

[image: Book cover of ‘Blow by Blow, The Jeff Beck Story’ by Brad Tolinski and Chris Gill, authors of ‘Eruption: Conversations with Eddie Van Halen,’ features Jeff Beck wearing a leather jacket and scarf, holding a guitar, with a cigarette in his mouth as he poses for the camera.]




[image: Title page of ‘Blow by Blow, The Jeff Beck Story’ by Brad Tolinski and Chris Gill, published by Da Capo, New York and Boston.]





Copyright © 2026 by Brad Tolinski and Chris Gill

Cover design by Julianna Lee

Cover photo by Robert Knight Archive / Getty Images

Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Da Capo Press

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

@grandcentralpub

grandcentralpublishing.com

First edition: July 2026

Da Capo Press is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Da Capo Press name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Da Capo Press books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Tolinski, Brad author | Gill, Chris (Music journalist) author

Title: Blow by blow : the Jeff Beck story / Brad Tolinski and Chris Gill.

Description: First edition. | New York : Da Capo, 2026. | Includes index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2026007045 | ISBN 9780306836589 hardcover | ISBN 9780306836602 ebook

Subjects: LCSH: Beck, Jeff | Rock musicians—United States | Guitarists—United States | LCGFT: Biographies

Classification: LCC ML419.B234 T65 2016 | DDC 787.87166092 [B]—dc23/eng/20260303

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026007045

ISBNs: 9780306836589 (hardcover), 9780306836602 (ebook)

E3-20260603-JV-NF-ORI






OVERTURE


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Prelude: A Portrait of an Artist

	1   The Boy Can’t Help It!!!

	2   Five Live Yardbirds

	3   Shapes of Things

	4   Over Under Sideways Down

	5   “Sorry We Upset You… Now, Fuck Off!”

	6   You’re Everywhere and Nowhere, Baby!

	7   The Moment of Truth

	8   Like Water down the Drain

	9   Crash Landing

	10 Definitely Maybe

	11 Superstition

	12 Jizz Whizzards

	13 Blow Up

	14 Hammer Time

	15 Much Ado about “Nothing”

	16 Back to Beck

	17 Brush with the Blue Caps

	18 How Jeff Got His Groove Back

	19 Emotional Rescue

	20 Gets Us All in the End

	Epilogue

	Photos

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Authors

	Jeff’s Guitar Garage

	Also by Brad Tolinski and Chris Gill

	Notes






	Cover

	Table of Contents

	Dedication

	Title Page

	Start of Content

	Start of Backmatter

	Copyright





Page List


	i

	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	388







To Onyx, my irascible black rescue cat, whose fierce independence and glorious obstinance recall Jeff Beck himself. She watched me scratch and claw through this book, visibly entertained.

—Brad Tolinski

To my dog, Homer, who constantly dragged me away from the computer to take long walks, giving me badly needed breaks to reset my thoughts and move forward with clarity and focus. Jeff would have loved him.

—Chris Gill







PRELUDE

A Portrait of an Artist


I was going to write an autobiography once. I started writing it, and then I thought, “No, let them dig around when I’m dead.”

—Jeff Beck, Rolling Stone, 2018



WHEN I BECAME A MUSIC JOURNALIST IN THE EARLY ’90S, I OFTEN HEARD that Jeff Beck was a challenging interview. On the morning of December 15, 1992, I was about to learn that lesson firsthand after I flew from San Francisco to London to interview the guitarist for Guitar Player magazine. Beck’s manager Ralph Baker picked me up at my hotel near Gatwick Airport, and after more than an hour’s drive through winding country roads, we arrived at the tall brick wall and heavy iron gates that guarded the guitarist’s Riverhall estate. My excitement turned to dread when Baker fumbled with the combination lock and announced that Jeff must have changed the code. “We’re locked out!” he groaned as I looked on in dismay.

We continued to Wadhurst—the nearest town with any cell phone reception—where Baker tried calling Beck several times with no success. He reassured me that Beck was at home and expecting us, but with each failed attempt my dread crept toward panic. Finally, Baker turned the car around and casually said, “Well, I guess we’ll just have to climb over the wall.” And that’s exactly what we did.

