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		INTRODUCTION

		In 1973, three legendary bands embark upon tours of North America.

		Led Zeppelin, the Who, and Alice Cooper already rule the eight-track players in high school parking lots across America. Each band’s previous album sold more than one million copies in the United States; each band is still endowed with its original lineup. And although they don’t know it, in 1973 each has just released a career-defining album that will turn out to be a commercial and creative watershed: Zeppelin’s Houses of the Holy, the Who’s Quadrophenia, and Cooper’s Billion Dollar Babies.

		What the bands also can’t know is that their 1973 tours in support of these albums, which will collectively touch nearly every metropolitan area in the United States and Canada, represent the apogee for a certain type of rock stardom that has been building—indeed, that each of these bands has helped to build—which the world has not seen since and probably never will again.

		Subsequent generations of rock musicians will literally kill themselves trying to emulate the example set in 1973, be it the attendance records smashed, the quantity and quality of drugs, the booze and groupies harvested, the hotel rooms and vital organs ravaged or—most elusive—the evanescent aesthetic and sexual heat generated. Why? Because, in this brief and shining moment in 1973, modern rock stardom is born.

		This is not to be confused with rock and roll stardom as defined by Elvis and Chuck Berry in the 1950s or by the Beatles in the 1960s. The rock star of 1973 is a new animal in every respect—both creator and beneficiary of a post-Beatles, pre-MTV, what-you-want-is-in-the-limo, halter-topped, lude-dropping, coke-and-glitter-flecked Midwestern-arena-backstage-blowjob shindig. The template created in 1973 will, three years later, metastasize into mega-albums by Peter Frampton and Fleetwood Mac and, in the eighties and nineties, tours upsized from civic arenas to Jumbotronned stadia and records shipped in the tens of millions—though by then the rituals, commodified by corporate patronage, will seem increasingly scripted. But while it lasts, the Spirit of ’73 burns hot, blue, and righteous—the title of a ZZ Top classic released that summer—throughout rock and the culture beyond.

		How did this moment, so estranged from the rock culture of the 1960s, arrive only four years after the supposed hippie pastoral of Woodstock? How did rock go from Beatles in tab-collar suits and fans throwing jelly babies to Led Zeppelin careering through the provinces by limo and private jet trailed by—good morning, little schoolgirl!—feral fourteen-year-olds with fake IDs? How do the same musicians who once espoused, or pretended to espouse, tie-dyed collectivism suddenly conjure a backstage culture more Weimar Berlin than Woodstock Nation? And what does this say about the popular culture of those times? Or the fact that forty years later it still makes us wonder?

		The sixties created an outsize hunger for rock culture but lacked the infrastructure to deliver it; in 1973 supply finally catches up with demand. As the sixties bled into the seventies, the naïve counterculturalism that bound rock bands in generational solidarity to their audience began to fray. A new generation of fans too young for Woodstock inherited the tropes of the sixties minus the boring poli-sci socio-overlay. Thus do peace, love, and understanding devolve into sex, drugs, and rock and roll—the sex being younger, the drugs harder, and the rock and roll louder, longer, and infinitely more belligerent.

		By 1973, largely on the strength of this new demographic, the Who, Alice Cooper, and especially Led Zeppelin are outselling the Beatles (who disbanded three years earlier) and the Rolling Stones, who toured the year before and upped the ante considerably in regard to on-the-road outrage. “The Sixties,” as they are already sentimentalized, are finally over, replaced by an altogether colder and more cynical epoch: by 1973, the United States is in the grip of crippling inflation and an unrelenting energy crisis; Richard Nixon, inaugurated in January and in danger of impeachment by December, famously asserts he is “not a crook”; Bonanza is canceled.

		In the midst of this, the money suddenly pouring into the record industry’s coffers confers upon rock bands the status of young princes. In the sixties, a convincing show of empathy with the rank-and-file audience was compulsory; the newly flush rockers of the early 1970s dispense with the charade and start behaving like, well, stars. Not for them the aw-shucks of Elvis, the cheek and charm of the Beatles, however feigned; no, they are rock stars—a taxonomy and work in progress that manifests in limos and Learjets and contract riders specifying vintage cognacs, which in turn feed a galloping sense of entitlement that breeds contempt for anyone not in the inner sanctum.

		Backstage depravity in the sixties was carried out with a modicum of discretion; now it is in the open. Groupies who once pursued a single performer and became his “road wife” now willingly trade down to group sex, fetishism, whippings, zoophilia—whatever the boys fancy. Several are immortalized in song. Connie Hamzy of Little Rock—the “sweet, sweet Connie” of Grand Funk Railroad’s number one 1973 single “We’re an American Band,” itself a manifesto for the new party-down rock star—makes it clear that she will do pretty much anything and apparently does with everybody from Grand Funk’s Mark Farner to Peter Frampton and, twenty years later, then-governor William Jefferson Clinton, whom she accuses of propositioning her.

		Into this supercharged atmosphere Led Zeppelin, Alice Cooper, and the Who launch the most ambitious tours of their careers. It is a measure of the times that the bands emerge from these voyages utterly changed. Following its ’73 tour, Led Zeppelin retreats from the road for a year and a half and—1975’s semicelebrated Physical Graffiti notwithstanding—spends the rest of the seventies in a creative funk interspersed with personal calamities that stoke rumors that the band is cursed before its drummer, John Bonham, dies in his sleep after downing forty ounces of vodka before and during rehearsals for a comeback tour. Emotionally and creatively spent, Alice Cooper disintegrate at the peak of their success within months of playing their last gig of 1973, on New Year’s Eve in Buffalo. The Who never revisit the creative muse of Quadrophenia on record or onstage and exit the decade after a pair of desultory albums that culminate in drummer Keith Moon’s death by overdose of the drug weaning him from alcohol and the tragedy of eleven fans trampled to death in a stampede at a Who concert in Cincinnati.

