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INTRODUCTION: THE ROCK REVOLUTION





  On New Year’s Day, 1962, when the Beatles walked into Decca’s West Hampstead Studio Number Three on Broadhurst Gardens, rock music was forever changed. By the time

  they had finished recording an audition tape—with Paul McCartney crooning “Till There Was You” and John Lennon warbling “To Know Him Is to Love Him”—the Beatles

  had climbed aboard a musical fast track that literally revolutionized the cultural and social fabric stretching from Abbey Road to Hollywood and Vine.




  Hundreds of British bands followed in the Beatles’ wake. The Dave Clark Five. Herman’s Hermits. The Rolling Stones. Finally, by the end of the sixties, the raw, back-breaking music

  of Led Zeppelin elevated the rock revolution to an absolutely manic pitch.




  Before the dawning of the Zeppelin era, I had worked as tour manager with nearly a dozen other rock bands, helping to cultivate their talents, attend to their eccentricities, and nurse their

  egos. It was hard, often stressful work, but never boring. At times, I became exhausted; more often, I felt exhilarated. From the Who to Unit 4 + 2 . . . from the New Vaudeville Band to the

  Yardbirds . . . they were my boot camp that prepared me for my twelve-year tour of duty with Zeppelin.




  I had grown up in Kensal Rise, a working-class neighborhood light years removed from Zeppelin’s recording sessions at Headley Grange or the prestigious stage of Royal Albert Hall. My

  father was a metal architect who, just before World War II, helped build the elaborate doors on the Bank of England. He then went to work for Rolls-Royce making cars, and when the war began, he

  moved to the assembly line that manufactured aircraft. He could work miracles with his hands, but he was also much more of a scholar than I ever was, reading history just for the joy of it. While

  he reveled in stories about Gladstone and Disraeli, I was more interested in Presley and the Everlys. While I wanted to spend time in record stores, he took me to the British Museum and to the

  halls of Parliament.




  My parents finally accepted where my real interests lay, and they bought me a record player when I was thirteen. Immediately, I began building a library of 45s by artists like Elvis, Ricky

  Nelson, Buddy Holly, and Chuck Berry. A few British singers captured my interest, too—Lonnie Donegan had several contagious tunes like “Rock Island Line”—but no one in

  England was quite as daring or provoked quite as much youthful hysteria as Little Richard when he sang “Good Golly, Miss Molly (She Sure Likes to Ball).”




  Although I did reasonably well in school—particularly in subjects that I liked—education had never been a passport to success in my neighborhood. In fact, at age fifteen, as the new

  school term started, the headmaster suggested I might be better off going to work. As I soon discovered, however, the real world was hardly glamorous, at least not for a teenager with minimal

  skills. My first job was welding milk churns at a dairy supply company in Acton in Northwest London. It was hard, often dreary work, and it wasn’t making me rich: For a forty-six-hour week, I

  earned just a little over three pounds, or about ten dollars.




  All the while, however, my interest in rock music flourished. Songs like Roy Orbison’s “Cryin’” and the Tokens’ “The Lion Sleeps Tonight” got my

  adrenaline flowing and, for a time, even made me think that perhaps I could make a living as a musician. I finally bought myself an old drum set, hoping that I could unearth some latent musical

  talents.




  Like millions of other teenagers, I developed a rich fantasy life. I could picture myself sprinting onto a stage, perching myself behind a kit of drums, and performing to the cheers of thousands

  of screaming fans, returning to the stage for encore after encore. It was a vision I replayed in my mind, again and again. Unfortunately, my talent was no match for those dreams. Much to my

  chagrin, after just a few hours of banging skins and crashing cymbals, I realized that Gene Krupa and Buddy Rich had no need to worry. Years later, neither would John Bonham.




  With some apprehension, I began looking for a job with a future, which was a challenge for a kid from the wrong side of London. I jumped from one occupation to another, first delivering

  groceries, then working as an apprentice sheet-metal worker, and finally a carpenter. By age eighteen, I had gotten a job on the scaffold seven days a week—hard, dirty work that often

  involved the demolition of old buildings, mostly in Wembley and West End of London. The pay: Thirty pounds a week.




  Eventually, it was my lust for club life that opened the doors to the music business. Beginning in 1962, I started hanging out at dance clubs in the West End, which were a crowded Mardi Gras of

  music and delicious-looking girls. Six nights a week, I binged and boozed from the State Ballroom to Saint Mary’s Hall, from the 100 Club to the Marquee. It was wonderful just to be part of

  the action.




  The early sixties were an exciting time when hundreds of rock and roll bands were descending upon London from throughout England, when the Rolling Stones and the Who still traveled in minivans

  and often played almost unnoticed for a handful of pound notes a night, and when Led Zeppelin was not even a figment of someone’s imagination. In those days, from the

  outside looking in, I thought the rock music world looked incredibly glamorous, and I felt a bit of jealousy from my vantage point on the periphery. The young, aspiring musicians who would

  eventually evolve into bands like Zeppelin would crowd into the London clubs in those days, looking for a piece of the action, salivating at the chance to realize their own dreams, and aching to

  make connections that might turn them into the next Rock Superstars.




  I routinely overdosed on this nightlife, never growing weary of the partying, the alcohol and drugs, the loud music, the easy girls. I also became absorbed in the youthful trends of the

  style-conscious young men of the times—some called Mods, others Rockers—who became as much a part of the London scene as Buckingham Palace and Westminster Abbey. We were kids from poor

  neighborhoods, most from the East End, others from South London. When the media were in a kind mood, they called us “trendsetters”; more often, we were “hoodlums” or

  “troublemakers,” “malcontents” or “provocateurs.” No matter what was written, the emotions running through this movement were universal: We were bursting with

  anger, furious about our economic circumstances. If you were to gather together a group of Mods or a group of Rockers, the energy created by their rage could have blown the Clock Tower off the

  Houses of Parliament.




  As a way of setting ourselves apart from mainstream society, we conformed to particular types of fashions and aggressive, renegade attitudes and behavior. The Rockers were an outgrowth of the

  teddy boy hoods of the fifties. They were jeans and leather jackets and saw themselves as Brando-like nomads on their motorcycles. Their rivals, the Mods, had shorter hair and were impeccably

  dressed, with clothes custom-made at Carnaby Street shops, where a mass-produced, tailor-made pair of flared trousers cost about four pounds, and Fred Perry knit shirts became the

  “only” brand to wear.




  I embraced the Mod look and lifestyle, one of thousands of Mods saturating the English landscape. We felt as if we were on the cutting edge of a social revolution, like we were Somebody. In

  Britain’s class system, we may have been “have-nots,” the forgotten generation, even outcasts, but together, we believed we were VIPs. We’d flex our rebellious muscles,

  sometimes impressing, sometimes intimidating others. We’d live for the moment, spending whatever money we had and ridiculing our parents’ warnings to “save for a rainy day.”

  And when my friends would say, “All I want to do is get drunk and have fun,” I couldn’t think of any better way to spend the night.




  Neither the Mods nor the Rockers ever shied away from violence. The worst of it erupted at seaside resorts like Clacton, often on bank holidays or during Easter weekends. There really

  weren’t any good reasons for those ugly confrontations; the violence was an end in itself, a chance to vent our frustrations and let off some steam. On one July night,

  we arrived in Clacton knowing the Rockers would be waiting for us, and we were equipped to fight with more than our fists. Our arsenal of weapons, in fact, might have made General Montgomery

  envious, with armor ranging from knives to pickaxes. The Rockers and the Mods congregated on opposite sides of the street, shouting epithets and then finally approaching one another. There were a

  few isolated confrontations here and there, and then a full-fledged brawl exploded in the middle of the street over the length of a block. For twenty minutes, it was absolute chaos. Brass knuckles

  connected with chins. Knives cut into skin. Blood splattered on the pavement. There were wails of anger and screams of pain.




  Those kinds of riots made national and even international headlines (“The war of the teenage misfits”). One newspaper columnist warned, “The social fabric of England itself is

  disintegrating.” But the more attention the Mods and the Rockers got, the more committed we became to a life-style—and to the rock music—that millions in Britain found

  repugnant.




  About this same time, while the musicians who would eventually become Led Zeppelin were finding their niches in the music industry, I was finally getting my own initiation into

  the business. In 1964, I had just returned from a summer-long vacation in Spain—my first real exposure to what life was like beyond working-class London. And I came back feeling restless and

  hungry to find an escape from the hard, dirty life on the scaffold.




  That opportunity finally presented itself at a club called the Flamingo in Soho, which was actually quite out of step with the times. While other clubs were preoccupied with the latest rock and

  pop music trends, the Flamingo was addicted to a soul and jazz sound. While its competitors were partial to the Beatles and the Dave Clark Five, the Flamingo embraced the music of Ray Charles and

  Marvin Gaye.




