’ sleep. If I was lucky. Then I had the genius idea of buying a foldable camp bed from the Army & Navy store in good old Stafford Street, Walsall.


That camp bed only stood six inches off the ground, but it was luxury! It was like lying on a feather mattress compared to those bloody speaker cabinets. Although, there again, the main reason I could sleep was that I was pissed out of my head every single night . . .


If we drove home after a gig, we’d leave our gear in the van overnight. There was no lift in Meynell House, and we couldn’t face carting it all up to the flat at two in the morning. It was a rough area of Brum, but we were lucky and our stuff never got nicked.


It’s a funny thing. It all sounds pretty grotty now and yet, looking back, those early days were some of the best times of our lives. Any band will tell you that. Those first years are fantastic, magical, because there is no pressure on you.


It’s all a great adventure. Everything is new and exciting. You have no responsibilities, no distractions, no families. Your focus is totally on the band. You are on a mission. All you want to do is play the best you can, as often as you can.


It’s a party you can’t believe you are lucky enough to be at. When you play a dodgy club where nobody knows who you are, or cares about you, and you leave them cheering and shouting for more . . . well, you feel like conquering heroes.


Little things mean everything. A speaker might blow at a gig. We could never afford a new JBL speaker, but we could maybe get a refurbished one from a music shop in Dudley. We’d buy another patched-up one at the same time. We knew they wouldn’t last long. We knew they’d blow again. But just for a bit, Glenn now had four speakers instead of three. And to us, in our little Priestworld, that felt massive.


Eventually, it all changes. Once you’ve got a record contract, loads of responsibilities kick in. You’ve got to make a record. You’ve got to tour it. You have obligations to fans. It starts to feel like a job: you become professional musicians. Don’t get me wrong; it’s still the best job going and you wouldn’t want to be doing anything else. Even so, nothing equals those first, exciting days in a band when you are a gang, on a mission, taking on the world.


One caveat: I might have my rose-tinted specs on here. Because when I was in my forties, I quit Judas Priest by accident and I had to start out again from the bottom, playing tiny clubs with my new band, Fight. And it was a bloody nightmare!


So, the moral of the tale? Paying your dues can be fantastic—but do it when you’re starting out, and full of hopes and dreams. Because it’s a young man’s game.









THE BOOK OF JOB(S)


In the Bible, the Book of Job describes God unleashing torments on a wealthy man called Job to test the depths of his faith in Him. There is no shortage of tests and torments in metal, believe me, but the way to overcome them is to count your blessings and stay on the path of righteousness.


Never lose sight of the most profound scripture of them all: if you are lucky enough to be up on a stage, you are doing one of the greatest jobs in the world. And I’ll start with the very best . . .


SINGERS


There is only one job that is of Biblical importance to me. A job that I love so much that it defines me, a job that is my very essence. It’s being the singer in a heavy metal band.


Ever since I got clapped for “The Skye Boat Song,” I’ve lived for singing. It is a soulful, spiritual experience for me. Always has been, always will be. The human voice is an amazing instrument. There’s simply nothing else like it.


When you strip it right down, singing is such a brilliant feeling. Such a wonderful way to express yourself. That goes for whether you’re onstage belting it out to thousands, like me, or some bloke singing out-of-tune down the pub on a Saturday night. I think both are equally valid.


What makes a great singer? First of all, and this may sound funny, your heart has to be in the right place. You have to mean it, and it has to be pure expression, or it just won’t sound right. You must find the unique identity and character of your own voice.


When you’ve found those characteristics, you experiment like mad and come to understand how much you can do with your voice. How far you can take it. You’re always learning as a singer, and the process, and the journey, are never over.


Having said all that, you generally start out copying other people. Trying to emulate them. I certainly did. When I was a kid, I listened to all sort of amazing vocalists—and I started at a very early age.


When I was about ten, my dad’s sister, my Aunty Pat, gave me her old, red-and-cream Dansette record player as a present. I lifted the lid to find three singles inside it: “Rock Around the Clock” by Bill Haley, “Good Golly, Miss Molly” by Little Richard, and “Heartbreak Hotel” by Elvis.


Of the three, it was Little Richard that really got to me. I’d never heard such musical expressiveness before. He was belting it out, not holding anything back, and totally baring his soul. I still remember thinking, Oh, my God! This guy’s singing from the heart!


As I got into my teens, and more into music, I grew heavily into people like Robert Plant, Janis Joplin, and Ian Gillan. I think it is fair to say that that one common factor unites all of the vocalists that I love. It’s a technical term: they like to give it a bit of welly.


I was attracted to Plant because of the extreme places that he goes to with his voice. The way he sings is so unleashed, and primitive, and primordial, and exciting. Hearing Robert Plant gave me the push to see just what my own voice could do.


Plant’s female equivalent was Janis Joplin. I loved how she went onstage and just let it rip. There was so much angst, but it wasn’t in the words she was singing, good as they were. No, it lay in her incredible wailing and screaming.


It was the same with Ian Gillan. I loved his high-registered stuff, but it was all about the texture and the intensity of his performance. There is something about a singer going all out in the way Gillan does that shows you they love what they do. That makes you love it, too.