		Like a power chord struck on a Les Paul, the electric guitar favored by Zeppelin’s Jimmy Page for its endless sustain, the impact that these three 1973 albums and tours have on rock and popular culture continues to reverberate today.

		The Billion Dollar Babies tour will prove especially influential: Kiss’s fire-breathing theatrics, Marilyn Manson and Slipknot’s calculated horror shows, Lady Gaga’s self-conscious role-play—all are deeply indebted to the example Alice Cooper set in the spring and summer of 1973. Likewise, every hair band who trashes a Days Inn or snorts PCP off a Gulfstream’s tray table, every David Lee Roth who caterwauls bare-chested and every Slash who slings a Les Paul low over his hip, owes a tip of the top hat to Robert Plant and Jimmy Page’s onstage duende, perfected on Led Zeppelin’s ’73 tour. And every time a Bono gets a stadium full of disaffected youth shouting along to parables about Martin Luther King Jr., he can thank the Who’s Quadrophenia tour for demonstrating that rock can deliver a thinking man’s agenda and still crank the amps to 11.

		All of which makes it essential to dust off the metaphorical coke mirror, rouse the groupie passed out in the Holiday Inn of the mind, and make sense of this chaotic, hilarious, decadent, and, it must be said, unprecedented and important year in American popular culture. “So you wanna be a rock ’n’ roll star?” the Byrds ask, all smugness, in prehistoric 1967. They have no idea. It isn’t until ’73 that bands like Led Zeppelin, the Who, and Alice Cooper supply the correct answer—“Fuck, yeah”—and then write the manual. Dancing days may never be here again, but it’s instructive to revisit the time and place when they unquestionably are.

		•   •   •

		Welcome to 1973—the year the sixties die. O father of the four winds fill our sails … and please blast the patchouli out of the room once and for all while you’re at it. And so it is done. Cleansed of the 1960s cultural jetsam, rock and pop are reborn in ravishing new duds: glam, prog, protopunk, metal, you name it—the gang is suddenly all here, at the top of their game, hurling hits like fastballs. It is an unbelievably fecund year. Albums later garlanded as classics arrive weekly: The Dark Side of the Moon, Berlin, Innervisions, Goat’s Head Soup, Brothers and Sisters, Don’t Shoot Me I’m Only the Piano Player and Goodbye Yellow Brick Road, Greetings from Asbury Park N.J. and The Wild, the Innocent & the E Street Shuffle, Living in the Material World, Mind Games, Aladdin Sane, Burnin’, Desperado. Aerosmith releases its debut album in 1973. So do Queen, the New York Dolls, Lynyrd Skynyrd, the Marshall Tucker Band, and 10cc. Definitive albums pour from Steve Miller (The Joker), ZZ Top (Tres Hombres), Todd Rundgren (A Wizard, A True Star), Billy Joel (Piano Man), the Stooges (Raw Power), Steely Dan (Countdown to Ecstasy), Wings (Band on the Run), Emerson, Lake & Palmer (Brain Salad Surgery); from Hall & Oates, the Doobie Brothers, Ten Years After, Rufus, Focus, Free, and dozens more. The Roxy opens in L.A.; CBGB opens in New York. Kiss performs its first gig in kabuki keshou, David Bowie, his last in his Ziggy persona. Sixties diehards keep dying: The Byrds break up for the last time, Jefferson Airplane crashes. Meanwhile, live rock gentrifies into the “rock concert,” from loss leader to big business. Nightly grosses climb into five and six figures. At Watkins Glen, New York, a festival featuring the Allman Brothers and Grateful Dead draws six hundred thousand to Woodstock’s four hundred thousand—take that, 1969.

		Every act cited above is on the road somewhere in North America during 1973. So are Rod Stewart and the Faces, Frank Zappa, Jeff Beck, Chicago, Jackson Browne, Linda Ronstadt, James Taylor, Carole King, Simon and Garfunkel, Steve Miller, Leon Russell, Santana, Yes, Mott the Hoople, Foghat, Slade, Thin Lizzy, Traffic, Three Dog Night, Fleetwood Mac, Johnny Winter, Edgar Winter, Savoy Brown, Mountain, Ted Nugent, King Crimson, Grand Funk, Black Sabbath, the James Gang, Deep Purple, Spooky Tooth, Uriah Heep, Humble Pie, Peter Frampton, REO Speedwagon, Elvin Bishop, Styx, Montrose, the J. Geils Band, Genesis, Bob Seger, Bob Marley, Jethro Tull, Wishbone Ash … It is impossible to apprehend in today’s wan marketplace a culture detonating with such vast and chaotic talent on record and in concert in a single year—let alone filling arenas every night and moving millions of albums. But that’s 1973. “Everybody was like the 1927 Yankees,” John Fogerty, leader of Creedence Clearwater Revival, later recalled. “You had to be like that to even be considered in the game.”

		Three tours and three albums by three bands in this most definitive year stand out as exemplars for the times, and for the impact that 1973 wreaks on rock, its audiences, and the musicians themselves. For the bands, fans, promoters, groupies, record companies, and drug dealers involved, life will never be the same.

		Led Zeppelin’s 1973 tour kicks off with back-to-back sellouts in Atlanta and Tampa—the 56,800 tickets sold at the latter break the attendance record set by the Beatles’ 1965 Shea Stadium concert. Immediately, it is clear this tour will dwarf Zeppelin’s previous outings. The sheer size and exuberance of the crowds are matched by the band’s disorienting ascension to near superstardom: Houses of the Holy, which jettisons the last vestiges of Zeppelin’s blooze-rock underpinnings for Page’s blossoming eclecticism, reaches number one soon after the band arrives in America. Once there, they set about redefining how rich rock and rollers ought to comport themselves while reinventing how rock is stage-managed and promoted.

