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INTRODUCTION 

“What’s gonna be the next Hall of Fame album?” As Decibel ’s Editor in Chief, that’s the question I’m asked more than any other by our readers. “What the fuck were you thinking running a cover story on Trivium?” is probably the second-most-asked (though it’s clearly the most often posed by Jeff Walker of Carcass).

I conceived the Hall of Fame as a nice excuse for us to revisit our favorite records in the magazine. I’m a pretty nostalgic guy (um, I actually collect CD long-boxes) and still regularly spin dozens of LPs that I worshipped in high school. So, the success of the Hall of Fame series suggests that there are actually plenty more dorks just like me who can’t really “grow out” of certain albums.

 If you don’t already know the dB HOF deal, it goes a little something like this: Take a classic extreme metal record (as determined by our staff ) released at least five years ago, track down and interview every band member who played on it, and present them questions exclusively about the writing, recording, touring and overall impact of said album. Sounds easy enough, right? I even often wondered why other publications never pursued similar features until I discovered firsthand what a complete bitch it is to assemble every month. Whether it’s tracking down old, long-forgotten-about metal bones or convincing bands to talk at length about past records universally considered more relevant than their current release, it’s always a unique challenge to make every Hall of Fame installment a reality.

In fact, I could write another book about all of the HOFs that didn’t happen. For starters, there’s the piece on Faith No More’s Angel Dust, where we convinced everyone except pumpkin-farming former guitarist Jim Martin to participate. Or the story on Helmet’s Meantime record—a perpetual source of discontent for dB Managing Editor Andrew Bonazelli—that was scrapped after it was revealed that ex-drummer John Stanier made some midnight blood pact with guitarist Peter Mengede and bassist Henry Bogdan to never speak of their time in Helmet again. Henry Rollins won’t do a Black Flag one (but Greg Ginn is totally available!). Neurosis have refused to partake in HOF stories for Souls at Zero, Enemy of the Sun, Through Silver in Blood and Times of Grace (but they’re always really nice about it when they shoot us down). And features on records from the first Danzig LP (guess who isn’t into talking for that one?) to Bolt Thrower’s Realm of Chaos (I honestly think this is due to sheer laziness disguised as “punk as fuck” attitude on the band’s part) have been aborted prior to their completion. So, the next time you wonder, “Why isn’t such-and-such record in the Hall of Fame?” just remember, there’s an excellent chance we tried to get it together.

The “interview every band member who played on it” rule—which is strictly enforced—raises another obstacle. As they say, dead men tell no tales, which sadly precludes the likes of Master of Puppets, Vulgar Display of Power, Scream Bloody Gore and several other indisputable metallic classics from induction in the Hall. But—let’s be honest—without Cliff, Dimebag or Chuck to weigh in, they would be incomplete portraits at best.

However, the following 160,000 or so words are all about those that did make it. As of January 2009, we’ve inducted 50 records into the dB Hall of Fame, so whittling those down to our 25 favorites contained in Precious Metal was no small task. Editing and expanding each piece—in some cases, nearly doubling their original running lengths—was perhaps an even greater challenge. So, after five years of countless cold calls, innumerable bounced emails and literally hundreds of hours spent transcribing interview tapes, we bring you this definitive collection of untold stories from these genre-defining landmarks. Now go get your dork on.





ALBERT MUDRIAN
Editor in Chief, Decibel Magazine
 January 2009 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 HOLY HELL

THE MAKING OF BLACK SABBATH’S HEAVEN AND HELL 



by Adem Tepedelen 




Release Date: 1980
Label: Warner Bros.
Summary: Metal godfathers reborn
Induction Date: September 2008/Issue #47 
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As far as Hall of Fame inductees go, the making of Black Sabbath’s ninth album, and first with former Rainbow vocalist Ronnie James Dio, easily ranks as one of the most drama-filled. Though the title Heaven and Hell was lifted from one of the record’s more epic songs, it also accurately sums up the highs and lows the band experienced while making it.

The original Sabbath foursome—vocalist Ozzy Osbourne, bassist Terry “Geezer” Butler, drummer Bill Ward and guitarist Tony Iommi—nearly snuffed the band’s already diminishing career in the fall of 1978 with the horrendous, and ironically titled, Never Say Die album. Osbourne, who had already left the band once prior to recording Never Say Die, was in bad shape and when it came time to do a follow-up in 1979, he simply wasn’t up to the task. The band, living together in a house in Bel Air, CA, reluctantly fired their longtime friend and hired Dio.



In retrospect, Dio’s hiring seems like a stroke of genius—his melodic, powerful voice and mystical lyrics were a perfect match for Iommi’s crushing riffs. Yet, at the time, the change in frontmen would also help further splinter the remaining original trio as they struggled to come to terms with continuing Black Sabbath without Ozzy. One member would leave shortly after Dio was hired and another was so incapacitated by drugs and alcohol he has no memory of recording the album.

Once Heaven and Hell dropped in the spring of 1980, however, the “new” Black Sabbath—more melodic, more dynamic, yet still decidedly heavy—was embraced by a younger generation of metal fans who had little knowledge of the band’s Ozzy-led past. The plodding dinosaur Sabbath had become in the late ’70s was reinvented as a modern metallic juggernaut on Dio’s Sabbath debut, still one of the most beloved and influential albums in their entire catalogue. Though he went on to record two other studio and one live album with the band (Mob Rules, Dehumanizer and Live Evil, respectively, which, along with Heaven and Hell, have been remastered for The Rules of Hell box set on Rhino), Dio’s first effort, sparkling with a newfound chemistry and creativity, is clearly that incarnation of Sabbath’s finest.


PART I: EXIT OZZY, ENTER DIO 

The original Black Sabbath lineup has its last hurrah in a Bel Air mansion and the three remaining original members welcome an American into the fold.



What were the circumstances of Ozzy’s departure and was there any question at the time that you’d carry on as Black Sabbath without him?



Tony Iommi: It got to the stage where we were all living in a house in Beverly Hills to write [a new] album with Ozzy. And it just really wasn’t happening at all. Ozzy wasn’t in a fine state at that time and, to be honest, we weren’t too far behind him. We were coming up with the music, but Ozzy just couldn’t put his head around getting into doing anything on it. I used to deal with the record company at that time and they’d be asking me, “How’s the album going?” and I’d say, “Oh, fine.” But it wasn’t. Nothing was coming up. Riffs were coming up, but there weren’t a lot of vocals on it. So, basically it came to the crunch where we decided that we either had to break up or replace Ozzy.

Bill Ward: There were conversations about getting a new vocalist. On one of the walks I had with Tony, I can remember talking about such things. In one sense I felt extremely uncomfortable, and in another sense I thought that this was the right thing to do. The bottom line was that we weren’t getting a lot of work done at all. And I’m not putting that all on Ozzy, either.

Geezer Butler: None of us were happy about Ozzy going. It destroyed me for a bit. We were all unhappy about it. We all grew up together. The whole thing was really hard to do, to part company. It had been coming for four years before that, but none of us could face it. When we finally faced it, we knew that that particular era of Sabbath had to come to an end and Ozzy had to get himself together. 





How did Ronnie enter the picture?

Iommi: I met Ronnie at a do that I was at and we talked. I got in touch with him and told him what was happening and asked if he was interested in coming up and having a go with us. Which is more or less what he did. He came over to the house and we did one song with [Ronnie] and knew that this was the way we wanted to go.

Butler: We just thought, let’s give Sabbath one last go. We owed Warner Bros. one more album. At that particular moment, we’d been working on a song called “Children of the Sea,” though it wasn’t actually called that at the time, so we played that to him and he came out with a great vocal straight away.

Ronnie James Dio: I met them at the house that they were using to rehearse in and I purely went up to say hello and get to know them. I had no thoughts whatsoever of being in the band. As far as I knew, Ozzy was still in the band. During the conversation, Tony asked me if I’d like to see the studio they were doing their things in. He, Geezer and Bill picked up their instruments and started to play [what became] “Children of the Sea” and I liked it very much. Tony asked me if I could do anything with it. I said, “Give me a few minutes, I think I can knock something out.” We pretty well wrote the song that quickly. I think that’s when Tony decided he wanted to make some music with me.



At the time, how well did you know each other’s music?

Iommi: I really loved Ronnie’s voice when I first heard it with Rainbow. I was well aware of what he’d done before.

Butler: I may have a heard a [bit] of it, but I didn’t have any of the albums. I think I’d heard one track, or something.

Ward: The two songs I’d heard by Ronnie, one was called “Love Is All (Butterfly Ball),” which is a bit of a pop song, but I thought Ronnie’s voice sounded very nice. And then I’d heard “Stargazer,” with Rainbow, and I thought Ronnie had done an unbelievably good piece of work. I love the song.

Dio: Of course I knew the singles [Black Sabbath] had—“Paranoid,” “Iron Man,” “War Pigs”—all these songs got played on the radio stations I was listening to. So I knew of the music, but I hadn’t rushed out and bought the albums and listened to Sabbath. It was a little bit foreign at the time for me. I think maybe because the music I was making certainly wasn’t that heavy. And I was involved perhaps in a lot more melodic writing, too.




Ronnie, did they ever play you any demo/studio recordings of versions they may have rehearsed with Ozzy?