  One of the Flamingo’s regular bands was Ronnie Jones and the Nighttimers. The Nighttimers played a host of Otis Redding and Bobby “Blue” Bland

  tunes—“Respect,” “Mr. Pitiful,” “That’s the Way Love Is,” “Call on Me”—and other songs that reflected a rhythm and blues influence.

  I enjoyed their music, would hang around them before and after their gigs, and occasionally would talk to their road manager. I never really understood everything that he did, but his life seemed

  glamorous—certainly more exciting than my seven days a week on the scaffold.




  One evening, I noticed that the Nighttimers themselves were packing their equipment into their van, a task that had always been taken care of by their road manager. I walked over to Mick Eve, a

  tall, thin saxophonist who was the Nighttimers’ leader. Mick had once played with Georgie Fame and the Blue Flames, but just about the time Georgie started making big

  money—400 pounds a night as a headliner—Mick decided that the music had become too pop-oriented for his taste, and he broke away to start his own band.




  “What happened to your roadie?” I asked.




  “He’s gone on to something else,” Mick said.




  “I’m looking for a job as a road manager,” I told him.




  “Do you know anything about it?”




  Of course, I knew almost nothing. But I was desperate not to let this opportunity slip away. “Well, I can drive the van,” I said, groping for some way to peak his interest.

  “I’ve traveled and I certainly know how to get around.”




  Then I remembered that for four weeks, I had once worked at a job soldering transistors. “And I know a lot about electronics, too,” I added.




  Mick gave me one of those looks that said, “Can’t you do any better than that?” Then he said, “Well, I really don’t feel that we need a road manager any

  longer.”




  “But you must need someone,” I pleaded. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have had a road manager in the first place.”




  “But we never could pay him very much, Richard. He got one pound a night, and two pounds on the nights we did two shows. He averaged about seven pounds a week. The guy was always

  broke.”




  It wasn’t a very appealing picture, particularly for someone like me who was already making thirty pounds a week on the scaffold. Even so, I had this seductive image of a road

  manager’s life brimming with travel, heavy drinking, and lots of beautiful girls. And at the time, I couldn’t think of a more perfect way to live.




  “I’ll take the job, Mick,” I exclaimed, reaching to shake his hand before he could say a word. He nodded, although I’m not sure he was certain what he was agreeing to.

  But I couldn’t have been more excited; I was finally in the music business.




  The first show I did with the Nighttimers was on Boxing Day 1964, at the Carlton Ballroom on Kilburn High Road. We were one of the few rock bands that had ever been booked there, since the

  facilities were usually rented for Jamaican weddings or bar mitzvahs. In that initial gig, I told Mick, “I don’t know whether we should be wearing dreadlocks or yarmulkes!” I

  don’t think he ever got the joke.




  Within those first few days, I discovered that the job as the Nighttimers’ road manager wasn’t that difficult for someone with a good head on his shoulders. There were hundreds of

  little clubs throughout England, and in my six months with the Nighttimers, we played a lot of them. I drove the band to and from their gigs in a small van, then set up their equipment and

  collected their box-office receipts, which were enough to pay expenses and not much more. Nevertheless, the job seemed to have much more potential for glamour than the

  scaffold.




  After just two weeks with the Nighttimers, I was thoroughly won over by the music business—but I also knew that I wanted something more than to work for a small band. A friend of mine

  played with a group called the Chevelles, and one Sunday night, I went to see them open at the London Palladium for the Rolling Stones. That was the first time I had seen the Stones live, my first

  exposure to the fury, the frenzy, and the power of truly great performers. Girls in the audience were absolutely hysterical—screaming, crying, moaning, lunging toward the stage. Some even

  peed in their knickers, actually creating streams of water that, like the tributaries to the Mississippi, converged into a single river where the sloping seats joined the front of the stage. I had

  heard about bands making a splash, but this was unbelievable.




  As I walked out of the Palladium that night, I muttered to myself, over and over, “Shit, that is some fucking band.” I promised myself to reach higher than the Nighttimers. Even the

  Beatles need road managers, I reasoned, so I set my goals at the top.




  Before long, I had moved on to other bands, first Unit 4 + 2, a bunch of middle-class kids who had turned a recording contract into a number one record, “Concrete and

  Clay,” in 1965, followed by another hit, “I’ve Never Been in Love Like This Before,” that reached number eight. They weren’t the Stones, but it was definitely a move

  up for me.




  During my tenure with Unit 4 + 2, I continued to keep in contact with the Nighttimers, who had acquired a new keyboard player named John Paul Jones. John Paul was the first future Zeppelin

  member who I got to know, although at the time our relationship consisted of little more than “hellos” and small talk. Even back then, Jonesy was quiet, never had much to say, never

  wasted words. But his talent and intuitive skills on the Hammond organ were impressive. “You’re too good for this band,” I told him. “One of these days, you’re going

  to hook up with a group where you can really show off your talents.” At the time, neither of us realized how prophetic that statement would be.




  On my nights off, I went back to club-hopping in the West End. One night at the Scene, I caught a band called the High Numbers. The drummer, Keith Moon, attacked his drums like

  a madman. The guitarist, Peter Townshend, had arms as animated as a windmill, whipping, wheeling, and then leaning into C chords with the energy of a hurricane. He would strike the guitar

  strings so forcefully and wildly that his fingertips were worn ragged, occasionally even oozing with blood. It was a hemophiliac’s nightmare.




  Before long, the High Numbers became the rage among the Mods. Later, they would change their name to the Who and help write an important chapter in rock history. When I began working for them in

  1965 and 1966, it was like going from junk food to caviar.




  I never really got tired of watching the Who perform. In the course of a ninety-minute performance, they could electrify crowds with their music and shock audiences with their antics, while

  sending critics scouring their thesauruses looking for just the right adjective, just the right verb to describe what was taking place. Just when you thought the Who was the most disciplined,

  masterful band you had ever seen and heard, the musicians had a chameleon’s gift for instantly transforming themselves into raving, deranged lunatics. All in a night’s work.




  At times, the anarchy that accompanied the music often became frightening. Consider the night in 1965 when the Who was performing at a London club called the Railway Tavern, not far from the

  tube station at Harrow & Wealdstone. As a couple hundred fans jammed into the tiny hall, tempers in the audience flared and there was pushing and shoving throughout the show. Since I was

  responsible for the safety of the band, the unrest in the crowd had me pacing backstage, nervous that a full-blown riot might erupt.




  Near the end of the performance, Peter whirled his guitar and accidentally struck its neck on a very low ceiling above the stage. It happened with such force that the neck fractured. Peter stood

  stunned for just a moment, surveying the damage. Then he shouted, “Goddamn it!,” gritted his teeth, and erupted in wild anger, suddenly flailing the guitar furiously and recklessly.

  Like a ballplayer armed with a Louisville Slugger, he swung it first in one direction, then in another, striking it on the ground, then smashing it on the amplifiers, banging the floor once more,

  then using the guitar as a battering ram against the amps, pummeling them again and again, progressively obliterating both the guitar and the sound system. As the demolition continued, the

  crowd—already on the brink of hysteria—roared its approval.




  After that initial outburst, Townshend never looked back. In the closing number of subsequent shows—as the final chords of “My Generation” or “Anyway, Anyhow,

  Anywhere” were reverberating—audiences began to expect Peter to decimate his high-voltage, high-priced guitars, hammering them into the amplifiers, splintering them onto the floor,

  pulverizing them with the subtlety of a 747 slamming into the Empire State Building. Peter came to get a real kick out of it, amused that he could incite the crowd, work them up, and push them over

  the edge, just for the price of a guitar or two.




  On occasion, Moonie would escalate the frenzy for the fun of it. He’d heave his drums across the stage, kick holes in the skins, snap drumsticks, stomp on cymbals,

  and annihilate what was left into toothpicks. It was a scene more appropriate for an insane asylum than a rock club.




  Although audiences relished these frenzied episodes of destruction, they weren’t something the Who could really afford to do every night. Perhaps a band like Led Zeppelin, or even the Who

  after it had achieved more fame, could absorb the costs of those kinds of outbursts. But in 1965 and 1966, when I was on the road with the band, these hurricanes of destruction ran up enormous

  debts. It wasn’t like replacing a few guitar strings a week; Townshend and Moonie were mutilating expensive instruments and, in the process, the band’s balance sheet, too. In those

  days, the Who was earning about 300 to 500 pounds a night, but that could be eaten up quickly by the replacement of a guitar (200 pounds), a kit of drums (100 pounds), and new amps (350 to 400

  pounds). At one point, the Who was nearly 60,000 pounds in debt. You don’t have to be Einstein to figure out that the band was committing fiscal suicide. And it created enormous tension

  within the band.