		For most of the tour Zeppelin travel via the Starship, a former United Airlines Boeing 720B converted into “a fucking flying gin palace,” in the words of Zeppelin’s notorious road manager, Richard Cole. (The plane’s comforts include a private bedroom, faux fireplace, and full-length bar equipped with an electric organ.) Where the band previously hit the boards in woolly beards and hippie mufti, Page now affects satin suits with appliqués of dragons and glyphs, his androgyne’s mane precisely tousled. The once unadorned Zeppelin stage rages with pyrotechnics and clouds of dry ice. The shows are the longest and most demanding of the band’s career; the encores alone occupy half an hour or more. By the time the band staggers into Madison Square for the finale, the tour grosses $4 million—$20 million, adjusted for inflation—with a top ticket price of just six dollars. Exhausted and disoriented, Zeppelin is never the same.

		“When I came back from that 1973 tour I didn’t know where I was,” Jimmy Page later recalled. “We were playing sets for three hours solid … We ended up in New York and the only thing that I could relate to was the instrument on stage.” Added Zeppelin’s singer, Robert Plant: “I remember that tour rather like … a flash. Really fast. Lots of battles and conquests. And the din of the hordes. So much happened in such a short time. It was phenomenal—there were no brakes. We couldn’t stop what was happening. We had no idea what it even was.”

		The Who begin the North American leg of their ’73 world tour at San Francisco’s Cow Palace on the wings of Quadrophenia’s release. The double album is Who guitarist Pete Townshend’s second—and vastly more ambitious—full-length rock opera, following 1969’s Tommy, and it quickly becomes the band’s highest-charting album, vaulting to number two in the United States. When not blasting Zeppelin’s “The Ocean” or Alice Cooper’s “Elected,” the Trans-Ams and Camaros of America’s suburban youth reverberate with Quadrophenia’s pummeling “The Real Me.” Townshend later declared that Quadrophenia is “the best music I’ve ever written, I think, and it’s the best album that I will ever write.”

		But the prevailing analogue technology isn’t up to the task of synching the album’s prerecorded sound effects with live performance; plus, Townshend insists on introducing the opera’s songs with lengthy mise-en-scènes that try the patience of head-banging audiences in Dallas and St. Louis. The tour gets off to an inauspicious start when, midway into the Cow Palace premiere, Moon passes out face-first into his kit and is carried offstage. (An audience member fills in.) “That actually happened on two or three other occasions,” Peter Rudge, the band’s co-manager in 1973, says today. “Just another day at the office.”

		The anarchic opening night sets the tone for the rest of the tour. Alternating incandescent performances and shows sandbagged by technical snafus, the band is jailed for several hours in Montreal after trashing a suite at the Hotel Bonaventure, causing the near cancellation of the next night’s sold-out gig at the Boston Garden. The Alice Cooper entourage checks in to the hotel after the Who check out and profess shock at the vandalism. (A week later Cooper’s drummer and roadies trash a Ramada Inn in Utica, New York.) The Who limp home after a final gig in Largo, Maryland.

		Alice Cooper’s marathon 1973 tour—sixty-five concerts in sixty-one cities in one hundred days—is unprecedented in its ambition. In the years since the band’s apprenticeship with Frank Zappa in hippie-dippie 1969, Alice notices that now “every teenager wanted more stereos, sports cars, telephones, and TVs. I knew seventeen-year-old kids in Bel Air with their own Rolls-Royces and drivers.” And so, in early 1973, the band launches an album and stage show about “overindulgence and affluence.” The unstated subtext is that the album and tour will further enrich the musicians and their management. “We wanted to blitz the public with a tour and album of such overwhelming proportions we could retire afterwards,” Alice recalled. “The basic plan was to release the Billion Dollar Babies album followed by a swift, hard tour across the country, playing as many dates in the largest halls in as short a time as possible.”

		The tour’s $250,000 Busby Berkeley–style stage, built around simulated necrophilia and Alice’s bloody “beheading,” is loaded into two semitrailer trucks. The logistics are staggering: forty tons of equipment and supplies including a giant dentist’s drill, six whips and hatchets, three hundred baby dolls and fifty-nine mannequins for Alice to ritualistically hack to death and dismember, plus twenty live mice weekly to feed a boa constrictor and 140 cases of Seagram’s VO, most of it swilled by Alice. The band travel in AC-1, a chartered F-27 Lockheed Electra with a snake in the shape of dollar sign painted on the tail. The cabin sports a blackjack table, the walls papered with centerfolds, the cocktail napkins emblazoned FLY ME, I’M ALICE. All of this whimsy is in the service of a deadly serious objective: propel Billion Dollar Babies to number one and gross $6 million on the tour. Incredibly, they pull it off—the concerts sell out, Billion Dollar Babies hits number one. But the triumph is largely lost on the band as the tour grinds relentlessly away. “You’ve got the number one album,” Alice says today. “You can’t explain why you’re so successful, so you just close your eyes. You just say, Let’s ride this wave as long as we can.”

		The tour and album, the culmination of everything the band has strived for since they formed as high school students in Phoenix, instead tear them apart. “In the end,” Alice acknowledged, the ’73 tour “wrecked us all.” The show’s brutal theatrics and itinerary drive Alice, already a heavy drinker, into alcoholic comas. The blithe nihilism seems to embolden the audience; in Chicago, drummer Neal Smith is harpooned by a dart thrown from the cheap seats; in Toledo, the band is pelted with debris and fireworks and flees the stage after only two songs. In Evansville, Indiana, the boa constrictor wraps itself around Alice and nearly suffocates him before his bodyguard—another nod to the growing buffer between rock star and audience—cuts it off with a pocketknife. Alice insists that a towel be placed by his hotel bedside because every morning he wakes up vomiting. “I’m just trying to get through this tour alive,” he said.