After awkwardly scaling the brick barrier, I followed Jeff’s manager down a pair of unpaved ruts through a thicket of leafless trees. My nerves gave way to awe as we rounded a bend and Riverhall came into view—an astonishing sixteenth-century house in all of its original half-timbered glory framed by English mist and, in the distance, a pair of brightly colored ’32 Ford hot rods parked by an outbuilding, beaded with condensation.

But the ordeal wasn’t over. When the heavy, dark wooden door to Riverhall swung open, I finally saw the legendary guitarist, only for him to turn his back and briskly walk away without so much as a hello. I sank into an overstuffed couch in a room illuminated only by candles and an open pit fireplace. Thankfully, Jeff’s partner, Sandra Cash, appeared with a tray of hot tea, mushroom pies, and chocolate digestives, making me feel less like an unwelcome intruder.

I had come to Riverhall armed with the ultimate icebreaker: a triangular flat pick and a flattened pair of metal finger picks once owned and used by Cliff Gallup, one of Beck’s greatest influences and the inspiration behind Crazy Legs, the album we were there to discuss. The transformation was instant. Jeff’s demeanor instantly switched from frosty to ecstatic, and within minutes we were deep in conversation. Over the next three hours we discussed a wide variety of topics. At one point, we even traded a 1956 Gretsch Duo Jet back and forth as Jeff gave me an impromptu guitar lesson.

The next day, I met him at Comfort’s Place Studios for a photo shoot that provided images to accompany my cover story in the April 1993 issue of Guitar Player. I returned again the following day to get a very rare glimpse of the master at work in the studio as he recorded tracks for Paul Rodgers’s Muddy Water Blues album. It was the first of six lengthy interviews I conducted with him, along with roughly twenty shorter conversations over the next thirty years, many of which were surprisingly candid.

When Brad Tolinski and I began work on this book, those early encounters with Beck came flooding back. I thought I knew Beck’s life well. But as we sifted through the roughly forty hours of interviews we’d conducted between us—including Brad’s unusually frank joint interview with Beck and Jimmy Page about their early years—we realized how many gaps remained. His music career spanned about sixty years, and there was a lot of ground to cover.

Even after combing through dozens of interviews by other writers, it was clear that crucial details and deeper insight were still missing. Beck had an uncanny talent for delivering witty, evasive quotes that danced around the heart of thornier questions. He could have made an excellent politician had the guitar not claimed him first. We encountered contradictions (often from Jeff himself), factual inconsistencies, and timelines that didn’t quite align, not to mention a few age-old myths that begged to be retired. It felt, once again, like we were facing that tall brick wall surrounding Riverhall, looking for a way over.

So we dug in. In addition to our own interviews, we conducted new conversations with dozens of people from every phase of Beck’s career: Chris Dreja, Jim McCarty, Donovan, Steve Cropper, Clive Davis, Gregg Geller, John McLaughlin, Ross Halfin, Narada Michael Walden, Simon Phillips, Steve Lukather, Jennifer Batten, Nicolas Meier, Carmen Vandenberg, and many others. Brad even landed an interview with the ever-elusive Johnny Depp at the last possible moment before the book was printed. All unattributed quotes found in this book come from those interviews as well as our own conversations with Beck. We also scoured every article, book, and available archival source on Beck and incorporated material from those interviews conducted by other writers, all fully cited.

From the onset, Brad and I understood that Jeff Beck was enigmatic. Unlike previous books that focus on cataloging every recording he ever made, our goal was to understand how he worked, why he made the creative leaps he made, and what drove him through so many reinventions. Often, the clearest insights came from the abandoned projects, lost sessions, and unrealized ideas that shaped the path not taken.

Most musician biographies trace a neat rise-fall-redemption arc. Jeff Beck’s life refuses such simplicity. He had many careers over his lifetime and only a few brief moments of commercial success. Only a handful of his records sold more than a million copies, yet his influence is exponentially more far-reaching than most chart-topping artists who come and go as tastes and fashions change. That contradiction makes him a challenging (there’s that word again) subject for a biography but also a profoundly rewarding one.

As we finished this book, Brad and I agreed that the most accurate description for Jeff Beck is Artist—in the purest sense. He was a one-of-a-kind, uncompromising talent whose performances and recordings will dazzle listeners long after the trends of any era have faded. We were honored to do the “digging around” on his behalf, sifting through the dirt and dust to uncover the gold within.