  Particularly in the beginning, John Entwistle and Roger Daltrey were horrified at the destructive onslaughts and what they were costing the band. “This is absolutely ridiculous,”

  John shouted at Peter one evening. “We lose money every night we play! We’d come out ahead just by not showing up!”




  Peter couldn’t be bothered with that kind of logic. “Fuck off!” he yelled back at Entwistle. “This is something we do! It’s part of the show. The fans love it. So

  accept it!”




  I stayed out of those battles. I knew Entwistle was right, but I was in no position to intervene. The dissension within the band, however, concerned me. How long can a band last, I asked myself,

  when everyone is at each other’s throat?




  Eventually, Entwistle stopped complaining, figuring that he was wasting his energy and that he’d never be able to control Townshend anyway. Fortunately, as the band began to earn more

  money, the destruction became a more tolerable business expense and little stood in the way of the Who’s success.




  In the early months of 1966, drugs and alcohol were becoming as important as anything else in my life. As exhilarating as the Who’s music was, it was taking a backseat to

  the next handful of pills, which were an easy source of pleasure. In the process, however, the drugs were starting to seriously affect Moonie and me in particular, with both of us experiencing

  frequent and frightening blackouts. At that point, I began to feel that my days with the Who were numbered.




  In August 1966, I was driving through London at high speeds, swerving past everyone else on the road—except for a policeman whose siren and flashing red light

  convinced me to pull over to the curb. It was my third speeding ticket, and two days later in court, my driver’s license was revoked. Because so much of my job with the Who consisted of

  driving the van and transporting the band from one gig to another, they had to find someone to replace me. I was furious about losing the job, but if anyone was to blame, it was me.




  In my last few days with the Who, they performed at a charity event at the 10,000-seat Wembley Empire Pool, sharing the bill with the biggest acts in rock music: the Beatles, the Rolling Stones,

  the Yardbirds, the Animals, the Walker Brothers, and Lulu. The Who performed just before the Stones, and they were magnificent—from “La La La Lies” to “The Good’s

  Gone,” from “Much Too Much” to “My Generation.” Even so, when the Stones and the Beatles closed out the show, performing back-to-back, almost everyone forgot that the

  other bands had shown up at all. As Mick Jagger pranced across the stage, unleashing his high-energy Lucifer of Rock spectacle, I thought to myself, “How can anyone top this?”




  Thirty minutes later, the Beatles did. John, Paul, George, and Ringo came onstage, and the roof nearly lifted off the hall. “I Feel Fine” . . . “Ticket to Ride” . . .

  “We Can Work It Out” . . . “She Loves You” . . . “A Hard Day’s Night.” Fortunately, they played only a twenty-minute set; if it were any longer, the crowd

  of 10,000 might have experienced a communal cardiac arrest. It was an exciting, exhilarating, and thoroughly exhausting evening.




  Once again, my appetite was whetted for something bigger. I knew I wanted to stay in this business, and felt I was ready for more than the Who. Led Zeppelin was still two years away, and until

  then, I worked with a number of other artists and bands, including the Yardbirds, the Jeff Beck Group, Vanilla Fudge, the Young Rascals, the Searchers, the New Vaudeville Band, and Terry Reid. But

  they were all just stepping-stones to Zeppelin. For me—and for millions of fans—Led Zeppelin would ultimately evolve into the best that rock music had to offer.
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          CRASH LANDING


        


      


    


  




  Richard, something bad has happened to one of your Led Zeppelin boys.”




  Julio Gradaloni had a grim expression on his face as he nervously shuffled through his briefcase, finally pulling out a newspaper and placing it on the table in front of us.




  “What do you mean?” I asked him, feeling some anxiety starting to chill my body. “What’s happened?”




  Julio was my attorney, a stocky, no-nonsense lawyer in his middle fifties. He was sitting across from me in the visiting room at Rebibia Prison near Rome. I had been imprisoned there for nearly

  two months—on suspicion of terrorism, of all things. During those weeks behind bars, I was bewildered and frustrated, desperately and futilely trying to convince the police and prosecutors

  that my arrest had been some kind of blunder, that I was no more likely to blow up buildings in Italy than would the Pope himself. But on this particular morning in late September 1980, Julio took

  my mind off my own problems.




  “One of your musicians has died,” Julio said, trying to remain as composed as possible.




  “Died!” I froze. After nearly twelve years as tour manager of Led Zeppelin, the four members of the band—Jimmy Page, Robert Plant, John Paul Jones, and John Bonham—had

  become like brothers to me.




  Neither Julio nor I said anything for a few seconds. Then I stammered, “Was it—was it Pagey?” Jimmy is so frail, I thought, so weak. Maybe the cocaine, the heroin had finally taken their toll. Jimmy’s body must have just given out.




  Julio wasn’t making eye contact, perusing the Italian newspaper, preparing to translate the article about Led Zeppelin for me.




  “No,” he said in a steady tone of voice. “Not Jimmy Page. Here’s what the article says. ‘John Bonham, drummer of Led Zeppelin, was found dead yesterday in the home

  of another member of the world-famous rock band. . . .’ ”




  Julio continued to read. But after that first sentence, I stopped hearing his words. I became numb, braced my hands against the table, and bowed my head. I swallowed hard, and could feel my

  heart palpitating.




  “Bonham is dead,” I began repeating silently to myself. “Shit, I just can’t believe it. Not Bonzo. Why Bonzo?”




  I leaned back in my chair. There must be some mistake, I thought. It doesn’t make sense. He’s so strong. What could possibly kill him?




  I interrupted Julio in midsentence. “Does the newspaper say what he died of? Was it drugs?”




  “Well,” Julio said, “they don’t know yet. But they say he had used a lot of alcohol that day. It sounds like he drank himself to death.”




  Julio tried to change the subject. He wanted to talk with me about my own case. But I just couldn’t. “Let’s do it another day, Julio,” I mumbled. “I’m not

  thinking too clearly right now.”




  I barely remember walking back to my cell. I crawled onto my bunk and stared silently at the sixteen-foot-high ceilings. I had this queasy feeling in my gut while pondering life without Bonham .

  . . without those high-voltage drum solos, his contagious laugh, and the sense of adventure that propelled us through many long nights of revelry.




  “Are you all right?” one of my cell mates, Pietro, finally asked over the din of a nearby transistor radio.




  “I’m not sure,” I told him. “One of my friends has died.”




  My cell mates tried to be comforting, but I wasn’t particularly receptive to their words. Finally, with an onslaught of emotions rushing through me, I snapped. Throwing a pillow against

  one of the walls, I shouted, “Damn it! Here I am rotting in this fucking jail for something I didn’t do! I wasn’t even with my friend when he died!”




  I began pacing the cell. “Maybe I could have done something to help him. Maybe I could have kept him from self-destructing.”




  It had already been a difficult two months in that prison cell. I had been put through a forced withdrawal from a heroin addiction, enduring many uncomfortable days and nights of nausea, muscle

  cramps, body aches, and diarrhea, while trying to figure out how I was going to extricate myself from the bum rap that had put me behind bars. One minute, I had been relaxing at the Excelsior, one of Rome’s most elegant hotels; the next, policemen with their guns drawn had burst into my room, accusing me of a terrorist attack that had occurred 150 miles away.

  Since then, my day-to-day existence had become difficult—even before the stunning news about John Bonham.




  In the days and weeks after Bonzo’s death, I received several letters from Unity MacLaine, my secretary in Zeppelin’s office. “The coroner’s report,” she wrote,

  “says that Bonzo suffocated on his own vomit. It says he had downed 40 shots of vodka that night. They call it an ‘accidental death.’ ”




  Bonham had died at Jimmy’s home, the Old Mill House, in Windsor—a home Pagey had purchased earlier in the year from actor Michael Caine. The band had congregated there on September

  24 to begin rehearsals for an upcoming American tour, scheduled to start in mid-October 1980. Beginning early that afternoon, John had started drinking vodkas and orange juices at a nearby pub

  before overindulging in double vodkas at Jimmy’s home. His behavior became erratic, loud, and abrasive. He bitched about being away from home during the nineteen-date American tour.




  When John finally passed out well past midnight, Rick Hobbs, Jimmy’s valet and chauffeur, helped him into bed. Rick positioned the Zeppelin drummer on his side, placed a blanket over him,

  and quietly closed the bedroom door.




  The next afternoon, John Paul Jones and Benji Le Fevre, one of the band’s roadies, tiptoed into the bedroom where Bonham was sleeping. Benji shook Bonzo, first gently, then more

  vigorously, but was unable to arouse him. Panicking, Benji feverishly checked Bonham’s vital signs. But there were none. He wasn’t breathing. He didn’t have a pulse. His body was

  cold.




  When the ambulance arrived, the attendants repeatedly tried to resuscitate Bonham as his fellow musicians looked on in horror. Nothing worked. He may have been dead for hours.