		The band by then are isolated by their management in a feedback loop of limos, private planes, and twenty-four-hour room service under the theory that individuals treated like stars will interact with the public like stars and so further the cause. It works all too well. Poisoned by their success, the band begins having “the exact same fights we had when we were poor, except ‘That’s my tomato you’re eating’ turned into ‘That’s my Rolls, get your ass out of it,’ ” Alice said. At the tour’s finale at Madison Square Garden, Alice goes onstage with six broken ribs, a broken wrist, and a fractured elbow. “I fought my way through that tour like it was a war,” he said. “And it was.”

		Alice Cooper’s ’73 tour literally and figuratively outgrosses the Led Zeppelin and Who tours, yet nets the band crumbs after the tremendous overheads are deducted. Incredibly, it is followed before year’s end by recording sessions for their next album and another, monthlong tour. After those obligations are finally met—and a cash-grabbing tour of South America is completed—the five band members never play together again. An album and show meant to lampoon conspicuous consumption instead consumes its rich, young creators. “Billion Dollar Babies took the life out of the band,” Alice said. “It killed the spark between us.”

		Nineteen-seventy-three distills a decade’s worth of decadence into twelve awesome months and resets the clock for the rest of the seventies and all that they imply. It’s a year that, by any measure, ought to be its own decade. Nearly forty years hence, ’73 still burns as brightly as a bong load ripped on the bucket seat of a Mach 1.

	
		Chapter 1

		GENTLEMEN, START YOUR EGOS

		
			Our heroes chart a course out of the 1960s into the 1970s, Led Zeppelin defies the rock-critic elite and prospers mightily, Alice Cooper discovers the power of dead babies (and chickens), and the Who attempt to out-Tommy Tommy.

		

		It is apparently compulsory to depict the 1960s—which is to say the sixties, the tie-dyed simulacrum, not the decade itself—as having ended conveniently with the thunderclap and whimper of Woodstock-then-Altamont in 1969. That’s the tidy, Time-Life commemorative version, not available in stores, call now. It is likewise an article of faith that the 1970s are the inevitable, pitiful, ridiculous aftershock of the 1960s youth-quake and therefore deserve to be lampooned into eternity as a theme park of wide lapels, disco, and relentless self-absorption: That ’70s Decade, the leisure-suited pleasure dome lit by lava lamp.

		There is, on the other hand, refreshing acknowledgment—if not the “agonizing reappraisal” of Hunter S. Thompson, the dope-upholstered counterculture mascot whose best work, including Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, was published not in the sixties but in the seventies—that the decade is more than feckless cultural and historical throat clearing, ten years of bad endings—Nixon to Nam—and paltry beginnings. The historian Bruce J. Schulman depicts the seventies as the dawning of an actual instead of fanciful age of, if not Aquarius, then nothing less than “the end of the post World War II era.” Schulman rejects the purple-hazy hype lavished on the sixties as an agency for upending the status quo and declares that it is the seventies that define “the terms of contemporary American life”—said terms being constantly, maddeningly in flux without benefit of hindsight because henceforth “the experiences of the postwar generation would offer little guidance.”

		That’s putting it mildly. Consider 1973: Ferdinand Marcos becomes president of the Philippines; Lyndon Johnson dies; Richard Nixon is inaugurated for his benighted second term; G. Gordon Liddy and James W. McCord Jr. are convicted for their part in the Watergate break-in; the Supreme Court overturns state laws prohibiting abortion in Roe v. Wade; the Paris Peace Accords are signed “ending” the war in Vietnam. And that’s just January. Before 1973 is finished, the World Trade Center and Sydney Opera House open; the DEA is founded; the ATM is patented; Spiro Agnew resigns; Steve Jobs drops out of Reed College; Federal Express ships its first packages; the Arab oil embargo commences. The director Ang Lee later notes that, while shooting the film adaptation of The Ice Storm, Rick Moody’s novel chronicling the sexual revolution limping belatedly into suburban Connecticut, “My producers and I often joked that 1973 was America’s most ‘embarrassing’ year—with Nixon, polyester, the admitting of defeat in Vietnam, stagflation, the energy crisis. But embarrassment can be a profound and enlightening experience.”

		It is probably most realistic to consider the sixties and seventies a cultural continuum in which business begun in the sixties is concluded, however unsatisfactorily, in the seventies. And therein comes a moment when, by sheer momentum, the cultural detritus of the sixties—the peace and love and hash pipes, along with what David Crosby makes a fetish of calling “the Music”—comes hurtling into the seventies and into the laps of a generational cohort too young to parse the Kennedy assassination and Beatlemania but old enough to feel the gravitational pull of the counterculture and big brother’s Disraeli Gears and Surrealistic Pillow albums. This is the audience, born in the late fifties and early sixties, that at the dawn of the seventies makes its appetites and buying power known and in the process radically reshapes the aesthetics and commercial scope of rock and popular music in ways still evident today. They do it by wishing only to continue the sixties hootenanny of which they are given a tantalizing glimpse, blissfully ignoring the fact that not all the bullets they dodge by arriving too late for Kent State are metaphorical: The hems of their faded Levi’s breaking fastidiously across caramel Acme cowboy boots as they saunter into high schools trailing pot smoke and wan entitlement, they are the first of the postwar generation not to have to register for the draft.