Dio: I think a lot of the ideas they had were things that they had instrumentally put down as backing tracks. How many of them Ozzy did, I have no idea. I’m assuming none of them and that’s probably why Tony was a bit dissatisfied. I’m sure that some of those things were ideas they’d had, but didn’t come to fruition during the writing process [with Ozzy]. But of them, the only one that I’m definitely sure of is “Children of the Sea,” because it’s the first thing I heard and I know it was something that they had been working on. From there everything seemed like it was starting from scratch.

Butler:We’d had about five or six ideas already done that Ozzy hadn’t bothered to sing on. And as soon as we played them to Ronnie, he was able to come out with ideas straight away for them. It was just exactly what we were missing—somebody with enthusiasm. He was really into what we were doing and just felt like part of the band.




Since Ronnie’s voice and style are so distinctive, was there ever consideration as to how he would fit in with Black Sabbath?


Butler:Well, we didn’t even [initially] think about it being called Black Sabbath. Personally, I was hoping that we would come out with a total change from then on, because we’d always said if any one of the original [members] leaves, we’d change the name of the band. And I was all for changing the name of the band. Ronnie didn’t care one way or the other. But we owed Warner Bros. an album and Warner Bros. convinced us to do a Black Sabbath album.

Iommi: What we did originally was deal with what we had in front of us: making a really good album. Because if we didn’t do that, we weren’t going to be doing anything. So, that was our major thing, to do the album. We thought we’d deal with the rest when it comes. Ronnie’s such a totally different singer to Ozzy, of course, which was good in a lot of ways. I’d looked to find somebody with a different approach and a different voice. I think it was good to go with somebody different. And, of course, it was good for us for writing the music because it gave us somewhere else to go.

Dio: When you have to replace someone who’s been some kind of an icon, it can be very difficult. But knowing that Ozzy and I were completely different people, completely different artists, there was never, in my case, any [pressure] to be what he was or make this band anything other than what it became.




Ronnie, did you at the time consider the scrutiny you’d face when the album was ultimately released and you went out on tour?


Dio: It wasn’t like that for me; it never has been. It’s like, “Here’s a challenge, let’s have a go at this.” So, we just began songs and I wasn’t overwhelmed or overawed by any of that at all. It’s just not in my nature. For a start, I’d just gotten done playing with one of the greatest guitarists and musicians [Ritchie Blackmore] I’d ever known. Rainbow was huge, especially in Europe. I thought I was coming from a very good place.




When you began writing together in Bel Air, how involved was everyone in the process?


Iommi: We had a studio put onto the side of the house, in what was originally the garage, where we had all the gear set up. Inside the house we had a small set-up in one of the rooms, with little amps, and we used to sit in there with Ronnie and play fairly quietly with a little kit of drums. And we’d sort of jam around. We had a few ideas of riffs to play Ronnie from the off and that’s what we’d do. We’d play something and he’d sort of chip in and we’d build the song from around that. Like “Heaven and Hell,” that sort of came from nothing—just sitting in the house jamming along.

Dio: When the decision was made that Ozzy was not going to be in the band and I was, a few days after that, Geezer went back to England. So the writing process became myself and Tony, with Bill. Bill did have a few musical ideas, but Tony and I were certainly going in a different direction than Bill had been before.

Ward: I felt like I had less to do in the band as a helper, or as a lyricist, or wherever I could help—not only with drums. I tried to be helpful wherever I could. But Ronnie was very strong in the sense that when he got together with Tony, they were able to write very well together.

Butler: At first I was quite involved. We both were, me and Bill. Well, the whole band was, because we carried on the way we had always written. We jammed around, came up with some stuff and then we’d carried on with that idea. About three or four songs into it, I had some traumatic personal problems back in England and, on top of all the change with Ozzy [leaving], I had to get out of there to clear my mind. So I went back to England for a few months.



Did the new writing arrangement provide a spark of inspiration, because Heaven and Hell saw Sabbath go off in a whole new direction?


Iommi: Oh, absolutely. It opened me up more, because it pushed me more. It gave me a lot more opportunity to try different things because of the different way that Ronnie works with his vocals and also the way the writing had changed. Where with Ozzy we’d write a riff and Ozzy would sing the riff—like “Iron Man,” where he’d sing the sounds that I’m playing—but Ronnie’s approach was different. He wouldn’t sing so much over the riff; he would sing in separate places.

Dio: I always wanted to make music that was so incredibly heavy with a lot of melody in it. And what better place could you find to do that in than [a band] with Tony and Geezer and Bill? Especially with Tony, whose riffs are sometimes scary. [In Sabbath] you get this giant block of sound coming at you and space to do what you have to do. For me, it was the perfect scenario, absolutely perfect.




Did the addition of a vocalist who wrote all his own lyrics alter the chemistry of the band?


Butler: It was definitely a relief for me when Ronnie came in and could write lyrics because I was sick of writing lyrics at the time. And it was good to have expanded by bringing in keyboard player [Geoff Nicholls], as well, from the very start of writing. That sort of gave an extra dimension. It freed a lot of space up for me as a bass player.

Dio: It was always understood right from the get-go that I would write the lyrics. Geezer said, “Thank god you’ve got to do this now.” I think he was just so absolutely relieved that that was a chore that he didn’t have to deal with anymore.




Ronnie’s lyrics were a marked change from previous albums. Was that ever a concern with any of the original members?


Dio: I was never questioned about what I was going to write or what I did write. I questioned more than they. Sometimes I would say, “That’s a bit jolly, isn’t it?” But no, there was never a problem on that album, not one question at all.

Butler: No, not at all. He took [the lyrics] more in the fantasy theme, but the song “Heaven and Hell” was still very Sabbath. It wasn’t about falling in love or going down to the disco, or anything like that. It stayed on that same sort of mystical theme. I was more political, and he stayed away from politics. I always liked listening to Ronnie’s lyrics. They were so different than what I could do. 

Ward: Ronnie was a new energy that came into the picture. He came to the band with a very strong energy. He’s very direct. He knows what he likes to put together, which is very good. He’s very confident in that sense. I saw that whatever [Sabbath was], I saw [us] kind of moving away [from that] a bit. For me, there were some lyrics that were absolutely brilliant, and there were some lyrics that [I was] kind of like, “Oh, I can’t believe I’m participating in that.” That’s been a focal point for me throughout the years. I’ve always had a little bit of a red flag with some of the lyrical content that Ronnie uses. And I’m only saying that in the context of when I’m playing with him. It’s not a put-down on Ronnie.




Was there a conscious effort, or perhaps even subconscious, to make Sabbath Mk II a different beast to differentiate it from the Ozzy era?


Iommi: I think it becomes different because you bring somebody in with a different voice and a different look. Everything was different about Ronnie. It pushed us into a different look and sound altogether.

Butler departs to sort out his personal problems, leaving only two original Sabbath members, Ward and Iommi. Guitarist/keyboardist and fellow Brit, Geoff Nicholls of Quartz (a NWOBHM band Iommi had produced) is brought in and the band continues writing.




PART II: AND THEN THERE WERE TWO...





How did Geoff Nicholls, who became the band’s longtime keyboardist, get involved during the making of the album?


Iommi: [After Geezer left] we needed someone to come and play bass, but we didn’t want anybody coming in that we [didn’t] know, because it wasn’t a permanent situation bass-wise. We just wanted someone that would understand that and come in and just jam along with us.

Dio:Well, I think there’s a couple of things probably. I’m sure a lot of this was really traumatic for Tony, as his life had been turned upside down. He was starting over in a new band without a manager. It was a really volatile time for him. He was in L.A. and he needed some companionship as well. Someone who he was comfortable with, familiar with, who was also a musician, who might even be able to come and play a bit—play parts when Tony was soloing. Geoff was a really good guitar player, too—so much like Tony it was unbelievable. It really helped Tony a lot, and Geoff had a lot of ideas and he was very positive to the whole project, which made the rest of us feel positive as well.

Ward: Geoff Nicholls was very much a bonus, and very much a prominent part of Heaven and Hell. I don’t know whether he’s gotten any credit yet, but the guy needs to be credited. He was very much a big part at that point. He was there in the initial writing of the song “Heaven and Hell.”



So, did Geoff Nicholls play bass until Geezer came back?

Iommi: Actually we had somebody Ronnie played with before in Rainbow, [Craig Gruber]. He came in and played bass for a while and Geoff went on to play keyboards.

Dio: I had suggested [Craig] and he was in L.A. He came up and started to play with us. He obviously wasn’t Geezer, but he was a great bass player, so we decided we would use him for what we were going to do.




Did you have all the songs pretty well arranged and finished before going to Criteria Studio in Miami?


Iommi:We were still writing in Miami. “Die Young” came up in Miami and one or two others. It was an ongoing thing. When we moved from L.A. to Miami, we moved into a house and did the same thing [as in the Bel Air house] basically.

Dio: The [songs] were pretty well set by the time we got down there. I think we wrote a couple of tracks, or perhaps just one. But most of the things were [ready].



Why bring in producer Martin Birch after recent Sabbath albums had been selfproduced? 

Iommi: Ronnie had worked with Martin before and I thought it would be good to have somebody else to come in that [we] could work with. And it was a big relief for me, too, as with Geezer and the lyrics. I used to have to sit there to the death doing the producing side of it. I had no option; I was sort of pushed in the deep end. But once Martin came in, I could relieve myself a bit [of that responsibility] and sort of think about what I’m playing, instead of thinking about the other side as well.