  After a lengthy voyage that began in 1968, Led Zeppelin had crash-landed. This was the band that had redefined success in rock music, whose record sales and concert receipts

  turned them into overnight millionaires and the biggest drawing card in rock music. This was the band that played such high-spirited, dynamic, wall-to-wall music—and performed with such

  confidence and such charisma—that concert tours were sold out just hours after tickets went on sale. Standing ovations and endless encores became ordinary. Harems of excited young

  girls—whose adrenaline would surge at the mere mention of Led Zeppelin—fought for the chance to fulfill the band’s every sexual fantasy and fly with them on their private jet, the

  Starship, where a bedroom provided privacy, and drugs and booze helped heighten their senses.




  I had been Led Zeppelin’s tour manager from the beginning, since their first American concert at the Denver Coliseum in 1968, where they opened for Vanilla Fudge.

  Over the course of the next twelve years, I had been with them on every tour and at every concert until almost the end—scheduling flights and hotel accommodations, helping to choose concert

  sites, planning details from the size of the stage to the height of the crash barriers, providing show-no-mercy, paramilitarylike security, escorting girls to the rooms of the band members, and

  keeping Zeppelin nourished with drugs. In the process, I had seen them evolve into a powerhouse force in the music industry.




  But John Bonham’s death proved that there was nothing omnipotent about Led Zeppelin. Their music might live forever, but they had paid a terrible price.
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  I saw John Bonham for the last time just days before I had left for Italy in summer 1980. We met at a pub called the Water Rat on

  the King’s Road, after an evening rehearsal in which the band was preparing for a summer European tour. While John and I drank Brandy Alexanders, I grumbled about Peter Grant, the

  band’s manager, sending me to Italy to kick my heroin habit rather than accompanying the band on their upcoming tour.




  “Don’t worry,” John said, “you’ll get off that shit and be back with us before the summer’s over.”




  When we left the pub, John took me for a ride in a Ferrari Daytona Spider convertible he had bought two days before. As he dropped me off in front of the pub, I turned to Bonzo.




  “Do you realize that this European tour will be the first Zeppelin gigs I’ve ever missed?” I told John. “I hope you bastards miss me.”




  Bonzo smiled. “Very unlikely, Cole,” he quipped. “Don’t count on it.” Then he asked, “How pissed off are you at Peter?”




  “Very pissed off. But I also know that I need to get off smack once and for all. And so do you, Bonzo.”




  Bonham laughed. “It’s not a problem for me,” he said with exuberance. “If it becomes a problem, I’ll just quit!”




  Even though I wanted to go on the European tour, I also recognized that I was losing interest. As good as Led Zeppelin’s music continued to be, I could see the

  organization beginning to suffocate in its own personal turmoil. For me, the hassles were starting to outweigh the joys.




  In the early years of Zeppelin, we had been a close, six-man unit, with Peter and me providing the support for the four musicians. There was real joy in seeing the fame of the band mushroom so

  quickly, which translated into enormous financial rewards and the chance to live an incredible fantasy lifestyle that a bunch of musicians from mostly working-class backgrounds found irresistible

  and intoxicating.




  But from the inside, the signs of Led Zeppelin’s disintegration began to surface in the late 1970s. Jimmy, Bonzo, and I were becoming increasingly caught up in the quagmire of drugs,

  enough to really anger Robert and John Paul. “You’re one of the people in charge of this operation,” Robert once told me. “And it makes us nervous to see what’s going

  on. Can’t you see what’s happening?”




  I thought Robert was crazy. From the earliest years, Zeppelin’s concert tours had always been drenched in alcohol . . . champagne, beer, wine, Scotch, Jack Daniels, gin . . . and brimming

  with drugs, even though we rarely paid for any of the illegal substances. Drugs for the band were often given to me by fans, by friends, who would knock on my hotel room door, hand me a bagful of

  cocaine or marijuana, and say something like, “We have a present for you.” The band rarely turned anything down.




  When Bonzo, Jimmy, and I began using smack, no one aggressively intervened, even when it started having a noticeable impact. Jimmy became so caught up in his drug habit that he sometimes showed

  up an hour or two late for rehearsals. Bonzo’s behavior, already unpredictable, became more volatile. As for me, I was buying heroin from dealers within a few hundred feet of Peter’s

  office in London and was becoming less attentive to my day-to-day responsibilities in the Zeppelin organization. I still felt I was in control, but I wasn’t; I’m sure Bonham and Pagey

  were deteriorating, too.




  By 1980, Peter and I were constantly at each other’s throats. Peter never fired me, but we weren’t getting along at all. He was fed up with my heroin habit and gave me an

  ultimatum.




  “Pick where you want to go to clean yourself up, and I’ll pay for it,” Peter said. “But you’re not going to bring down this organization with you.”




  At times, the thought of getting away actually sounded appealing. Particularly while we were on tour, Peter wanted to know where I was and what I was doing at every moment of every day. I felt I

  was on the spot all the time, and I didn’t like it. “Why are you bugging me?” I would scream at him. My drug use was making me paranoid.




  I even thought of quitting. But at the same time, I was unwilling to give up the glamorous life-style of limousines, luxurious hotel suites, drugs, and groupies.




  Peter was an intimidating presence, a mammoth man, overweight, with an unkempt beard and a fast-receding hairline. More important, he was a hands-on, loyal manager who knew every twist and turn

  of the music industry. He deserved nearly as much credit for the band’s international success as the musicians themselves.




  As for Bonham, I began seeing a very nasty side of him at times—an anger built on frustration—that grew out of his own mixed feelings about Led Zeppelin itself. He

  loved playing with the world’s number one band, and he glowed when critics called him the top drummer in the business. But with increasing frequency, he resented having to go out on the road

  or showing up for a particular concert when he just wasn’t in the mood. Like the rest of the band, Bonham no longer needed to play for the money. So when his state of mind just wasn’t

  in sync with catching a plane to the next gig—when his big heart and his loneliness for his family would make him ache to be back home—he would say to me, “It’s becoming

  harder to be somewhere where I don’t want to be. I’ll follow through because people are depending on me. But someday soon, I’m going to give it all up. I have to.”




  Bonham’s thirty-minute drum solos—which sometimes left the drumskins torn and his hands bloodied—were a way of getting out all that anger and all that pain.




  Jimmy Page was just as complex, although his commitment to the band never wavered. Because Zeppelin was his baby, his creation, his enthusiasm remained strong. But his health

  was a constant worry to those of us around him, thanks to a vegetarian diet that sometimes bordered on malnutrition. He appeared frail and was more prone to colds than the rest of us. Still, his

  passion never ebbed onstage.




  Jimmy and I were very close during the early days of Zeppelin, although we spent much less time together in the later years. Offstage, we had once shared an excitement for art collecting, but as

  I began spending more of my money on drugs, I could no longer afford to indulge my own artistic interests, and so Jimmy and I drifted apart. He never seemed particularly impressed with his own

  wealth, perceiving it as a means of buying him seclusion—and maintaining his cocaine and heroin habits. But more than anything, music and Led Zeppelin were his real loves.




  Through all the band’s travails, John Paul Jones somehow emerged unscathed. When he dabbled in drugs, it seemed to be more out of curiosity than anything else, and never to excess. He was almost always level-headed and in control. He was also reclusive, even on the road, often content to be by himself, away from the chaos and the

  excesses that he may have seen bringing Led Zeppelin down. He avoided much of the band’s craziness, and his marriage survived intact after all the years of touring; his wife and children

  seemed to be enough for him.




  “Richard,” he would sometimes say on the road, “here’s the phone number where I’ll be for the next forty-eight hours; unless there’s an absolute emergency,

  don’t tell anyone—and I do mean anyone—how to reach me.”




  Peter would become outraged when John Paul would disappear. But perhaps Jonesy was smarter than any of us, keeping his distance while the rest of us were gradually sinking in the quicksand.




  Until Bonham’s death, I had always felt that Robert Plant had borne most of the brunt of any negative energy that may have surrounded Led Zeppelin. From the beginning,

  through his soulful singing, I knew there was a sensitive side to Robert. So I wasn’t surprised to see him emotionally devastated in 1975 when his wife, Maureen, nearly died from internal

  injuries and multiple fractures in an automobile accident on the Greek island of Rhodes or two years later, when his son, Karac, died of a serious respiratory infection. At Karac’s funeral,

  Robert was stoic and composed through the services. But later that afternoon, Bonham and I sat with him on a grassy field on Jennings Farm, Robert’s home near Birmingham. As each of us drank

  from a bottle of whiskey, Robert opened up, bewildered by the tragedies in his life and where Led Zeppelin was headed.




