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Praise for When Giants Walked the Earth


‘So this is the big one: a fat, juicy biography of the biggest band ever . . .Mick Wall, the veteran rock journalist, lays it all bare in a book that can only be described as definitive.’


Daily Telegraph


‘As well as being the most complete account yet of a great British rock band, When Giants Walked the Earth is, as its name implies, a document of a bygone age. . . . Wall has done his subject proud.’


The Sunday Times


‘That Wall can add so much fresh detail to the Led Zep story is in itself an extraordinary achievement. That he manages to humanise these planet-striding giants while doing so puts this book into the definitive category’


Classic Rock magazine


‘It deftly strikes the balance between lofty authority and finding a way to get inside the heads of its subjects’


Guardian


‘The very best and most cogently argued account – of a long-ago time when men with Gibsons were the knights errant of the land, striding across stages shrouded in mist, soloing at great length!’


New York Times


‘As Zeppelin’s success skyrocketed in the 1970s, Page and Plant openly courted an unearthly, occult identity for the band. There seemed to be an obscure system of symbolism and ritual at work that seeped into the albums and performances, creating for Page “an energy . . . that the audience picked up on and sent back to us.” Really powerful stuff.’


LA Times


‘This fantastic account of Led Zeppelin’s wild and decadent heyday is as detailed and definitive as music biographies can get’


London Lite


‘An essential source for anyone eager to learn about the era when rock stars ruled the world’


Publishers Weekly


‘The definitive account of rock legends Led Zeppelin’


Daily Record
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


While I have been fortunate over the years to have enjoyed the company of various ex-members and/or former employees of Led Zeppelin, it should be borne in mind at all times that this is an unauthorised biography, written objectively and with no undue pressure from any outside influence to do anything other than tell the story as I honestly see it. It should also be clearly understood that the italicised ‘flashback’ passages of the text are not the actual words of Jimmy Page, Robert Plant, John Bonham, John Paul Jones and Peter Grant, nor are they actual quotes. Whilst they are all based on thorough biographical research, the facts of which can be found in the Notes & Sources section at the end of this book, the words themselves are the product of my imagination.




PROLOGUE


Heaven


It could happen anywhere but it always happened best in America. Land of milk and honey, world of infinite possibility. Home of rock’n’fuck-in’roll. It could happen anywhere but it never quite happened for you like it did there, those nights when you could actually feel the sparks fly, actually see the light shooting out at them, pulsing like the neon ooze of Sunset Boulevard after dark. It could happen anywhere but it never quite happened for you or them like it did in America.


From New York to LA, baby . . . the Garden . . . the Riot House . . . somewhere under the table at the back of the Rainbow . . . weed and wine and coke and pussy . . . smack, baby, smack . . . if God or the devil made something better, they must have kept it for themselves.


Looking out at them from the stage, thousands of them, heads nodding, breasts exposed, hands aloft, a great dark mass of writhing, yearning, grasping humanity, all waiting for your signal, for the ritual to reach its dizzy peak, to spill over and engulf them, to choke and make them gasp for more. Ascension! Into the light! Learning to fly on your hands and knees . . .


‘That was the whole idea,’ you would tell the author years later, ‘to create something hypnotic, hypnotic, hypnotic . . .’. Dragging the violin bow across the guitar strings, making them ache and howl with the pain that burned way down inside. Then raising your arm and pointing the bow . . . up there . . . down there . . . straight at them . . . lashing it like a whip as the sound of the guitar bounced off their shining upturned faces like a well-aimed stone skimming across the surface of a pond. Hurting them with it, stabbing them, caressing, drawing them in then blowing them apart – a devil taking breath, in out, in out. Giving them a taste of what it was like, what it was really all about.


Did the others know what was going on? What you were really doing? It was possible. Standing so close to the flames though, how would they be able to tell? All they really knew was the heat and the light and the smell of it. But if they had been able to stand far enough away, they’d have been able to look into the shadows and then they might have seen. Seen the shadows within the shadows, the greys that lay entangled with the blacks, the spectral figures without face or form that looked back out at them . . .


You would drag the bow against the guitar strings, hurling your curses, and they loved you for it, fucking loved you, your right arm raised, the wand, your body bent towards them like a hook, your whole being at one with the column of light emanating from the stage, spiralling up and out and all around, a grand swirl of deep, dark colours that turned into a tower of steps, which you bade them all to take, one by one, just you, the piper, to follow. Up, up, up . . . the stairway . . . to . . .




PART ONE


Ascension!


‘To worship me take wine and strange drugs whereof
I will tell my prophet, & be drunk thereof!
They shall not harm thee at all.’


– Aleister Crowley, The Book of the Law




1


The Dawn of Now


Saturday night in New York: 30 March 1968 – the summer of hate almost upon us. Five nights later Martin Luther King Jr. will be shot and killed in Memphis. Two months later Bobby Kennedy will be similarly assassinated. By the end of the year Richard Milhous Nixon will be elected 37th President of the United States. ‘Hey Jude’ by The Beatles may be the biggest-selling single of the year but it’s the record’s B-side, ‘Revolution’, that speaks loudest to the generation of longhairs and head-trippers lining up outside the Anderson Theatre on 66 Second Avenue this cold spring night. Here to see The Yardbirds – Britain’s grooviest band. Or what’s left of them. Three dates into their eighth US tour in four years, though guitarist Jimmy Page and bassist Chris Dreja don’t know it yet, this will be the last tour the band will ever do.


‘We lost enthusiasm for it,’ says Yardbirds drummer and co-founder Jim McCarty now, speaking from his home in France. ‘We couldn’t really . . . we just didn’t have the energy for it. If we’d had a long break and sat down and had a rest and taken time to think of new songs, it might have been an idea. But everything back then was based on working, playing every night.’ He sighs. ‘They thought if you had six months off no one would recognise you any more.’


Nevertheless, it seemed a strange time to call a halt to what had been one of the most inventive, famous and influential bands of the Swinging Sixties. The world may have been going to hell – aka Vietnam’s Mekong Delta – but rock music was fast approaching its apotheosis. When serious music fans weren’t out on a Magical Mystery Tour in chase of an under-clad Mrs Robinson, they were tripping in a White Room listening to Janis screaming for them to take another ‘Piece Of My Heart’, or leaning over wide-eyed at innocent passers-by telling them ‘Hello, I Love You’, while all the while ‘Two Riders Were Approaching’.


The Yardbirds – famous for proto-psyche hits like ‘For Your Love’, ‘Shapes Of Things’ and ‘Over, Under, Sideways, Down’ – had also been home to the three best guitarists in England: Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck and, now, Jimmy Page. The Yardbirds had appeared in seminal art-house flicks like Antonio’s Blow Up. They were worshipped by up-and-comers like David Bowie, Rod Stewart, Steven Tyler, Alice Cooper, Lemmy, Gary Moore, Tom Petty . . . The Yardbirds were walking, talking history – even by 1968. But instead of sticking around for the transformation into album artists that would propel contemporaries like The Who, The Kinks, Cream and the Stones into global superstars in the late sixties, The Yardbirds were about to throw in the towel. Why?


The trouble, says McCarty, was ‘we were desperate. We didn’t want to do another Yardbirds tour.’ He and singer Keith Relf had been talking privately about splitting for months. ‘About doing something completely different. We wanted a change – to do some other kinds of songs, some different music. Something refreshing. After playing that heavy stuff night after night, in the end it wasn’t going anywhere . . .’ A wry chuckle: ‘But they wanted to carry on.’


‘They’ were Dreja and Page. And yes, they bloody well did want to carry on.


Or Jimmy Page did anyway . . .


It was a real sliding doors moment that night at the Anderson Theatre. You only have to listen to the live recording of the show – immortalised for the first time officially with the 2017 release of the Yardbirds 68 album, produced and digitally remastered by Page himself, and now available on various formats through his official website – to grasp what might have been had McCarty and Relf not wanted out so badly. It’s not overstating the case to describe this as proto-Led Zeppelin. And there’s no shame in wondering exactly what this band would have achieved had Jimmy Page not had to go out just three months later and find a new singer and rhythm section to play with – in what was originally announced at the time as being The Yardbirds Featuring Jimmy Page. Then, just weeks later, The New Yardbirds, and then, even more suddenly, spookily, a whole new other thing – supposedly – called Led Zeppelin.


In fact, listening to the live Yardbirds 68 album, The New Yardbirds really would have been a more accurate description of the outfit that Page pulled together in the months that followed that Anderson Theatre show. Because, baby-baby, it’s all right there in New York in March 1968. Not just the sonic templates of ‘Train Kept A-Rollin’, ‘Dazed And Confused’ and ‘White Summer’ – but in the whole smart-arse, don’t-try-this-at-home, we-are-your-overlords vibe. The Yardbirds had always been fantastically flash, inscrutably cool, fabulously out of reach. Their early shows were self-described as ‘rave-ups’ – wild, hair-down, knickers-off parties for the wilfully far out, the fashionably fuck you. They weren’t dirty rockers but they were photographed riding Harleys, they weren’t poncey mods but they dressed to the nines, part King’s Road, part Haight-Ashbury.


‘You couldn’t touch them,’ Lemmy of Motörhead would tell me years later. ‘Especially the line-up with Jeff Beck in it. It was the same feeling I got when I later saw the MC5 – they just attacked you, went for the jugular. When Page joined it became a bit more experimental but it was still the same sort of vibe – very daring. I always liked that. And the fact they always had a lot of good-looking birds at their gigs.’ Indeed, the musical journey The Yardbirds undertook in their short but adventure-filled five years together went through so many twists and turns their career seemed to nutshell the melting-pot atmosphere of the sixties as clearly as did that of The Beatles and the Rolling Stones.


They had formed in May 1963 around the creative nucleus of two twenty-year-olds named Keith Relf (blonde bombshell singer, harmonica player, lyric writer and screamy-teen pin-up), and Paul Samwell-Smith (dark-haired bassist, guitarist, keyboardist, vocalist, percussionist, producer and all-round leading light). As members of the Metropolitan Blues Quartet, they had done a number on the same jazz-blues circuit as the Stones and the Pretty Things. Before teaming up with another twenty-year-old named Jim McCarty (drummer, vocalist, guitarist, and in the earliest days of the band, a junior stockbroker on the London Stock Exchange) and two other schoolboy pals, eighteen-year-old Chris Dreja (guitar, bass, keyboards) and fifteen-year-old Anthony ‘Top’ Topham, the band’s first lead guitarist.


Taking their name from seminal jazz-junkie dead-legend Charlie ‘Yardbird’ Parker, they started out playing covers: Howlin’ Wolf, Muddy Waters, Bo Diddley, Elmore James – strictly high-quality underground purist R&B dig. Which is how they hooked up with Eric Clapton, an eighteen-year-old blues disciple who’d knocked around busking with future Hawkwind founder Dave Brock and had recently been in The Roosters, a short-lived R&B outfit, with future Manfred Mann guitarist Tom McGuinness. When Top bailed to get a proper job, Clapton took his place. By then The Yardbirds had replaced the Stones as the house band at the Crawdaddy Club, with owner Giorgio Gomelsky becoming their manager. Gomelsky was a typical sixties mover-and-shaker, who ran clubs, wrote songs, made movies, produced records; whatever you needed, Giorgio could get it. Fast.


For the next 18 months The Yardbirds toured as the backing band to Sonny Boy Williamson II, where Giorgio had the foresight to record some of the shows – releasing them two years later, at the height of Birds-mania as the album: Sonny Boy Williamson and The Yardbirds. In the meanwhile, using the live tapes to land the band a deal in its own right with EMI. Not that the album sold. In fact, nothing The Yardbirds did sold during the early Clapton days. Not their brilliant, hopped-up single version of Billy Boy Arnold’s ‘I Wish You Would’ or even their dig-that-crazy-guitar version of ‘Good Morning Little Schoolgirl’. And certainly not their debut album, Five Live Yardbirds, an R&B purist’s delight released into the commercial abyss at the end of 1964.


Enter Giorgio with an even better idea. A song so obviously a hit-in-waiting its publisher, Ronnie Beck of Feldman’s was on his way to try to convince The Beatles to record it when Giorgio stepped in and grabbed it first. It was called ‘For Your Love’. Written by nineteen-year-old future 10cc star Graham Gouldman, ‘For Your Love’ was both the making of The Yardbirds – and the breaking of Eric Clapton, who sneeringly called it ‘pop crap’. Led by Brian Auger on the harpsichord, the recording was made by Relf and McCarty in tandem, with session musos on bass and bongos and Samwell-Smith in the control room ‘directing’. Clapton and Dreja were only called in for the freak-out mid-section. But even that was too much for Eric and he bailed straight afterwards to join John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers. In an age of art-for-art’s sake, hit-singlesfor-fuck’s-sake, blues-precious Clapton just didn’t fit in. Not even when the single hit the Top 10 in both Britain and America.


His replacement, a twenty-one-year-old maverick named Jeff Beck, would be no pushover either. ‘I didn’t like them when I first met them,’ Beck shrugged. ‘They didn’t say hi or anything. They were pissed off that Eric had left, they had thought that the whole Yardbirds sound had gone.’ Unlike Eric, though, Jeff craved the hot lights in a way that would shame a firefly. ‘I wanted people to look at me, know what I was doing,’ he would say. ‘I’m not one of those guys who wants to fade into the background onstage.’ There was never any danger of that, as the next 12 months found Beck leading The Yardbirds through hit after hit, each more rule-bending than the last.