Dio: I think it was actually Tony’s suggestion to call Martin. He just asked me, “What was Martin Birch like?” and I started going off on Martin. He’s a brilliant engineer, a great guy—the kind of person I knew they would love. But I wanted to make sure that I handled this all with kid gloves, because once you start bringing in all your own people, no matter how much you believe in them, it makes it look like you’re trying to take control, and god knows I’ve been accused of that enough times.



What kind of producer was Martin? Was he hands-on with everything and very heavily involved?


Iommi: Oh no. It would have been fairly difficult to come in and try to control this lot. [Laughs] At the same time, he could suggest stuff. It was like having another mind on it. We’d done all the arrangement side of it and I don’t remember him getting involved with that at all. He was more involved with the technical side and pushing you a bit: “Do another solo, or do this or do that.” It all seemed to flow very well. We all got on well and any ideas or advice, we welcomed. If he did have a suggestion, we would try it.

Dio: Martin is a brilliant engineer. That’s what he does. He’s not stupid musically, but he’s also smart enough to know that when it’s working, you don’t fix it. And it was working. You don’t tell people who have done this so well for so long how to change something that they’ve been busting their asses on. It just doesn’t work with this band.

Butler: Well, it was great to be able to sit in with somebody apart from the band and work on my sounds. Before that, we used to bore each other, all sitting in the studio waiting for each one of us to get our sounds and everything. So it was great to work with just one other person and not having like three or four people suggesting doing this and doing that.

Ward: I can just remember him laughing. I can’t remember anything else. 

This is where my part in this interview gets real rocky. I really was a real mess. 



PART III: THE DAMAGE DONE 

Already dealing with alcoholism and drug addiction, Bill Ward loses his mother during the making of Heaven and Hell, further continuing his descent. He continues on, but alcohol-induced blackouts virtually erase his memory of this time.



What were your recollections of how Bill performed in the studio?

Iommi: I think on Heaven and Hell, Bill was OK. Yes, he did have problems with drugs and alcohol, but I think playing-wise he was fine. He used to have his moments, of course, like any alcoholic, I suppose. But I thought he held it all together well.

Dio: Well, Bill was Bill. Bill has always been Bill, sober or not sober. He’s always been a really special person. He’s one of the sweetest guys on earth, such a caring person, big heart. He was always that. He had some problems with doing too many illicit things, so that’s the only Bill that I ever knew until [about] 10 years ago when I saw him again and realized that he was clean and sober. [During the recording] he was conscientious, he played really well on the album. When it came time to play, he didn’t mess around.

Butler: Ronnie was probably the straightest one, but we were all heavily into various substances at the time. Bill had the worst drinking problem. He used to do a lot of drink and drugs, but at least he could still function. He’d still be capable of playing his drums. So we didn’t give it that much notice, I suppose. It was just Bill; he’d been like that for years.

Ward: I don’t think I did a very good job. It’s not bad. Looking back and listening, there are a lot of areas where my energy did not function. I listen back to the sound and I know that I could have opened up my drums much wider and gotten better sounds, like I do now. I have to give all the credit to Tony, and my loyalty and respect to the man. Just his strength kept me going. There were a lot of times when he would give me the nod, you know, the famous nod, because there was a lot of times when I was just in blackouts. I didn’t know that I’d played on certain things. When I eventually got sobered up, which was three years later, I listened to Heaven and Hell, and, to this day, I cannot remember doing some of the songs. I can’t remember what studio it was. I can’t remember playing it at all. I have no memory.




At the time did you get the sense that Bill was unhappy with the direction or personnel?


Dio: I didn’t. I really, really didn’t get any idea about that. I don’t think he ever broached the subject. You know, he and Ozzy were very, very close and I’m sure [Ozzy being gone] was somewhat of a problem for him. It was a band that the four had created and suddenly there was an interloper in there. Luckily we got along very, very well. I can understand any feelings that he would have had that way, but he never broached them to me. He may have to Geezer or Tony, but never to me.

Iommi: Not at the time, no. [Ozzy’s departure] hit us all, because Ozzy was the only singer we’d had and it’s not something you’re all eager to get rid of. We all felt bad about it. We really didn’t have any choice. We couldn’t have carried on as the way it was—even Ozzy would admit that. Bill half-accepted that and I think later he thought about it, and I think he went through some different stages in his life as far as not liking the way it was going. But, at first, he certainly did. 

Ward: I really, really missed [Ozzy] and I didn’t know how much I missed him at the time. I had a mixture [of emotions]; it was both heaven and hell, really. I had a lot of mixed feelings, but I felt very transient myself. With Sabbath—the original band—I felt like that was my home, that’s where I belonged, that’s where I lived. And there was a change going on and I still felt very transient with it. I was trying to get used to everything. I didn’t realize that my addiction to alcohol and drugs was ripping me away from myself, let alone from the band. I didn’t even realize what was going on until much later, to be honest with you.



How much recording did the band do in Miami when Geezer was away?

Iommi: I can’t remember. We did a fair bit there, quite a bit there.

Dio: Everything was done in Miami except for “Neon Knights.”



Was Craig Gruber still playing bass then?

Dio:We started recording with Craig, and then, when Geezer came back, he put a whole different slant on those songs. It became something totally different, in such a positive, good way. When [Geezer] played the parts, they came so much more alive.



What was involved in getting Geezer back?

Iommi: You just have to let people sort out their personal problems. He had to sort them out himself and he needed the time to do that. When he was ready to come back, we had a phone call—I called him—and we got him back, which I was very glad about. We didn’t see carrying on too much without him. We knew he’d be back at some point.

Dio: Tony asked me what I thought and I said, “Absolutely, I think it’s very, very smart if we’re still going to be Black Sabbath. Obviously we’ll be a whole lot stronger with three-fourths of the band still intact.”

Butler: Tony and I kept in touch and I’d gotten myself sorted out and I said, “If you want me back, then I’ll come back.” Everybody wanted me back, so I came back over. They’d already recorded quite a bit of the songs in Miami and I just came in and completely redid all the bass on them.




Geezer, what were your impressions of hearing Heaven and Hell in the studio upon your return?


Butler: It was incredible. I loved it. It was the first time I’d ever heard a Sabbath album with fresh ears. As soon as I heard [the songs], I knew exactly what to do with them.



PART IV: BLACK SABBATH: THE NEXT GENERATION 

Before the album is completed, the band attempts to return to England for “tax purposes,” only to find that they have returned too soon. They quickly leave the country and decamp to the Channel Islands, where “Neon Knights” is written, and shortly thereafter recorded at Studio Ferber in Paris. Heaven and Hell is then mixed by Birch and the band in London at Town House Studios.



After it was mixed, but before it was released, was there any trepidation as to how the album would be received by longtime Sabbath fans?


Ward: I definitely know I had that fear. I didn’t know which way it was gonna turn. I didn’t know that it was a good album. I was concerned a little bit about the soft edge on it, coming from some of the vocals, some of the lyrics. I was just wondering how it might be received.

Iommi: I felt pretty confident with it, because I thought what we were doing was great and I just really hoped that the fans were going to stick by me. There’s always gonna be somebody who’s not going to like it as much. You’re gonna lose some and you’re gonna gain some, which is what happened. We gained a lot more people that ordinarily wouldn’t have listened to us in the past.

Dio: We knew that it was a good album, but there was some trepidation: What are [people] going to think about it being Black Sabbath without Ozzy? Like any artist who has just delivered a baby and has to chuck it out on the street and let it grow up really quickly, we were certainly concerned about what was going to happen to it.




What song or songs that you recorded for Heaven and Hell did you really feel distinguished this version of Sabbath from the Ozzy era?


Iommi: I thought “Heaven and Hell” itself was great. I like “Neon Knights”—a lot of them on that album.

Dio: “Heaven and Hell” without a doubt. That’s the bulwark of that album and it’s the title for a reason. That album is just packed with so many good songs. “Children of the Sea” is a great example of what people wanted to hear from that band at that point. “Lady Evil,” another one. “Die Young,” a great, great song that went in so many different directions. They’re all wonderful, but certainly those four stand out.

Ward: I loved “Heaven and Hell.” [It] was and still is a classic metal song. I thought that song was absolutely brilliant. I love that song.




The song “Heaven and Hell” feels iconic because it’s the title track and because it seems so particular to this lineup.


Iommi: Exactly, yeah. We would never have done it with Ozzy. It would have been a terribly different approach. It wouldn’t have worked like that. It was written as it was for those members. None of those songs would have worked with Ozzy.

Dio: It’s a big epic kind of song—something that you didn’t hear from Sabbath before—with a lot of melody in it and a lot of wonderful choral and orchestral changes inside of it. I think right away that divorced us from what had come before.





Ronnie has been quoted as saying that this is his favorite of all the albums he’s played on—how does it rate with you?


Iommi: Yeah, I think it’s a great album. It’s difficult for me to say if this is the best album or some other [Sabbath] album is the best. I think it’s a great album, I think Mob Rules is a great album as well.

Dio: It was the entire process. It took such a long time to get from writing “Children of the Sea” to fulfilling that ambition by releasing the album and having it be as good as it was, despite all the pitfalls. To me that will always be why this album was the best one for me. The songs to me are second nature; they’re great songs. If they weren’t, we wouldn’t be talking about this album.




Were you aware that Heaven and Hell was the first Sabbath album for a new generation of metal fans?