I loved all sorts of voices: Sinatra, Elvis, Shirley Bassey. I went through a teenage phase of listening to soul singers like Al Green, Marvin Gaye, Sam & Dave. But the ones that get me, every time, are the ones that get into the upper reaches and go for it. Singers that give it a bit of welly.


The thing about metal singers is that you’re always competing with that big, unholy noise all around you. Put simply, you have to be as loud as the band or nobody will hear you. I had no idea if my voice could do that when I first started out. Well, I know now that I can!


I’ve never had a singing lesson in my life. Maybe I should, because I occasionally hear horror stories about people needing operations on their throat because they’re singing with the wrong technique. They’re constricting their vocal cords and it ends up giving them nodules.


I’ve been lucky. I’ve never had anything like that and, touch wood, I hope I never will. I’m totally self-taught as a vocalist and I think that the vast majority of metal singers are the same. Is that a good thing or a bad one? I haven’t got a bloody clue!


Sometimes, I’m not even sure if I’m singing from my stomach or my throat or my mouth. It varies. “Painkiller” comes from my throat and my chest. The ballads seem to come from the stomach. I never analyze the physical process. It just seems to happen naturally.


When I look at our set list before Priest go onstage, I know that once one song is finished and I go into the next one, I will need to do an entirely different style of vocal performance. I am mentally prepared and I’m running on instinct. As the sportsmen say, I’m in the zone.


I never analyze my voice, but there are plenty of people who do. If you venture onto the internet and type in “Rob Halford vocal coach,” you’ll find a whole load of singing experts who’ve taken it upon themselves to dissect my technique.


They’re mostly classically trained singers and they sit with a camera trained on them as they listen to, and react to, my voice. Some of them are hilarious. “How does he do that?” they’ll ask, eyebrows raised, as I scream my way through “Painkiller.” “That’s not humanly possible!”


These experts will go into the specifics of my phrasing and timing and explain how I hit the notes: “How does he get from here to there?” I’ve never met them, but they dissect my voice with forensic precision. Thankfully, they’re usually complimentary.


A typical example is a young lady called Rebecca Ray, who analyzes singers on her Rebecca Vocal Athlete YouTube channel. She gives my vocals on Priest’s version of Joan Baez’s “Diamonds and Rust” a good theoretical seeing to.


“I love the vibrato to his voice—very theatrical,” she says. “His diction is absolutely fantastic and his tonality is so clear and crisp. He’s so in control, like a puppeteer with the musicians and audience. They don’t even know it.


“He has got impeccable breath technique! I love the way he works with dynamics and he has this great range to work with. He’s not over-doing it. You’re not sure where he’s going to go with his voice—he’s such a confident performer . . .”


It’s a funny thing, though. These vocal coaches gush and praise me to the skies on YouTube . . . and I bloody hate it! I can’t even watch them. It’s too close to home. They make me too self-conscious.


As the saying goes: It’s not them, it’s me. I have been lucky enough to get many compliments for my voice over the years, and yet I never know how to receive them. They make me feel uncomfortable. I don’t know how to react.


Just the other day, I read that James Hetfield from Metallica put me at number three in his all-time list of metal singers.* It means a lot to me, coming from James, and it’s lovely to know—but, as well as making me proud, stuff like that also makes me feel awkward.


I’ve never been good at taking praise. That reticence is definitely rooted in my downbeat Black Country nature. If someone praises my singing, or anything else about me, my natural reaction is to reply, “OK, cheers, mate!” and quickly change the subject.


People sometimes come up to me, usually in America, and say, “Oh my God, I love your voice! You are the best singer ever!” Or, in extreme cases, “Rob, your voice saved my life!” And, well, what am I supposed to say to that? Where can the conversation go?


That kind of comment has always made me feel so uncomfortable . . . but I’ve got a little better at dealing with it. A little. For years, I used to just feel embarrassed. I wanted to give them a punch on the arm, blush, and say, “Oh, shurrup!”


Now, I’ve realized that a compliment is a beautiful thing. That person has reached out to me and, as a recovering alcoholic and drug addict myself, I understand the healing power of music. It can get you through so many difficulties and challenges in life.


Maybe they might have been suicidal then heard a Priest song that made them feel better? Maybe they were down in the dumps, went to one of our shows, and got enthused? So, now, I try to accept praise in the spirit that it is given. I’m older and wiser and it’s become easier.


And yet, for me, the ultimate irony of people praising my singing to the skies is that—I have said this a million times, but I’m still not entirely sure whether anybody believes me—I hate the sound of my own voice.


I always have. When I hear my singing back, no matter what my performance has been like, I feel vulnerable. I have put so much into it that I feel as if I’m naked. There’s always a question going around my head: Should I really be doing this?


When Priest make an album like Firepower, I work like crazy on my vocals in the studio. But then, when I play the album back, I don’t listen to me. I focus on what Richie is doing on guitar, or how Ian is playing bass. That is what grabs my attention.


I’m not particularly unusual in that. I think a lot of people in the creative world are the same. I saw a fantastic interview with the actress Maggie Smith, who was brilliant in Downton Abbey. She got asked if she watches her films, and said, “Good God, no! Why would I want to do that?! Why would I want to watch myself work? It’s finished!” And that is kind of how I feel. Do it, and move on.