This, though, had sprung from another sliding doors moment in the career of The Yardbirds. For Jeff Beck had not been the band’s first choice as Clapton’s replacement – that had been Jimmy Page. At the time, Page was the most accomplished and versatile guitarist in Britain, with hard-won experience and musical nous far superior to that of either Clapton’s or Beck’s. Except Jimmy turned them down. Not because he was a blues purist or had a problem with the idea of performing chart hits. But because he was out of their league. By 1964, Page had already played as a session guitarist on dozens of UK chart hits for everybody from Shirley Bassey (‘Goldfinger’), to the Nashville Teens (‘Tobacco Road’), Dave Berry (‘The Crying Game’), the Rolling Stones (‘Heart Of Stone’), Them (‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’), and countless others for The Kinks, The Who, Herman’s Hermits, Donovan, Kathy Kirby, PJ Proby, Lulu, on and on, for years to come, that the thought of joining The Yardbirds barely made a blip on his radar. Hey, when you’ve played on mega-hits like ‘Walk Tall’ by Val Doonican and ‘It’s Not Unusual’ by Tom Jones, who cared about low-rent chartbreakers like The Yardbirds? Though Jimmy did know someone who might care – his friend and fellow-guitarist Jeff Beck. Beck was one of those cats on the fringes – partly by nurture, mainly by nature. A brilliant soloist, Jeff was an individualist and his stints in various R&B outfits of the period – the Nightshift, the Rumble, the Tridents – were built for speed not comfort. Even the sporadic session work that came his way – one single titled ‘I’m Not Running Away’ for Parlophone Beatles-wannabes, the dreadfully named Fitz And Startz – was not a success.


Beck was ‘sitting around doing nothing’ when one day at Page’s house, Jimmy played him Five Live Yardbirds, then asked what he thought. Jeff thought he needed a gig and with Jimmy offering to recommend him, he was in the studio three weeks later recording the next Yardbirds single, another Graham Gouldman-written track – and obvious hit-inthe-making – ‘Heart And Soul’. The next couple of years found The Yardbirds – with Jeff Beck on lead guitar – at the peak of their powers, commercially, artistically, pop- and rock-tastically. They had a string of major hit singles in Britain and America – all Gouldman-writes or blues covers – until they came to their seventh single, ‘Shapes Of Things To Come’, which reached No. 3 in the UK in March 1966 and soon after made the Top 10 in the US.


Credited to McCarty, Relf and Samwell-Smith, the lyrics spoke of a future world in which the environment has become toxic. ‘I wrote it in a bar in Chicago,’ Smith later recalled. ‘I just lifted part of a Dave Brubeck fugue to a marching beat and Jim worked out the basis while I completed the lyric. It’s a sort of protest song.’ It was more than that. With its marching army of robots rhythm, its feedback-laden guitar solo, its tang of the Asiatic, it was the most exotic-sounding single of the year – possibly the first truly psychedelic record. Yet Beck did not share in the writing credits, something that appeared only to increase his already chafed relationship to the rest of the band.


‘He was always a lovely guy, Jeff,’ says McCarty now, ‘and I used to really like him. But when it came to playing he was different. You never really knew what was going to happen. You never really knew what sort of mood he was going to be in and that depended a lot on what sort of sound he got onstage. If he got a good sound onstage he’d be quite happy and it would be a happy gig. But the reverse was that he’d get very angry.’ To the point where it would actually sabotage shows? ‘It could do. He could kick an amp offstage or kick an amp over or he could walk off. He usually did the whole gig. He didn’t disappear. But he walked off one time on one TV show we were doing. He didn’t like the mix of his guitar. It was too quiet. We were just miming. He was like, “Where’s the guitar? Oh, bloody awful!” Then disappeared.’


It was Samwell-Smith, though, who was first to leave, after a drunken gig at the annual May Ball at Queen’s College in Oxford, which turned into a near-brawl between a drunken, wasted Relf and some of the students. Outraged, Smith stormed off, he said, never to return. (Though he was back as producer shortly after.) With a new album out to promote, Yardbirds, aka Roger The Engineer, and panicking about how they were going to continue their never-ending touring schedule, Jimmy Page, who was there, half-jokingly said: ‘I’ll do it.’ Then happily ‘allowed’ the others to talk him into it. In fact, Page, by then suffocating on the session scene, had watched the success of The Yardbirds with his old pal Beck with increasing envy as their career took off around the world. It wasn’t about the money – he still earned more in a week than most bands like The Yardbirds did in a month – it was the thought of making his own music, for once. ‘I want to contribute a great deal more to The Yardbirds than just standing there looking glum,’ Page told the NME at the time. ‘I was drying up as a guitarist. I was playing a lot of rhythm guitar on sessions, which is very dull. It left me no time to practise. Most of the musicians I know think I have done the right thing in joining The Yardbirds.’


Three nights later Page made his debut with The Yardbirds – on bass – at the Marquee Club in London. His first recording with them was at the Marquee studios the following day for a Yardley Great Shakes advert that was based on their current UK hit ‘Over, Under, Sideways, Down’ (‘It’s so creamy/Thick and dreamy’). Followed by twenty four more British dates in such salubrious locales as the Co-Op Ballroom in Gravesend and the Pavilion Arts Centre in Buxton. Then, on Friday 5 August 1966, Jimmy Page played his first show in America with the band – at the Minneapolis Auditorium. By now Chris Dreja had been shuffled over onto the bass, making way for Jimmy to take over guitar, forming with Beck what would be the first ‘twin-solo’ guitar line-up in British rock. It should have made The Yardbirds the most incendiary group on the planet – not just weighty like Cream, or laddish like the Stones, certainly more nail-biting than The Beatles, who would retire from touring just three weeks later. ‘It definitely gave the band a kick up the arse,’ says Chris Dreja now, from his home in London. Was Chris put out, though, when Jimmy took his place as guitarist? ‘Not at all. No, no. I’m a man who knows his own limitations,’ he says. Then jokingly suggests that Page wasn’t moved up from bass to guitar because Jimmy was the better guitarist, but because Jimmy was such a bad bass player. ‘As a bass player he was rubbish. Too many bloody notes, mate!’


As the ‘other guitarist’ to Clapton, Beck and now Page, who did he rate as the best? ‘I enjoyed playing with all of them. They all came with such individual characteristics. Eric was a blues man. With Jeff, you never knew what he was coming up with. He was a bloody genius, wasn’t he? But I loved to play with Jimmy. He was full of energy. Go go go! And I liked that. He was very positive. Still is today, he’s a wonderful man, I think.’ In contrast to Beck’s nervous, fidgety stage presence, Page always played with that Cheshire Cat smile on his face. ‘Jeff could be quite insecure sometimes. Jimmy was always very confident. He had a very strong mother and a weak father – which is the classic syndrome. But he was a very together guy. We travelled tremendously together and shared the same little car. I got to know him very well.’


But while Dreja and Page revelled in life on the American road – ‘American bands and musicians were so creative, such really great people to get to know,’ says Chris, ‘So many stories . . . being in a basement with Janis Joplin drinking Southern Comfort, things like that . . . All the wonderful people you met on the road, you became almost like one big family’ – Keith Relf was feeling the slog. Disillusioned, disgruntled and often drunk, Relf would later claim the best days of The Yardbirds had been when Eric was still in it. Before ‘For Your Love’ – and in its wake the arrival of Jeff. ‘The happiest times were playing London clubs like the Marquee and the Crawdaddy Club,’ he said in 1974. ‘With Eric it was a blues band.’ After that, ‘it became a commercial band. We started touring the States, doing Dick Clark tours, playing one-nighters and that kind of thing.’


But at least Keith kept going. Jeff Beck now suddenly decided he wanted to stop completely. ‘It was being on the road that got to Jeff,’ claimed Relf. ‘He didn’t want to go out any more. We stayed in Holly-wood for a bit . . . it’s a bit of a painful period to go over. It was during a Dick Clark tour, all right, which is heavy enough anyway. We had a few days off and Jeff fell in love with Hollywood. We went out on the road and by the second day Jeff had had enough. So, he flew back to Hollywood – and henceforth, the final stage of The Yardbirds.’


To be more accurate, Beck had fallen in love with a Hollywood actress named Mary Hughes. ‘It was over Mary that he left The Yardbirds,’ admitted Relf with a shrug. A twenty-two-year-old blonde So-Cal beauty that had been ‘discovered’ on the beach in Malibu, Mary had starred in a handful of ‘bikini’ movies like Muscle Beach Party (1964) and drive-in B-reels like Fireball (1966). She would also star alongside Elvis Presley in Thunder Alley (1967). None of these were Oscar-material, but Mary’s looks were pure platinum and Jeff fell for her hard. (So hard he wrote a song for her and sang the lead on a Yardbirds B-side called ‘Psycho Daisies’.) Refusing to leave LA, Beck stayed behind with Hughes while the rest of the band soldiered on as a four-piece. A press release was issued explaining that Beck was ‘ill’.


In an oblique reference to the incident in an early-seventies interview with Rolling Stone, Beck explained: ‘I really wanted Jim Page on lead guitar with me because I knew it would sound sensational. We had fun. I remember doing some really nice jobs with Page. It lasted about four or five months, then I had this throat thing come on, inflamed tonsils, and what with inflamed brain, inflamed tonsils and an inflamed cock and everything else . . .’


Beck did return to the band for their September 1966 tour in Britain, opening for the Rolling Stones, but the writing was on the wall. His final bow coming with his now legendary appearance with the band in the 1967 movie Blow Up. Italian producer Michelangelo Antonioni had tried unsuccessfully to get The Who for the scene. Then the more psychedelic Tomorrow – though how their genteel guitarist, future Yes star Steve Howe, would have handled the guitar-smashing segment is anybody’s guess. Though both McCarty and Dreja chuckle heartily now over their appearance in what is now remembered as one of the late-sixties’ most preposterous and self-consciously impenetrable ‘underground films’, watching them plough through ‘Train Kept A-Rollin’ ‘remake’ ‘Stroll On’ today is instructive of the way The Yardbirds with Beck and Page in it really were: Beck, solemn, threatening; Page, smiley, cool, noooo problem. Beck, of course, hated being the one to ‘do a Townshend,’ as he put it, and smash his guitar. ‘I didn’t mind playing a very wild number with lots of violence in it, lots of chords smashing away, but I didn’t actually want to destroy the guitar. What a cheat, the first part shows me playing a Les Paul and in the second part I’m smashing up a cheap old $35 Japanese model.’


Go to YouTube though and you can find one of their real live shows together and the overwhelming impression is of a band almost tripping over its own astonishing power. Not the musicianship, but those two huge personalities. McCarty laughs. ‘I know! It was like the group was bursting out. It could hardly be contained. It was a very good combination with them both. I asked Jimmy the other day actually, did you enjoy it with Jeff? He said, oh yes, yeah! But actually it was a bit much sometimes.’


Dreja agrees. ‘Yeah, a lot of the time it was fantastic. And a lot of the time they’d be playing against each other. It was a bit of a cacophony sometimes. They were quite competitive. Jeff would inevitably suffer because he was more insecure. But now and then it would work and it would be fantastic.’ McCarty recalls the Beck-Page axis at its best one night outgunning the Stones. ‘I remember once when we were on a tour with the Stones. We had a fantastic evening and the audience was delighted. And that was quite embarrassing for the Stones.’ Then adds: ‘Quite often there’d be tension and aggravation going on, though, mainly from Jeff.’ Beck, he says, could be ‘very insecure and very nervous, very wound-up. And of course Jimmy wasn’t. He was very sort of used to playing sessions and quite together, compared to Jeff. Jimmy was very confident and Jeff was completely wild compared to him.’


Sadly, the only real recordings this line-up of The Yardbirds got to make were the aforementioned ‘Stroll On’, their barely-veiled ‘reworking’ of Tiny Bradshaw’s ‘Train Kept A-Rollin’ (basically a slightly different lyric written by Relf), done specifically for the Blow Up soundtrack album, and one other that clearly signposted exactly where Jimmy Page intended to go next in his career – with or without The Yardbirds. It was called ‘Happenings Ten Years Time Ago’ and it was a monumental piece of work. Released as a single in October 1966, months before first albums by Cream, Jimi Hendrix and Pink Floyd, at a time when The Beatles were topping the charts with the pop-eyed mums-and-dads-ism of ‘Yellow Submarine’, this was more than simple pop psychedelia. This was ground zero seventies rock. Hypnotically interweaving, Eastern-influenced guitars, weapons-grade rhythms – featuring not Dreja on bass but a top session pal of Jimmy’s named John Paul Jones – ghostly vocals singing of time travel, tripping on déjà vu and occult meaning, whispered backing vocals (‘Pop group are ya, why you all got long hair?’) . . . If you’re looking for the real rock roots of Led Zeppelin and every other out-there band that came helter-skelter in their wake, this is the definitive place to start.


And yet as a single it flopped. Tiptoeing to No. 30 in America, only brushing shoulders briefly with the Top 40 in the UK – this despite an appearance on Top of the Pops – taped on 19 October. ‘I thought it could have been commercial,’ says Jim McCarty. ‘But we sort of thought, well, we’ll go no holds barred on that really. Try and do something a bit different. Which is what we’d always done.’


There was, however, one other significant recording that Jeff Beck and Jimmy Page had made together that summer of 1966. Before being offered the chance to join The Yardbirds, Page had been working towards putting his own band together. His initial idea was to lure Small Faces singer-guitarist Steve Marriott into a new outfit, or possibly Spencer Davis Group protégé Steve Winwood on vocals and keyboards, along with what Page now calls a ‘super hooligan’ rhythm section comprising The Who’s Keith Moon on drums and John Entwistle on bass. That had been in May, when Jimmy had overseen the session at London’s IBC studios that would produce the track ‘Beck’s Bolero’ – Jeff’s guitar-inflamed version of Ravel’s ‘Bolero’, originally intended to be his first solo single and that Page would later insist he arranged, played on and produced. Also present on the session that night was another session player who Page was pals with, named John Paul Jones. The track would eventually end up as just a B-side, though it was later resurrected into the Beck solo tours as a centrepiece. Meanwhile, Page’s idea for ‘a new sort of band’ was quietly put on the backburner as he became involved more heavily with The Yardbirds. But seeds were being sown. Groundwork laid. Dreams forked and tidied away until . . . later.