Dio: So many people of that generation have said, “That’s the Black Sabbath that I grew up with.” I think it was just at a very good, fortunate time. That album was released when a new generation of fans were coming along [who] embraced [it] for the good album that it was and didn’t make any judgments about it, like, “Where’s Ozzy?”

Iommi: Oh, absolutely. 90 percent of the bands out there mentioned that it was the first Sabbath album they got into. It certainly got people like David Grohl and Nirvana into those albums.

Butler: None of us knew that at the time, but today so many people have come up to us and said that they love the Heaven and Hell album and that era of Sabbath. It’s amazing.

Ward: One of the things I never realized about it until I started talking to guys in some of the newer bands like In Flames, is that they actually used Heaven and Hell as a sounding board, a jumping off place. They don’t really mention the years of Sabbath before that. But they certainly mention Heaven and Hell as being the early stuff that they listened to, and how influential it was in their music.





RAINBOW CONNECTION


Q&A with bassist Craig Gruber



Had Geezer Butler not opted to rejoin Black Sabbath in the middle of recording Heaven and Hell, Craig Gruber, a longtime friend and bandmate of Dio from his Elf and Rainbow days, would have been his replacement. We offered Gruber, who now crafts custom-made basses for his company Infinite Metal Werkz, the chance to share his brief experience in the band during the making of Heaven and Hell.

—Adem Tepedelen 



How did you find out Sabbath needed a bassist?

Craig Gruber: Ronnie had called me about it. At that point I wasn’t really enthused about it, because [Black Sabbath] hadn’t done well in a long time.



How did they audition you?

Gruber: We met and spent a day together at the [Bel Air] house. They had a studio set up in the garage, but we played in the house with the smaller [set-up]. They showed me a couple of songs and then we went out to the garage with the full gear and had a full blow. It was awesome. We locked right in. It felt right.



Did they at that point ask you to join?

Gruber: Tony was the first one to come forward and ask me to join the band based on how quickly I learned the music. I was a studio musician at the time, so you could show me something and I would play it right back to you. Tony and Ronnie offered me the position in the band as the bassist, and then we worked out a financial arrangement. I was paid from like the second week on. I was on a salary.



How far along were they in the writing process?

Gruber: When I came into the picture, I think there were about five songs already written. The first song they showed me was “Wishing Well” and the second song they showed me was “Children of the Sea” and we worked those up pretty fast.



How much recording did you do before Geezer returned?

Gruber: Tony, Bill and I went in and laid down the rhythm tracks. We had them really well rehearsed and we worked very, very well together. We were in there for two weeks, that I remember, and literally had five or six tracks down that we were gonna keep. Then we took a week off and I think that’s when Geezer had gotten back in contact with the band. I didn’t think he was going to be gone forever. I had no intention of staying with Black Sabbath forever; that was always Geezer’s position. I didn’t look at it like [I was] Geezer’s replacement. Anyway, we had a meeting and there was a discussion that Geezer may be interested in coming back. And then the recording stopped. They said, “There’s no sense going forward with the recording if Geezer’s going to come back.”






]>




PRECIOUS METAL 






[image: 9780306818066-text_ps_0027_001.jpg] 






CHAPTER 2
 A RARE GEM 

THE MAKING OF DIAMOND HEAD’S LIGHTNING TO THE NATIONS 



by Adem Tepedelen 


Release Date: 1980
Label: Happy Face
Summary: A NWOBHM/proto-thrash cornerstone
Induction Date: December 2007/Issue #33 



[image: 9780306818066-text_ps_0027_006.jpg] 

It’s a stretch to call Diamond Head’s 1980 debut, Lightning to the Nations, “extreme” metal. In their era, the über-influential New Wave of British Heavy Metal, Diamond Head—four teenage mates from Stourbridge, England—were well-respected practitioners of a burgeoning new form of metal that was brash, raw and relatively fast. But extreme? Hardly. Diamond Head are being inducted as much for their ultimate impact and influence as the quality of Lightning, a self-released effort which featured a meager original vinyl pressing of just 2,000 copies.

If metal’s Book of Genesis begins with the creation of Black Sabbath, who then begat (and still continue to) many other influential and important bands, Diamond Head—admitted Sabbath disciples themselves—begat a couple of bands, Metallica and Megadeth, that eventually became two of the major players in metal’s New Testament: the extreme era. And since it has been well established that Decibel won’t enshrine any of the first three Metallica albums in the Hall of Fame because bassist Cliff Burton isn’t alive to participate in the discussion, the importance of Diamond Head’s Lightning to the Nations—four of its seven songs having been recorded by Metallica—to the extreme metal pantheon becomes that much more crucial.

Further adding to the mystique of this nearly 30-year-old album is the fact that, despite the hype that surrounded the band when Lightning was released—they were being touted by the U.K. press as the next Led Zeppelin before they even had a record deal—Diamond Head ultimately sold very few records and were plagued by bad luck and ineffective management. In 1980, what seemed like the promising debut of an ambitious young band that was destined for great things ultimately turned out to be their most consistent and solid effort. Two subsequent major label releases on MCA—Borrowed Time and Canterbury, both now out of print—were scattered and probably overly ambitious, and by 1984, the original foursome of guitarist Brian Tatler, vocalist Sean Harris, bassist Colin Kimberley and drummer Duncan Scott had split up.

Lightning to the Nations, originally recorded in one week as simply a demo to get a record deal, however, remains the band’s finest moment and an essential proto-thrash classic.




People look back at the NWOBHM and connect the dots between all the bands that came from the U.K. during the late ’70s and early ’80s, but did you feel at the time like something special was happening?


Brian Tatler: I did think something special was happening. There were a lot of young bands around our age—19, 20, 21. I can remember when Def Leppard were on the front cover of Sounds. Once they got noticed and signed, that really gave us a kick start. We already thought we were good, but once another young band like Def Leppard got signed it gave us an even bigger boost. Growing up watching the gods like Led Zeppelin and Deep Purple, you kind of aspire to be like them, but you almost think, “I’ll never be that good and play to 100,000 people and have an album at the top of the charts.” But once Def Leppard got signed, it was almost like a light bulb went on and we thought that we could take [it] the whole way.

Duncan Scott: There were a lot of kids forming bands at that time, getting up there and giving it their all. I always kind of wondered what I was doing in Diamond Head. But I figured, if I can do this, any kid on the street can get up there and do [it].

Colin Kimberley: There was definitely a feeling of a movement. We’d had three or four years of punk rock and new wave in the late ’70s, and there was sort of a resurgence of bands like us who had grown up listening to metal, and we were sort of influenced by punk to an extent. But we still wanted to play heavy metal. There were a lot of bands coming up of the same age as us, doing the same thing. Perhaps it was manufactured by the music press, who like to create the idea that there’s a scene happening, but, yeah, we felt there was a movement at the time.

Sean Harris: We followed Def Leppard and Saxon early on and bought all the Samson, Witchfynde and Angelwitch singles. We’d get a hold of one and give it a listen. But although we felt a scene happening, I suppose, it was like part of the post-punk revolution going on. We thought we were more in the tradition of Sabbath, Priest, Zeppelin and Purple. We thought we were just a rock band. We did relate to what was going on, but we didn’t see ourselves as part of it.



Were there bands from that era you looked up to at all?

Tatler: I don’t think we were particularly inspired musically by the other bands from the NWOBHM. We were maybe looking to bands like Sabbath, Judas Priest, AC/DC.

Kimberley: The already established bands from the ’70s—Sabbath, Zeppelin, Deep Purple—that influenced us. Also more contemporary bands [at the time] like AC/DC, Judas Priest and UFO. We were big on all those at the time. 



What was happening musically in the area where you lived?

Tatler: There were other bands around our age that have all disappeared long ago. Witchfinder General were one of our main rivals. There was also Zeitgeist, Split Image, Effigy—we’d go check them out. We’d stand at the front with our arms folded and see if they’ve got any good riffs. Stourbridge did have probably half a dozen bands, but Diamond Head made it the biggest. We were the only band that signed to a major label and played odeons and things like that.




How old were you when Lightning was recorded?


Tatler: 19.

Scott: 19. We were just four kids that got togetheDeadworld illustrator Vincent Locke. r and said, “Let’s form a band.” And to actually come up with an album like that...

Kimberley: I was 20. The oldest at the time. I turned 20 in November 1979 and we recorded the album in March 1980.

Harris: 19. We didn’t know shit.




The songs on Lightning seem very well developed and complex for such a young band.


Tatler:We didn’t have a rule book for how to write a song. We just kind of went on instinct. We decided that if we wanted to have a song that’s nine minutes long like “Sucking My Love,” then nobody’s going to say—we didn’t have a manager at that point—“You can’t do that” or “You can’t put that on a single.” We’d just do these songs that felt right to us, and it didn’t matter if they had five verses or they changed time signatures or there was a little bit in the middle that was really tricky to play. We just kind of did what felt right. We were trying to do something new. There also did seem to be a race to be the fastest around that time. I can remember when I first heard “Exciter” by Judas Priest and thought, “Wow, that’s fast,” and we wrote “Helpless” not long after that. We thought we should write something as fast as [“Exciter”] or even faster if possible. We definitely wanted to write something that was the fastest.