In any case, I still sometimes wonder if, at heart, I am just a frustrated opera singer. I worshipped Pavarotti. I can sing along with him on “Nessun Dorma” and roll the notes around my head, but when he hits that top C—my God, it’s monumental! It blows me away, every time.


I can’t conceive that a human voice is able to do what Pavarotti did. It is just so glorious. And that’s what I think every time I see vocal coaches lavishing praise on me on YouTube: Yeah, yeah, but I’m shit compared to Pavarotti!


I’m grateful for my voice, but I’m never going to wax lyrical about it. The other day, I got out of bed and checked my social media. Someone had posted “Lightning Strike” and “Spectre” from Firepower. I listened to my voice on them for about a minute and thought, Oh, that’s not too bad.


Don’t get me wrong—being a metal singer is the best job going. It has brought me success, fame, riches, and joy and I wouldn’t change it for anything. But if you want my honest verdict on how well I do it, here it is:


I’m not bad. But I’m no Pavarotti.


GUITARISTS


On the day after my twentieth birthday, on August 26, 1970, I bought a ticket to Ryde and went to the Isle of Wight Festival. And there was one attraction that weekend that towered over all of the others. My God, talk about a religious experience!


As a guitarist, nobody else was doing what Jimi Hendrix was doing. He reinvented the very concept of how to play guitar. Nobody had even thought of using the whammy bar on the amplification and the wah-wah pedals. Hendrix was an absolute game changer.


He was the greatest . . . but there have been so many game-changing guitarists over the years. Randy Rhoads. Ritchie Blackmore. Jimmy Page. Eddie Van Halen. Tony Iommi. Tom Morello. Once I start naming my favorite guitarists, it’s hard to stop.


These great guitarists are all unique and all have their own identities. They find themselves in the same way that we singers do. They emulate their heroes, be it Hendrix or Eric Clapton or Stevie Ray Vaughan, then they practice and practice to find their own sound, tone, and phrasing.


They work and work until they arrive at their own, definitive place and identity. Until they know exactly who they are.


The Priest guitarists have all done that. Over the years, I’ve watched them work tirelessly to develop their own styles and textures. I’ve seen them explore the differentials of the pickups, their strings, their amp settings and speakers. I’ve seen them grow.


It means they all have a uniqueness in their playing that distinguishes them from anybody else. I can tell them apart with my eyes closed. I only need to hear a few notes: “Oh, that’s Glenn Tipton! That’s Ken Downing! That’s Richie Faulkner!” They are their own signature.


Glenn is an amazing player. I’ve always said he is the closest there is to what I’d call a “singing guitarist.” He thinks about every single note in the same way that a singer thinks about phrasing a verse or a line of a song. Glenn’s phrasing is just like that of a singer.


The sound of Glenn’s guitar, and the way that he plays it, is an extension of his character. That is equally true of Richie. Glenn is methodical, but Richie is wild. He’s a wild guitarist. Their personalities pass through their instruments into their performances.


I admire guitarists, but I never wanted to be one. It was just too much bloody hard work! I knew that I didn’t have the patience. I was happy using my voice and leaving difficult-to-play instruments to others.*


I love watching great guitarists. It blows my mind to see Richie Faulkner at work. I don’t know how he does what he does. It doesn’t make sense that he can wrench the amazing noises that he does from his guitar, and that he can do it perfectly, night after night.


Just compare him to a classical player in a symphony orchestra. They are brilliant, but some of them can’t play a note without reading sheet music. Richie, and guitarists like him, play thousands of notes every night and just remember them. I need an autocue just to remember my lyrics these days!


Judas Priest really moved up a notch and found our voice and our soul in 1974 when we brought in a second guitarist. A major inspiration for us to do that was Wishbone Ash. They were the first band I’m aware of to harmonize on twin guitars. We played their Argus album to death.


Ken Downing was our sole guitarist before that, and he’s said that when he played solos onstage they sounded “empty.” I know what Ken means by that. When you introduce a second guitar, you get so many more textures. It becomes like a wall of sound.


When Glenn Tipton joined Priest, our sonic possibilities increased tenfold. It made something really special happen. It’s funny—you’d never have two drummers in a band, or two bassists, or two singers, but . . . two guitarists? From the first second we tried it, it made perfect sense.


It’s the difference between having one horse pulling the Steptoe and Son wagon and having two.* With two horses, you can pull a heavier weight and you can go farther. That’s a perfect analogy, because two guitars give you more horsepower—and, in metal, horsepower matters. A lot.


It’s easily explained. Just try to imagine “Living After Midnight” without the guitar harmonies. It would sound like a different song. Or take one of the guitars out of “Victim of Changes.” It would be so much lesser.


Guitarists wax lyrical about different guitars, like they were classic cars or something, but I’m not like that. As a musician, I know a Fender Strat sounds different from a Les Paul, say, but that’s as far as I go. As long as a guitar sounds OK to my ears, that’s all that matters.