Back on tour in America as part of the Dick Clark Caravan of Stars – sharing the bill with such luminaries as Sam The Sham & The Pharaohs, Brian Hyland and Gary Lewis & The Playboys – Beck finally broke down and left the band. Weeks of on-tour agro – late-shows, tantrums, freak-outs – finally coalesced into what he later described as a full-on nervous breakdown. ‘I don’t know if you know what a nervous breakdown really is, but I had one,’ he told Rolling Stone in 1971. ‘I had fainted and fell down about three flights of stone stairs, couldn’t even speak to the doctor, and after he gives me about 3,000 prescriptions, he tells me I’ll be all right. I just have meningitis. And I thought, hoowah, my mother told me meningitis was a bad disease . . .’


The official announcement of Beck’s departure – and of the band continuing on as a four-piece with just Page on guitar – came just a few weeks later. Meanwhile, the band ploughed on without a break over Christmas and New Year through dozens more American shows, followed by dates in Australia, Britain, Singapore, New Zealand, France, Germany, Sweden, Denmark, then back to Britain, America . . . on and on. They were still on tour in July 1967 when their only album with Page, Little Games, was released. Recorded on the fly in March and April that year, and with Page credited as co-songwriter on six of the album’s seven original tracks, it’s impossible to listen to it today and not see it as anything less than a pre-Zeppelin Led Zeppelin album. Led Zeppelin -1, perhaps.


The future was being written on tracks like ‘Smile On Me’, its heavy gas blues steamrollering along, Jimmy’s scab-picking guitar break there to be reopened on ‘You Shook Me’ from the first Zeppelin album. Similarly, the raging guitar intro to ‘Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor’, credited on Little Games to Page and McCarty (the latter recalls writing the track at Jimmy’s Epsom home), would again be revisited in the Zep-inspired future. ‘Tinker . . .’ also featured the sound of Page playing his guitar – a Vox 12-string in this case – with a violin bow. A technique he would also employ on another of the album’s cornerstone tracks, ‘Glimpses’. This was the closest Page felt he really got to where he wanted to go after Beck left the Yardbirds. By the time the album came out, ‘Glimpses’ was already a live showstopper. Sawing away at his Telecaster (unlike the Gibson Les Paul he would rely on more in Zep) some saw it as a gimmick, but using the bow on the guitar was more than just a novelty for a master musician of Page’s stature. Some said he was going too far. But Jimmy was still just twenty-two and the concept of ‘too far’ was unknown to him.


On tour once again in America, however, now the band was beginning to appear in newly opened underground venues like Fillmore East, suddenly, thanks to Jimmy Page, the band was a long way away from the world of ‘For Your Love’. So much so, Keith Relf’s own solo spot on the album, his gentle and wintery ‘Only The Black Rose’ sounds as solitary and out of place as its title.


Then there was ‘White Summer’, an acoustic guitar instrumental in the exotic, modal style of Page’s later Zeppelin showcase track, ‘Black Mountain Side’, down to the percussive accompaniment of the Indian hand drums known as tablas, played here by Chris Karan. This was Page’s interpretation of folk-maverick Davy Graham’s famous version of ‘She Moved Through the Fair’ (or more accurately, Graham’s own later reinterpretation of the song as ‘She Moved Thru’ The Bizarre/Blue Raga’), with its unique DADGAD tuning – a signature Graham D-modal tuning he’d devised for playing Moroccan music that also proved especially efficacious for the accompaniment of ancient modal Irish tunes.


‘I was going to add on the sitar part,’ Page later told Vibrations magazine. ‘But when I got down to the studio the following day the producer had sort of reduced the whole thing. I can assure you in the future we will take longer because we are so despondent about the whole thing.’ The producer in question – Mickie Most, the Simon Cowell of his era: hits first, nothing second – was in fact utterly disdainful of Page’s attempts to draw The Yardbirds out of their pop chart comfort zone and into . . . something else.


‘There had been some pretty substantial work done by Jeff there in the Yardbirds, some fabulous stuff,’ Jimmy recalled in 2014. ‘But I really needed to make my own sort of statement. So I was starting to showcase some of the various areas that I’d been involved with in my own learning curve – all the different styles and everything. I saw that that was the right way to go.’ He would find a stronger ally in the new tour manager Most had hired for the band. His name: Peter Grant.


The most feared figure in the Led Zeppelin story – his reputation for ‘protecting’ his artists learned at the knee of self-styled music biz Mr Big, Don Arden – is one Chris Dreja now describes as, ‘A wonderful guy. A lovely human being.’ He recalls how in The Yardbirds, ‘Peter was very hands-on. He worked in an office with Mickie Most. And he came on the road. It was amazing. He came on all the tours with us. Held it all together. He taught me how to make money. Not have too much room service, all these little things. I loved the guy. We spent time at his house. He played me the first cut of ‘Stairway To Heaven’, with a few mistakes in it by Jimmy, which he obviously corrected later.’ He goes on. ‘Peter was a wonderful guy. He was very kind to me. He loved his artists. I know he could be a real bastard in real life with other people. But as far as the artists were concerned he really had a rapport with them.’ He certainly did. Especially with the band’s go-go-go guitarist, Jimmy Page.


When Little Games failed dismally in the charts – like the single ‘Happenings Ten Years Time Ago’ – it was the end for Keith Relf and Jim McCarty. Unlike Page, who had yet to climb the mountain, in terms of his own creativity, Relf and McCarty now felt they had been there, done that, worn out the T-shirt. The thought of following Page on some new musical odyssey was simply too much wishful thinking for them. A band that had sacrificed so much to reach the top of the singles charts, the idea of somehow reversing gear and concentrating instead from now on, on albums, which Page was now insisting was the way forward, on yet more live shows, lengthier and more demanding than ever before, simply did not go down well.


By the time they arrived in New York for their Anderson Theatre show in March 1968, Relf and McCarty had already made up their minds. And so had Page and Dreja. There was one last Yardbirds single, the aptly titled ‘Goodnight Sweet Josephine’ – another chart flop. Though on its B-side lay the future: the Relf-Page-McCarty credited ‘Think About It’, replete with a frantically shredded Page solo that would later turn up, almost intact, as the guitar solo of another number the band had recently begun playing live called ‘Dazed And Confused’. Page firing from the hip on his Telecaster having stripped the blonde paint off and hand-painted a green, red and orange psychedelic dragon on the front of its ash body.


You can hear it in all its vivid glory on the Yardbirds 68 album – a fact which Page must be given enormous credit for, demonstrating that the track which he would be given sole credit for on the first Zep album, becoming his live showcase throughout all of Zeppelin’s best moments onstage, was actually another important piece of the jigsaw originally begun, in embryonic form, during his stint as the creative driver of The Yardbirds.


‘Jimmy’s always been funny about that,’ laughs Chris Dreja. ‘I did the first bass line for that song, you know? No one knows that but I did.’ McCarty is similarly light-hearted on the subject. ‘I think that was to do probably with trying to protect Led Zeppelin.’ He insists he ‘never really thought about’ enquiring into the question of royalties. ‘I didn’t really listen to Led Zeppelin until some years later. And everyone, including The Yardbirds, were always lifting ideas and making them into their own.’ Dreja adds, ‘I’m very fond of what Jimmy has done with it now on Yardbirds 68. And what he’s done on this album is fucking dynamite! He’s a very clever man.’


With the break-up of The Yardbirds, Jimmy Page was also a very determined – and desperate – man. Determined that nothing more should get in his way . . .


You are Jimmy Page. It is the summer of 1968 and you are one of the best-known guitarists in London – and one of its least famous. Even the past two years in The Yardbirds haven’t brought you the recognition you know you deserve. People talk about The Yardbirds as though Jeff Beck is still the guitarist, not you, despite everything you’ve done for them; giving up the easy-money session gigs that bought you your house by the river; gifting them one last ride on the merry-go-round with ahead-of-the-game hits like ‘Happening Ten Years Time Ago’, even as Mickie Most sucked the life out of them making them do codswallop like ‘Ha Ha Said The Clown’; sticking with them as their profile has slowly faded from view, along with their own self-worth. They still mean something in America, just about, but back home they are dead meat. And what’s the point in traipsing around America, them and the other half-dozen acts on the same poxy package bill, earning less in a week than you used to get for a day’s worth of sessions, when no one even knows your name, knows how important you are now to the whole set-up?


Jeff Beck? Jeff is an old mate, but who had recommended him for the job in the first place? Done him a favour when he was on his uppers? You – Jimmy Page. The one who turned down The Yardbirds after Clapton had walked out, not because you were afraid, like Eric, that their craving for pop stardom would ruin your image as a ‘blues purist’ – you were never one of those, your love of folk, rock’n’roll, jazz, classical, Indian, Irish, anything and everything, meant you always felt sorry for those poor unfortunates that could only ever like one form of music – but because you’d secretly shuddered at the prospect of trawling the country’s pubs and clubs, bouncing around in the back of a shitty bloody Transit van like you’d done before with Neil Christian and the Crusaders, ending up so ill you couldn’t get out of bed for three days. Not even making any bread out of it. Stuff that for a game of soldiers.


And so you’d recommended your old mate Jeff, who was just sat around doing nothing. Then stood back and watched as The Yardbirds with Beck had taken off like a rocket . . . ‘For Your Love’, ‘Heart Full of Soul’, ‘Shapes of Things’, hit after hit . . . Next thing you were in The Yardbirds too. It was never supposed to last, and you never made any promises, but you had to admit it was all right. Even when you were just supposed to be helping them out till they found a proper replacement for Samwell-Smith, twanging the bass as a bit of a laugh, the buzz was good. When they suggested moving Chris over onto bass and having you and Jeff both on guitar, you couldn’t believe it! You did wonder how long Jeff would be able to hack it, but while it lasted it was actually really good. Not just the playing – you and Jeff had always played well together – but the vibe, the scene. It felt like an omen when you found yourself booked with them to appear in the Antonioni film Blow Up. All you had to do was make like you were playing a club, steaming it, a great laugh. Though Jeff moaned when the old director asked him to smash his guitar. Six times he had to go through it, pretending to be Pete Townshend, before the old Italian was happy. God, did he moan! You just couldn’t stop smiling though.


Then he left. Jeff Beck, the great guitar hero who had no discipline whatsoever, brilliant one night, less so the next; the so-called cool cat who couldn’t write an original tune to save his life and had sold out to Mickie Most and his off-the-peg hits. Jeff is a mate and you don’t like to badmouth him, but even Jeff knows ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’ was a load of old rubbish; everyone knows it was a load of old rubbish. Yet there it was as soon as he left The Yardbirds, courtesy of Mickie, in the charts and in the discotheques; on the radio and being danced to by all the leggy birds in their miniskirts on Top of the Pops.


Well, good for Jeff Beck, but what about you, Jimmy Page? What are you gonna do now Jeff has his own thing going and The Yardbirds have finally gone kaput? You don’t know. Or rather, you do, but only on an instinctual level. You don’t have the proof yet but the answer, you’re fairly sure, is to take The Yardbirds and build on it, take their rinky-dink rock’n’roll and so-called experimentation – their gimmicks – and turn them into something much more deliberate; something that will make you gasp, not just sigh, something that will actually compete with Hendrix and Cream and the Stones and the bloody Beatles. Really show the world who’s who and what’s what.


But you are also wary of letting go of the bit of fame you’ve finally found, however meagre. Most people may think Jeff Beck is still the guitar player in The Yardbirds but at least they’ve heard of The Yardbirds. Who’s heard of Jimmy Page, outside of the know-all producers and record company bigwigs, the studio broom-pushers and pretty receptionists? Outside of all the guitarists you’ve replaced on sessions over the years – the guy in Them, the guy in Herman’s Hermits, the countless others whose faces you no longer remember and who would never acknowledge what you’d done for them anyway, never thank you . . .


At least you know where you stand. Self-confident, well off, used to being on your own, you have always been someone who knew exactly where you stood, even as a kid playing on sessions for old timers like Val Doonican. You had always walked tall, always known your own worth even as others discounted it, sending you on your way to the next session – sometimes as many as three a day, six days a week, never knowing what you were going to be asked to play next, picking up good money and taking none of the risks – and none of the glory, either, when it worked.


Now it is your turn to shine. You are twenty-four, a hardened session pro who knows all about working in the studio, taking your cue from famous knob-twiddlers like Shel Talmy and Mickie Most, playing along with other session pros like Big Jim Sullivan and Bobby Graham, sharing a fag during tea breaks, taking it all in, crossing paths again and again over the years like lucky black cats. Now you want to do something for yourself. You’ve always wanted it. Now it’s time. Something big, like Eric with Cream – only better. Like Jeff with Rod Stewart and Ronnie Wood – only better. Like George Harrison and Brian Jones with their sitars, even though you had one first – only much, much better, you wait and bloody see.


First, though, you need to put the pieces together, find the corners of the jigsaw. The years working behind the scenes – in the dark, a hired gun, doing as you were told, looking and listening and taking it all in, sharing a fag and laughing up your sleeve – have taught you about more than just the playing. You now know where to place the mics. ‘Distance makes depth,’ as the old lags liked to say. You now know how to operate the desk, what makes bad groups good and good groups better. You now know it’s about more than just being able to play, otherwise you’d have been a star long ago. You have also learnt something about the business. You know the value of a name and of having the right record company behind you, the right guys in suits. And for that you know you will need help. You’ve got a head start though. The Yardbirds still have a name – just – and you aren’t about to let go of it. Not yet. You have to be sure first; have to be precise; your timing, as a pro, will have to be perfect, you know that.