Kimberley: Sean and Brian wrote all the songs, and originally our songs would be one guitar riff all the way through the song. We sort of realized that we needed to be a little bit more interesting than that. And I think we’ve probably taken the influence of Black Sabbath more than anybody. We also listened to bands like Rush as well, who were pretty complex. We just found [writing longer songs] interesting. Why just do a two-minute song, when you can do a seven-minute song with lots of changes in it? We didn’t have the musicianship or skills of a Rush or Led Zeppelin, so we sort of did it in our own crude way and, I suppose, came up with something that was original.

Harris: It was just what felt right at the time. The songs sort of followed the lyrics a lot of the time and I was usually dreaming, [laughs] so the song would sort of have to dream and evolve and weave. Which is what they did. They took a long time [to write], some of them.




How much recording had the band done before you recorded Lightning?


Harris: We’d done demo tapes at little four-track demo facility in Kidderminster. 

Tatler: We always did a lot of home recording. We did stuff in my bedroom, from pretty much when we started, with a cassette recorder. But in 1979 we went and did a proper demo at the four-track studio at a place in Kidderminster. That was like five pound an hour and we managed to record five songs in five hours, and we thought that was pretty efficient. We did that twice. We al- ready had “Am I Evil?,” “Shoot Out the Lights,” “The Prince” and “Helpless,” and probably did demo versions of those songs before anyone was actually interested in us. We probably paid for that ourselves. We were making demos and constantly trying to record songs and learn the art. I was as interested in learning how to write songs as much as anything else. We didn’t understand what production meant, but we knew we liked good songs and we had some great bands to influence us, so we wanted to be great if we could.




You’d already put out a couple of self-released singles in ’79 and ’80, so what was the impetus at this point to record an album? How did that come about?


Harris: I think it was originally to try and get an album deal. It was suggested to our manager at the time, Reg Fellows [who passed away at the age of 62 in 2005], by my mother, Linda, who was his secretary. Being a businessman, I think he thought, best to just do it ourselves. He either knew of, or had been in contact with, Muff Murphy, who was the owner of the Old Smithy Studio in Worcester. We’d done a few demos at that point, a few different things. And I think he just thought that they didn’t pay off really.

Tatler: They thought if we recorded [a] whole album, then [Reg] could go to the labels and say, “Here’s the album, do you want to sign the band?”

Kimberley: I think we thought that if the recording was good enough, a label may release it as it was. It would save the label from having to fork out loads of money for us to record an album. As it happens, it didn’t really work out like that. 



Who paid for the recording?

Kimberley: Reg put up all the money for that. I have no idea how much it must have cost.

Tatler: For some reason, the sum of 4,000 pounds has been bandied about a couple of times over the years.




After having previously just done demos in a small four-track facility, what was your impression of the 24-track Old Smithy?


Tatler: It was pretty impressive. It had big monitors that made everything sound fantastic. It was the first time I’d heard stereo guitars. I’d do the track and [engineer Paul Robins] would say, “Now do another track exactly the same.” When I heard it back panned left and right, I thought it sounded fantastic. I’d never heard anything like it in my life. So, that was the way forward for me.

Scott: I just found myself in this claustrophobic drum booth that was a bit like a big phone booth. I could just about get the kit in. You didn’t want to breathe too deeply because it seemed to be airtight and it was carpeted wall to wall. There was a little window to look out. I just remember it as being claustrophobic and scary, but I think at that time I was happy just to get the tracks down. It was a very strange situation to be in because my mum and dad always said that I had to get a proper job and to find myself in a studio actually recording an album was quite scary. There’s so much of it that I listen to now and go, “Oh, I’d never play that like that now.” I’ve always thought that things could have been played better on my part.

Kimberley: It was our first time in what I would say was a real recording studio, a decent-quality studio. It was exciting and certainly intimidating. You get to hear what you really sound like. There’s no chance to bluff your way through. 

Harris: I wasn’t intimidated by anything in those days. Not really. It was just really exciting. I didn’t feel any fear. It was just an opportunity to strut your stuff. 



Were the songs pretty well rehearsed?

Harris: Oh yeah. We didn’t have to write anything [in the studio]. The only thing we wrote was the backing for the solo in “Am I Evil?” We rehearsed all the time. Our manager had a factory and before that, Colin’s dad had a factory and we used to just go there every time. On the weekends we’d go to Colin’s dad’s factory and then, when Reg got involved, we’d go three nights a week. Because the songs kept having to be fine-tuned all the time and rearranged.

Scott: I think the rehearsals paid off. For however twee or unacceptable or whatever we are considered in certain places, we were well rehearsed. It’s easier when you go in to record your first album because you’ve been doing those numbers for so long—you have years to rehearse and 18 months on the road. So, you get into the studio and you know what you’re doing.




You were recording fairly complex and longer-than-average songs. Did this require multiple takes?


Tatler: Most of the stuff was done pretty much live. We didn’t require very many retakes. The drums, bass and guitar went down at the same time and I think we double-tracked the guitar and Sean would do the vocal. Even some of Sean’s vocals were done in one take. We didn’t spend a long time laboring over details.

Kimberley: There weren’t a lot of takes. We only had a week to do it. So it was pretty much just a case of going there and laying it down as quickly as we could.




Sean played rhythm guitar onstage in the early days. Did he also play on the album?


Tatler: I don’t remember. He used to play the intro to “Am I Evil?” [live] and then I would play the lead. On the album, I may have played both parts just for ease. It was always recognized that I was a better player, so he always left it up to me, I think.

Kimberley: I don’t think so. At the time he played guitar onstage a little bit, but my instinct is to say no, he didn’t play anything. He’s a pretty decent guitar player now, but at the time I don’t think he really played much.

Harris: We laid it down together. I used to play guitar in them days on all the early stuff. Brian probably overdubbed some of the stuff, but I’d be playing on “Am I Evil?” and “The Prince” and “Lightning to the Nations.” It was only later on that I dropped the guitar when I wanted to run around and be a rock star.



Did you only record the songs that ended up on the album, or were there leftovers?

Tatler:We just recorded those seven songs. There was nothing extra. We had written a lot of songs and it seemed to me that those seven songs were the best that we’d done up to that point.



So you recorded and mixed all seven songs in a week?

Kimberley:We actually went back and recorded “It’s Electric” again. I can’t remember if we recorded it [the first time] and didn’t like it, so we went back and did it again, or if we didn’t have time [in the first session]. But I seem to remember that we went back a couple of weeks later for one or two days. I think the production on it sounds a little bit different.




Your former manager Reg is listed as the producer on the reissues of Lightning. Was he actually involved with the recording?


Kimberley: He was a businessman, so he’d be running his business during the day and then coming down in the evenings, or whenever he could get time. He certainly wasn’t involved musically.



How involved was the engineer, Paul Robins, in the production?

Tatler: He would get the drum sound and mix it and stuff like that. I don’t remember him being that creative.

Kimberley: He was a very laid-back guy and I don’t think he was particularly into heavy metal. Some of the time I can definitely recall him sitting back and reading the newspaper while we were playing. In all fairness to him, we didn’t really know what we were doing in the studio. He probably added more to it than we remember. He did come up with suggestions and ideas.




“Am I Evil?” is the song from this album that most people know, thanks in no small part to Metallica’s version. What are your recollections of writing and recording it?


Tatler: That song’s got fabulous dynamics. Something I’ve realized over the years—it’s very hard to write songs with dynamics like that. Even now I don’t really know how to do it. It’s just something that came naturally at the time. It’s just something that occurred back then and we managed to record it. Somebody once said to me, “What you ought to do is write another 10 ‘Am I Evil?’s.” And I thought, that’s easy for you to say. I simply can’t rewrite “Am I Evil?” You can take it apart and put it back together, but it’s what it is and you’ve just got to leave it be. There’s magic occasionally in the air. And the bit in the solo when I finally worked out the finger-tapping bit and how the track moved underneath it, going from A to F to A-sharp to F-sharp and back to B, was [written] in the studio. Probably with Paul Robins’ help, if I remember correctly. I was probably still messing with that solo right up until we recorded the actual track. I was so proud of that solo, and I still am. I play it exactly the same now as I did then.

Scott: Brian came up with the [main] riff; at the same time I was sitting at home listening to some Black Sabbath, and I noticed the way that Bill Ward played a riff back to front and then switched it back into time and then turned it back to front again. We kind of put those two things together. I think it’s just by chance that my idea and Brian’s worked together like that. And what a gift, getting Metallica to pick up on that.

Kimberley: It’s one of the few tracks I specifically remember recording. The bass was slightly out of tune when we first recorded it, so I needed to redo it. I distinctly remember sitting in the control room with the bass plugged into the mixing desk, and I played it all the way through in one take, which was quite a feat, I thought.

Harris: It’s such a benchmark. I still think for what it is, there ain’t many songs better. The lyric is amazingly demonic, isn’t it? It’s probably a bit like the “Stairway to Heaven” thing. Somebody on your shoulder telling you what to write.



Was “Am I Evil?” written in one session or did it evolve?

Kimberley: I can think of various different versions that we did, even after the album had been released. We probably even changed it slightly then.

Harris: It [originally] had a different introduction and different parts. It wasn’t really until the lyric was done that it took real shape. It took about a year before we put the “Mars” intro on there. We had this awful intro for a while. It was really bad. We were sort of peddling that for six months until we realized how shit it was.

Tatler: I don’t know why I thought of [using Gustav Holst’s “Mars” as an intro]. I just thought it would make a great start. It’s dramatic. It draws you in. 