		The annus mirabilis of these children of both the sixties and seventies—their shimmering summer of ’42—is 1973. At high schools with indulgent open-campus policies, they are allowed to design their own class schedules, come and go with near complete impunity, and smoke cigarettes and whatever else strikes their fancy in parking lots clotted with 442s and ’Cudas leaking bluish clouds from the interiors. They no longer play the hardcore sixties music that they’d worshipped from afar during their Wonder Years, the Byrds, Buffalo Springfield, the Doors, Jefferson Airplane, even—especially?—the Beatles, being one gear too retro (the Rolling Stones and the Who, having released the pan-generational Exile on Main Street and Who’s Next in the two years before, are exempt). The hunger among males of the cohort for rock—hard rock, rock as libidinous and priapic as they are—soon supercharges the record business but appalls the nascent rock-critical elite; in the real world of record sales, it is another story. Untold millions of suburban high schoolers from Shaker Heights to Syosset, Sherman Oaks to Barrington Hills, reach deep into the pockets of their fly-button 501s and commence buying stacks, cartons, shiploads of albums, pushing sales of recorded music to $47 million in 1973. And the band the rock-crit elite hate them the most for loving is Led Zeppelin.

		“In 1973, in the collective mind of the critical clique, Led Zeppelin was not only not cool, they were distinctly uncool,” the record executive Danny Goldberg, the band’s press officer in 1973, would later recall. The freshly minted “rock critics” toiling at Rolling Stone are ten years older than the average Zeppelin fans, whose sheer number and buying power render irrelevant whatever reservations self-anointed cultural gatekeepers have about the band. Rolling Stone’s Jon Landau, dean of the rock-crit elite and later Bruce Springsteen’s manager, recalled: “Zeppelin forced a revival of the distinction between popularity and quality. As long as the bands most admired aesthetically were also the bands most successful commercially (Cream, for instance) the distinction was irrelevant. But Zeppelin’s enormous commercial success, in spite of critical opposition, revealed the deep division in what was once thought to be a homogeneous audience.” Or, as Goldberg observed, “Led Zeppelin was the first big group to make that slice of baby boomers feel mortal.” As a nonplussed rock writer bleated to Goldberg at Max’s Kansas City—the Elaine’s for the 1970s New York rock-crit elite—after seeing Zeppelin in concert, “Their audience is so young.”

		It is the same story in Britain, where Led Zeppelin formed in 1968 from the ashes of the Yardbirds, one of the more adventuresome of the British Invasion groups. Zeppelin’s preposterous name, already as passé and metaphorically plodding as Iron Butterfly, does the band no favors with the rock press. “Led Zeppelin” is a portmanteau coined after a 1966 session for a Jeff Beck track, “Beck’s Bolero,” with Beck and Jimmy Page, boyhood friends and later bandmates in the Yardbirds, on guitars; a journeyman British studio arranger named John Paul Jones, né John Baldwin, on bass; Nicky Hopkins, a top London session pianist; and the Who’s peripatetic Keith Moon on drums. The session went so well—after almost disappearing as the B-side to a Beck single, “Beck’s Bolero” fetched up on Beck’s first solo album and became one of the most influential hard-rock songs ever recorded—there was talk among the musicians of forming a band. The irrepressible Moon, who sneaked into the session in disguise to avoid the wrath of Pete Townshend, predicted the band would go over like a lead balloon—“a lead zeppelin,” corrected the Who’s bassist, John Entwistle, who was considering joining in lieu of John Paul Jones. Nothing came of the band—entreaties to the Small Faces’ Steve Marriott to join as singer were aggressively rebuffed by his management. But the ambitious premise for the song—a rock interpretation of Ravel’s “Bolero” filigreed with sonorous, distorted lead guitar and dramatic contrasts in tempo and dynamics—prefigured the style Page would soon perfect with his next band. “That would have been Zeppelin, I guess, had we had a vocalist,” Beck later acknowledged.

		In the meantime, Page presided over the disintegration of the Yardbirds, who made their bones as blues purists—Eric Clapton was their original lead guitarist—before turning to irresistible pop hits like “For Your Love” that showcased howling guitar solos. When Clapton quit, he recommended Page, then London’s most in-demand session guitarist, who instead recommended his old friend Beck. With Beck on lead guitar, the Yardbirds unleashed a string of revolutionary singles including “Heart Full of Soul” and “Shapes of Things.” Weary of toiling as an anonymous session man, Page joined the group in 1966. Starting on bass, he later switched to guitar, upsetting the power balance within the band and testing Beck’s fragile ego. “There was this slightly out of control egomaniac”—Beck—“and this guy who had spent years doing sessions for Burt Bacharach,” the Yardbirds’ Chris Dreja would recall. “Jimmy knew exactly where he was going. Very disciplined, very controlled.”

		Beset by volcanic mood swings, Beck abruptly departed the group during a Dick Clark package tour of America, leaving the band in Page’s hands. Exhausted and broke, the Yardbirds broke up for good in 1968. Page and the band’s manager, an outrageous, swashbuckling former wrestler named Peter Grant, were left with the Yardbirds name and a string of Scandinavian tour dates. The idea was floated to form a band under the name the New Yardbirds to fulfill the obligations. John Paul Jones, from the “Beck’s Bolero” session, joined on bass and keyboards; Terry Reid turned down an offer for lead singer and suggested Robert Plant, an unknown toiling in Britain’s West Midlands, who in turn suggested his friend John Bonham as drummer. The quartet met in London, jammed to the Yardbirds’ “Train Kept a-Rollin’,” and immediately gelled. After the Scandinavian tour, Grant discovered club owners and record labels in Britain had feeble interest in a band called the New Yardbirds. Undaunted, Grant took what piddling gigs he could secure and, with Page, financed the recording of what would become the first Led Zeppelin album for the now legendary £1,782, including the album cover art. The album took just thirty-six hours to record and mix. Realizing the Yardbirds name was a millstone, Grant revived the Lead Zeppelin moniker; in an early display of the acumen that would help earn the group several fortunes, he banished the a in lead so that American deejays unacquainted with British colloquialisms wouldn’t mispronounce the group’s name.