The problem is time is running out. Only twenty-four but already the music is moving on without you. You wouldn’t have said it out loud but you know it’s true. Cream is already coming to its end and you feel like you haven’t even started. Hendrix is now everybody’s guitar god but you haven’t shown them what you can do yet, given the opportunity, away from the sessions and the smoky studios and the bands crumbling from within, lost somewhere out there on the American road, just counting the days till something better comes along. Time is running out and though you’d never say it out loud you are starting to worry you have missed the bloody boat; that if you’re not careful you will have to go back to doing sessions. ‘Becoming one of those sorts of people I hate,’ as you tell your friends.


The last Yardbirds tour comes to an end in Montgomery, Alabama, the gig at the Fairgrounds Speedway coming the day after Bobby Kennedy is shot in Los Angeles. You all watch it on TV back at the hotel and you all go ‘wow’ and shake your heads and light more cigarettes. But it means nothing to you compared to the thought of the group breaking up. By the middle of June you are at home again in your groovy riverside abode in Pangbourne – a converted Victorian boathouse thirty miles up the Thames from London with one of those basement boat moorings, not that you have a boat – wondering what on earth you are going to do now.


Fortunately, you have an ace up your sleeve; someone who knows what you can do, who you are, what you could become, and who shares your determination to make something of it, to finally let the cat out of the bag: Peter Grant. ‘G.’ The hulking, oversensitive giant who co-manages The Yardbirds with Mickie and who has kept you safe throughout your travels, especially on that bloody awful last American tour, when Keith Relf was going off the rails, getting drunk on stage every night and only Chris Dreja still seemed interested in keeping the whole thing together. G, who’d sat in the car with you, stuck in traffic in Shaftesbury Avenue, just days after getting back from America, both of you knowing it’s over, talking about what you are going to do now. G, who sits and listens as you, in your quiet, well-mannered voice finally says what it is you’ve secretly been thinking all this time, finally says out it loud: that you think you can take the group and do better, add new members, write new music, do better.


The stumbling block, you both know, will be Mickie, who is only really interested in singles. Art for art’s sake, hit singles for fuck’s sake. That’s Mickie’s motto. But singles aren’t where it’s at any more. The Yardbirds should be more of an albums band now, it’s obvious. You haven’t said so to Mickie because you know he would only scoff, just as he did when Jeff complained he wanted to make albums too, but you say it now to Peter, who sits and listens, looking straight ahead through the windscreen at the traffic. The key, you say, feeling courageous, would be letting you have a free hand to do it the way you know it should be done. The way you hear it in your head sometimes when no one else is listening. Not just leading the group but writing the music and lyrics, producing the records yourself, doing everything yourself except managing. That’s where Peter would come in – if he’s interested. G, who has worked for years in the shadows of other, more powerful music businessmen, waiting his turn in the dark, just like you. G, who sits there at the steering wheel, staring at the traffic straight ahead, and simply nods his head. ‘All right then,’ he says. ‘Let’s do it.’


There is one last Yardbirds show, a low-key contract-filler in the Student Union hall at Luton College on 7 July – almost two years to the day since the last big single in Britain, ‘Over, Under, Sideways, Down’ – and then it really is all over. Only Chris has said he’s willing to stick with it and give it another go with you, but even he is now having second thoughts. Oh, he hasn’t said anything yet to you or Peter, but you both know. So what? You’re gonna need 100 per cent commitment if the new music you want to make is to sound the way you want it to. Chris is no great shakes on the bass anyway. Better he go now then, even if it does leave you on your own. Well, you’re used to that. As an only child, you’ve never been afraid of being on your own. So when, barely a month after that last show in Luton, Chris finally owns up to the fact he isn’t into it any more, would rather go off and try for a new career as a photographer – ‘He thinks he’s the new fucking David Bailey,’ laughs G – you are secretly relieved.


Now it’s down to just the two of you, Jimmy and G. And of course, the name, for what it’s still worth: The Yardbirds. Or maybe the New Yardbirds – G’s suggestion. That way, at least, it won’t be like starting again from scratch, he says. Not entirely, anyway. And you can still get paying gigs. Keep the wolf from the door until you can come up with something better. That’s the plan anyway, this long, rainy summer of 1968 . . .


‘I knew exactly what I wanted to do,’ says Jimmy Page, nearly forty years later, sitting in his basement kitchen at the Tower House, the nineteenth-century Gothic pile in London’s Holland Park, designed by the architect and Freemason William Burges. It’s a sunny late summer’s afternoon in 2005 and we are having a cup of tea, looking back at the early days of the band for yet another magazine profile. Over the past twenty years this has become almost an annual ritual for us, the interest in Zeppelin having magnified over the years to the point where they are now more popular than they ever were in their lifetime. Of course, the days of Jack Daniel’s and cocaine, of groupies and smack – the days of dragon suits and black swans – are long gone. Jimmy Page doesn’t drink, doesn’t take drugs; doesn’t even smoke cigarettes any more. But that doesn’t mean he’s forgotten what it was like, what it was all about. Or that he is in the slightest bit repentant. Indeed, his only real regret, he says, is that it had to end. ‘It was hedonistic times, you know?’ He shrugs. ‘But the thing is the playing was always there. On maybe just a very rare occasion did it suffer – a rare occasion relative to the volume of tours. But we wanted to be on that edge, it fed into the music.’


Of course it did. That was what it was all about for a rock monster like Led Zeppelin, feeding on planets and shitting stars. Drugs were their fuel, sex a form of self-expression, music merely the map to the treasure. Think of the Stones, crammed into Keith’s sweaty windowless basement at Villa Nellcôte in France in 1972, waiting for him to come to after another three-day mindbender; waiting for him to get enough coke and smack up his nose and in his arm before he is ready to lay down the bones of what will become the greatest Stones album ever made, whatever Mick and his posh new foreign bird thinks. Think of John and George, acid buddies suddenly, united for once against strait-laced Paul and clueless Ringo; high priests labouring devoutly to take The Beatles beyond the yeah-yeah-yeah of their lovable mop-top past and into the infinitely more knowing, vastly more expanded consciousness of Revolver and eventually Sgt. Pepper, the album that transformed the world from black and white into colour. Think of Dylan smoking his weed, swallowing his pills, wearing sunglasses at midnight and vibrating in his chair by the window as he sits up all night at the Chelsea Hotel in New York writing ‘Sad-Eyed Lady Of The Lowlands’ for . . . her. Or Hendrix tripping on godhead in some beer-sticky London dive full of fag smoke and jealous white males, as The Who and Cream and everyone else who tried to follow him bathed in his comet trail and foolishly tried to hold onto the sparks. Of course, the drugs fed into the music of Led Zeppelin. That’s what the drugs were for. That’s what Led Zeppelin was for. That’s what it was all about, right Jimmy? Back then in the Seventies, that bridge-burning, hyper-individualistic era that began in 1968 and burst into a cultural forest-fire that would keep on spreading all the way up to around 1982; after birth control but before AIDS, when suddenly everything seemed possible and nothing was verboten. The flipside of the idealistic, consensual Sixties, the Seventies was the era when doing your own thing and letting it all hang out ceased to be mere slogans and became a birthright. When doing what thou wilt really had become the whole of the law.


How is someone like Jimmy Page supposed to put all that into words now, though, without everyone pulling a face, or, worse still, laughing it off? Almost impossible to do back then, it is frankly out of the question now. Even for Robert Plant, who always has an answer for everything, he thinks. Clearly, though, those early days of Zeppelin are just as vivid to Jimmy Page now, in his still smouldering old age, as they were fifty years ago, in his death-defying, universe-baiting prime. In his mid-seventies now, you could forgive him for being vague on the details. But he’s not; he’s very precise, in fact. As he has been about everything important he’s done in his career. ‘I knew what I’d been working on in the framework of The Yardbirds,’ he says, drinking his tea, ‘and I knew that I wanted to take that further on – and you can hear all of that on the first [Zeppelin] album.’


Yes, you can. Not in the material, per se – there was little that was original about that – but in the idea; the methodology; the determination to take over the entire conversation. Recently, though, I’d read that he’d originally had something lighter, more acoustic in mind, then had a change of heart after he saw drummer John Bonham play. An idea encouraged perhaps by his solo appearance in Zeppelin’s earliest days on the Julie Felix TV show, picking elegantly at ‘White Summer’, the acoustic guitar interlude based on legendary folk enigma Davy Graham’s instrumental raga on the Irish melody ‘She Moved Through The Fair’ which was Page’s showcase even back in Yardbirds days and that had one enthralled reviewer comparing him to flamenco guitarist Manitas de Plata.


‘That’s bullshit,’ he told me, contemptuous of the notion that Zeppelin might ever have been anything other than what they were. ‘I had a whole sort of repertoire in my mind of songs that I wanted to put into this new format, like “Babe I’m Gonna Leave You”, for example. But it wasn’t just the sensitivity of doing an acoustic number, cos it was all gonna grow.’ Zeppelin would not be anything so simple as all-acoustic or all-electric. Zeppelin would not be nailed down. ‘I was seeing all this sort of dynamic. Because my tastes were all-encompassing, musically, it wasn’t down to one particular thing. It wasn’t just the blues, it wasn’t just rock’n’roll. It wasn’t just folk music or classical music. It went all the way through the whole thing.’ Later, when I checked, I discovered he’d said much the same thing to writer Mick Houghton as far back as 1976. ‘I knew exactly the style I was after and the sort of musicians I wanted to play with,’ he’d declared then. ‘I guess it proves that the group was really meant to be, the way it all came together.’ Then again in 1990, when he told Mat Snow in Q: ‘We knew what we were doing: treading down paths that had not been trodden before.’


So Jimmy Page had the whole thing worked out right from the start, did he? Musically, perhaps he did. Or, as he says now, what he wanted ‘the framework’ to be. However, the manner in which he really put the group together was much more haphazard; much more risky. Luck played a huge part. In fact, at first it appeared Lady Luck was working against him when he realised he couldn’t get any of the people he really wanted in the band interested. Or if they were interested, something else stood in the way. For example, hindsight tells us that vocalist/guitarist Terry Reid, one of the first people Page approached, was a fool to turn down the chance to join Led Zeppelin. But they weren’t called Led Zeppelin then – they were still just the New Yardbirds, a new name that made the band sound very old. Reid was young, a gunslinger in his own right with, ironically, a solo deal with Mickie Most on the table. What did he want to join the New Yardbirds for?


Still only nineteen and hotly tipped by the music press as the ‘Pop Star Most Likely To’, Reid had been a star-in-the-making since he was sixteen, when Peter Jay of the Jaywalkers made him his new frontman. Then came Hendrix and Cream and just like everyone else, Terry had wanted to get in on the act, too. By February 1968, his pal Graham Nash – who had just left the Hollies to do his own thing in America with two groovy new cats he’d met named David Crosby and Stephen Stills – had talked Mickie Most into signing him. When Jimmy Page came along with his offer to join the New Yardbirds, Reid was already hard at work on the songs that would end up on his Superlungs album – the naff nickname dreamed up for him by Most. How could he turn his back on all that just to try to help refloat a leaky boat like The Yardbirds?


Page, who’d remembered Reid from a show The Yardbirds had done at the Albert Hall two years before when Terry and the Jaywalkers had been on the bill, was devastated. Especially when Peter Grant told him the reason Terry wouldn’t join was because he’d just been signed as a solo artist by Mickie, who he still shared an Oxford Street office with. Despite his growing trust in G, Jimmy felt cuckolded. ‘You know their two desks faced each other, right?’ he still notes sourly all these years later.


‘Meanwhile,’ said Reid, ‘I was doing a gig. I think it was in Buxton with the Band of Joy. I’d seen them before, and I knew Robert Plant and John Bonham. And this time, as I watched them, I thought: “That’s it!” I could hear the whole thing in my head. So the next day I phoned up Jimmy. He said, “What does this singer look like?” I said, “What do you mean, what does he look like? He looks like a Greek god, but what does that matter? I’m talking about how he sings. And his drummer is phenomenal. Check it out!”’


It was the same for drummer Aynsley Dunbar, a veteran of John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers and the earliest incarnation of the Jeff Beck Group. As Dunbar says now, ‘I was offered the chance to join the New Yardbirds. They were already talking about going to America – that was the lure, as I’d never been. There’s no doubt in my mind that if I’d done so I’d have ended up in Led Zeppelin. But The Yardbirds was already sort of old news by then, and I had my own band, Retaliation, that had just signed a record deal. I liked the idea of playing with Jimmy because he was like me, very into improvisation, something which Beck couldn’t manage at all – everything he did was always rehearsed right down to the last note. But joining The Yardbirds at that moment would have seemed like a step backwards, not forwards.’


It wasn’t even the first time Jimmy Page had tried to put together his own group. As far back as the summer of 1966, he had tentatively imagined an outfit of his own with either Small Faces frontman Steve Marriott on vocals and second guitar, or possibly Spencer Davis Group protégé Steve Winwood on vocals and keyboards, along with what Page now calls a ‘super hooligan’ rhythm section comprising The Who’s Keith Moon on drums and John Entwistle on bass. That had been in May 1966, when he had overseen the session at London’s IBC studios that would produce ‘Beck’s Bolero’ – Jeff Beck’s guitar-enflamed version of Ravel’s ‘Bolero’ originally intended to be his first solo single and that Page has consistently insisted over the years that he arranged, played on and produced – ‘Jeff was playing and I was sort of in the control booth. And even though he said he wrote it, I wrote it. Bollocks. I’m playing all the electric and 12-string but it was supposed to be a solo record for him. The slide bits are his and I’m just basically playing’ – and which Beck just as stubbornly flatly denies. ‘No, Jimmy didn’t write that song. We sat down in his front room once, a little, tiny, poky room, and he was sitting on the arm of a chair and he started playing that Ravel rhythm. And he had a 12-string and it sounded so full, really fat and heavy. And I just played the melody and I went home and worked out the up-tempo section.’