Did Sean write all of the lyrics? There seems to be a difference between songs that are more fantasy-based, like “Am I Evil?,” and those that have more typical rock ’n’ roll subject matter.


Tatler: He did write all the lyrics. “It’s Electric” is the oldest song on the album. That was maybe where he was at in his head at that time, maybe ’78 or something. Some of the early songs, he was thinking about being a rock star and being onstage. A lot of the lyrics seem to be about that. And then later songs like “Lightning to the Nations,” he started to discover sci-fi, at the end of ’79.

Harris: Yeah, I wrote the lyrics. It was about arriving, you know. Being something, hopefully something sparkling, something new. The fantasy aspect was just sort of trying to reach beyond. I used to like Ronnie James Dio’s fantasy lyrics, thought they were quite cool. And Milton, stuff like that. It’s the two sides of me, I suppose, battling it out for supremacy! [Laughs] 



Did it this “demo album,” once it was finished, then get shopped around to labels?

Harris: As far as I’m aware, yes. But for some reason, we had lukewarm receptions to it. I don’t think they got it. When we spoke to people, they always seemed to want to make us something that we weren’t. There was always somebody that seemed to want to meddle.

Tatler: [Our management] just made some acetates to take around to record labels, but nobody was biting. Nobody was particularly interested. They didn’t see the potential in it.

Kimberley: Possibly it wasn’t being presented to the [labels] in a professional way. In a way that they wanted to be approached. Partly they maybe just didn’t get it. With hindsight, it’s easy to look back and say, “Yeah, it’s a classic album,” but at the time it was just another New Wave of British Heavy Metal album. Some new band was coming out with a new album every week. But record companies weren’t in tune with what was going on in the grassroots heavy metal scene. It wasn’t a scene that was that popular with the music business. A lot of this was sort of dealt with by management, so we didn’t have direct dealings with the labels. Certainly [management] would be saying such-and-such a label is interested, or we’ve heard so-and-so is interested, but it never seemed to lead to anything. It was very frustrating. I can’t put my finger on what the problem was, whether we were too amateurish or not good enough, or they didn’t like the music. It baffles me to this day, really.



So, without any serious interest from a major label, you just decided to self-release it? 

Tatler: Because we were gigging a lot, it was decided that we’d press a thousand copies and sell them at gigs and through mail order. There was an ad in Sounds that ran for four weeks. [Our mail order] was run out of Sean’s house. 

Lars Ulrich ordered one. That’s how he got his. 



Was it common to self-release an album on your own label at the time? 

Tatler: We’d just had punk rock, which was kind of “do it yourself, back to basics,” but it wasn’t common for [NWOBHM] bands to do their own album. A lot of bands did their own singles. I don’t know why we did it; I think it was just because we had the opportunity to. It probably wasn’t going to cost much. There was no artwork or anything to pay for. Just press a thousand copies, sell them at gigs and Bob’s your uncle. We sold all of the first thousand and then printed another thousand, this time with a printed label on, so it actually identified the songs. 

Kimberley: There were other bands that were releasing stuff on their own labels. Mainly singles, more than albums. This is something that came from the punk rock movement. Suddenly you didn’t have to have a major label to go out and record a single or an album and have it pressed yourself and promote it yourself. This was very much the “do it yourself ” attitude. Get off your ass and do it, rather than wait for some record label to do it for you. It was definitely the attitude at the time.




The fact that it had absolutely no info on the plain white sleeve—just the band’s signatures—probably added to the mystique.


Harris: I agree. We didn’t intend to do that. It was a budget thing. The fans were allowed to interpret it. It was open to interpretation—like a book without a cover. I think that worked toward the mystique.

Kimberley: I think that’s true. But if it hadn’t been for Metallica, it might have disappeared into obscurity. Nobody might ever have heard of it, apart from the people who were there at the time.



How quickly did you sell through the first pressing of a thousand?

Tatler: Not long, I don’t think. Maybe a few months. Something like that.



What was the critical reaction at the time?

Harris: That was great. Paul Suter’s review [in Sounds] was pretty good. And the public loved it. We were sort of a bit overawed by it; we didn’t realize what we had. Because we were ambitious, we were always looking ahead instead of looking behind. We’d lit the fuse and it was burning.

Tatler: I can only remember Sounds reviewing it. It was a pretty good review as a whole. We sent one off to Geoff Barton [at Sounds] and he loved it, especially “Am I Evil?” On the whole, it was very well received. The fans thought it was great. We thought it was great. We just had trouble convincing the record labels to sign us. I think there was a couple of labels interested, but they wanted to make changes and they wanted to do a single deal or two singles. We didn’t want to do singles. We wanted to be like Zeppelin and not do singles and just be a big album band. We were sort of forced into doing singles. It never really felt natural.

Kimberley: We always got very positive press, actually. There were a few writers that latched onto us. It always frustrated us, in that respect, that it took us so long to get a record deal.

Scott: I was the member of the band that, when the criticisms came out, was always getting the barracking. There was a time when I was sort of labeled the weakest link. Which I can understand listening back. I accept their criticism. I just wasn’t a studio drummer. I liked it out there live, giving it hell and delivering the goods.




When you started getting the Led Zeppelin comparisons at the time, did that put extra pressure on the band?


Harris: It wasn’t good. It seemed for some reason that we were being hyped. It didn’t feel too good at the time. People always wanted to typecast you, even back then.

Tatler: Unfortunately, we didn’t live up to that expectation. That’s a bit of a high yardstick, isn’t it? We were flattered that journalists thought that highly of us, but I couldn’t see [the comparisons] myself. We might have been good, but I didn’t think we were going to eclipse Led Zeppelin’s legacy.




Explain the situation with Woolfe Records, who released Lightning in Germany. Was this authorized by the band?


Kimberley: I think that came out in 1980 or ’81, pretty much contemporary with the original release. It did have a cover, with a really cheap photograph of a map on fire. That was certainly one of the first versions of the album that came out.

Tatler: As far as I know, our manager just sent the tape off to this guy in Germany who ran Woolfe Records. And we never saw them again. They just disappeared. And, according to Reg, he never received any royalties or statements or anything. It was a bit of strange move, if you asked me.




Who first started referring to this record in a plain white sleeve as Lightning to the Nations


Tatler: I think it was originally known as Lightning to the Nations, but it was also known as the White Album, as well, because it was just in a white cardboard sleeve. I think on the second pressing it said Lightning to the Nations.

Kimberley: If it was picked up by a label and released properly, it was going to be called Lightning to the Nations. That was always the intention. And then afterwards it got referred to either as Lightning to the Nations or the White Label Album. I tend to refer to it as the “demo album” a lot, as well, because it was a demo album. That’s what it was meant to be: a demo for the record companies. 

Harris: I think the title came about when Reg had interest from Woolfe Records. He did this dodgy deal, one of many dodgy deals. They sort of needed a title for it. I think Lightning to the Nations sort of summed up what it was about. It was about arriving like a bolt out of the blue. I think that’s how it got the title.




Why has Lightning been so sporadically in and out of print and in so many different configurations?


Tatler: I don’t know really. If Diamond Head had been properly managed and not dropped by MCA, it could have stayed in circulation. Or it could have been licensed properly. Once Reg was [no longer managing Diamond Head], it was probably his decision to recoup some of the money he initially put into the band. So he was just doing any deal he could and it ended up on small labels like FM Revolver, Metal Blade. Any deal he could get around the world, it seemed like he would do a version of that album, with maybe a different title. It’s come out as Am I Evil?, To Heaven From Hell, Behold the Beginning, all with different covers. It wasn’t our property, so we couldn’t look after it and give it the care that a band deserves. It was just licensed to whomever wanted it. We used to go around [to Reg] and say, “We want that album.” But he would say, “Well, I paid for it, it’s mine.” And once you look into copyright law, it says that if you pay for the recording, you own it. It seemed weird that we’d done all the work and wrote the songs and recorded it, but because he paid for it, he owned. But that’s the way of the world.

Kimberley: I don’t feel too happy about it. It’s been very exploitative. Lots of little record labels that I’ve never heard of are releasing the album almost on a continual basis. We’ve never been consulted about it and I think it’s a great shame. There’s one or two that were done a little better than others—with sleeve notes and stuff—but I generally feel pretty pissed off about it. It’s pretty sad, really, when you think that there are other people making money off of it that had nothing to do and weren’t there at the time, who don’t respect it or anything. It sours it all a little bit.

Harris: It was who owns the rights. There was some sort of thing going on with Woolfe Records, who says he’s got the rights. Between him and Reg, they’d conjured up all these different ways of exploiting it. And, of course, other people have seen the loopholes and exploited it as well. We weren’t very good at our business in the early days. It’s been a shame, because it’s taken the shine off it. 



Behold the Beginning [Metal Blade, 1987] was one of the first reissues of Lightning, and it was critically hammered for its altered sound. What happened with that?


Kimberley: I think Brian worked on that remixing it. I can’t remember how different the mixes are, to be honest. When these things come out, even if I’m given one, I tend to not listen to them.