		The band played its first shows as Led Zeppelin in London in October 1968. The response was not encouraging; the few writers that Grant could drag to the gigs complained that the playing was too loud, the material—blues covers and a few originals from the still unreleased album—too derivative and discursive. Grant, having just toured America with the Jeff Beck Group, knew better. He’d seen the new generation of young American fans in action, not just in cities like New York but in the wretched provincial hamlets of the Midwest where the appetite for earsplitting blues-rock and guitar heroics was palpable. The Beck tour gave Grant “the opportunity to observe how young, principally male audiences, many of whom were strung out on ‘downer’ drugs like Quaaludes, lapped up … loud, frenzied blues rock,” recalled Chris Welch, Grant’s biographer.

		While the British dithered, Grant closed a deal with Atlantic Records’ Ahmet Ertegun and Jerry Wexler, who on the strength of Page’s reputation listened to the unreleased tracks and signed the band to a five-year contract with a $200,000 advance. The boomer rock-crit elite seized upon the huge sum as a club to beat the band for being a “hype,” in the argot of the day; in an irresistible but probably unwise rejoinder, Grant and Page responded by naming the concern publishing Zeppelin’s songs Superhype Music. It was the beginning of poisonous relations with the rock establishment that would plague the band throughout its career. Grant meanwhile saw to it that Atlantic Records plied the emerging American “underground” FM rock stations with white-label copies of the album, where it received heavy airplay. The strategy bypassed the self-righteous rock press, forever after muting its influence on record sales. “When rock radio came along, the role of the rock critics was tremendously diminished,” Goldberg would recall. “Zeppelin’s first album was one of the first albums in the United States to break big over the airwaves rather than in the music press.” Led Zeppelin was released on January 12, 1969. Rolling Stone weighed in with a devastating review that acknowledged Page’s guitar prowess but excoriated him as “a writer of weak, unimaginative songs” and flayed “prissy” Robert Plant for his “howled vocals.” The band and material were deemed “strained,” “unconvincing,” “foppish,” “redundant,” “monotonous,” and “very dull.” The musicians were stunned. “We had appalling press at the time,” John Paul Jones later recalled. “In our naïveté we thought we’d done a good album, and then this venom comes flying out. After that we were very wary of the press.”

		The band kicked off its first U.S. tour in Denver on December 26, 1968. The itinerary targeted the new, dedicated rock auditoriums like Bill Graham’s Fillmores East and West, which along with FM radio were opening new and lucrative markets for rock. (In Los Angeles, Zeppelin shared the bill at the Whisky A Go Go with a fledgling band of young misfits with the vexing name Alice Cooper.) There was no single aimed at top-forty radio released ahead of the album, part of Page and Grant’s strategy to educate audiences that Zeppelin was a serious proposition—which not coincidentally forced fans to buy seven-dollar albums instead of ninety-nine-cent 45s. (A belatedly released single, “Good Times, Bad Times,” barely scraped the Billboard Hot 100.) The response in America was a repeat of Grant’s experience with Jeff Beck, only more so. At a make-or-break gig at the Fillmore West, at the bottom of a three-act bill behind Country Joe and the Fish, of all absurdities, Led Zeppelin took off for good. “It felt like a vacuum and we’d arrived to fill it,” Page would recall. “First this row, then that row … it was like a tornado and it went rolling across the country.” Two months after its release, Led Zeppelin cracked the Billboard Top Ten and went on to sell eight million copies.

		Scarcely ten months later, Led Zeppelin II, written and recorded on the run during the first U.S. tour, was released to marginally better reviews and stellar sales—it quickly shot to number one in the U.S. and U.K. and became an instant, genre-setting classic with bulletproof material like “Whole Lotta Love,” “Heartbreaker,” “Ramble On,” and “Moby Dick,” the latter showcasing a monumental John Bonham drum solo that unfortunately would inspire leagues of lesser drummers to likewise indulge. The album consolidated the band’s success and portended the coming hordes of “heavy” bands playing pummeling, blues-based material minus the psychedelic whimsy of earlier guitar rock. The album’s huge success was goosed by a format the band officially forsook: a hit single. “ ‘Whole Lotta Love’ was getting tremendous FM play at night,” Jerry Greenberg, then head of promotion at Atlantic Records, says, “and a couple top-forty stations call me up and go, ‘You know, Jerry, we’re getting calls for that ‘Whole Lotta Love’ but we can’t play a five-minute, forty-second version.’ ” Greenberg proposed releasing an edited version and was flatly turned down—“We’re not a singles band, yadda, yadda”—then took matters into his own hands. “I literally dropped the needle and I’m watching the clock,” he says. “It hits 2:40 and they go into the chorus: Wanna whole lotta love, ca-cha, ca-cha. I took the volume dial and faded them out at 3:05—no edit, no big deal in the studio.” Grant allowed Greenberg to prepare a single with the 3:05 version on one side and the full 5:05 album cut on the other and send it to top-forty stations. “Well, now it goes crazy,” Greenberg says. “Stations like WLS in Chicago, WABC in New York, KHJ in Los Angeles, they’re playing the three-minute version in the morning but the nighttime jock can play the five-minute version. Peter calls and says, ‘Jimmy wants to know why the single’s not on the charts.’ I go, ‘Peter, the only way you can get it on the charts is to let me release it.’ ” Grant relented a second time and the 3:05 version of “Whole Lotta Love,” backed with “Living Loving Maid (She’s Just a Woman),” the band’s least favorite song on the album, hit number four on the Billboard Hot 100 and became Zeppelin’s only top-ten hit single.