In the end, it hardly mattered. Mickie Most would only release it as the B-side of ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’. Still, the guitarists continued to argue over who did what. The only thing they did later agree on is that the ‘Beck’s Bolero’ line-up could have been the ‘original’ Led Zeppelin. Also present on the session that night were two players Page knew from the sessions world: a young pianist named Nicky Hopkins and bassist John Paul Jones. Hopkins was twenty-two, an old head on young shoulders who had started out as a schoolboy in Lord Sutch’s Savages, then played with Cyril Davies’ All Stars, as had Jimmy, which is how they’d first met, before a serious stomach ailment landed Nicky in hospital for eighteen months. Now he was a full-time session guy. Good money, no travelling, easy on the tummy. Later that year the Kinks would immortalise him on the track ‘Session Man’. He was quiet, talented and shy, hardly ever said a word to anyone, just played his part and fucked off like a good boy afterwards. Jonesy wasn’t much of a talker, either. He was all right, though, a good player, sure of himself. Also in his early twenties but an even older veteran of the session scene, it wasn’t the first time he and Pagey had worked together either, and it wouldn’t be the last. Within weeks, in fact, he would be brought in at Jimmy’s insistence to arrange the strings on the Yardbirds track ‘Little Games’ (and later to play bass on the ‘Ten Little Indians’ single).


The biggest presence at the ‘Bolero’ session, though, was Keith Moon, who’d arrived at the studios in Langham Place wearing shades and a Cossack hat – ‘Incognito, dear boy’ – in case anybody saw and recognised him. A get-up which, unsurprisingly, had the reverse effect of making everyone stare at him intently. Moony was pissed off at The Who, fed up with Daltrey’s constant fighting and Townshend’s black moods. John Entwistle, who’d also promised to turn up and then backed out at the last minute, felt the same, Keith said, both boys looking for a way out of the grind of being the background to the Pete and Rog show. Sensing an opportunity, Page laughingly suggested they all team up together: Keith and Jimmy and John and Jeff. (No mention of Jonesy or Nicky, at this stage.) Moony got all excited and even accidentally suggested a name for the new line-up when he joked that it would go down like a lead zeppelin, meaning balloon. (Entwistle would later swear blind it was he that had suggested the name but it was Moon that Page would later ask for his blessing to use the name.) Smoking cigarettes and speeding out of his head, everyone had laughed at Keith. But Jimmy had liked the idea – even the name – and tucked it away in his back pocket, like he had done a lot of good ideas over the past four years working in studios with frustrated musos.


Half-Yardbirds, half-Who; pushed in the right direction by boss man Page. All they would need was a good singer. Moony had said Entwistle could sing but Jimmy was thinking more of Stevie Winwood. Then Traffic started taking off big time and so he thought of Steve Marriott instead. Page had been to quite a few Small Faces gigs and already knew Marriott well, knew he was up for anything. In fact, the more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea: Jimmy, Jeff, Moony and Entwistle, with Steve Marriott upfront . . . What a supergroup that would be! Or as he later told the writer Steve Rosen, ‘It would have been the first of all those sort of bands, like Cream sort of thing. But it didn’t happen . . .’


Not surprisingly, the success of the session had given Beck similar ideas, like two mates out for the night spotting and fancying the same bird. Keith Moon, he said, ‘had the most vicious drum sound and the wildest personality. At that point, he wasn’t turning up for Who sessions, so I thought that with a little wheeling and dealing, I could sneak him away.’ To what, though? The Jeff Beck Group was still, at that stage, more wishful thinking than reality, and there was his old pal Pagey, in the control booth, overseeing everything, letting Jeff think it was all his idea. Not that Beck didn’t cotton on to all that. As he said, ‘That was probably the first Led Zeppelin band – not with that name, but that kind of thing.’ Moony, he said, ‘was the only hooligan who could play properly. I thought, “This is it!” You could feel the excitement, not knowing what you were going to play, but just whoosh! It was great and there were all these things going on, but nothing really happened afterwards, because Moony couldn’t leave The Who.’


This fact alone wasn’t enough to deter Jimmy Page, though, and despite joining The Yardbirds just weeks later – ostensibly as a temporary replacement for bassist Paul Samwell-Smith – he still put feelers out to see if Marriott might be interested in leaving the Small Faces to join forces with him in some new unspecified group project. ‘He was approached,’ Jimmy would later reveal, ‘and seemed to be full of glee about it. A message came from the business side of Marriott, though, which said, “How would you like to play guitar with broken fingers?”’


As the ‘business side of Marriott’ was Don Arden, the self-proclaimed ‘Al Capone of pop’ and then the most notoriously gangster-like figure in the British music business, such a threat was to be taken seriously. When I asked Arden about this myself, before he succumbed to Alzheimer’s disease in 2007, he merely chuckled. ‘Later on I’d hang fucking Robert Stigwood over a balcony for daring to try and take Stevie Marriott away from me. You think I’d let some little schlemiel from The Yardbirds have him?’ After that, said Page, ‘the idea sort of fell apart. We just said, “Let’s forget about the whole thing, quick.” Instead of being more positive about it and looking for another singer, we just let it slip by. Then The Who began a tour, The Yardbirds began a tour and that was it.’


The idea was gone but not quite forgotten. Not by Jimmy Page anyway. So much so that when Peter Grant had asked him straight out, as they sat in the car in June 1968, what he was going to do after that final Yardbirds show, he had his answer ready. He was going to find a new singer, Page had said in his quiet but determined voice, find a new rhythm section too if needs be, and lead the band himself. Then he waited to see if G was still listening . . .


You are Peter Grant. It is the summer of 1968, you are thirty-three and sick and tired of earning money for other fucking people. In the days when you’d worked for Don Arden, it hadn’t mattered. Don could be a right cunt to work for, always on your case, giving you a hard time, always taking the piss, but at least you’d been paid regular and in cash. No fucking tax or stamp or any of that old codswallop with Don. And you’d learned a lot, too. Running around on the road with nutters like Gene and Richard, Chuck and the Everly boys, you’d learned more working for Don than anything you’d done since your two years’ National Service. A lot of lads hated doing Service. You’d hear ’em crying themselves to sleep at night, crying for their mummies, silly little poofs. You’d enjoyed it. Being in the army was the first time you’d experienced the feeling of what it was like to belong to a big extended family, and you’d liked it. Liked the discipline, giving and taking orders, everyone knowing where they stood even if it was in a pile of shit. Men being men, doing what they were fucking told. Enjoyed it enough to win promotion to Corporal in the RAOC – that’s the Royal Army Ordnance Corps to you, sonny. Given charge of the dining hall, through which you’d got involved with the NAAFI, putting on shows, organising the tea and the sticky buns, sorting out the entertainment for the troops. ‘A very cushy number,’ you’d smile and say whenever you looked back.


Years later, you’d be driving through the Midlands one day in your brand new Rolls-Royce convertible, being chauffeured by Richard Cole as you sat in the back telling it how it was to Atlantic Records’ chief whip Phil Carson, when, realising suddenly how close you were to an important piece of your past, you decided to take a little detour and show the chaps around your old army barracks. Ordering Cole to swing right through the army camp gates, driving bold as brass past the daft bastard on duty who saluted you, you’d told Cole to park the Rolls next to the little line of huts you and the rest of the lads used to sleep in. You should have bloody well seen the look on their faces as you showed them round. So much better than the ‘dreadful’ holiday camp you’d later worked in, you told them. How, after you’d finished there you’d worked briefly at that Jersey hotel as ‘entertainments manager’, another crap job that didn’t last . . .


What you didn’t mention was how, as a kid, you’d dreamed of being a film star. Six foot six by the time you were old enough for the army, already well on your way to putting on the weight you would later be remembered for – not skinny, no, but bloody tall and not bad looking actually, you cheeky cunt. But it was all a dream. Instead, after the holiday camp and the hotel you’d found yourself working back in London as a doorman – a polite word for ‘bouncer’ – at the 2i’s Coffee Bar in Old Compton Street. How even though the 2i’s would later become famous as the sordid little dive where Tommy Steele started off – Tommy, Wally Whyton, Cliff Richard, Adam Faith, Wee Willie Harris and all those other cunts – it didn’t bring you any closer to making any dreams come true. Later, though, you realised the 2i’s had been useful in other ways. Where you first met faces like Andrew Loog Oldham, the smartarse kid who later worked for The Beatles and Stones, who’d started out sweeping the floor at the 2i’s for pin money. Then there was Lionel Bart, funny little shit who used to paint murals on the basement wall there and would later strike it lucky in the West End with Oliver, then fuck it all up by selling his copyright for a quick bit of cash, missing out on millions when it later got turned into the film. What a fucking caper! But a lesson you were quick to learn – always get, and bloody well keep – a slice of the pie. And of course Michael Hayes, who would later change his name to Mickie Most but was working as the waiter at the 2i’s when you first met. Mickie, who you would one day go into partnership with: him as the brains, you as the brawn, looking after the acts out on the road while Mickie took care of them in the studio, producing hit after hit.


‘Mickie poured the coffee while I sold the tickets at the top of the stairs,’ you’d tell ’em when they came to ask you about it years later. That had been 1957. The pay: eighteen shillings a night (90p) and a hot meal. Not all that but better than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick. You became known as ‘a character’; the guy the girls had to charm to squeeze their way down to the small 25 × 16-foot basement; Mickie the clown at the counter who would leap out from behind it sometimes and also sing a few numbers. You the henchman who would grab their daft boyfriends and throw ’em out onto the street first sign of trouble.


Then one day you finally got your own chance to show what you could do – though not as a singer. The 2i’s was owned by two Aussie wrestlers, Paul Lincoln and Ray Hunter. It was Paul who looked you up and down and suggested you might like to earn ‘a few extra bob’ by teaming up to ‘fight’ him in a few bouts. Willing to try anything, you turned up for your first wrestling match billed as His Highness Count Bruno Alassio of Milan, don’t you dare fucking laugh. Paul went on as Doctor Death. And guess what? The punters loved it! Lapped it right up they did. This was the old days, before they’d cottoned on to the fact it was all a fix, so shut it. It went over so well, in fact, that Paul arranged a few more bouts between Dr Death and the Count. Sometimes you’d be billed as Count Bruno, sometimes Count Massimo. One time you put on a Lone Ranger mask and called yourself The Masked Marauder, offering to take on all comers, while Paul, the plant, jumped up and down in the audience waving his fucking arms. ‘Me! Pick me!’ You’d fucking pick him one of these days all right . . .


Don Arden – who gave Peter Grant his break in the biz when he hired him in the early Sixties as his ‘driver’, an all-purpose job title that involved ‘hand-holding’ some of Arden’s most notorious clients, including Gene Vincent, a crippled American ex-pat alcoholic fond of brandishing knives and guns, and Little Richard, a religious-guilt freak who always carried a bible with descriptions of his orgiastic exploits scribbled in the margins – shakes his head with disgust. ‘Peter Grant was never a fucking wrestler. He couldn’t punch his way out of a paper bag!’ I remind Don that being a wrestler is not the same as being a boxer and that Grant wouldn’t have needed to punch his way out of anything. An ability to growl and look threatening – well within his range – and a nicely stage-managed forearm smash – also well within his scope – would surely have sufficed. ‘All I’m saying is he traded on that reputation: the hard guy; the heavy. Well, let me tell you, Peter Grant was nothing but a big fat bully. He was so fucking fat he could barely stand up. That’s why he always used to take the car everywhere. He couldn’t walk more than ten feet without getting out of breath. His legs were gone.’


Even allowing for Arden’s famously dark sense of humour, there’s clearly some truth in what he says. As Mickie Most later told writer Chris Welch, he and Grant ‘used to put up the wrestling rings for Dale Martin Promotions. Sometimes if a wrestler didn’t show up for the first bout, Peter used to do a bit . . . that was the basis of Peter’s wrestling career.’ He added: ‘When Peter butted someone with his stomach, that was just using a wrestling technique. Nobody ever got hurt. If they did get hurt it was an accident. It wasn’t meant to happen. There was no physical damage because it was all showbiz.’


That said, there was far more to Peter Grant than mere bulk. Shrewd enough to know a reputation as a former ring-pro only added to the air of intimidation he liked to wield over those he was determined would come off worse in their dealings with him, he was also sensitive enough to be repelled by a 1971 Daily Mirror article that purported to ‘expose’ his past life in ‘the grapple game’. Wrestling was something he’d done ‘for about eighteen months when I needed the money,’ he said, not something he was proud of. But by then his reputation was firmly established, and not just amongst British tabloid journalists. Three years into his reign as Led Zeppelin manager he was routinely referred to in the press as the ‘brute’, the ‘giant’; the old-school music-biz hustler who looked ‘like a bodyguard in a Turkish harem’ as one paper unkindly but not inaccurately described him. Jibes that hurt all the more for carrying the ring of truth. For like a lot of exceptionally large men, Peter Grant was highly sensitive, particularly about his size and misleading general demeanour. While he no longer saw a potential leading man in the movies when he looked in the mirror, he didn’t see an ogre, either. In fact, by the time he was in his late thirties and overseeing the affairs of the most financially successful act in the music business, he liked to see himself as a man of wealth and taste, a cultured figure who could just as easily sit and have tea with the upper crust as he could dish the dirt with the shysters of Tin Pan Alley.


According to the former promoter Freddy Bannister, who worked with Grant at the beginning and end of his career with Zeppelin, ‘Peter has this reputation now as this almost gangster-like figure, and yes, he was fairly awful and intimidating in his latter days of managing Led Zeppelin. But in the early days he could be quite the gentleman, quietly spoken and very well-mannered. He was interested in antiques, and we both had a passion for vintage cars. I would often bump into him at car auctions and we would have a very jolly time together. Of course, you were always aware of this other side to him, too. When it came to negotiating deals for Zeppelin, he could be very forthright indeed. But not like later on when he really did become very nasty. But that was the drugs, too, of course.’