Tatler: Because Reg had sent off the quarter-inch masters to Woolfe Records and never got them back, it was decided that we would remix the 24-track album at the Old Smithy and put it out as Behold the Beginning. So, I went along to try and keep my eye on it. But it kind of got messed around with, rather than trying to make it exactly the same as the original. It was almost like we were trying to make it better than the original. So a few little things were done to it. And it does to me sound a bit naff. In a way, I wish we hadn’t done that, because the tapes did come back eventually. Lars Ulrich tracked them down. He got someone at Phonogram Records in Germany to knock on the guy’s door and get the tapes off him, and they eventually found their way back to me. I’ve got the tapes now. The original survived and it’s still in existence. It’s just that back then in 1985, Reg thought that the tapes had been lost forever and that it would be a good idea to remix the originals—soup them up a bit. But, of course, people don’t want that. It would be like remixing the first Metallica album. It wouldn’t be right, would it?



Have you been happy at all with any of the reissues?

Harris: They’ve all been messed with. I’m not quite sure what I’m listening to these days.

Are you ever consulted with the new versions?

Kimberley: No. It’s just a case of whoever’s got the tapes. I never know if it’s the ex-manager who’s got the tapes simply relicensing them. Who does it? I have no idea. Who makes the money from it? I don’t know.




Is it strange that an album that initially had such a limited release has ultimately had such a huge impact?


Harris: You stop thinking about it as the “demo album” and you start thinking of it as a precursor to something else. And you get to realize that it was what it was. A fuse had been lit. Over time you learn to appreciate what you were doing. The sheer raw energy, enthusiasm—it was just on fire.

Kimberley: We didn’t realize at the time that if we’d have churned out albums similar to this one that it would have been a great thing. Thrash metal didn’t exist at the time and we didn’t feel that we’d created a new sort of style of heavy metal; it was just sort of the best album we could do at the time. [Later] we just wanted to do what we thought of as being better albums. We kind of moved away from [Lightning]. Many of the songs on the album we stopped doing live because we were sort of bored with them. It’s only with hindsight that it’s been regarded as a classic album. We look back on it with an understanding of how influential it was, but it’s weird being influential on other bands without having sold millions of copies of the record. It’s very surreal.




The story goes that a young Lars Ulrich—pre Metallica—was so impressed with the copy of Lightning he ordered from you that he flew to England to hang out with the band in 1981. What did you think of him at the time?


Harris: We thought he was a weirdo, of course. [Laughs] But he was nice enough. He got on with us all. He stayed here for a week at the foot of my bed, playing “It’s Electric” every night, keeping us up. It was that sort of thing that made us realize that maybe we had done something a little bit extraordinary.




When were you first aware that he was in a band that was heavily influenced by Diamond Head?


Harris: I don’t remember anything much until he sent us a copy of the “Creeping Death” single. He used to keep us informed by sending us stuff. I did have a word with his management once when they wanted to cover the songs. They had to get permission to do the lyrics and stuff.

Tatler: He sent me the “Creeping Death” EP in ’84, but it was only on Music for Nations Records and I presumed at the time that they were still quite a small band. They were part of the thrash movement. I probably still looked down on them and thought, “They’re coming along, they’ve made a record; I’m flattered that they covered one of our songs.” But the penny hadn’t dropped that they were gonna conquer the world.

Kimberley: I remember seeing Brian after I’d left Diamond Head in maybe 1983 or ’84 and he said, “Hey, do you remember Lars Ulrich, who came over? He’s in a band and they’ve recorded ‘Am I Evil?’” When Lars came over and stayed with Brian and Sean and came to a few gigs, I never remember him mentioning that he played drums or was in a band.



What did you think of their version of “Am I Evil?”?

Harris: I thought it seemed quite different than what we were doing. I always thought our version was better. It seemed like they were taking what we were doing and inventing something new from it.

Kimberley: I thought it was pretty cool. It was quite flattering. I heard stories secondhand that much of their set in the early days consisted of Diamond Head songs. It’s weird to think of a band in California playing these songs that we’d been playing to an audience that didn’t know who Diamond Head was, but just got off on the songs because they were good songs. It’s quite nice, really.




When you first heard their originals, did you hear your influence? What specifically did you hear that you thought they got from Diamond Head?


Harris: I can hear it on the albums. It shows in the arrangements. They go under the skin of what we did. There’s a lot of it in there. There’s even a bit of me in there at times. They just kind of turned some of our riffs upside down, stuff like that.

Tatler: I think bits of it were obvious. “Seek and Destroy” was a little bit like “Dead Reckoning” or “Sucking My Love.” But it didn’t annoy me or anything. I knew they were influenced by Diamond Head, so I presumed they might sound a little bit like us. But James was such a different singer than Sean that they didn’t really sound that much like us anyway, because they didn’t have that kind of vocal. It was much more aggressive and angry, and less melodic. They sounded tight and powerful, but they seemed to lack the melody that we had at that stage. 

Scott: I’m very, very flattered that [Lars has] said that I was his favorite drummer. When he came over and visited, he used to come to the rehearsals and songwriting sessions and that. So I think that’s perhaps where our songwriting style rubbed off on him.

Kimberley: I don’t think we can take all the credit for who Metallica are. Probably my favorite Metallica track is “Master of Puppets” and I’ve always thought of that as their “Am I Evil?” to an extent. I don’t know if anyone else would think that, but I sort of feel an influence there. If I see early photographs of Metallica, they almost even look like Diamond Head with their Flying V guitars and the hairstyles. Apart from the fact that they’ve covered so many songs, the influence is undeniable.




After Garage Inc. came out in 1998 with the four Diamond Head covers, that must have been pretty amazing.


Scott: I was flattered. It was very complimentary. It was quite a tribute to have a band of that size actually covering our numbers. It was very strange. One minute he was this little guy from America taking up all of my legroom in the back of the car on a way to a gig, and then, years later, he’s a multi-millionaire. Metallica has been very much a life-support system for Diamond Head. They’ve kept Diamond Head in the press for all those years Diamond Head was gone. 

Harris: They couldn’t have paid us a bigger compliment. They got it and they were carrying on and giving us the legacy that we deserved. I thought that was amazing. They were giants by then. It was good to be remembered in the right way. 




Does it bother you, though, that a lot of younger metal fans simply know you as the band that influenced Metallica?



Tatler: We influenced them and you can’t get away from that. We didn’t sell that many records in our day, whereas they have. We’re always going to be tied in as an influence on Metallica. You never see a write-up on Diamond Head without Metallica being mentioned; it’s the hook line. You can’t get away from it.

Kimberley: If it hadn’t been for Metallica, and Megadeth to a lesser extent after them, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. We would have just been another band that was around 20-odd years ago who disappeared, and that would be the end of it. I think it’s cool that [Lightning] is still remembered. If nothing else, we have the satisfaction of knowing we did something that’s lasted and people still enjoy. I’d rather it was remembered in some way than being buried and forgotten.
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Of all the classic albums inducted into Decibel ’s Hall of Fame thus far, none has had a greater influence on the death metal and black metal that succeeded it than Celtic Frost’s Morbid Tales. Recorded and mixed in a single week in October 1984 at Caet Studio in West Berlin, Germany, during the waning years of the Cold War, the album was the work of vocalist/guitarist Tom Gabriel Fischer (a.k.a. Tom G. Warrior), bassist Martin Eric Stricker (a.k.a. Martin Eric Ain) and session drummer Stephen Priestly, all three of whom had done time in the Swiss proto-black/death outfit Hellhammer. Within days of Hellhammer’s self-induced demise, Warrior and Ain formed Celtic Frost 
31 and immediately plotted the musical and aesthetic trajectory for the fledgling band’s first three albums. Produced by Horst Müller (who had also engineered Hellhammer’s Apocalyptic Raids EP), Frost’s debut featured such merciless classics as “Procreation (of the Wicked)” (later covered by both Sepultura and Enslaved), “Into the Crypts of Rays” (later covered by Marduk, the song detailed the sordid exploits of serial child murderer/rapist Gilles de Rais, who also fought alongside Joan of Arc in the Hundred Years’ War), and “Nocturnal Fear” (a Lovecraftian night-terror later covered by Dimmu Borgir, the song’s lyrics were perhaps influential on the likes of future Swedish goth-mongers Tiamat and Morbid Angel guitarist George Emmanuel III). With the Celtic Frost poweraxis of Warrior and Ain reunited and storming stages with a combination of new and vintage extremities, we figure it’s about fucking time we gave Morbid Tales some props.





How did you make the transition from Hellhammer to Celtic Frost?

Martin Ain: When Hellhammer started out, it was pretty much a local project with people who had just started to play their instruments. It wasn’t a real band with skilled musicians. When I joined for the Satanic Rites demo, I was 15, and the lineup was always changing. It’s not like we were known for our skilled musicianship or accomplished songwriting, but we were working hard. We were working like five days a week on our music, rehearsing our asses off to get to a point where we could master our instruments and get out of them what we wanted to. When we did the Apocalyptic Raids album, we realized that we were sort of stuck with the abysmal name we had made for ourselves as musicians with the first couple demos. This was very much in the tape-trading days, when thrash metal became popular through tape-trading, which was an underground thing. We realized that if we wanted to be taken seriously, it would probably be helpful if we used a different name, because a lot of people were like, “Oh, it’s Hellhammer—they can’t play.” We wanted to disassociate ourselves from that. 

The other reason was that the black metal scene was rising at that time with Venom’s Welcome to Hell and Black Metal, and there were a lot of die-hard fanatics jumping on the bandwagon who didn’t have a clue about Satanism, but they were completely dedicated. They were you know, “totally evil,” so that was something that bothered us. And other bands that were using the term “Satan” or had evil-sounding album titles because that’s what was selling at the time, like Mötley Crüe’s Shout at the Devil, for example. They were about as Satanic as Stryper was Christian. It just seemed like an American showbiz thing to us. So we disbanded Hellhammer and formed Celtic Frost.