  Clearly, Robert was hurt that Jimmy, John Paul, and Peter hadn’t been by his side during his son’s burial. “Maybe they don’t have as much respect for me as I do for

  them,” he said in a pained, monotone voice. “Maybe they’re not the friends I thought they were.”




  A few minutes later, Robert pondered all of our pasts and futures. “We couldn’t ask for any more success than we’ve had,” he said. “Professionally, we

  couldn’t ask for more. But where the hell has it gotten us? Why do these terrible things keep happening? What the hell is going on?”




  They were questions without answers.




  And then Bonham died. In my prison cell, I found myself reflecting upon the talk of a Zeppelin “jinx” that had haunted the band for years. It was something that

  disc jockeys and fans discussed much more than any of us did. When the subject did come up, we mostly just scoffed at it.




  “It’s bullshit,” Jimmy once said angrily. “People take my interest in the occult and give it a life of its own.”




  Because the band rarely made efforts to court the press and discuss the intimate details of their lives with reporters, there was a mystique that surrounded the band that

  tended to fuel the rumors of a curse. “Let them think whatever they want,” Jimmy said. “If the fans want to believe all the rumors, let them. A little mystery can’t

  hurt.”




  The most ominous rumor was elevated to mythological status. It proclaimed that in their earliest days, the band members—except for John Paul, who refused to participate—had made a

  secret pact among themselves, selling their souls to the devil in exchange for the band’s enormous success. It was a blood ritual, so the story went, that placed a demonic curse upon the band

  that would ultimately lead to the deflating of the Zeppelin. And perhaps to the death of the band members themselves.




  To my knowledge, no such pact ever existed. Jimmy was a great one for spinning yarns, especially with young ladies who were fascinated with the “dark” side of the band, so maybe

  that’s how the story got started. But despite Jimmy’s preoccupation with the supernatural, he rarely discussed his dabbling in the occult with the rest of the band. One of our roadies

  once said to me, “I tried to broach the subject once, and Jimmy went into a rage. I’d never raise the issue again.”




  Jimmy was fascinated with the whole idea of black magic, and in the hours after learning of Bonzo’s death, I began to wonder just how powerful his obsessions were. Jimmy owned a home that

  once belonged to Aleister Crowley, the British poet who experimented with spells, rituals, séances, heroin, and “sexual magick.” Jimmy’s neighbors were convinced that the

  house was haunted, and they told stories about a young man who was once decapitated there, with his head rolling down the stairs like a basketball.




  After Bonzo died, the London tabloids had a field day. They blared with headlines like “A Jinx Haunts Led Zeppelin.” According to one British reporter, “Bonham died as

  retribution for guitarist Jimmy Page’s obsession with the occult.”




  Jimmy became furious with that kind of journalism. “They just don’t know what they’re talking about,” he roared. “They should keep their ignorance to

  themselves.”




  As I sat in my cell, my thoughts kept returning to the possibility of a hex. Was Led Zeppelin susceptible to cataclysms because of some type of undefinable evil force? Was Jimmy’s

  fascination with the occult somehow responsible? Or had our own hard living and personal excesses finally caught up with us?




  Whatever the reason, I knew that Led Zeppelin would never be the same, if the band survived at all. Even before Bonham’s death, during those first few weeks in the Italian prison, I had

  tried to deal with my predicament by repeatedly telling myself, “This is going to be over any day. I’ll be out of here, I’ll be off heroin, and I’ll

  join the band for their American tour. Things will be good again, just like they had been in the early days.”




  But John Bonham’s death forced me back to reality. Not only would I have to deal with my grief over the loss of a friend, but I knew Led Zeppelin itself was finished. Over the years, even

  though the band had never talked about anyone dying, they realized there was the possibility that one of them might decide to leave the group.




  “If that happens,” Jimmy said matter-of-factly, “that will be the end of Led Zeppelin. The organization will close down. Why bother going on after that?”




  Bonham was such an integral part of the band. He and Robert in particular had known each other as young musicians, years before Led Zeppelin. And although they had their fights and

  disagreements—usually over petty matters like who was going to pay for the petrol in one of their cars—they had a strong emotional bond. I couldn’t imagine Robert singing with

  anyone other than Bonham behind him. It would be like trying to drive a car with three wheels. When Karac died, Robert had put his arms around Bonham at the funeral and said, “You’re my

  oldest mate, Bonzo; I can count on you to always be there for me, can’t I?”




  Jimmy put it bluntly: “It would be an insult to find a replacement for John Bonham in order to keep Led Zeppelin aloft.”




  





  [image: ]




  

    

      

        

          ROBERT


        


      


    


  




  Robert, why would you want to waste your life in a rock band? You have an opportunity for a wonderful education and a good career.

  Don’t let yourself get sidetracked. Don’t blow it.”




  The words were spoken by Robert Plant, Sr., whose son was itching for a life as a rock singer. For the elder Plant—a civil engineer who felt more comfortable with Beethoven than the

  Beatles—his son’s musical ambitions were becoming his own nightmare. He could not tolerate his boy wasting his life chasing impossible dreams.




  Robert Sr. spent many idle, anxious hours wondering how to steer his son back toward a more “respectable” life and career. All the while, the younger Plant was making his own

  homemade instruments (harmonicas and kazoos) and treating each as if it were a Stradivarius. While his dad was dejected over Robert’s disinterest in making the most of his education, the

  teenager was poising himself in front of a mirror, teaching himself to sing by imitating Elvis records.




  Most of the rock musicians—from the Beatles to the Stones to Led Zeppelin—who emerged in the sixties came from a working-class background. Their parents had survived the terrors and

  the heartaches of World War II—including Germany’s savage bombing of London that ignited the city in flames and left much of it in ruins. The British economy had been devastated as well

  by years of war, and it struggled to recover. For many young musicians in Britain—who had grown up in households listening to Frank Sinatra and the Stan Kenton

  Orchestra—rock music became not only a way they might escape poverty, but it was their form of rebellion, too, a means of lashing out at the middle- and upper-class traditions that, to them,

  represented the oppression and the pain they and their families had endured. As the years progressed, rock music increasingly became one of their most potent weapons in the rebellion.




  But while rock music may have primarily been the domain of the underclass, the Plants were purely middle class. Born in 1948 in West Bromwich, Staffordshire, and growing up in the west Midlands

  in the small rural town of Kidderminster, Robert had a background that was so highbrow that in the earliest days of Led Zeppelin, he used to look a bit disdainfully at the rest of us

  “commoners.” He never said much that was condescending, but he sometimes seemed to breathe arrogance, as though he were a cut above us.




  Robert attended King Edward VI grammar school in Stourbridge, where schoolboy pranks were part of his way of life. One afternoon, he concealed a pair of tennis shoes inside a piano, making it

  impossible for the teacher to play—a caper that got him expelled from the music program, which was the class he most loved.




  Beginning at age fourteen, Robert let his hair grow (ostensibly to attract girls) and started playing with rock bands. He began spending less time on his schoolwork, although he did show some

  interest in subjects like archeology. More than anything, he felt driven to pursue his musical interests, even if his family reacted skeptically to them.




  At one point, Robert Sr. hoped that his son would eventually get his musical passions out of his system. He used to drop his boy off at gigs at the Seven Stars Blues Club, where the teenager

  sang with the Delta Blues Band, accompanied by Chris Wood’s flute and Terry Foster’s eight-string guitar. When the songs were familiar, the crowd cheered and the young singer became

  ecstatic. But Robert was also inclined to introduce blues songs by unknowns like Blind Boy Fuller, hushing the audience and leaving them as bewildered as if he were performing Carmen or

  Madama Butterfly.




  Robert was bright enough to realize that his odds of achieving success were slim. “Even the most talented singers usually don’t make it,” he said. “I’ll give myself

  till the age of twenty; if I’m still struggling by then, I’ll move on to something else.”




  Robert bounded from one band to another: The Crawling King Snakes (named after a John Lee Hooker song) . . . Black Snake Moan (named after a tune by Blind Lemon Jefferson) . . . the New Memphis

  Bluesbreakers. As he played this version of musical hopscotch, his voice began to get more attention. It literally brought people through the doors to hear that soulful,

  sensitive, powerful voice.




  “Maybe something’s starting to happen,” Robert told his friends, jacking up his hopes as he sang before full houses. But despite the increasing recognition, he still had to

  deal with more disappointments.




  In 1966, after joining a band called Listen, some scouts from CBS Records liked what they heard. They were awestruck by Robert’s strong voice and nearly as impressed with his nonstop body

  gyrations on stage. CBS signed the band to record three singles, the first of which was a slick remake of the Young Rascals hit “You Better Run.” It was released with little fanfare,

  however, and attracted even less attention from radio stations and record buyers. It was a brutal introduction to the music industry.