It also has to be borne in mind that Peter Grant came from the era before accountants and lawyers took over the music business. What his former mentor Don Arden, the ultimate poacher-turned-gamekeeper, calls ‘the wild west days of the music biz’. Or in the words of someone Grant befriended later in life, Dire Straits’ manager, Ed Bicknell: ‘In Peter’s day, you put the money in the Hammond organ and made a dash for the border.’ As Mickie Most once said, ‘[Peter] was a dreamer and he hustled.’ He was also intelligent and could spout you facts and figures from a contract at random. If that didn’t work, he would take a leaf from Don Arden’s book and back you up against a wall and threaten you. Unlike Don, however, who had spent his war years faking illness in an army barracks many hundreds of miles from the frontline, Peter wouldn’t pull a gun on you – not in the early days anyway. But he wasn’t in the least bit fazed when he saw one, and certainly not in America, where you would see them all the time. What made his manner more frightening was his unexpectedly soft voice, surprisingly high, even when shouting at you; and the beautiful, long-lashed cow eyes that would narrow into unreadable slits when angered. Word had already gone out across America long before the arrival there of Led Zeppelin: Peter Grant didn’t argue. He merely told you how it was. And if that didn’t work, he showed you – personally.


He also, practically unheard of then, regarded his artists as friends, members of his extended family, particularly Jimmy Page, who he treated as almost a second son. ‘I always had the most respect and admiration for Jimmy,’ Grant said. ‘I felt that I was closer to Jimmy than any of the other members of The Yardbirds. I had immense faith in his talent and ability. I just wanted him to do whatever he felt was best for him at the time.’ A man who had grown up without a large family circle for support thus went out of his way to create his own, now he was a father – manager – himself. As such, he had no precedent. In later years, people liked to compare him to Colonel Tom Parker, Elvis Presley’s manager. But the Colonel would – and did – sell Elvis’s name to the highest bidder, both before and especially after his death. G would rather have cut off his own arm than sell his artist down the river of commercial shit that the Colonel routinely sent Elvis blithely skittering down. Similarly, Brian Epstein had been intensely supportive of The Beatles, but he was a novice, weak on the small print, who would eventually throw in the towel in the most dramatic fashion possible, leaving his artists high and dry and at the mercy of much larger, more vicious predators. By comparison, Peter Grant had been around the block so many times before Zeppelin came his way he felt like he owned it. So much so, unlike the ruinous penny-ha’penny record deal Epstein negotiated for The Beatles – then failed to renegotiate after their career had lifted off into the stratosphere – Grant was able to land his act the biggest deal in music biz history. In fact, Grant had more in common with the man who eventually replaced Epstein, the pugnacious Allen Klein, who, when asked by Playboy magazine if he would lie or steal for his clients had replied respectively, ‘Oh, sure,’ and ‘Probably.’ Peter Grant was looking for love from his artists; to give and receive.


Even Don Arden, who was so fiercely protective of his artists that he would physically go to war on their behalf – breaking bones, smashing furniture, brandishing shotguns – only did it to protect his own interests, primarily money. G was different. He was after the lolly, too, but it wasn’t his prime motivator. He wanted respect, he wanted loyalty, he wanted family. Most of all, he craved ultimate control of that family. Hence the surprisingly small but loyal staff Led Zeppelin would employ throughout their career, on the road and off, always the same trusted officers and infantrymen. The minute you proved yourself untrustworthy or disloyal, you were expelled – forever. It was a zero-tolerance approach that extended to record company execs, promoters, agents, merchandisers, journalists, anyone who had anything to do with the band. You were either for Peter Grant and Led Zeppelin or you were against them. And if you were against them, Peter Grant was against you – big time.


As John Paul Jones would later recall, ‘[Peter] trusted us to get the music together, and then just kept everybody else away, making sure we had the space to do whatever we wanted without interference from anybody – press, record company, promoters. He only had us [as clients] and reckoned that if we were going to do good, then he would do good. He always believed that we would be hugely successful and people became afraid not to go along with his terms in case they missed out. But all that stuff about renegotiating contracts through intimidation is rubbish. He wasn’t hanging people out of windows and all that crap.’


Well, no. Not out of windows, perhaps. But intimidation, threats, ultra-violence, all would be used regularly by Grant at various points throughout Zeppelin’s career. ‘If somebody had to be trod on,’ he would say, ‘they got trod on. Too true!’ That wasn’t all there was to his style of management, nor was it even the biggest part of it. But, yes, it was always there, bubbling like a sea monster just beneath the blackest, most oily part of the surface; one that would certainly bare its teeth with ever more scary frequency as the years rolled by and the band became more and more successful and, ironically, less in need of such ferociously over the top tactics.


Back in 1968, though, Grant had found himself at a crossroads. The imminent dissolution of The Yardbirds was hardly a surprise. The group had been at each other’s throats since he and Most had taken them off previous manager Simon Napier-Bell’s hands two years before. What really bugged Peter, though, was the thought of going back to square one with some other group. That is, some other group controlled by Mickie. Sooner or later that, too, would come to an end and what then? It was all right for guys like Don Arden and Mickie Most, with their big houses and flash cars; they had seen enough of the back end in their careers to view the whole thing as simply another business deal that had gone down before moving straight onto the next one. Peter Grant was tired of roaming around on the road to no discernible purpose, other than paying the rent. He was married, with a small son, Warren, and a baby daughter on the way and he wanted his stake in the dream to come true too. Like Jimmy, it was time for him to strike out on his own. No Mickie or Don this time, no lurking in the background this time; no more second banana. It was time for Peter – G – to show what he could do too.


When sitting in the car, passing time, Page had said he wanted to do his own thing, dreaming of the future, Grant had been pleased and surprised but not entirely sure what that would entail. All through that final Yardbirds show in Luton he had thought about it, watching Jimmy from the wings, wondering. And the more he thought about it, the more sure he became that it could – would – work. However, he was taken aback when Jimmy had mentioned Terry Reid – Terry, who Peter knew had just signed to Mickie, who he still shared an office with, their desks facing each other. Peter knew there was no chance with Terry now that Mickie had gotten his claws into him but he didn’t want to discourage Jimmy. So he went along with it, knowing they’d have to look elsewhere. Sure enough, Jimmy was disappointed. If Peter knew there was no chance why hadn’t he said something, tried to stop Jimmy? When Terry himself suggested someone else, it was almost too good to be true. Peter breathed a quiet sigh of relief and made himself busy trying to track the kid down . . .


Terry said they called him ‘the Wild Man of the Black Country’. You didn’t know if that sounded promising or not, but you wrote down the bloke’s name and gave it to G. It was an easy one to remember anyway – Robert Plant. Made you think of flower power sort of thing, which might have been good a couple of years ago. Things had changed since then, though. The main thing was, could the bloke sing? And did he look the part? Terry seemed to think so and Terry would know, wouldn’t he? So you asked G to look into it and that’s when you found out that Tony Secunda, The Move’s manager, was also sniffing around; had already had the bloke down to London for an audition. G suggested they move fast, before Secunda did a Mickie and got in there first. It still seemed a bit much though, having to drive all the way to Birmingham, or wherever it was, when there were so many good singers already in London: Chris Farlowe, Rod Stewart, Stevie Marriott, lots of others like Terry that didn’t have names yet. The boy in Free, he was good, too. But G said all the good ones were taken, reminding you that Stevie Winwood came from up there somewhere, too, didn’t he, so you never knew.


It was a Saturday night. G drove, you and Chris, who was still making up his mind, sitting in the back, smoking cigarettes and fearing the worst, that it would all be a big waste of time. Then you got there – another college gig. Small room at the back of the building, band called Hobbstweedle. Like something out of Lord of the Rings. Then they came on and you really feared the worst. Bunch of dope-smoking yokels, doing covers, American hippy, old flower power stuff. Waste of time. But the singer, he was quite good, actually. Big bugger in a University of Toronto sweatshirt. Did a version of the Airplane’s ‘Somebody to Love’ and really turned it on. A bit too good, perhaps. How come no one had heard of him apart from Terry? And bloody Secunda?


You were suspicious, didn’t believe in gift horses. Either there was something wrong with him personality-wise or he was impossible to work with. It was the only explanation you could think of. But G, who hadn’t come all this way for nothing, was more gung-ho.‘Invite him down for an audition, then decide,’ he said. So you did and a few days later this big kid with big curly hair was standing at the door of the pad in Pangbourne, grinning. You had taken him in and made him a cup of tea, offered him a fag. Told him to skin one up if he wanted, offered him your stash. At first it had been awkward, you could tell the kid was nervous. A few years younger, he’d done a couple of things, made a couple of records, but no hits to speak of. The only people you had in common were Terry, who the kid didn’t actually seem to know that well; Secunda, who was always too busy with The Move to make up his mind one way or the other, and Alexis Korner. But then every young kid you ever heard of had once sung or played in a band with Alexis.


Things warmed up when you started playing records. You told him about your idea for taking The Yardbirds and building on it, going in a whole new direction. The kid nodded along, ‘Yeah, great’, though it was fairly clear he didn’t know any of The Yardbirds’ songs – not from your time with them anyway. But you sat there on the floor together, letting him flick through your LPs, pulling out stuff by Larry Williams, Don and Dewey, the Incredible String Band, Buddy Guy and early Elvis. A mixture of stuff the kid – Robert – claimed to know well or admitted he’d never really heard before. When you put on ‘You Shook Me’ by Muddy Waters, then ‘She Said Yeah’ by Larry Williams, his face lit up. When you put on ‘Babe I’m Gonna Leave You’ by Joan Baez he looked puzzled. He was still nodding, still sitting there pulling on a joint and going, ‘Yeah, man, groovy,’ but you could tell he didn’t really know what on earth you were on about half the time. He’d heard of Joan Baez, all Dylan fans had heard of Joan Baez, but what did she have to do with the New Yardbirds? He was just a big curly-haired kid with a big curly-haired voice from somewhere up there in the Midlands.


So you picked up your acoustic guitar, said, ‘I’ve got an idea for this one’, and began playing your own arrangement of ‘Babe I’m Gonna Leave You’, and slowly, slowly, it began to sink in. Not all of it but enough to get him started; get him thinking about it on the train back to Brum or wherever it was he came from. Then you said he could crash for the night if he wanted and he did.


‘I really didn’t know much about The Yardbirds,’ Robert Plant would tell me. ‘I knew what they had meant and that in their latter stages they’d made a lot of pop records, which were good. But they didn’t . . . they were very much . . .’ He struggles to find the right words but what he’s trying to say is that he’d never actually bought any Yardbirds records, never been what you’d call a fan. He had certainly never seen himself being in a group like that. He and his friends saw themselves more as the English version of Moby Grape, if they saw themselves as anything. Or as he put it, ‘I knew that Keith Relf had got the kind of voice that he’d got and I couldn’t see where I’d fit in. But of course I didn’t know where it would go . . .’


Nearly thirty years after they broke up, Led Zeppelin is still a tricky subject for Robert Plant, full of ‘grey areas’ and things he doesn’t want to talk about, particularly from the latter half of their career, when the drugs had taken over and the madness seemed to double with every stumbling, life-wrecking step the unruly giant that they had created took. The early days are safe ground, though. In fact, by the summer of 1968, Robert Plant had all but given up on the idea of having a career in the music business. He’d sung in various groups since he was a teenager, coming closest to the spotlight in the Band of Joy, a bunch of Birmingham-based American West Coast wannabes specialising in covers by Love, Moby Grape and Buffalo Springfield, who’d got as far as some club dates in London before falling apart from lack of any real record company interest. After that, he’d sung and played briefly with Alexis Korner, but still no cigar. He’d even released a couple of solo singles – both flops. Now he was back home, working on a building site and singing part-time in the horribly named Hobbstweedle.


Looking back now though, he tends to idealise those days. ‘I really just wanted to get to San Francisco and join up. I had so much empathy with the commentary in America at the time of Vietnam that I just wanted to be with Jack Casady and with Janis Joplin. There was some kind of fable being created there, and a social change that was taking place, and the music was a catalyst in all of that.’ He gave a more accurate description of his circumstances back then, when in 1969, he told hippy bible International Times: ‘It was the real desperation scene, man, like I had nowhere else to go.’ Even his old pal, John ‘Bonzo’ Bonham, was now doing better than him, earning £40-a-week drumming in American singer-songwriter Tim Rose’s backing band. Forty quid a week! Robert could pretend he wasn’t jealous but no one believed him, let alone his pretty Anglo-Indian fiancée Maureen, who he had met at a Georgie Fame concert two years before. As he later told me, ‘For a while I was living off Maureen, God bless her. Then I did some road-making to earn some bread. I actually laid half the asphalt on West Bromwich High Street. But all it did was give me six shillings-and-tuppence an hour [31p], an emergency tax code and big biceps. All the navvies called me the pop singer . . .’


Plant told me he actually ‘ignored the telegrams’ he’d received from Peter Grant, inviting him down for an audition in the New Yardbirds, but it’s hard to believe. He said he only really considered it after Grant had phoned and left a couple of messages for him at his local pub in Walsall, the Three Men in a Boat. (Grant had phoned the pub, he explains in an aside, because he didn’t have a phone of his own and used the pub as his ‘office’.) The fact, though, as he had told IT, was that ‘everyone in Birmingham was desperate to get out and join a successful band . . . everyone wanted to move to London.’ Nineteen-year-old Robert Plant was no exception. He may not have had the same yearning to go and live in ‘the smoke’, as the rest of the country still called its capital, but he was desperate to make a living out of his singing, a dream that had stubbornly refused so far to come true. Finally, he said, ‘I went down there and then I met Jimmy. I didn’t know whether or not I would get the gig but I was . . . curious.’