Stephen Priestly: It couldn’t go any further with Hellhammer, music-wise. To be honest, none of us could really play an instrument. [Laughs] That’s the truth. Martin and I had a band before called Schizo, and we didn’t have any instruments at all. We were just like a poser band, looking as hard and as aggressive as possible. We made pictures before we could even play instruments. I only started playing drums about a year before we recorded Morbid Tales. On “Into the Crypts of Rays,” I had the double-bass thing, and I worked my ass off to be able to do that. As you can hear at the end, I have some problems at the end with the timing, and that’s just because I couldn’t play at all back then. Even Tom, he had a wah-wah pedal, and that was the way he made his guitar solos. We couldn’t really play—it was more about the image. I was 17, just a kid, and back then, I was more into music like Journey and Boston and stuff like that—even though I liked Venom and all this New Wave of British Heavy Metal stuff a lot. And as you can hear on the record, it was definitely influenced by bands like Venom and Cirith Ungol. Tom went to London and came back with some records, some of that British heavy metal stuff, including the very first Def Leppard seven-inch and the very first Venom single—and said he wanted to do something like that, but even heavier. He wanted it to be the most brutal stuff people had ever heard. When he played me the first demos from Celtic Frost, I was blown away, so we made the first songs, like “Into the Crypts of Rays” and stuff like that. The amazing thing was that Martin and Tom had the vision for the first three records already in their minds. They knew exactly what they wanted to do, and to be honest, I was just a drummer—even on the record sleeve, it says “session drummer.” I couldn’t do anything to put myself into it, because it was their vision.

Tom Warrior: To this day, people say that Celtic Frost was just Hellhammer renamed, but this is not true. Every detail about Celtic Frost was different. Martin and I were so shocked at how the Hellhammer EP came out and, given our ambitions to become better musicians, we knew there was a lack of quality in the vehicle called Hellhammer. The night we formed Celtic Frost, we approached everything differently than the band Hellhammer had done, and we set out to form a new band in accordance with these targets we had set. So it was much more complex than two guys just changing the band name. We really wanted to form a different band. Hellhammer was all about extremity; Celtic Frost only had extremity as a basis. Our ambitions had outrun Hellhammer—we wanted to be able to do whatever came into our minds. We wrote down all the things we hated about Hellhammer and changed everything around.




The approach of Hellhammer and early Celtic Frost was similar to that of punk rock. Were you listening to much punk music at the time?


Warrior: I loathed those bands, to be quite honest. There was only a very small group of punk bands that I had respect for at the time—for example, Discharge, which to me, was a revolution, much like Venom. When I heard the first two Discharge records, I was blown away. I was just starting to play an instrument and I had no idea that you could go so far. Discharge totally opened my eyes. And to me, they were unlike other punk bands—they sounded more like metal. But I’m a music lover, and at that time, punk was extremely raw as far as songwriting was concerned, and I always missed the music component in punk. Metal at least had a melody and a song structure—a lot of the punk at that time didn’t have any melody. Although early Celtic Frost has been compared to punk many times, I personally was not into punk at all.



How did you choose your stage name?

Ain: Yes, my real name is not Martin Eric Ain; it’s Martin Eric Stricker. In Hellhammer, I wasn’t only Martin Eric Ain; I was also “Slayed Necros.” Tom was not only “Tom G. Warrior”; he was “Satanic Slaughter.” We dropped those names because we started to think of them as ludicrous, but to pick up such a name in the first place was of course trying to become a different personality than we were in daily life. The name Martin Eric Stricker was defined and chosen by my parents, my family, and this was exactly what I was trying to get away from. At the time, I was starting to read about occultism, religion, philosophy and systems of practical magic, like the Golden Dawn as taught by Aleister Crowley. I also came across Kabbalah, a form of Jewish mysticism that deals with how to decipher the Bible through numerology. And of course, the Hebrew alphabet is different than the Western alphabet; every letter can be a word in itself, or can change its meaning, but every letter has a number to it. So the way the letters are used, they have different numbers and different meanings. This was used to make sense out of the word of God, the Torah, and the Pentateuch, the word of God given to Moses. I realized that the numerological meaning to “Ain” was zero—it didn’t have a clearly defined meaning, and zero could mean everything as a whole, as a circle, or as something that has been accomplished, but at the same time it could also mean that something has been nullified—and I really liked that, because you couldn’t put a proper meaning to it. It was exactly what I was looking for—something that I could put myself into and make into my own, rather than a name predefined by somebody else.

Warrior: The night Steve Warrior and I formed Hellhammer, we were on one of our typical nightly hikes through the forest in the farmlands surrounding the city of Zurich. We used to spend all night hiking the forest together hatching out plans. We already knew we were going to call the band Hellhammer, and we wanted to have radical names. We were basically kids, so we didn’t have much self-confidence because we hadn’t achieved anything yet in our lives. We felt embarrassed about our last names; we thought we couldn’t possibly play radical music with household Swiss names. Bands like Venom had adopted radical stage names, so we thought we had to do that to in order to be fully radical. Steve Warrior’s English teacher’s name was actually Warrior, and we thought it was such a great last name that we both adopted it.




What do you remember most about the recording sessions for Morbid Tales? 


Priestly: We had no money at all. We were driving from Switzerland to Berlin in a green, loaned VW bus with all our stuff in it—the drum kit, the Marshall stacks, the whole thing. I guess it was Martin, Tom, me and Rick “Lights,” the driver. Back then, East Germany was still the DDR [Deutsche Demokrat-ische Republik], and you had to drive through the Wall to get to Berlin, which was a strange feeling. When we got there, we recorded and mixed the whole album within a week. I remember that the studio was very small, with very cheap equipment and the record company was a pain in the ass. They would come down, like, “What sound is that? You can’t do that like that.” As you know, we had this horror song on the album called “Danse Macabre,” and they said, “No way—you can’t do that! It’s not a song!” But that was actually the most fun song to do on the whole record. [Laughs] That’s about all I remember. As you know, it was a long time ago. The whole thing happened so fast. They made the Hellhammer record with Bruce Day on drums and within half a year, we recorded the first Celtic Frost record.

Warrior: It was a very difficult and liberating time all at once. It was difficult because the only proper record we had, not counting demos, was of course the Hellhammer EP, which had been ripped apart in the media at the time. Hellhammer was nowhere near the myth it is now—the band was loathed by the media and the record company as well. They told us that we could not ever record anything like that again. So we knew we had to prove ourselves once and for all with Celtic Frost, or that would be it. Nobody would give us a third chance. It was already a miracle that they gave us a chance with Celtic Frost after the Hellhammer EP. At the same time, we were aware that we had made a huge jump forward as far as songwriting. We knew this was a completely new project, which filled us with optimism and tons of energy. Above everything was the lack of funding—we had only six days to record and mix the whole album. 

Ain: I remember we had about four days to record Apocalyptic Raids, but for Morbid Tales we had an entire week, so we were like, “Wow!” We went to the same studio in Berlin that we had recorded Apocalyptic Raids in, with the same engineer who knew our basic approach to music at that point, which made it easier. We were well prepared, because we had really analyzed the recording process and the mistakes we had made with Apocalyptic Raids.We already had the first three Celtic albums worked out by that point—what they would be called, what they would be about, even a couple of the songs. We even already knew that we would have the rights to the Giger painting for the cover of To Mega Therion.




What was it like being in Berlin while half the city—and half of Germany—was under Communist rule?


Warrior: We were in West Berlin; there was of course the wall dividing Berlin at the time. In order to get there from Switzerland, you had to drive through what was Communist East Germany, the DDR. It was just like you’ve seen in the Cold War movies—there were guards with machine guns, Russian tanks, barbed wire—and they would take your passport for like 20 minutes and scrutinize them. We had already done that trip by train when we did the Hellhammer EP, but we drove in a van for Morbid Tales. It was a fitting background for what we were doing, I think, because it was very unreal and very serious. In the early ’80s, everybody talked about the possibility of nuclear war between East and West, and we were in that scenario. If war broke out, the part of the earth we were in would be obliterated. We could actually see the Wall from the studio, and if you turned on the radio, you could hear Russian broadcasts. It’s a scenario that’s hard to imagine nowadays, but it was very real and very intimidating at the time. West Berlin was an island in the middle of East Germany, and in that little island is where we recorded this album.

Ain: It was a completely different place than it is right now. At that time, Berlin was a one-of-a-kind place. You couldn’t compare it to anywhere else in the world. We already knew the experience of traveling through Eastern Germany—which was basically a military dictatorship—when we recorded Apocalyptic Raids. Every time I went to Berlin in those days was a unique experience. Everything was open 24 hours, there was a big underground and alternative art and music scene—Einstürzende Neubauten was basically starting their career at that time. And I think some of that stuff sort of inspired us later on for Into the Pandemonium. But of course, the most intense experience we had in Berlin was during the recording of Vanity/Nemesis, because we were actually there when the Wall came down and the Iron Curtain fell in 1989. History was literally happening—you could grasp the feeling in the air. It was an entire nation in euphoria, and the whole world realizing that the Cold War was basically over.
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