  Robert was discouraged but not defeated by the lack of recognition the record received. “It’ll happen,” he told friends, trying to keep his own confidence level high. “I

  believe in myself, and that’s half the battle.” In fact, he was battling his own inner turmoil, beginning to wonder if anything would ever really start to break in his favor.




  In 1967, CBS Records asked Robert to record two additional singles to fulfill its contract with Listen. It seemed like a wonderful opportunity—the chance to go into the studio on his own.

  But Robert’s excitement was crushed by CBS’s selection of the songs he would record. One of them, “Our Song,” was a lushly orchestrated Italian ballad for which English

  lyrics had been written. One of Robert’s friends said, “What the hell are they trying to do to him? Turn Robert into the next Tom Jones?” Robert was embarrassed by the record. He

  almost felt like going into hiding or personally melting down all the vinyl on which it was pressed. His instincts about it may have been correct: “Our Song” sold an unremarkable 800

  copies as the record company did, in fact, try to promote him as a Tom Jones incarnate—a campaign about as successful as the Edsel. At least for the moment, a very downcast Robert saw his

  recording career hit a nasty brick wall.




  “If my mom hadn’t bought a copy of the records, the damn things wouldn’t have sold at all,” Robert joked. He wasn’t exaggerating by much.




  During this time, despite his middle-class background, Robert became a Mod, wearing Chelsea boots and snugfitting jackets and joining battles with Rockers in the borough of Margate. He also cut

  his long, blond locks into a French style that he patterned after Steve Marriott, the lead singer of Small Faces, who had posed the compelling musical question, “How’s your bird’s

  lumbago?” during a concert Robert attended in Birmingham.




  With Robert’s musical career sputtering, his parents tried again to steer him in more traditional directions. “Why don’t you study to become a chartered accountant?” his worried mother suggested. Robert was dejected enough already—and now this!




  Even though Robert was intelligent enough to recognize that he might be reaching for an impossible dream, he was upset with the lack of support from his parents in his musical pursuits. He still

  thought he had a shot at stardom, even while his mom and dad wondered whether he would ever outgrow his “fantasies” about making a career in music. He felt frustrated, hurt, and

  sometimes angry. At times when he was home, he sensed a growing emotional wedge between him and his parents. On some level, he desperately wanted to prove to them that he could succeed in

  music.




  Nevertheless, to make peace in the family, Robert finally agreed to some accountant’s training, even though his heart was still possessed by blues performers like Robert Johnson, Tommy

  McClellan, Otis Rush, Muddy Waters, and Sonny Boy Williamson, whose records he often found in the junk shops he used to scour.




  After just two weeks of accountant’s training, Robert threw in the towel. He was being paid a forgettable two pounds a day, but even more important, he realized that there was much more to

  life than ledgers and balance sheets. “I just don’t want to spend my whole life counting other people’s money!” he complained to friends. “I’d rather be

  the one making the money!”




  Without any regrets, Robert shifted his full attention back to music. As before, he jumped from one band to another, ending up with a group called the Band of Joy. Like Robert’s earlier

  musical ventures, however, this one had only minimal success. The gigs came much too infrequently, and most of them played to half-empty houses. As if Robert wasn’t feeling bad enough, he was

  constantly at odds with the band’s manager.




  “Do you know what the problem is, Robert?” the band’s manager asked him one day. “I don’t think you sing very well! You might think seriously about leaving the

  band.”




  Robert left in a rage with his ego bruised. Yes, his voice was a bit wild, but he felt there was something unique about it, too. He tried to deflect the criticism, not let it grate upon him, but

  it was hard. He was determined to keep on going, even though his voice wasn’t making him any money. He held onto the group’s name, and the Band of Joy soon re-formed in a

  second—and then eventually a third—generation that went off in a number of unexpected directions. The last incarnation featured a zany, long-haired, mustachioed drummer named John

  Bonham, who was never fully content with the enormous power and fury he used to bring to his performing. To create even more gusto, Bonham would line his drums with aluminum foil to give them more

  of a crackling, explosive sound—and hopefully to attract more public attention to the group.




  But, in fact, the Band of Joy had to resort to much more to win the hearts of its audiences. The members of the band sometimes performed with painted faces. They wore long

  tailcoats. They staged miniwars with one another, using toy machine guns. The overweight bass player, attired in a caftan and bell-bottom pants, would swan dive from the stage into the crowd,

  creating terror on the faces of its members, who must have thought the Hindenburg (or was it the Zeppelin?) was crashing upon them. If there was a message he was trying to

  communicate, no one could quite figure out what it was.




  One night as the Band of Joy performed at Victoria Hall in Selkirk, an inebriated member of the audience heaved a pie at Plant. Since Robert was a constantly moving target, the pie splattered

  harmlessly a few feet from him.




  “The Band of Joy played about two gigs a week, but we weren’t making much money,” recalled Robert a few years later. “If I hadn’t been married by then, and my wife,

  Maureen, didn’t have a job, I wouldn’t have eaten. It was that simple. I would have been in the welfare lines.”




  In a sense, Maureen was Robert’s savior, and he knew it. Without her financial support—not to mention her emotional support—he might have given up long before anyone had ever

  heard of Led Zeppelin. He had met her at a Georgie Fame concert, and they began living together shortly thereafter and eventually got married. When Robert wasn’t bringing home any money, she

  made sure they still had a roof over their heads. When his self-confidence wavered, she helped stabilize it. He often said that if it hadn’t been for Maureen, he might have gone nuts.




  The Band of Joy continued to struggle. They worked their way up to about seventy quid a night, played songs by Sonny Boy Williamson and the Grateful Dead and even recorded a few demos at the

  Regent Sound studios. But much to their frustration, they never landed a recording contract. Finally, disheartened that the band wasn’t going anywhere, Robert decided that the battle

  wasn’t worth fighting anymore. The Band of Joy disbanded.




  Once again, Robert was faced with making some hard decisions about his future. In early 1967, he did some construction work, pouring asphalt along West Bromwich High Street and using his

  earnings (six shillings tuppence an hour) to buy Buffalo Springfield, Love, and Moby Grape albums. Most of the British rock scene, he thought, was an embarrassment and barely worth the vinyl on

  which the records were pressed. But the Grape—with its combination of blues, folk, rock, r&b, country, and bluegrass—left Robert humming and itching to get back to music, much to

  his parents’ continued distress.




  Even long after Led Zeppelin had turned Robert into a millionaire, a reconciliation with his father took years. Robert’s dad still had trouble accepting his

  son’s rock music career, even with the enormous success—a fact of life that troubled Robert a lot. At a social function in Birmingham, I was chatting with the elder Plant and offered

  him a bottle of beer—with no glass. He looked at me with disgust, as if to say, “Who the hell do you think I am that I would drink out of a bottle?” He was from a different

  world.
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          BONZO


        


      


    


  




  John Bonham was as down-to-earth as they came. For as long as I knew him, there weren’t pretensions that needed to be peeled

  away to get to the real Bonham. All the loudness, all the craziness, all the wit, and all the talent were all Bonzo. What you saw was what you got.




  As a child, long before John had become the drummer with the Band of Joy or Led Zeppelin, he was banging on just about anything that could make noise. Born in 1948 in Redditch—about twelve

  miles south of Birmingham—he would pound on his mother’s pots and pans or on a round coffee tin that had a wire attached to it in an attempt to mimic the sound of a snare drum.




  Bonham’s mother bought him his first real drum at age ten, and before long, his father brought home a full drum kit, secondhand and a bit worn. That drum set may have been rusty, but John

  absolutely treasured it. He would become upset when some of his friends and fellow drummers wouldn’t give their own instruments the tender loving care he felt was warranted. To Bonzo, that

  kind of neglect was just a rung below child abuse. Music became his first addiction, and if he went a day without playing the drums, it was like going through withdrawal.




  Shortly after John left school, at a time when Ringo Starr was already the envy of every youngster in England with a set of drumsticks, Bonzo began trying to make a living with his music. He

  performed with Terry Webb and the Spiders, attired in a string tie and a purple coat, with his hair greased back. His playing was a bit calmer and more controlled than it

  would soon become.




  Like Plant, Bonham was pressured by family members to give up music. “There’s a lot of honest work out there, John,” his father told him. “You can make a decent living if

  you really want to.” Bonham’s dad was a carpenter and a builder, and John helped him for a while, putting aside the drumsticks for a set of hammers. But he loved music—nothing he

  had ever done made him so happy—and before long, he was back playing in local bands: the Nicky James Movement, A Way of Life, and Steve Brett and the Mavericks.




  John believed that music was the only thing he was good at, but nevertheless he became the stereotypical starving artist. At age eighteen, when he met his future wife, Pat, she was level-headed

  enough to think twice about marrying someone whose future might include more famine than fame. Bonham, however, was persistent.




  “It’s just a matter of time,” he told Pat. “I’m going to make it if you have faith in me. Don’t give up on me.”