The one time in my career that I’ve picked up a guitar in earnest was in 1992, when I took time out of Priest and formed Fight. It felt important to me then to play guitar because that project was all about proving my self-worth: that I could make an album on my own.


I wrote all the songs for War of Words on the guitar in my bedroom in Phoenix. But I stuck to the riffs and rhythms and the basic, rudimentary compositions. I was OK at them, but I didn’t attempt any more complex guitar heroics because . . . well, because I was too shit.


It’s funny. I quite enjoyed playing guitar on that record, but I was also well out of my comfort zone. I had one dominating thought going around my head all the time that I had a guitar strapped on, and that thought was:


Rob, don’t fuck it up!


I thought of playing guitar onstage when I went out live with Fight, but I decided against it. It was for the same reason that I wouldn’t dream of playing guitar with Priest, and it’s really simple: The guitarists are way better at it than me. I’m not a guitarist. I’m a singer.


I have to admit, sometimes when I watch other bands play and I see the singer pick up a guitar, I think, Why, mate? What is that adding to the performance or to the music, exactly? Or are you just trying to show us that you can play guitar?


I guess that sounds very bitchy and I’ve got no right to think like that. If that singer wants to strap on a guitar, it’s none of my business. But, ultimately, it’s not for me. Being a guitarist is one of the best jobs in the Book of Job(s), but it’s just not my line of work.


BASSISTS


The Bible and music both have their headline acts: big-ticket characters who grab all the attention (you know, Jesus, Robert Plant, that sort of geezer!). Then, under the radar and in the shadows, you find the lesser-celebrated figures whose roles and work are equally important. And in the world of metal and rock, it’s possible that no job is more unfairly marginalized, and yet more crucial, than that of the bassist.


Anybody who knows music knows that bassists are utterly vital. Working with the drummer, they form the rhythm section that is the central dynamic of any metal band. Bassists connect, join the sonic dots, and hold everything together.


Just like singers and guitarists, bassists start off emulating their heroes then work hard to define and refine their own personal sound. Ian Hill, Priest’s own Bass God (that’s the name that flashes up on my mobile when he calls me), had some very eclectic icons.


Ian loved Jack Bruce from Cream, Jaco Pastorius from Weather Report, and legendary jazzman Charles Mingus. He was also a big fan of Niels-Henning Ørsted Pedersen, a Danish jazz double-bassist who played with Count Basie, Dizzy Gillespie, and Ella Fitzgerald, among loads of others.


Maybe because of his love for the jazzers, Ian started off playing bass with his fingers, like Geezer Butler. It’s interesting—the sound you get from moving the wire of a bass string with your flesh is totally different from the one you generate using a plectrum (or a pick, as we musos call it).


Ian played with his fingers on the first couple of Priest albums, and then the rest of the band suggested he should switch to a pick. Ian was initially resistant. That was how he’d taught himself to play the bass, and how he’d always played it—why should he change?


Luckily, Ian is very smart as a musician, and when he picked up a pick (pun intended!) he rapidly appreciated the benefits of playing with it. He realized a pick would allow him to play faster, and with more clarity, and to marry the timbre of his bass closer with the guitars.


Ian is a thinker and that quality extends to his bass playing. Just like Glenn and Richie on guitar, his personality comes across in his bass. I could no more tell him, “Play your bass like this,” than he could say to me, “Rob, sing like this.” Ian knows what to do.


Ian has never been involved in the songwriting in Priest, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t contribute to the songs. Once he hears the riff and the melody, he makes the bassline his own. In fifty years, no one else in the band has ever written a bassline for Ian Hill.


There’s a theory that, mirroring their role in the band, bassists have to be very solid, grounded characters. Ian certainly is that sort of guy, and he is as regular and reliable as they come, but, even so, I personally think that particular theory is bollocks.


Just look at Ian, then at John Entwistle from The Who, or John Deacon from Queen, or even Nikki Sixx from Mötley Crüe. Is anyone seriously going to tell me that they’re all the same sort of character?! Yet they all bring their own soul and personality to their bands.


The Aussies have a saying that sums up a certain type of unshowy, low-level but talented guy who gets a job done with no fuss. They call them quiet achievers. That’s Ian Hill, and that’s bassists as a whole—the quiet achievers of metal and rock.


DRUMMERS


There aren’t many funnies in the Bible, but there is an old joke among bands. You’ve probably heard it, but just in case you’re the one person in a million who hasn’t, I’ll tell it to you now:




“What do you call someone who hangs around with musicians?”


“A drummer.”





And, you know what? I’ve just told you that joke, but I don’t like it. It bemuses me. It disrespects drummers—one of the most important jobs in the Book of Job(s), in metal, and in music.


Right from when I started listening to music, drums have always excited me. I love the way they make me feel. I remember watching Buddy Rich and then Gene Krupa on Sunday Night at the London Palladium as a lad and being totally blown away.


Other drummers talk about those guys in the same way that guitarists talk about Hendrix, as godlike geniuses, and they’re right to. Before Rich and Krupa, drummers just sat in the background and kept the beat. That pair took drumming to a whole other level.


Yet at the same time as loving drummers, part of me can’t help but think . . . why would anybody want to be one? What makes people want to sit on a stool with two lumps of wood and hit things? It’s a mystery to me. But thank God that people do.