You bet he was. Paul Rodgers, then fronting Free, recalls seeing Plant perform in the summer of 1968. ‘It was just before he joined Zeppelin,’ he says. ‘Free played up in Birmingham with Alexis Korner at the Railway Tavern, a blues club and Robert got up to jam with Alexis and he was the Robert Plant that we know and love today – full-on hair and tight jeans and everything, doing that “Hey babe!” [imitates Plant’s trademark vocal]. Full on everything, you know? He was giving it large with Alexis who was playing an acoustic guitar, and people didn’t quite get it. He really needed Bonham and Page behind him. We were staying at some hotel and afterwards he came back for a cup of tea. He said: “You know, I’m thinking of going down to London. What’s it like down there?” I said, “Oh, it’s pretty cool, you know, it’s good.” He said, “I’ve had a call from this guy called Jimmy Page, have you heard of him?” I said, “Oh yeah, everyone’s talking about him, he’s a big session guy down there.” He said, “Well, he wants to form a band with me. They’ve offered me either thirty quid or a percentage.” I said, “Take the percentage.” Next thing I knew it was Led Zeppelin, right?’


Thirteen days after the final Yardbirds show in Luton, Plant packed an overnight bag and bought the cheapest train ticket available that would take him from Birmingham to Reading, and then onto the local stopping service to Pangbourne. He walked the rest of the way to Jimmy’s, ignoring the disgusted looks of the distinctly middle-class denizens who mainly lived alongside the river. Trying not to look too impressed as Jimmy showed him in and went to put the kettle on, the wide-eyed would-be wild man was utterly overawed by his slightly older host. When they started putting on records and talking about music, there was more of a connection, he said, though it was Jimmy who did most of the picking and putting on.


‘You can smell when people have had their doors opened a little wider than most, and you could feel that was the deal with Jimmy. His ability to absorb things and the way he carried himself was far more cerebral than anything I’d come across before and I was so very impressed. I don’t think I’d ever come across a personality like it before. He had a demeanour which you had to adjust to. Certainly it wasn’t very casual to start with . . .’


Nor would it ever truly become so.
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Daze of My Youth


You had wanted to be a singer for as long as you could remember. You were fifteen and a half the first time you went to Brum town hall to see a concert on your own. Your uncle had taken you when you were a kid but this was something different. It was February 1964 and you were there to see the great Sonny Boy Williamson. Stood there in his black bowler hat, a mockery of the strait-laced world he was sending up, his shoulders hunched over like a vulture’s. Sonny Boy looked more dead than alive, more out than in: a ghostly black-and-white reflection of some hazy, distant world full of smoky bar rooms and laughing, painted ladies crossing and uncrossing their legs. The kind of place you had dreamed of as you sat on your bed, listening to the music and staring at the LP covers. Now here that world was – a small but significant part of it anyway – right in front of you, right here in Brum. You could hardly believe what you were seeing, up there on the town hall stage, so near to him you could hear the old blues master breathing into the mic, yet still so far away from your life in Kidderminster you may as well have been looking through a telescope at the moon.


Closer to home and much more believable, yet just as inspiring, also on the bill that night was the Spencer Davis Rhythm-and-Blues Quartet, and Long John Baldry’s All-Stars, both of whom had singers – Stevie Winwood and Rod Stuart [sic] as he was billed on the posters outside – who couldn’t have been much older than you. Winwood was even a local lad. If he could do it, then you could too, couldn’t you?


What a great night that was. All your mates were there too and there were loads of birds. Not yet the dope-smoking hippy you would soon become, you were still Jack the Lad. When it came out after the show that Sonny Boy’s bass harmonica had gone missing, everybody knew it was probably Planty that had ‘had away with it’. What a prize it was! Like getting your hands on an actual piece of the dream, a tiny bit of something to make it all seem more real.


You’d been a teddy boy but now you were mad about the blues, everybody knew that. Not just Sonny Boy Williamson, but Howlin’ Wolf, John Lee Hooker, Muddy Waters . . . Then came that first show at the Wolverhampton Gaumont, the year before the Sonny Boy concert. A package bill starting with The Rattles, Mickie Most and The Most Men, Bo Diddley, Little Richard, the Everly Brothers and the Rolling Stones. You were sweating with excitement even before The Rattles came on. The star of the show was Bo Diddley. The Stones were good, too, but they had nothing on Bo Diddley! ‘All his rhythms were so sexual,’ you’d recall later, ‘just oozing . . .’ It was after seeing Bo Diddley that you bought ‘Say Man’. There was a sale on at Woolies and you’d got that and ‘I Love You’ by The Volumes, ‘I Sold My Heart To The Junkman’ by Patti Labelle and The Blue Belles, and ‘My True Story’ by The Jive Five, scribbling your name – Robert (not Rob, as your mates called you) Plant – in the corner of the labels.


After that came singles by Solomon Burke, Arthur Alexander, Ben E. King . . . then your first LP, Muddy Waters’ Live At Newport 1960 . . . it used to be Elvis, now it was Muddy you sang along to, ‘I’ve Got My Mojo Working’ . . . then came Blues Volume 1 on Pye International with Buddy Guy, Jimmy Witherspoon, Howlin’ Wolf, Chuck Berry and Little Walter . . . various EPs . . . Chuck Berry’s ‘This Is . . .’, Howlin’ Wolf’s ‘Smokestack Lightning’ . . . you kept finding more and more stuff, going right back to the original jook-joint guys like Charley Patton, Son House, Robert Johnson, Earl Hooker . . . Folk Blues of John Lee Hooker was one of the greatest LPs ever made by anyone! And you could prove it. It was all in the book. The great book – Blues Fell This Morning by Paul Oliver – which you’d refer to in the way other people did the Bible, using it to help you choose which records to send off for. Real rare stuff, too, all the best gear by everyone from Hooker, Sonny Boy and the Wolf, to even less well-known American blues originals like Bukka White, Lightnin’ Hopkins, Snooks Eaglin, Tommy McClennan, Peetie Wheatstraw . . . all of them. The bloody lot! What a gang! Peetie was known as ‘the Devil’s Son-in-Law’ and the ‘High Sheriff of Hell’. Crazy, man!


By the time you’d seen Sonny Boy at Brum town hall you considered yourself an expert. A proper connoisseur, able to trace stuff back to its proper roots, eventually all the way back to obscure collections of African roots music and field recordings. As anal as any trainspotter, you would file, catalogue and rate your ever-growing collection of treasures. Every week you bought Melody Maker, the only music paper which covered blues, folk and jazz as well as the pop scene, and sit there after school reading it cover to cover. On Saturdays, when you weren’t at Molineux watching the Wolves, you were hanging around the record shops in Brum’s Soho district, especially The Diskery, which only proper fans went into, fingering the racks, always on the lookout for something new. That is, something old. Best of all, something good that nobody you knew had ever heard before. You were ready for anything. One week it was ‘Shop Around’ by the Miracles. The next it was Chris Kenner’s ‘I Like It Like That’, never heard singing like it. You were past all that now, though. A serious collector now, combing The Diskery for rare French RCA EPs by Big Bill Broonzy’s harp player Jazz Gillum, or the original Sonny Boy Williamson LP with sleeve notes by Alexis Korner. Even some folk and jazz. You had to hear it all, to see for yourself what it was like. It was always the blues you came back to, though. That was the ideal. Pestering Mum and Dad for the money to buy it, then taking it home, putting it straight on the little cream and red Dansette, singing along while watching yourself in the bedroom mirror.


Mum and Dad said you were mad but you’d been that way since you were nine, singing along at the top of your voice to ‘Love Me’ by Elvis. Standing behind the curtains in the living room, flicking the baby quiff you’d perfected that Mum would make you get rid of soon after. That was the first time you realised you could actually sing – a bit. It was also the first time you cottoned on that Mum and Dad didn’t actually share your love of this music, as if there was something funny about it. Didn’t even like Johnnie Ray! Bloody ’ell! You felt a bit sorry for them, actually . . .


Before Terry Reid had suggested Robert Plant, Jimmy Page had been giving serious thought to inviting Chris Farlowe to join him in the New Yardbirds. Years later, Chris would sing on Jimmy’s soundtrack for the Death Wish II movie, and again a few years after that on his 1988 solo album, Outrider. Twenty years before, however, Farlowe was busy building a solo career that had already seen him in the charts with his version of the Stones’ tune, ‘Out Of Time’, which Page had played on as a session guitarist. Ultimately, Plant got the gig because he was the only decent vocalist who was available right away and willing to give it a go; the only decent singer Page could think of that didn’t have anything better to do. Nevertheless, he still harboured doubts. ‘I liked Robert,’ he would later tell me. ‘He obviously had a great voice and a lot of enthusiasm. But I wasn’t sure yet how he was going to be on stage; what he’d be like once we actually got together as a band and started playing.’ What sealed the deal was the arrival into the story of a pal of Plant’s from Brum, a drummer named John Bonham. Bonham and Plant had been in the Band of Joy together. According to Jimmy, ‘The one I was really sure about right from the off was Bonzo.’ Until then, Page’s inclination had been to offer the gig to Procol Harum drummer B.J. Wilson, who he’d played with recently on the Joe Cocker session that had produced ‘(I Get By) With A Little Help From My Friends’ – an ornamentally heavy treatment of what had originally been a lightweight Beatles tune sung by Ringo, and a rough template for the kind of guitar-heavy musical melodrama that Page had in mind to utilise in his own next project. But Wilson wasn’t interested, understandably rating his chances of lasting success with Procul Harum – who had arrived with a huge splash the year before with the No. 1 hit, ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale’ – as infinitely better than the revival of a band that hadn’t had a hit for two years.


Other drummers considered included Aynsley Dunbar; Mitch Mitchell, who’d been in the Pretty Things before joining Hendrix in the Experience, where it was whispered he was now falling out of favour; and Bobby Graham, Jimmy’s old ‘hooligan’ session pal who’d never been tempted before to give up his hefty regular wage packet for the insecurity of a full-time post in a group. And not just any group, either, but the possible flogging of a dead horse. In desperation, Grant also invited out for lunch to ‘discuss a new project’, the similarly disinterested Clem Cattini, another old pal of Jimmy’s from the session scene. But Clem was always so busy earning fortunes from playing on hits by Ken Dodd, Sandie Shaw, Dusty Springfield, Gene Pitney, P.J. Proby, Marmalade and countless others, he could never find the time to sit down with Grant, who simply refused to discuss it over the phone. ‘I now had a family,’ Cattini later recalled, ‘and I thought – wrongly – that I’d found my niche as a session drummer.’ Two years later, when Zeppelin was the biggest-selling band in the world, Clem recalled running into Peter and asking him: ‘“That lunch date”, was it to do with . . .?” He just nodded.’


And so, at new boy Plant’s urging, Page had gone to see his pal John ‘Bonzo’ Bonham play with Tim Rose at the Country Club in Hampstead, north London. It was 31 July 1968 and, Page told me, ‘He did this short five-minute drum solo and that’s when I knew I’d found who I was looking for.’


‘Jimmy rang me up and says, “I saw a drummer last night and this guy plays so good and so loud, we must get him”,’ Peter Grant would recall. But Bonham, already rated as one of the best young drummers in England, was not convinced. With a wife, Pat, and two-year-old son, Jason, to support, the regular weekly wage he was getting from Tim Rose was not something he was about to just give up. Never one to mince his words, the thought of joining the New Yardbirds hardly thrilled him, either. ‘When I was asked to join the Yardbirds, I thought they’d been forgotten in England,’ Bonham explained. ‘[But] I knew Jimmy was a highly respected guitarist, and Robert I’d known for years,’ so he did at least finally agree to meet with Page and Grant. But only after they had virtually begged him to do so. Unable to reach him by phone because Bonzo didn’t have one, at Page’s urging Grant had bombarded him with over forty telegrams – nearly all of which were ignored. But with time running out and their options swiftly dwindling, Grant had been even more persistent than usual. One day G and Jimmy just turned up on John’s doorstep, taking him for a pub lunch where Page says he ‘basically spelled out the whole deal. How this was gonna be unlike any band he’d ever been in. That it was a once-in-a-lifetime thing.’ The fact that his mate Plant was also involved appears to have swung the deal. That and the fact that there was no guarantee Rose would take Bonham with him when he returned to America, or that Bonham would have wanted to go.


Word was out on the drummer, though. Not only was he earning a good weekly wage now, the Rose tour was the first time the name John Bonham had been mentioned in the music press, when one of the shows was reviewed favourably in Melody Maker. Chris Farlowe, whose new album had been produced by Mick Jagger, now wanted to offer him a job too, as did Joe Cocker. Page was abject at the thought of being forced to stand by and watch yet again as someone he wanted for the group appeared to be spurning him for what they felt would be a better opportunity with someone else he knew. Which is when Plant says he stepped in. ‘I went to Bonzo and said, “Hey, The Yardbirds!” And [his wife] Pat said to me, “Don’t you even think about it! John, you’re not going off with Planty again! Every time you do anything with him you come back at five in the morning with half-a-crown!” [12½p] So I worked on it and worked on it. I said to Jimmy, “What can you offer him?”’


As a result, Plant told me, both he and Bonham were initially offered £25 per week in England; £50 per week in Europe and £100 per week for touring America. He chuckled as he recalled how Bonzo said ‘“That’s not enough for me.” He did some kind of deal with Peter Grant whereby he got an extra £25 per week for driving the van! Bear in mind that he never even had a driving licence. It was a bit like a Keystone Cops chase half the time, constantly leaving the road and driving through hedges . . .’


Plant had first met Bonham four years before, at the Oldhill Plaza in Birmingham, where, as a seventeen-year-old, Plant had blagged a job as an occasional MC. That night, however, he’d also been singing there in his band, the Crawling King Snakes (after the John Lee Hooker song). He was actually on stage when he first laid eyes on him. ‘I noticed this guy looking at me,’ he said. ‘He came up to me afterwards and said, “You’re pretty good but your band’s shit. What you need is somebody as good as me”.’ It was Bonzo, a name all his friends called him for no particular reason other than it fitted him so well. This big, beefy bloke who could hit a drum kit so hard he would literally smash it to pieces, and would do so for fun, especially to other drummers’ kits. This larger-than-life, hard-drinking, outspoken absolute git of a bloke who could be as soft-hearted as a girl one minute and punch your lights out the next.