		Led Zeppelin III followed in 1970, influenced by Crosby, Stills & Nash and the maturing folk-rock scene in L.A.’s Laurel Canyon, with which Plant was especially besotted. Where the first two Zeppelin albums were pilloried for unrelenting assault—despite the fact that, as Page would point out in exasperation, both featured at least partially acoustic numbers—Led Zeppelin III’s acoustic trappings were dismissed as pandering. Fed up, Page withdrew from trying to engage the rock cognoscenti. Convinced, mostly correctly, that the music press had it in for them no matter what they did, Page demanded that the next album’s cover contain no reference to the band: no names, no album title, no “Led Zeppelin.” It is the earnest, callow fantasy of every musician maligned by bad press to “let the music speak for itself,” except that Zeppelin had the clout—and a contract giving the band absolute control over its album covers—to make good on the threat. “After all this crap we’d had with the critics, I put it to everybody that it’d be a good idea to put out something totally anonymous,” Page declared, and further decreed that each band member devise a symbol for himself to be printed on the sleeve in lieu of names.

		Led Zeppelin’s untitled fourth album landed in stores in November 1971 and became their biggest hit commercially and, for the moment, critically. The material was the most consistent of the band’s career and perfected the balance between acoustic and electric that had eluded them on Led Zeppelin III. Apparently vindicating Page’s no-names approach, even the despised Rolling Stone conceded that “a band never particularly known for its tendency to understate matters has produced an album which is remarkable for its low-keyed and tasteful subtlety.” The album was so dense with first-rate songs that the review didn’t mention the eight-minute, two-second number that closed side one. It started with Page plucking an acoustic guitar and ended with what would become the most famous guitar solo in rock, followed by Plant’s plaintive a cappella “and she’s buy-uy-ing a stair-air-way … to hea-vunnnn …”

		Throughout 1972 Led Zeppelin toured, triumphant, behind the album, which would eventually sell more than twenty-three million copies and become the third best-selling album ever in the United States. But it infuriated the band that, no matter how many albums they shipped or arenas they sold out, they still weren’t given what they felt was their due not only from the rock press, with which they had such a tortured history, but from the mainstream media. It especially galled that the Rolling Stones’ 1972 tour in support of the landmark Exile on Main Street preempted what should have been, at least based on sales, the Year of Zeppelin. The band was determined not to let it happen again. “Look at all the press the Stones got on their last tour!” an anguished Robert Plant berated Danny Goldberg after he was hired as the band’s publicist. Plant, Goldberg concluded, “wanted mainstream fame, and while the rest of the band were not as forceful in asking for it, they certainly wouldn’t mind having it, either.”

		It is March 1973. Led Zeppelin is about to release their fifth album, Houses of the Holy, and embark on a sold-out tour of America, their ninth in five years. The album is the first to comprise entirely original material—no more Willie Dixon or Memphis Minnie covers—and breaks fresh stylistic ground with nods to reggae, raga, funk, even doowop, along with some of Page’s most labyrinthine arrangements. The tour and album are nothing less than the band’s bid for respect—also true stardom. After years of actively spurning the press, they now just as actively court it. It falls to Goldberg to conjure this particular rabbit. He concludes that “other than my closest friends, I knew I would get nowhere with the sixties rock critics. I could not think of anyone in the Max’s clique who would have both the stature and the inclination to transform Led Zeppelin’s image.” As if on cue, Rolling Stone savages Houses of the Holy—one of 1973’s “dullest and most confusing albums”—and blithely libels Page’s masterpiece (“tripe like ‘Stairway to Heaven’ ”) while suggesting the band might more accurately call itself Limp Blimp. It’s an inauspicious start to Zeppelin’s image refurbishment.

		The band can’t know it, but what waits around the corner is something far larger than cultural parity with the Rolling Stones. Stubbing out joints in high school parking lots across America, Zeppelin’s true constituents are about to get in touch with their kingmaking mojo. They clasp Led Zeppelin, and Houses of the Holy, to their bosom as fiercely as their older brothers and sisters embraced Axis: Bold as Love. The adolescent fantasies of a generation are about to collide with the ambitions and pretensions of a rock band fattened by unprecedented success but starving for respect and unambiguous stardom. It turns out they aren’t the only ones.

		By 1973 Alice Cooper is nearly as reviled as Led Zeppelin by the rock-crit establishment, not so much for the band’s music, authentically grotty garage rock that elicits raves from sympathetic critics like Lester Bangs. If Led Zeppelin’s audience is considered too young to be taken seriously, Alice Cooper’s is embarrassingly puerile, swooning for “I’m Eighteen,” the band’s 1971 hit, and subsequent self-conscious “anthems” in which Alice, in his mid-twenties, casts himself as commiserating peer to budding mallrats everywhere. “We affect the little teenage boys between the ages of twelve and fifteen more than anybody,” Alice would recall. “They consider us the heroes of our time for some reason.”

		The rock-crit animus derives mainly from the Alice Cooper stage show. Baroque and theatrical, it trades in simulated violence and gore without any obvious compensating ironic distance. The band does nothing to refute rumors that it bites off the heads of chickens and drinks the blood, hatched early in its career when a live chicken was tossed onstage and Alice, innocently believing chickens can fly, heaved it into the front rows—the audience, not Alice, tore it apart. Each tour debuts a new gimmick with which to “execute” Alice—in the 1972 show he was hanged from a gallows after dismembering a baby doll, with Lizzie Borden hatchet and fake blood, while singing “Dead Babies” with convincing psychotic glee. The calculation behind the group’s morbid image—minutely orchestrated by its manager, Shep Gordon—insulted and impressed rock insiders who knew that the band, especially Alice, bore no resemblance to pansexual necrophiles and were in fact resolutely heterosexual former track-and-field lettermen from Cortez High in Phoenix. Alice, né Vincent Furnier, is the son of a Baptist minister.