Drummers can get unfairly relegated to the background and yet on Top of the Pops in the sixties, for some reason, they always sat right at the front of the stage. I still remember intently watching Dave Clark in the Dave Clark Five. He is a brilliant drummer.


A drummer is the heartbeat of a song, but there are so many different types and approaches. In terms of technique and style, there is a world of difference between Ginger Baker and Ringo Starr. Between Charlie Watts and Carmine Appice. Between Ian Paice and Scott Travis.


Some drummers just have a bass drum, a snare, a couple of toms, and a couple of cymbals. Charlie was like that, and so is Ringo. Others want a hundred drums. It all depends on the individual and the music they are playing.


In Priest today, Scott Travis needs two bass drums because he uses the double-kick pedal, as we call it. He has side toms, rack toms, and half a dozen cymbals because we need that variety of sounds and textures. For some songs, he might only play one drum and one cymbal.


Of course, Scott is a long way from being the only drummer we’ve ever had in Judas Priest. I must admit that the only other band to have gone through so many different stickmen, for so many different reasons, is Spinal Tap.


I don’t think that’s a bad thing. It’s not unusual for bands to change musicians as their sound develops, and I think the variety has given us something. Listen back to our albums and it is possible to detect who was on the drum stool at the time by their style of playing.


I brought our first drummer, John Hinch, with me when I joined Priest from Hiroshima in 1973. John was a very basic, no-frills drummer, which I don’t mean in a derogatory sense because that was exactly what we needed at the time. He got the job done.


When we moved on to music that required a little more technique and style, we had to let John go because he wasn’t really keeping pace with us. The same was true of Alan “Skip” Moore, even though he did a good, solid job on Sad Wings of Destiny.


When Roger Glover from Deep Purple produced Sin After Sin in 1977, he hooked us up with a session drummer, Simon Phillips. Simon was young but an old head on young shoulders and incredibly talented. It’s no surprise to me that he went on to play with Michael Schenker, The Who,* and Toto.


After Sin After Sin, we auditioned a lot of drummers and we chose Les Binks. Les was a lovely guy, but what took some getting used to was that he was our first full-time member who wasn’t a Midlander. Suddenly there was a Belfast accent floating around among all the yam-yams:


“Ey Rahb, ’ll you pass me dahse droehmstecks, please?”


Despite his dodgy voice, Les fitted in and he made two albums with us, Stained Class and Killing Machine. He was quite a fancy, complex, technical drummer and after a while we decided we needed someone to give us more traditional, straightforward heavy metal power.


Which was where Dave Holland came in. We poached Dave—well, I suppose we nicked him—from Trapeze, a Cannock band we all liked. Dave settled down onto the Priest drum stool for the next ten years and became part of one of the classic line-ups of the band.


Dave was there right through our major breakthrough years of British Steel, Screaming for Vengeance, and Turbo and was a laid-back guy and a proper methodical, keep-it-simple drummer. With Dave, we always knew we had a solid musical foundation to build on.


It took a lot to rile him, but we managed it. When we came to record Ram It Down in Puk Studios in Denmark in 1988, Dave was not in a good place. He had a right strop on in the studio, for whatever reason, and totally lost his normal open-mindedness to our ideas.


“Dave?” Glenn might ask him. “Do you want to try a bit of a looser beat on this one . . . ?”


“Dow tell me what to do!” Dave would snap back. “I’m the bloody drummer!”


It was making things awkward and we tried a work-around. At that time in the eighties, drum machines were all the rage. We sampled a lot of Dave’s beats and, rather than his live drumming, we programmed the machine to get the rhythms we wanted.


Dave got the right hump about this and was mardy all through the tour that followed the album coming out. He’d sit in silence on the tour bus, he barely talked to us, and he quit the band at the end of the tour.


It was a shame that it ended like that because, if I am honest, I think that Dave had a point. Drum machines aren’t as good as using a real, live human. Listening to Ram It Down now, the drums are a real weak point. I think using the drum machine was a mistake, and we’d certainly never do it again.


We lost touch with Dave when he quit the band, and so we were all shocked and devastated when, nearly twenty years later, he got sent to jail for sex offences. His trial was as much of a bombshell for us as it was for everybody else.


This book about music is not the place to go into whether or not Dave did what he was found guilty of. I haven’t got any more idea about that than the next bloke. He never reached out to us when he came out of prison, but, then again, I suppose we never reached out to him, either.


Sadly, Dave died of lung cancer in 2018, when he was apparently living in Spain. I didn’t even know he’d moved there. Ultimately, I prefer not to think about the tragic events later in his life and remember him for what he was when I knew him: a great, great Judas Priest drummer.


Which is also the perfect description of Scott Travis. Dave’s successor slid behind our drum kit more than thirty years ago and he is still there. Even though he does sometimes complain that, “You still treat me like the new guy!”


The story of how Scott came to join us is well known. He was such a colossal Priest fan that he planned to set up his drum kit in the car park of one of our arena gigs in his home state, Virginia, in 1986. He hoped that we’d get off the tour bus, hear his paradiddles, and offer him a job!