—Chris Gill







CHAPTER 1

THE BOY CAN’T HELP IT!!!

In the summer of 1957, thirteen-year-old Jeff Beck shuffled into the Sutton Granada cinema and nestled deep into one of its 2,390 seats like it was his own. He was a regular at the aging theater, and though it had seen better days, none of that mattered to the boy—especially once the lights dimmed.

“Everything in the movies seemed gigantic. It was like walking into some magic, otherworldly place. As a kid, I’d be transported to the Wild West watching films, but then I’d leave the cinema and be back in… Wallington,”1 Beck later said, referencing his quiet hometown in South London.

Jeff loved his Westerns, but he wasn’t there to watch cowboys or train robbers on this day. Instead, he was there to witness an entirely different breed of American outlaw. Rock and roll had recently caught his attention, its rebellious energy reaching him across the Atlantic. His hip older sister, Annetta, had casually suggested he check out a film called The Girl Can’t Help It. When Jeff learned it featured musical renegades like Little Richard, Eddie Cochran, and Gene Vincent—not to mention the outrageously curvaceous platinum-blond starlet Jayne Mansfield—he needed no further convincing.

Jeff was eager to see the film but was unsure what to expect. Until now, he had only heard these musicians on records. Their sounds were wild, almost alien, and he could barely imagine what they looked like. And Little Richard? His voice alone was so outrageous that it seemed impossible that such a person existed.

As the theater darkened, Jeff’s heart pounded like a bass drum. But his excitement was short-lived. The opening scene, shot in black and white, featured a stiff middle-aged man walking toward the camera in a tuxedo. He looked like a banker at a ball, not a rock and roller. Then he droned: “Ladies and Gentlemen, the motion picture you are about to see is a story of music.”

Jeff slumped in his seat. What the fuck is this? Had Annetta played a joke on him? Not cool.

Then everything changed. With a knowing smirk, the man snapped his fingers, and instantly, the screen exploded into a riot of color. The gray, cramped frame expanded into CinemaScope… with GORGEOUS LIFE-LIKE COLOR BY DELUXE!!! The moment was electrifying. A massive, futuristic jukebox filled the screen, and suddenly, Little Richard’s lascivious “The Girl Can’t Help It” erupted from the speakers. The music was deafening. It drowned out the narrator, pinning Beck to the back of his seat.

As the opening credits rolled, wild teenagers on-screen danced frantically, lost in the music. Their ecstatic movements were raw, unrestrained, and startlingly modern. This wasn’t some dull drama about “music”; this was chaotic, dangerous, and alive.

The dramatic shift from black and white to color wasn’t a gimmick. It mirrored the iconic moment in The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy stepped from sepia-toned Kansas into the vivid dreamworld of Oz. But here, the transformation was something more. It was a statement. Rock and roll wasn’t just music—it was revolution, and for thirteen-year-old Jeff Beck, it was nothing short of a religious experience.

Over the next ninety minutes, The Girl Can’t Help It unfolded as a neon-drenched mythology, planting dreams in Beck’s imagination that would take root and flourish for decades. From the statuesque girls to its flashy, vibrant-hued American convertibles, the film was a Technicolor parade of everything cool and unattainable. But what gripped Beck most—even more than Mansfield’s wiggling derriere—were the guitars. So many guitars!

While the film’s script was forgettable, the twenty-odd music performances were anything but, showcasing rock pioneers such as Fats Domino and The Treniers, and at their fiery best. Directed by Frank Tashlin, who had cut his teeth directing Looney Tunes animated shorts, the movie crackled with the same manic energy as a Daffy Duck cartoon brought to life.

Tashlin had a flair for amplifying the surreal visual charisma of the guitar. During Eddie Cochran’s performance of “Twenty Flight Rock,” the camera lingered on his hunched shoulders and bright orange Gretsch 6120 Chet Atkins hollow body, turning the instrument into a character of its own. Likewise, singer Eddie Fontaine, with his blond Premier Bantam Deluxe ¾-size guitar, bounded across the screen, embodying rockabilly’s wild, untamed spirit during his hyperkinetic “Cool It Baby!”