The whole thing really took off for you – the mad idea that the audience would actually ‘take notice’ of you as a drummer – when Dad took you to see Harry James at Brum town hall. Sod the trumpet. It was the drummer, Sonny Payne, who you couldn’t take your eyes off. Sonny Payne, who would bounce the drumsticks off the skins and catch them behind his back! Fucking hell, look at that! That was when you knew for sure. You’d tell ’em: ‘It’s all very well to be playing a triple paradiddle – but who’s going to know you’re actually doing it? Being original is what counts.’


You didn’t need lessons, either. Buddy Rich never had lessons, did he? No, he bloody didn’t, mate. Much better to learn as you went along, that way it stuck in your head and stayed there, no matter how many pints you’d had that night. Better to suss out who the good ones were and stand there and watch them, and listen. Knock on their doors if you had to. That was how, when you were fourteen, you’d met Garry Allcock. Garry had been playing drums since 1951. He was also mad about cars, which was good too, sitting together in Garry’s front room with your sticks and your practice pads, nattering about cars when it got boring and having a fag. Garry, who used to sit there frowning when you hit the snares too hard, shouting: ‘For Chrissakes, John, take it steady!’ Gary, who used to tell you to watch it or you were ‘going to knock it through the floorboards!’ Gary was a worrier but a good bloke, too. Knew his drums and his cars. Ace geezer.


Then there was Bill Harvey, another good ’un who knew his drums, who you’d met down the youth club when you were fifteen. Bill was in his twenties, an older fella who’d been drumming for years. Bill had laughed at you and called you ‘a tiny lad’ and told you to come back later. But you weren’t having none of that. So you kept on, turning up and pushing him, letting him know all about it, and before long Bill was coming round to your dad’s caravan to give you ‘clinics’. Dad would go mad at the noise. ‘Not you two at it again – clear off!’


Once, when Bill had had a row with his band, the Blue Star Trio, and fucked off in a huff, you offered to sit in for him. The band had laughed but when you got up and started hitting them fucking skins they’d shut up quick, like. When Bill came back later that night and saw you thumping away on his kit he went all funny on you. But then you had a brainwave and told him, ‘Come on, let’s do a solo together,’ and you’d both got up on the same kit. It was great! It went down so well Bill said you should make a regular thing of it, like. From then on, whenever he played he’d pretend to pull you, this kid, out of the crowd. Years later, you were still laughing about it. ‘Everybody went, “How did they do that?” They didn’t realise we had rehearsed it for hours.’


You and Bill became good mates in other ways, too. Already fond of a pint, you would get behind the wheel of your dad’s Ford Zephyr convertible and the two of you would go out on the lash together. No bloody breathalyser in them days, mate, and the two of you would get paralytic. Them were the days. But the best thing Bill ever did for you was introduce you to the Dave Brubeck Quartet, whose drummer Joe Morello was famous for his ‘finger control’ technique – this weird bloody thing he did with his fingers, tapping on the snare drum in a way that made it sound like a lion’s roar one minute, then doing something else that made it sound like a bow and arrow the next. You couldn’t get over the idea of using your bare hands on the drums. You thought it was the best thing since sliced bread. Then Bill showed you another ‘great pattern’ from a Humphrey Lyttelton recording he had called ‘Caravan’, where the drummer played floor-toms with his hands. You couldn’t get over it and begged Bill to show you how it was done. ‘Forget it, you’ll never get it,’ he’d said. But you bloody well did, mate. You bloody well fucking did!


At first, you’d shout and swear as you cut your hands and broke your fingernails on the rims and cymbals but you were buggered if you were giving up and eventually you got it. ‘It wasn’t so much what you could play with your hands,’ you’d say later, when they all came round to ask you about it. ‘You got a lovely little tone out of the drums that you couldn’t get with sticks. It hurts your hands at first, but then the skin hardens.’ In the end you got so used to playing drums with your hands you believed you could hit ’em harder with your hands than with the sticks. And you could, you bloody well could.


By the time you left school you were so determined to become a drummer, you said, that ‘I would have played for nothing. In fact, I did for a long time. But my parents stuck by me.’ And you stuck by them, joining the family business as an apprentice carpenter. Brick-laying and hod-carrying made you physically strong but getting up for work at six every morning nearly fucking killed you, especially when you began playing in local pub bands, waking up the next morning for work still pissed. But music was becoming even more important than cricket. Once you cycled forty-eight bloody miles to see Screaming Lord Sutch and get his autograph. And you began building up your record collection. Not that you were fussy, like. Johnny Kidd & The Pirates were all right, so were the Hollies and the Graham Bond Organisation, whose drummer, Ginger Baker, you liked better than anyone since Gene Krupa. The way you saw it, Ginger was responsible for the same sort of thing in rock as Krupa had been in jazz. ‘Ginger was the first to come out with this “new” attitude – that a drummer could be a forward part of a rock band – not something that was stuck in the background and forgotten about.’


You didn’t make a big thing of it but you were always learning, always keeping your eyes and ears open, even when you were pissed. When you were seventeen you’d go and see Denny Laine and The Diplomats, whose drummer, Bev Bevan, was about the same age as you and a good bloke. He’d let you sit by his side during the gig sometimes, just watching what he did, seeing if there was anything you could nick. US soul and R&B was good, too, especially once you’d worked out how to get that big, open drum sound all those records had. The trick, you reckoned, was to get your hands on the largest drums you could find, without the poncey dampers and mufflers, and just start hitting them, bashing them like bricks. You were determined, you said, to ‘get that sound’.


It wasn’t long after this that you finally got out of the pubs, when you got your first real break on what they called the Ma Reagan Circuit – the Old-hill Plaza, the Handsworth Plaza, the Gary Owen club, the Birmingham Cavern, all them sorts of places – playing in groups like Terry Webb & The Spiders, the Nicky James Movement, Locomotive and A Way of Life. You’d even drummed briefly for The Senators and got to play on a track, ‘She’s A Mod’, that ended up on that compilation album, Brum Beat. It was 1964, you were sixteen, and if that didn’t make you a real drummer you didn’t know what bloody did, mate . . .


‘Robert said you should really come along and see this drummer, he’s working with Tim Rose,’ Jimmy Page remembered. ‘I was gonna find the singer first and then pull it together. But when I heard John Bonham, albeit in quite a limited experience compared to how everyone else knows his playing now, he had that sort of energy in his drumming that was inspiring, you could tell that straight away. I’d been used to drummers who were [very good] going right the way back to Neil Christian & The Crusaders. I mean, he was like the best drummer in London. He’d been a drum major and he was really, really active on the kit, bass drum independency and all that. And I’d been used to all of that, and in the studios [there] was Bobby Graham who did all the sessions, playing on Kinks and Dave Clark Five records. Bobby was a real sort of hooligan drummer as well. So I’d been used to all this sort of stuff. And I knew that because it was gonna rely on this three-piece, that the drummer had to be somebody who, basically, had an amazing intellect on the kit as well as all the power and the passion. But I’d never seen anyone quite like Bonzo.’ As soon as Jimmy saw him play, ‘That was it, it was immediate. I knew that he was gonna be perfect.’ Not just for what he calls the ‘hooligan’ stuff either, he said, but for ‘this thing in my mind of employing dynamics and light and shade. I knew he was gonna be the man; that he could do all this.’


And yet it so nearly didn’t happen. Bonzo seemed so disinterested when Plant first discussed it with him the singer furtively sounded out other local drummers. One such was Mac Poole, an old friend of Bonham’s who had replaced him as drummer in A Way of Life after ‘John lost them too many gigs for playing too loud’. Poole bumped into Plant at a Joe Cocker gig in Birmingham a couple of weeks after the singer had returned from Pangbourne, where ‘Robert put it to me in a very kind of simplistic way,’ Poole said. ‘He just said, “I’m doing these sessions with a guy called Jimmy Page, and we’re gonna put a band together and we’re gonna call it the New Yardbirds – and we need a drummer”. That was like asking me if I was free. That’s how we did it in Birmingham, you sounded people out first, you didn’t just say, “Do you want the job in the band?” But I just said, “Well, I’ve got my own band, Rob, we’ve got our own deal.”’


Poole had, in fact, recently formed Hush, who had indeed just signed a deal. ‘I said to Robert, “What’s wrong with John?” He said, “He’s touring with Tim Rose.” Which he was and of course Tim Rose was paying regular money. And at that time anyone paying regular money was worth holding onto. Then Robert said, “OK, maybe I’ll try Phil Brittle.” He was kind of running ideas past me.’ Brittle was another Birmingham-based drummer who would later find fame locally in a band called Cissy Stone. ‘He was a very good drummer,’ Poole told me in 2005, ‘and of course Robert wanted somebody that would probably do what he was told a bit more, you know. And probably wouldn’t get drunk, cos I mean Robert knew John of old and that it might be a bit of a dangerous deal.’ Less than two weeks later, however, Poole ran into Plant again – this time in company with Bonham. ‘We met up in the room where we all used to meet up after gigs, at the Cedar Club. They were both together and I said, “Ah, don’t tell me, he’s joined your new band.” And Robert said, “Yeah.” They were still called the New Yardbirds, which I shied away from. I thought they were all gonna be wearing dickey-bows doing “Over, Under, Sideways, Down”. I thought, “Bloody hell, Bonzo ain’t gonna last in that lot . . .”’


When Jimmy finally persuaded him to give it a try, Bonzo had asked him what sort of drummers he liked ‘and I played him a single called “Lonnie on the Move” [by Lonnie Mac]. It’s like “Turn on Your Love-light” as an instrumental, and it’s got this drumming that’s really super hooligan [and] I said, “This is the sort of angle that I’m coming in at”.’ Bonzo picked up on what Jimmy was talking about no problem at all. As Mac Poole points out, ‘John had hammered his own style together well before Zeppelin. So when he joined Zeppelin it was easy, he just pissed all over the band. John was always an effective drummer; he was always determined to be part of it. And there was nobody that was gonna fucking put him at the back and tell him to sit there like a good little boy because that wasn’t the man that you were dealing with.’ He laughed out loud. ‘Even in the early days, he was determined to be heard!’


Poole does concede that having to perform for a name musician of the calibre of Page did force Bonham to ‘toe the line a lot more – certainly in the beginning. Jimmy was the one giving all the directions.’ He talks about how he and Bonham and future ELP drummer Carl Palmer – another local lad destined to make good – were ‘all in this melting pot with this equipment, smacking seven bells out of the kit just to be heard’. The advent of rock’n’roll ‘changed the whole method of thinking, certainly on the drum kit. John would always be saying things like, I worked with such-and-such a group and the fucking guitarist deafened me! After that, just to make sure his bass drum was heard, he’d put silver paper in it so that it would project. John was determined not to be sunk down.’


It was an attitude, Poole said, which worked to his detriment in a lot of the early bands he played with – hence the reputation for being too loud. ‘If the band wasn’t gonna turn down, he sure wasn’t. I know Dave Pegg [later bassist of Fairport Convention] had problems with him like that in A Way of Life. Every gig they did they got banned because John wouldn’t play quieter. And through that he developed this whole attitude towards other musicians which was tantamount to war, you know? He was a good drummer, a good time-keeper. But whatever they call the X-factor, John had it. He didn’t care about technique, it was like he was gonna try something new that he’d thought about in his head. And even if it didn’t come off and it absolutely messed the band up, he didn’t care, he’d play it anyway. Most drummers practise a new idea and come back with it perfected. John would perfect it on stage [and] when it fitted, it was a fucking stroke of genius. And that’s where his innovating spirit came from – a complete disregard for the other musicians. Guitarists, all they had to do was turn up the volume control and they could be louder.’ It was this same belligerence, said Poole that ‘came through in Zeppelin and made the band what they were, musically. I think Jimmy immediately understood what he had and helped him harness it.’


It was towards the end of these approaches that the final piece of the jigsaw fell into place, again, quite by accident, or possibly destiny, depending on what you believe. In Jimmy Page’s case, that meant it was almost preordained. Whichever it was, John Paul Jones came in ‘late in the day,’ said Page ‘and all of a sudden all the ingredients are now there. Like it was meant to be . . .’


But while Page may insist he never had any doubts about how Bonham and Jones would work together as a rhythm section, the difference between their two personalities could not have been more stark. Like Bonzo, Jones was already married with children. But Jones was also a softly-spoken middle-class Southerner; Bonzo a raucous, working-class Midlander. Yet somehow the two hit it off immediately. Even later on when Bonham was on a drunken rampage, Jones was rarely the target for his ire. As he later told me, ‘Musically, we were very proud of our capabilities as a rhythm section. We’d listen and leave space for ourselves. There was a great deal of mutual respect. We were always incredibly locked-in – phrasing the same and always coming to the same musical conclusion. The empathy we had when we played was always incredibly exhilarating. But then I was fortunate. I was playing with the best drummer I’d ever known, and I’d known most of them . . .’


You’d been John Paul Jones for four years now and you still weren’t any more famous than you’d been as plain old John Baldwin. What was the bloody point? How had it come to this, churning out nonsense for Harry Secombe and Des O’Connor? You may as well have stayed behind in the Home Counties and got yourself a proper job. The pay might not have been as good but the hours were the same and at least you’d feel like you were getting somewhere. More and more this felt like nowhere. This was nowhere. Not even a window to gaze out of. Just the four walls, the endless cigarette smoke, putting one out, lighting another, endless bloody cups of tea, watching the clock ticktocking by. Then coming home at night and complaining to your wife: ‘I’m making money, Mo, but I’m not enjoying it any more . . .’
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