It sounds borderline creepy, like when a stalker fan camped in the front garden of Agnetha from Abba and she ended up having a relationship with him. But Scott eventually found his way to us by a more conventional route. I met him via his LA band, Racer X, and saw he was a phenomenal drummer. So, when Dave quit Judas Priest, it was a no-brainer to offer Scott the job . . .


Well, not quite. It feels silly now, but my sole reservation was that Scott is a Yank. I wondered if it might dilute Priest’s identity as a British heavy metal band. Luckily, I quickly got past such daft notions, and the rest is history.


When Scott joined, he was a perfect fit from day one. We realized at once how important to Priest he would be, which was why we featured him playing that amazing drum phrase right at the opening of the title track on his first album with us: Painkiller. That was a deliberate decision and his showcase moment. It was Priest telling the world:


This is Scott Travis, and THIS is what he can do!


Scott is an amazing combination of a powerhouse and a great technical drummer. His brilliant talent is that he can play every song from our fifty-year repertoire and reproduce the style of the drummer that we had at the time. He’s like the Mike Yarwood* of the drum world.


As well as dodgy jokes about drummers, the idea also exists that at any metal or rock gig, the most boring interlude is a drum solo. In fact, a lot of people maintain that it’s a handy moment for audience members to pop off for a pint and a piss.


I don’t really buy into this notion—like I say, I love the way that drums make me feel—but a cool thing about Scott is that he half-agrees with it! Sometimes, if we’re putting a set list together and we tell him he will be doing a big drum solo, he will wince.


“Aw, hell, guys! Have I got to?”


“Yes!”


Luckily, Scott always does it and he always makes a thrilling, fantastic, thunderous racket. Our fans love his solos and lap them up . . . and I guess any who aren’t in the mood can always pop off for a pint and a piss.


BAND MANAGERS


In metal and rock—and any music, really—the glamour ticket is being up onstage, spilling out your heart, taking the applause of the fans. But there is one behind-the-scenes job that is so crucial that, if it’s done wrong, the whole house of cards can come crashing down.


Every band needs a great manager. You’re nothing without one. A great manager maximizes your potential, from getting you gigs and festivals in the early days to protecting your image and negotiating the best record deal possible. He* looks after you as artists and as people. A good manager lets you focus on making the best music you can, and playing the best shows you can, by taking all other forms of pressure off you. He lets you think, I don’t have to worry about any of that—it’s all in hand! He stresses about shit so you don’t have to.


Artist managers are so important that the best go down in music history. Colonel Tom Parker with Elvis. Brian Epstein with the Beatles. Peter Grant with Led Zeppelin. Malcolm McLaren with the Sex Pistols. Even Simon Fuller and the Spice Girls, I suppose.


The best managers are both visionaries who can plot the future of their acts, and ace administrators and delegators who keep everything ticking over immaculately day by day. And, in an industry populated by chancers and cowboys, they’re gold dust.


All artists long for all-seeing managers like that to help them plot their course. But they don’t come cheap, and many bands starting out have no choice but to rely on a mate to give them a hand. And Judas Priest were no exception.


Our first manager, back in the early seventies, was Dave “Corky” Corke. As I recounted in Confess, Corky was a legend in his own lunchtime and in the Priest story. He was a proper character, a one-off.


He was a little bloke with corkscrew hair, glasses as thick as the bottom of a beer bottle, and the gift of the gab. He hung around with the band, then sort of appointed himself as manager. That was OK. There wasn’t exactly a long queue of people wanting to do it.


Corky was a wide boy with a heart of gold. He could sell ice to Eskimos. The best way to describe him is that he was a Brummie take on Del Boy from Only Fools and Horses.* Yet I’ll say this: in our earliest, struggling days, he was a godsend for us.


Corky got on the phone and got us gigs despite not even having an office. He started off sitting outside a call box in his car, waiting for the phone to ring (he’d told people that was his office number). Then he hot-wired a phone in a lift and commandeered it for his purposes.


When Corky finally got himself an office, I went to see it. It was a bare room with a telephone on the floor. It didn’t have a chair, a printer, a fax machine, a desk, or even any pens or paper.


“It’s a bit . . . empty, ay it, Corky?” I enquired.


“It’s got a phone, Rob!” he grinned at me through his massive specs. “It’s all I need, mate!”


And it was. When his phone wasn’t disconnected for nonpayment of bills, Corky was never off it. He played it like a maestro. I overheard one or two of his calls to venue managers, hyping us up, and they made me boggle.


“I manage Judas Priest, who are about to be massive!” he’d say. “And you can have them for £15!”


“I’m not paying £15!” the suspicious promoter who’d never heard of us (nobody had!) would reply.


“Go on then, £10! They’ve got a massive following—you’re getting a bargain here!” And he’d bang on until they’d agree just to get him off the blower.


Corky’s scruffy first-floor flat in Meynell House in Birmingham became Priest’s unofficial crash pad. We’d hang out there for days drinking, getting stoned, and jamming. Ian spent so much time there that he ended up moving in.


There were always people after Corky, normally for money. One time, he came away with us for a few nights to play dates in the depths of winter. Ken’s girlfriend, Carol, and my sister (and Ian’s future wife) Sue, stayed in Meynell House while we were gone.