But the film’s defining moment arrived when Gene Vincent and the Blue Caps took center stage and delivered an unnervingly primal and hypnotic performance of his biggest hit, “Be-Bop-A-Lula.” Tashlin’s camera captured Vincent’s twitching, rat-faced intensity and the savage precision of his band, making the scene feel more like a live-wire transmission than a movie performance. It was a vision of rock and roll at its most potent, and for Beck, it was the spark that lit the fuse.

“Gene Vincent sang like some sort of psychopath… then the guitar took two screaming solos,” Beck recalled. “I just thought, ‘This is where I belong.’”

Unlike Elvis, whose Olympian cool made him seem like a god, Vincent and his band looked like they’d just escaped juvenile detention. They weren’t just playing rock and roll—they were rock and roll.

And their guitars—Beck found them utterly mesmerizing. The Blue Caps’ sleek instruments were like futuristic weapons, their glossy finishes gleaming under the stage lights. Vincent’s prewar Gretsch Synchromatic 100, rhythm guitarist Paul Peek’s fiery orange Gretsch Rancher, and best of all, Russell Willaford’s sleek Fender Esquire with the strikingly contrasting blond paint job and black pickguard, burned themselves into his imagination.

When the lights came up, Beck sat there dazed, trying to process what he had just witnessed. When he finally stepped outside onto the warm suburban streets, his legs felt unsteady, and his mind raced.

“If ever a movie was life-changing, it was The Girl Can’t Help It,” Beck later reflected. “I sat in that beautiful old cinema and thought, ‘That’s what I’m gonna do.’ That movie completely did me in, particularly seeing the Blue Caps, who looked genuinely dangerous. It started me wanting my own guitar.”

Beck had found his calling. Now, he needed a guitar.

GEOFFREY ARNOLD BECK WAS BORN ON JUNE 24, 1944, IN WALLINGTON, Surrey, located south of London. The postwar Britain he grew up in was defined by rationing, resilience, and modest comforts. His father, Arnold Herbert Beck, worked as a departmental manager at a bottle manufacturing company while his mother, Ethel Florence Dixie Beck, ran the household and played classical piano with a skillful touch.

The Beck home at 206 Demesne Road was an ordinary, working-class residence, inside which young Jeff absorbed two vastly different worlds: his mother’s refined musicality and his father’s strict pragmatism. His older sister, Annetta, four years his senior, was the wild card who would eventually steer him toward rock and roll.

Jeff later described his childhood as happy but not without its hardships. He had a playful, reckless streak, but in November 1955, when he was eleven years old, an impulsive decision nearly cost him his life. Beck was riding his red bicycle through some narrow streets of Wallington when he tried to overtake a car at the wrong moment. The driver swerved unexpectedly and slammed Jeff against a brick wall, leaving him with a fractured skull, bleeding profusely from a deep gash at the back of his head. Rushed to the hospital, he received multiple stitches and was lucky to survive.

But the effects of the accident would linger for years. Beck struggled with concentration in school and often felt restless and irritable. It was the first of three serious head injuries he would suffer over the next fifteen years, each leaving a trail of migraines and unpredictable mood swings. But the accident also had an unexpected silver lining. While recovering, Jeff found himself more attuned to music than ever before.

Music was always present in the Beck household—mostly the classical pieces played by his mother and British radio—but nothing had ever moved him quite like the sound of Les Paul. At just six years old, he had one of his earliest, most vivid musical memories.

“I remember hearing Les Paul and Mary Ford’s hit ‘How High the Moon’ on the radio,” recalled Jeff. “The sound was fantastic, especially Les’s trebly guitar. I’d never heard anything like it. Up to that point, all I knew were the marching bands from World War II and the dance orchestras housewives listened to. Then suddenly, Les Paul’s scatty guitar came over the airwaves, and it was so different, so fresh. Even today, it still sounds ahead of its time. Back then, compared to a bunch of trombones, it just leaped out of the speakers.”

The experience stayed with him, but it wasn’t until after his bike accident that he began seriously focusing on the guitar. He had no instrument. No clue where to begin. But for the first time in his life, he knew exactly what he wanted.

His life-altering experience watching The Girl Can’t Help It supercharged that growing fascination with the guitar. The no-holds-barred energy of rock and roll and the striking visuals of performers like Vincent and Cochran stirred him to the bone. For a boy recovering from a major trauma and having difficulties in school, the guitar represented something new: a voice of defiance, freedom, and possibility.