  Despite the odds, she didn’t. Pat finally relented, and they moved into a fifteen-foot trailer together. On occasion, when Bonzo was feeling dejected about the slow pace at which his

  career was moving—and when he’d lose his temper and lash out when reality fell short of his expectations—he might promise Pat that he would quit if things didn’t soon turn

  around. But they were hollow promises, and both of them realized it. Music was an undeniable part of him. He never seriously thought of giving it all up.




  At times, Bonzo might have done better panhandling than playing music. When he was part of the Nicky James Movement, the band was frequently so short of funds that they often performed with

  equipment they hadn’t fully paid for; more than once, when a gig was over, their instruments or PA equipment was confiscated because they were unable to meet their payments. “This

  isn’t the way to make good music,” John told himself. But at least for the moment, he didn’t have many alternatives. And he felt an unwavering loyalty to those who let him play

  with them; he loved being part of a group, a feeling that continued throughout the long run of Led Zeppelin. Even during those tough periods, Bonzo’s notoriety spread: “He’s the

  best drummer in England” . . . “He plays so loud that you can barely hear yourself think” . . . “He breaks more drumskins in a week than most drummers do in a

  lifetime.”




  With time, Bonzo developed more finesse and less belligerence as he played. Even though he remained a team player, he yearned for the same attention as the musicians who played in front of him,

  particularly as he saw other rock drummers move into the spotlight. He admired and envied Ginger Baker, dating back to the Graham Bond Organisation, when Baker never let himself become overshadowed

  by the others in the group despite the strong musical presence of Bond and Jack Bruce. “That’s the way I want to be,” Bonzo would mutter, “an equal

  member of the band, not someone just keeping the beat for the forward musicians.” Later, when Cream’s album, Fresh Cream, was released early in 1967, with Ginger Baker’s

  “Toad” solo turning him into a headliner, Bonzo set his sights on stardom. Less than two years later, he was a member of Led Zeppelin.
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          JOHN PAUL


        


      


    


  




  Even for those who knew John Paul Jones well, he was somewhat of a mystery man. He methodically went about making his music with a

  cool confidence that never was shaken. For as long as I knew him, no matter how much feeling he brought to his music, he was solid and dependable. He knew what he was capable of doing—and he

  did it.




  John Paul’s real name is John Baldwin. He came from a family that enthusiastically nurtured his musical interests. He was born in 1946 in Sidcup, Kent, where his father was a piano player

  and a bandleader. While still a child, John Paul performed on the piano with his old man at weddings, bar mitzvahs, and parties. John Paul realized that it wasn’t Madison Square Garden or the

  London Palladium, but it was a good training ground for what was to come.




  John Paul picked up the bass for the first time in his early teens. He had only one lesson on the instrument, but that seemed to be enough. He let his musical instincts and sensitive fingers

  take over, along with the influences of musicians like Charlie Mingus, Scott La Faro, and Ray Brown.




  John Paul’s first bass was a Dallas model (“It had a neck like a tree trunk”). But while encouraging his son’s interest in music, John Paul’s dad saw no future in

  the bass. He urged his son to concentrate on the tenor saxophone, convinced that the bass guitar’s days were numbered.




  Despite such ominous predictions, the bass never went the way of the accordion or the autoharp. In fact, when John Paul proved to his father that he could actually earn

  money with the bass, the old man had an immediate change of heart.




  At age seventeen, John Paul began moving through a few bands, playing Burns guitars, performing songs by Jerry Lee Lewis and Little Richard, and wearing outfits like purple jackets and white

  shoes that would have embarassed him years later. The best known of these bands was the Harris/Meehan Group, fronted by Jet Harris and Tony Meehan, who had sung with the Shadows when that band had

  a hit record, “Diamonds.” Because of his youth and inexperience, John Paul suffered some unsettled nerves during this time, but his self-confidence kept his performance level high.




  Before long, John Paul found a more lucrative way to make music, namely, by becoming a studio musician. From the beginning, he was serious and methodical, and he was soon offered as much session

  work as he could handle, accompanying everyone from Dusty Springfield to Tom Jones to Jeff Beck. He played on the “She’s a Rainbow” track for the Rolling Stones and

  “Sunshine Superman” for Donovan. He also became an arranger for Herman’s Hermits and, in the midst of all this, released a single of his own, “Baja,” whose flip side

  was the inexplicably titled “A Foggy Day in Vietnam.” Unfortunately, the record achieved about as much popularity as the Vietnam War itself.




  As successful as John Paul was in the studio, it eventually wasn’t enough for him. He began looking for ways to expand his horizons beyond the four walls of the recording halls. To the

  general public, John Paul was unknown, but he never felt that fame was something he needed; more important, he sometimes had the urge to seek new directions for expressing himself musically.




  At the same time, however, John Paul was a real homebody and earned a comfortable living in the studio that allowed him to spend a lot of time with his wife, Mo, and his two young daughters. So

  he’d question whether he really wanted to join a band where concerts, traveling, and being away from home were part of the bargain.




  Ultimately, an opportunity would present itself that was too good to ignore. It would come from a young guitarist named Jimmy Page, whom John Paul had met in the studio. Jimmy was impressed with

  John Paul’s work, particularly after hearing the arrangements he had done for some songs on a Yardbirds’ album. Jimmy kept John Paul’s name in mind and figured their paths would

  cross again.
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          JIMMY


        


      


    


  




  Jimmy Page was born in 1944 in Heston, Middlesex, but much of his youth was spent in Feltham, a London suburb so close to Heathrow

  Airport that he could feel the airplanes land. His idle time was spent fishing and collecting stamps, until at age twelve, his life changed when he heard an Elvis record, “Baby,

  Let’s Play House.” It wasn’t just Elvis’s distinctive voice that caught Jimmy’s attention. It was the instruments behind him—the electric guitar, the acoustic

  guitar, the slap bass—that compelled him to play and replay the record ad nauseum until the needle had almost worn through it.




  With Elvis on his mind, Jimmy picked up a Spanish guitar with steel strings, trying to copy the sounds he had heard. His attempts were understandably rusty at first. But it didn’t matter.

  Overnight, he was hooked. He could feel the excitement rushing through him. He couldn’t have put the guitar down even if he had wanted to.




  Jimmy was a star hurdler in school, but everything was soon overshadowed by the music. He asked a friend at school to teach him a few chords. He bought a self-teaching book, Play in a

  Day, at a local music shop. He would scan the backs of album covers, looking for familiar names among the guitarists—Scotty Moore, who played on Elvis’s records, James Burton, who

  performed behind Ricky Nelson, and Cliff Gallup, who accompanied Gene Vincent. He still loved the Top 40—from “Stagger Lee” to “Jailhouse Rock” to “Save the Last

  Dance for Me”—but he found himself listening more to the background musicians than the lead vocalists.




  Jimmy’s father was an industrial personnel manager and—almost by default—began encouraging Jimmy’s musical talents. Jimmy’s other real love

  was art, which to the elder Page seemed even more of a dead end. So once Jimmy was out of school, his dad only flinched a little when, while performing at a dance hall in Epsom, Jimmy was spotted

  by Neil Christian, a vocalist who invited Jimmy to become part of Neil Christian and the Crusaders. Christian, ever a polite fellow, even sought the permission of Jimmy’s parents.

  “I’ll keep an eye on your boy,” he promised them.




  The Crusaders had the misfortune of never falling fully in sync with their audiences. Even though the band gradually built up a following, they preferred playing old Bo Diddley, Chuck Berry, and

  Gene Vincent songs, while the crowds wanted to hear the Top 10. To make matters worse, the Crusaders traveled in a dilapidated van that had more breakdowns than an entire ward of psychiatric

  patients. So despite their talent, they seemed doomed from the start in their quest to become the next Bill Haley and His Comets.




  Nevertheless, their talents did not go unnoticed. Jeff Beck, whose sister introduced him to Jimmy, saw the Crusaders play one night and was awestruck by the presence of Pagey onstage. The

  guitar, he told friends, was almost bigger than Jimmy, who “was this skinny guy whose arms and legs projected out like toothpicks.”




  Even then, Jimmy dressed distinctively and created some guitar licks and melodic phrasing that sometimes almost made Neil Christian stop singing in midsong and let his young guitarist take

  center stage.




  Jimmy was earning about twenty pounds a week with the Crusaders, but the fast pace of the band’s one-night gigs finally took a toll upon his health. He may have been a star athlete in high

  school, but his body was no match for the physical demands of nonstop touring. Suffering from exhaustion, Jimmy developed a chronic cough that turned into a severe case of glandular fever.




  One night, while standing outside a club in Sheffield, Jimmy collapsed. Doctors examined him that night and again the following day and offered a simple but firm prescription: “Slow

  down.” Jimmy, weary and weak, was in no mood to play around with his health. He quit the Crusaders.