Corky forgot to give them the flat keys before we left, so they couldn’t get in. A bloke downstairs loaned them his ladder and they climbed up to the balcony, got in by wrestling the slats off a window, and left the ladder there for the morning.


The next morning, Sue went to climb down the ladder to get in her car to drive to work. She glanced down and saw, standing at the bottom, in deep snow, a man straight out of Monty Python’s Flying Circus, in a bowler hat and overcoat, clutching a briefcase. He was a debt collector.


“I have some papers for a Mr. David Corke,” he shouted up.


“We can’t open the door!” my sis said. “But if you want to come up here, you can give them to us.”


As if it was the most natural thing in the world, the official shook the snow from his shoes, climbed up the ladder, served the papers, tipped his bowler hat, and climbed down again. Which Corky was obviously delighted about when we got home.


Yet, for all of his foibles, Corky was very serious about Priest. He knew we had something and could see our potential. He’d come with us to all of our UK gigs and give us his appraisal and suggestions at the end. We always listened because he always made sense.


He worked hard, but, my God, he played hard as well. Corky was a nonstop practical joker with a wicked, almost surrealist sense of humor. We always had to be on our toes around him because we never had a bloody clue what he’d do next.


He bought a weird pixie hat, with pointed ears attached, from a joke shop. For weeks, Corky and that hat were inseparable. I’d get up from the sofa in Meynell House, wander to the bathroom for a piss, and a manic bespectacled pixie would leap out in front of me: “Booooooo!!”


“Aaargh! Fucking hell, Corky!”


That sodding pixie hat came to a few gigs with us. Going to towns with no motorways, slogging down B-roads in our Transit for hours on end, could be bloody boring. Corky decided that his comedy hat was just the thing to liven up journeys.


I remember tootling down a country lane on the way to Bath. Glenn was driving. Corky saw a cyclist in front of us, put his pixie hat on, and told Glenn to slow down. As we passed the cyclist, Corky rammed his head out of the window and screamed at the top of his voice.


“Huuuuuuuuuuuuuuurgh!”


The shocked guy jumped out of his skin and toppled off his bike into a ditch. Corky told Glenn to pull into a little siding farther down the road. Five minutes later, when the poor cyclist caught up with us, Corky did it again. And the bloke fell off again.


It was ridiculous, arsehole behavior and we should have told Corky off. The problem was, we were all laughing so much we couldn’t speak.


I’ll give him this: Corky varied his pranks. One time, he picked out some bloke at random from the phone book—a blameless middle-aged guy named Arthur Tedstone—and he made his life an utter misery.


Corky would get on the phone and order things to be delivered to Mr. Tedstone’s house: pizzas, cement, lawn turf, anything. Then he’d sit opposite his house in his car, watch poor Arthur explain to the pissed-off delivery guy that he hadn’t ordered the stuff, and laugh his head off.


On Priest’s first international dates, in 1974—and, again, credit to Corky for fixing those—we were totally flying by the seat of our pants. As we left for Germany, Corky was still fixing up the itinerary. He instructed us to ring his phone box at a certain time every day.


“Alright, lads, quick, write this down!” he’d gabble as soon as he picked up. “You’re doing three nights at the Zoom Club in Frankfurt, starting tomorrow. Ask for Hans . . .”


It was laugh-a-minute with Corky and, as the people he spent the most time with, Priest were always in the firing line for his infamous stunts. Then, one day, we managed to get our revenge. It was fucking brilliant.


We were playing a festival in Finland in 1976 with Caravan and the Climax Blues Band. The Finnish promoter hired an old Second World War piston-engine cargo plane and flew us three British bands and all of our gear out together. Corky was quite a nervous flyer.


It was the height of summer in Finland, when they have twenty-four-hour daylight, so when we went onstage at ten o’clock at night, it was as bright as midday. It was an amazing experience, so we were all in high spirits on the flight back the next day. And then Glenn had an idea.


Glenn explained his brainwave to the rest of Priest and to the other two bands. We all thought it was hysterical. In fact, Glenn told everybody on the plane except for Corky. Then he had a word with the lady who had been dishing out the drinks and sandwiches.


“We’ve got this manager, Dave Corke,” he said. “He’s always playing pranks on us and we’d like to pay him back. Do you think we could have a word with the captain?”


We were clearly on a very rock-and-roll plane, because the attendant grinned and took Glenn to the cockpit to talk to the pilot, who agreed to his ruse. I was sitting by Corky. Glenn returned and took his seat on the other side of him—and the attendant got on the plane’s Tannoy.


“Ladies and gentlemen, I have to inform you that the captain has told me we may have an issue with the plane’s fuel levels,” she said. “But please don’t panic. I’ll keep you updated.”


“Eh? What did she say?” Corky asked me and Glenn.


“What? We weren’t listening.”


“She just said something about a problem with the plane’s fuel!”


“Did she? I’m sure it’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.”


I glanced behind me to see Caravan and the Climax Blues Band grinning their heads off. Ten minutes later, the attendant, who was clearly a very talented amateur actress, got back on the mic.