Beck’s older sister, Annetta, played a key role in nurturing his musical curiosity. She had a taste for the latest rock and roll records by Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly, Ricky Nelson, Chuck Berry, and, most crucially, Gene Vincent. She often brought home the new releases by these artists and more, giving her younger brother access to an ever-expanding library of sounds that would ultimately find their way into his own playing. But while Annetta encouraged his enthusiasm, their parents considered the frantic rhythms and sound of rock and roll to be nothing more than noise, and they certainly had no interest in buying him an electric guitar.

But Jeff was undeterred. His parents weren’t going to get him a guitar, so he found another way: making one himself.

His first attempts were crude but resourceful. He stretched some rubber bands over a tobacco tin, producing what he later described as “horrible noises.” He moved on to something more ambitious, constructing a makeshift guitar with a cigar box for the body and an unsanded fence post for the neck. “I painted the frets on, and for machine heads, I used a straightforward nut and bolt,” he recalled, laughing at the memory.

A succession of contraptions followed, each more elaborate than the last. There was the single-string black acoustic guitar, borrowed from a friend, and a plywood monstrosity he built by himself—“about fourteen feet long and completely out of proportion,” as he later described it.

His first real guitar was an imitation Stratocaster he bought for £5 from “some bloke.” Covered in garish yellow paint, with no pickups and too many frets, it was still the closest thing he’d had to a functional instrument. When he realized it needed a proper pickup, Beck took drastic action. He walked into a guitar shop and swiped one, confessing years later, “I didn’t care if they threw me in jail.” But even with a proper pickup, he needed an amplifier. Once again, his ingenuity took over.

“I built my own amp and a speaker cabinet,” Beck recalled. “It was huge and diabolical—something like fifteen feet tall and one foot wide. It completely took over the house. My poor parents! I filled it with these little speakers, but it created this huge wall of sound.”

Building the amp wasn’t without challenges. “I’d ask the guy at the electronics store how to get more treble, and he’d tell me, ‘What do you mean? This has got all the treble you need. Just take the bass away.’ That stayed with me. I was obsessed with treble. An absolute treble freak. I got these speakers called Goodmans Axiom 300s, which could tear your head off with high frequencies. My mum used to go berserk because her ears were not quite attuned, shall we say, to that kind of volume. It was just ten watts, but in a small room, ten watts could really hurt you if you cranked it up.”

By early 1960, when he was sixteen, Beck’s life took a significant turn when he met another young guitarist, Jimmy Page, who was six months his senior. This first encounter set the stage for a decades-long relationship defined by collaboration, rivalry, and mutual inspiration. As it was so often in Jeff’s early life, Annetta was the catalyst.

“Jeff and I met through his sister back when we were kids,” Page recalled. “There was someone I knew called Barry Matthews, who collected rock and roll records and went to Epsom Art College. He was friendly with Jeff’s sister, who attended Ewell Technical College, which was also in Epsom. They were discussing the music of the day and what was exciting and unusual, like Johnny Burnette and the Rock and Roll Trio and Gene Vincent and the Blue Caps. Most people had never heard of them, and she said to him, ‘Well, my brother likes all that stuff, and he’s trying to play it on his guitar.’ And [when] Barry said, ‘We’ve got another one of those here in Epsom,’ I think it was suggested maybe these two boys should get together.”

Annetta arranged the meeting between her brother and Page. “I heard a knock on the door, and there he was with his homemade guitar,” Page continued. “It was so cool. Meeting Jeff and playing records for him and just enthusing with somebody who could talk the same language—a language that nobody else understood—it was a game changer.”2

Equally starved for information, the two began spending hours jamming at Jimmy’s house, a six-mile bus ride away. They traded licks, shared scraps of information about their rock and blues heroes, and developed a bond that would intertwine their musical paths for years.

“I used to be thrilled that Jimmy was living so near,” said Beck. “You need a pal to bounce ideas off. Jimmy and I would play Ricky Nelson songs like ‘My Babe’ and ‘It’s Late’ because his guitarist, James Burton, was so great. And just a lot of jamming. I remember Jim had a two-track tape recorder, which was a dream. He used to stick a mic, which came with the tape recorder, under a cushion on the couch. I used to bash it, and it would make the best bass drum sound you ever heard! Jim came to my house a few times, but I usually visited him because he had the equipment. And he had a wicked record collection of about 400 albums, whereas I only had about four.”