  During his recovery, Jimmy enrolled in art college in Sutton. But as much as he enjoyed art, he wasn’t happy solely with brushes and easels. He couldn’t put music completely behind

  him and kept picking up his guitar. There were moments when he contemplated setting aside the rigors of music for the seemingly less stressful life of an artist. “Maybe art is my

  calling,” he sometimes reasoned. “Anything I do with music should be a hobby.” But before long, he began going to clubs in the West End like the Marquee and Crawdaddy, where he

  would jam with just about anyone who would play with him. Sometimes for hours, he would play old Chuck Berry hits until the blisters on his fingers would almost burst. He

  absolutely loved it.




  Like John Paul, Jimmy slipped into session work—and stayed there for six years, finally putting his palette and paints aside, virtually for good. Almost overnight, he was bombarded with

  session opportunities, not only because he was as good as they came, but he was reliable, too, capable of playing just about any kind of music—from rock to blues to jazz. At first, he really

  enjoyed it, and sometimes he was in awe of the artists he backed, including the Rolling Stones, Herman’s Hermits, the Kinks, and even Petula Clark and Burt Bacharach. He played on

  Donovan’s “Hurdy Gurdy Man” and the Who’s “I Can’t Explain.” He was once hired to play for a Muzak recording session, and there were even some commercial

  jingles.




  Initially, because he didn’t have formal musical training, Jimmy had some self-doubts about how he’d fare in the studio. No one could “feel” the music any better than he,

  but he was often called upon to play according to someone else’s vision, not his own. And that meant following the sheet music in front of him, measure after measure.




  It took Jimmy a while to learn to read music, and there were some awkward, difficult moments when his shaky skills caused embarrassing mistakes. He often said that when he first started, the

  sheet music looked like a bunch of crows on telephone wires. Even so, almost from the beginning, he was earning a very good living in the studio.




  Not surprisingly, Jimmy’s skills intimidated some of his fellow musicians. Producer Shel Talmy once told him, “The Kinks are recording a new album called You Really Got Me.

  I’d like you to sit in on it.”




  Shel explained that Jimmy’s talents would contribute immeasurably to the recording sessions—but the band itself wasn’t so sure. “What do we need him for?” an

  anxious Peter Quaife was supposed to have asked. “Dave Davies can handle the lead guitar work just fine. This is ridiculous, Shel!”




  Shel sat back and let them vent their anger and apprehension. Then, once the emotional level had settled down, he brought in Jimmy. In short order, the Kinks became converts. Once they heard

  Jimmy play, no one in the band questioned Shel’s judgment.




  As the years wore on, and one recording session blended into the next, Jimmy developed feelings of boredom and emptiness. He told friends that the session work was robbing him of his creativity.

  “You go in, they tell you what they want you to play, and to keep them happy, you avoid improvising,” he said. “It’s all so mechanical.”




  At one point, when Jimmy’s frustration level was particularly high, he met Andrew Oldham, the Rolling Stones’ manager, who told him about the formation of a

  new record label. “We could use you a lot, Jimmy,” Oldham told him. “Not just for session work, but for producing.”




  It sounded like a new challenge, a way to expand his musical horizons. So Jimmy jumped at the opportunity to become the house producer of the new label, Immediate Records, where he worked on

  sessions with John Mayall and Nico. It provided a surge of new enthusiasm that he desperately needed.




  During this time, Jimmy bumped into Eric Clapton, literally in the lobby of a recording studio. Under his contract with Immediate, Jimmy began producing some blues cuts with Eric—songs

  like “Double Crossin’ Time” and “Telephone Blues.” The two sensed a special chemistry between them, and they would often jam with one another when their schedules

  allowed. One night at Jimmy’s house, they played together for hours, drawing upon each other’s energy, excited at the synergy of merging their enormous talents. Jimmy even recorded some

  of their jamming that night on a simple, two-channel tape recorder.




  During those sessions, Jimmy realized that he had more to offer the music world beyond his studio work. As he looked in other directions, he was intent on making the kind of music he

  wanted to. When he joined the Yardbirds—and later formed Led Zeppelin—he demanded as much control as he could possibly get.
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          PRESIDING OVER A ROCK FUNERAL


        


      


    


  




  What’s wrong with you bastards? Don’t you have any professionalism left?”




  Jimmy Page had run out of patience. He was pacing the floor and lecturing Keith Relf, lead vocalist for the Yardbirds, minutes after the end of a concert in Chicago during which Relf’s

  drinking had taken precedence over the music itself. Jimmy kicked wildly at a nearby guitar case, knocking it onto its side. His arms were crossed across his chest. The aggravation showed in his

  furrowed brow, his agitated voice.




  “You come onto the stage, Keith, and you act as though you’re spending the evening at a fuckin’ pub,” Jimmy shouted. “What the hell’s wrong with

  you?”




  That night, Relf had carried several bottles of booze right onto the stage with him—Scotch, brandy, bourbon, and beer. After the last chords of “Heart Full of Soul” resonated,

  he bent down to pick up the Scotch, then guzzled it straight out of the bottle. He did the same after “For Your Love”—in fact, after nearly every song. All the while, Jimmy glared

  at him from across the stage, yelled at him to “cool it,” but to no avail. Keith was so sloshed that the rest of the band should have dragged him off the stage.




  The Yardbirds were disintegrating, and Jimmy knew it. It kept him awake at night. And for a musician with such enormous talent and such unwavering perfectionism, Pagey seemed like an unlikely

  candidate to preside over the demise of one of the best-known rock bands of the sixties. Yet when I began working with Jimmy and the Yardbirds early in 1968, that was precisely what he was doing.

  The Yardbirds were crumbling around us.




  By that point, Jimmy had been with the band for nearly two years, joining them as their bassist in June 1966. When he became a Yardbird, he saw it as an escape . . . his

  avenue for finally fleeing the creative straightjacket of London studio work. It also eventually provided Jimmy with the springboard that launched him into a twelve-year career with Led

  Zeppelin.




  But first, Jimmy had to officiate at the funeral procession of the Yardbirds, where I served as one of the pallbearers. I worked as the band’s tour manager on its final American tour that

  began in March 1968.




  Peter Grant, then the Yardbirds’ manager, had hired me to join the final Yardbirds tour after I had traveled with another of his acts, the New Vaudeville Band. Mick Wilshire, a drummer who

  I had met two years earlier while on vacation in Spain, was part of the New Vaudeville Band, and arranged for my first meeting with Peter. When I walked into Grant’s office for the first

  time, he was sitting comfortably behind an oversized desk. It was a large office, befitting a man like Peter, who was one of the biggest fellows I had ever met. When he rose to greet me, I gulped.

  It seemed to take him forever just to stand all the way up. At six-foot-six, he was an imposing presence. Later, when I learned he had once been a nightclub bouncer, a professional wrestler, and a

  movie double for heavyweight British actors like Robert Morley, I wasn’t surprised—and was a little more cautious when I was around him.




  Peter was raised by his mother in a poor neighborhood in London. He dropped out of school, was scrambling for odd jobs by his early teens, and eventually stumbled into the music business. He

  became the British tour manager for American performers like the Everly Brothers and Little Richard, during which time he developed a show-no-mercy attitude toward anyone who crossed him. I heard

  the story that one evening, he pummeled a rock promoter who tried to cheat Little Richard out of a few pounds; not only did Peter’s anger send the poor fellow to the emergency room, but Peter

  also punched out several cops who had been called in to quiet the disturbance. For Peter, it was just like being back in the wrestling ring.




  I was always known as a tough guy, but Peter Grant, I figured, was in a class by himself. At that first meeting, I told Peter a little about myself and the bands I had worked for. “Well,

  Cole,” he finally said, “the tour manager’s job with the New Vaudeville Band is open. I can pay you twenty-five pounds a week. Do we have a deal?”




  “Not yet,” I answered without a pause. “Thirty pounds a week, that’s what I need. . . . Take it or leave it!”




  Peter seemed astonished by my response. Frankly, so was I, particularly since I was still feeling anxious sitting across from this oversized man. Later Peter told me, “I wasn’t used

  to people talking to me like that. But on balance, I figured it was a good sign. I doubted you would take shit from anyone.”




  Peter agreed to the thirty-pound-a-week salary. We shook hands, and then as I headed for the door, he bellowed, “One more thing, Cole.” I turned, and he was

  shaking his index finger at me. “I never want to hear that you’ve repeated anything that goes on in this fucking office. If you do, I’ll cut your ears off! Cut ’em right

  off!”




  At that moment, I had no doubt that he would.




  “Give me a call at the end of the week, Cole. By then, I’ll know when you’re going to start.”




  That was my introduction to Peter Grant. It was also my foot in the door to Grant’s organization, which eventually led me to the Yardbirds.
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