		During their early days in Los Angeles as lesser protégés of Frank Zappa, the band cultivated a dramatic, confrontational stage presence and became infamous for clearing entire ballrooms with their repertoire, which included the theme from The Patty Duke Show. “Even hippies hated us,” Alice later recalled. “And it’s hard to get a hippie to hate anything.” The biggest bands of the early seventies, Led Zeppelin included, still performed on bare stages in street clothes, a holdover from the Woodstock ethic in which generational solidarity supposedly trumped the divide between audience and performer (both sides ignored the fact that the performer arrived and departed by limo). Alice Cooper refused to perpetuate this charade. Even when they were nobodies, the band hit the boards in chrome pants, sequin-encrusted vests, smudged mascara, and torn fishnets, demanding homage be paid to their “stardom” and empty awesomeness. The Cooper shows—replete with costume changes, props, and the suggestion of a libretto underlying the mayhem—were the first to fully integrate a theatrical sensibility into rock performance. “We did it before Bowie,” Alice recalled, “before Kiss. Before anybody.”

		The band at first dabbled in feckless psychedelia while Alice suffered from stage fright to the extent that he sang with his back to the audience. The same stagecraft was practiced for entirely different purposes by the brooding singer of another L.A. band, who adopted Alice as one of his manifold drinking buddies. (After the Doors’ Jim Morrison died in Paris in 1971, Alice Cooper recorded “Desperado” in tribute to their fallen friend.) In the meantime Alice was still Vince, and the band—guitarists Michael Bruce and Glen Buxton, bassist Dennis Dunaway, and drummer Neal Smith—was called the Nazz until it was discovered Todd Rundgren already used the name. They rechristened themselves—for reasons never adequately explained—Alice Cooper. “Alice came up with the name,” Dunaway recalled. “It shocked me when he first suggested it, but when I ran it by my parents and saw their mouths drop open I knew it was the name for us.” (Alice later said he chose it so that “people would expect a blond folk singer—instead, they get these monsters.”)

		Meanwhile, Alice adopted a sinister persona that captivated audiences, or at least seemed to repel them less, and the band started writing songs tailored to it. Thus was born Alice Cooper, the semi-transvestite Wicked Wretch of the West, dripping mascara and attitude. Alice’s aggressive makeup and drag were the handiwork of the GTOs (Girls Together Outrageously) groupie clique that befriended the band at Zappa’s compound in Laurel Canyon, where they were signed after a legendary 6:30 A.M. audition when they mistook GTO Miss Christine’s instructions to arrive at 6:30 P.M. “They were all pretty square then—Alice was really straight,” former GTO Pamela Des Barres said. “Miss Christine made up Alice there for the first time”—demented Emmett Kelly eyes with the suggestion of fangs around his lips—“and helped him dress. The rest of the band followed suit.”

		After nearly sinking into oblivion after two failed albums on Zappa’s Straight Records, Alice Cooper recorded Love It to Death with Bob Ezrin, a young Canadian producer with whom they delivered the hit “I’m Eighteen” in 1971. The Ezrin-produced Killer followed ten months later, featuring the calculated outrage of “Dead Babies”—a song not about infanticide but child neglect, although few bothered to scrutinize the lyrics after the dolls’ heads started rolling, part of Gordon’s master plan to deliberately contrive and then exploit negative publicity. The band meanwhile steadily improved; Killer was hailed by Lester Bangs as “one of the finest rock and roll records released in 1971.”

		By 1972 the band was fresh off School’s Out, which reached number two on the wings of its title song, an international top-ten hit. Thanks to the steady drip of furor in the press over the blood-soaked stage show, Alice Cooper had achieved what the mighty Led Zeppelin still dreamed of: They were household names. Or at least Alice was. The rest of the band watched with growing alarm as Alice, a natural celebrity, usurped the group’s identity by the sheer force of his personality and the fact that the band shared its name with its lead singer. By now they had been together nonstop for five years and moved from Los Angeles to a farmhouse outside Pontiac, Michigan, and, finally, to a rented mansion in Greenwich, Connecticut, where the first tracks for Billion Dollar Babies, the album poised to take them over the top for good, were recorded in 1972. Despite exhaustion and portents of trouble—Buxton deteriorated so badly he was replaced by session players; Alice, under unrelenting pressure as the star, ramped up his already formidable drinking—the band embraced the challenge. “Alice and I were long-distance runners—that’s how we met,” said Dunaway. “So we had this keep-going-at-all-costs mentality that pulled us through.” Bruce, the group’s chief composer, recalled that “by this point we had really started to come into our own. We were on an upward spiral.”

		Billion Dollar Babies, with its themes of power, money, and decadence, would be in many ways more in sync with the times than the pseudo-mysticism that pervades Zeppelin’s Houses of the Holy. “I always said that Alice Cooper was the National Enquirer of rock and roll—we were not The New York Times,” says Alice. “Half of the guys in the band were journalists in school, and we understood the fact that BOY BORN WITH DOG’S HEAD was infinitely more exciting than TAX CUTS INEVITABLE. So we wrote about things that we thought were exciting. We wrote about the fact that we were not into rock and roll for peace and love. We were in it for Ferraris, and blondes and switchblades. We were actually more honest than anybody else.” Alice worked just as hard at being a star as Robert Plant, but unlike Plant, professed to find the prospect of his stardom ludicrous. “The Billion Dollar Babies concept was simply making fun of ourselves,” Alice recalled. “Here was
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