“I have to warn you, I’m afraid we’re unable to guarantee our fuel level is sufficient to land,” she said. “I will let you know all developments.”


“Oh, shit!” said Corky. “Fucking hell!”


Glenn and I glanced over at each other and just about managed to keep a straight face. Between us, Corky was seriously losing it. He was sweating like a pig and gripping the sides of his seat. At which point, the attendant sprinted past us and got on the Tannoy again.


“Ladies and gentlemen, we need to make an emergency landing in the sea!” she gasped. “Please assume the brace position! Remove all sharp objects from your persons and take off all shoes or high heels!”


Corky was wearing long Chukka boots laced right up over his ankles and somehow, in one panicked movement, he pulled them right off. It was like a David Copperfield trick (or, more likely, Tommy Cooper*). While he was doing it, Glenn and I were howling.


“Oh, my God! Oh my God!” Corky gibbered. “Oh, fuck! We’re doomed! I don’t want to die! I’ve got so much to live for . . . oh, God! Help me, God!”


We’d never known Corky was so devout! Glenn and I were cracking up either side of him, but, in his desperate state, he assumed we were both as hysterical with fear as he was: “Oh, shit! I don’t want to go like this!”


He was out of his mind. It was time to calm him down, so Glenn and I started saying, “Corky, mate, it’s fine! It’s just a joke!” He didn’t believe a word of it. “Are you stupid?” he yelled at us. “It’s not fine! We’re all going to die!”


It wasn’t until the attendant came over, knelt in front of him, and told him that it had all been a wind-up that the penny dropped for Corky. He looked around, realized that everybody else on the plane was laughing their heads off—and he lost it again, in a very different way.


“You fucking arseholes!” he bawled. “Why did you do that? That was really fucking shitty!” We had landed and were halfway back to Birmingham in the van before he finally cracked a reluctant smile. “OK, you bastards, you got me. I’ll get you back . . .”


And we knew that he would.


Corky was a great bloke and is a major part of the early Priest story. We’ll never forget him and we will always be grateful to him, because he gave us a big push when we really needed it. But, at the same time, we knew we couldn’t go on with him forever.


After Sad Wings of Destiny, we realized that if we wanted to take the next big step forward, Corky and his Only Fools and Horses school of management had to go. We had a painful conversation in which we told him we’d decided it was best if we went separate ways.


Corky was hurt and upset, and I don’t blame him. Yet I think he tacitly accepted that we were moving into a different world where he might be out of his depth. Was he bitter? Maybe. But he took it on the chin and wished us luck. He was a class act.


And our decision proved to be the right one. Instead, we signed to a more conventional music-management company called Arnakata, who looked after Be-Bop Deluxe and the Tourists. The latter had a talented female singer named Annie Lennox.


Two brothers ran Arnakata. I was never quite convinced that they got metal, or Priest, and our relationship was very formal. But they had the professional standing and contacts that Corky lacked and they got us a major label deal, with CBS.


Arnakata were solid while never being great. We did five years with them, and then it came to a very strange end. On the day of Priest’s first ever show (well, out of two) at Madison Square Garden, one of the brothers said they had to quit managing us because he had personal problems.


Huh? Yet, if I am honest, I wasn’t sorry to see them go. By now, Priest were a much bigger band than when we signed to Arnakata. When we started casting around for replacement management, there was no shortage of applicants.


Herbie Herbert, who did a great job managing Journey, gave us a full-on sales pitch on why he was the man for the job. He was impressive, but he was very rooted in America. I thought we needed a British manager: What if we were sitting with a problem in Birmingham, and Herbie was on the other side of the world, in San Francisco?


And then we met Bill Curbishley.


“Wild” Bill, as he sometimes went, was a tasty character. An East Ender, he was rumored to have gangster connections and had been to prison for armed robbery (he says he was innocent). But we were attracted to him by the fact he is a brilliant artist manager.


Bill had done fantastic work guiding the career of The Who, an amazing British band. He had overseen their groundbreaking concept albums, Tommy and Quadrophenia, and helped to turn them into movies: he’d even coproduced the latter. He was an ideas man and a bit of a genius.


Bill didn’t pretend to be a heavy metal maniac. He simply did his research and told us where he thought Priest stood—in America, the UK, Germany, the world—and what we could achieve.


As I said, the greatest managers are visionaries. At our first meeting, Bill explained precisely what Priest could expect to do, and earn, over the next decade. He was bang on. It all came true. Then, years later, he had the bright idea for our own concept album: Nostradamus.


Bill Curbishley is a strong man and I like that. Sometimes, managers just have to be confrontational. I’ve hated confrontation since I was a kid, but managers need to shout and bang the table—with record labels, agents, promoters, whoever. It goes with the job.


Bands can get miffed when their manager looks after multiple acts. They begin to feel neglected: He’s spending more time with them than he is with us! Yet even when Bill added Robert Plant and Jimmy Page to his roster, we never felt like that. He is a king among managers.


When Bill started taking more of a back seat in recent years, he handed the reins of Priest’s day-to-day management to one of his colleagues, Jayne Andrews. That was a great decision. Jayne grabbed those reins with both hands and has been steering us ever since.
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