By the end of 1960, Beck had rapidly progressed as a guitarist. Despite his cobbled-together instruments, he began mastering the chiming pop of Buddy Holly’s “That’ll Be the Day,” the haunting instrumental “Apache” by the Shadows, and much of Gene Vincent’s catalog, including the dazzling, technically intricate solos of Blue Caps guitarist Cliff Gallup.

After honing his skills with several local bands on the youth club circuit, Beck landed an audition with the Bandits, an instrumental act from Hampshire that had recently secured a contract to back various Presley and Vincent impersonators on a UK summer package tour. It was a significant step up for an ambitious young guitarist eager to prove himself. Beck polished his image for the occasion: He donned a gray suit and tie, bleached his pompadour, and even adopted a flashier stage name—Jeff Mason. More significantly, he convinced his father to buy him his first professional guitar: a Guyatone LG-50, purchased for £25 at Lew Davies’ music shop in London. It wasn’t a Fender or Gretsch, but it was a solid instrument, the same model played by Hank Marvin of Cliff Richard and the Shadows, one of Britain’s most respected guitarists at the time. “The Guyatone felt great compared with the homemade one I’d had,” Beck later recalled. “So, it was good enough for me.”

Regarding his dad’s change of heart, “My parents complained [about the guitar], but they didn’t stop me,” he told Rolling Stone in 2018. “I suppose they thought, ‘If he’s got the guitar, he’s not going out stealing.’ The only friends I had were pretty low life; most of them were one step away from jail.”

For two brief but thrilling months, Beck traveled with the Bandits, playing small-time venues in backwater towns and soaking in the excitement of life on the road. But the magic wore off when the tour ended, and “Jeff Mason” returned to being Jeff Beck. That September, after leaving Sutton East Secondary Modern, he took a familiar route for many aspiring rock musicians of his generation, enrolling in art school. On September 19, 1960, he began attending Wimbledon College of Art, a move that served as both a concession to his parents and a way to buy time while continuing to hone his guitar playing. It was a strategy that had worked for contemporaries like John Lennon, Pete Townshend, and even his close friend Jimmy Page.

“So many English musicians came to their music by attending art school,” Beck explained. “It was an excuse not to work. You got a grant, and you’d dress up in silly clothes… but art school was a dead loss to me.”

DURING HIS TIME AT WIMBLEDON COLLEGE OF ART, BECK DABBLED IN oil painting, but his real passion was never far from the surface. Much to the annoyance of his instructors, he spent more time sketching hot rods and Stratocasters than focusing on coursework. Art school may not have sparked his creativity, but it kept him close to London’s growing rock scene, and soon his next opportunity arrived.

That break came in the form of The Deltones, a rock and roll cover band led by aspiring teen heartthrob Johnny Del (born Derek Burchell), a slick-haired front man with Elvis-size ambition. The group already had a capable lead guitarist, Ian Duncombe, but when Duncombe left for the more lucrative club circuit in Hamburg, Germany, Beck wasted no time offering his services.

Though he was younger than the rest of the band, his audition won them over immediately. He ripped through several of Cliff Gallup’s most demanding solos with dazzling precision, his confidence as striking as his recently purchased crimson-and-silver Burns Vibra-Artist. The guitar, loaded with Tri-Sonic pickups and an almost absurd number of switches and knobs, looked as futuristic as it sounded—and when he finished playing, the Deltones didn’t hesitate. They wanted him.

Beck had one condition: They also had to take his friend John Owen on rhythm guitar, partly out of loyalty and partly out of strategy. Owen had been one of his biggest supporters, and, more important, he owned a pristine 1959 Fender Telecaster—a guitar Beck couldn’t stop thinking about. The Deltones, eager to lock in their new prodigy, agreed without protest.

For the next year and a half, the Deltones became Beck’s training ground. Night after night, he refined his stagecraft and sharpened his technique in packed dance halls and smoky pubs. The work wasn’t glamorous, but it paid better than anything he’d done before. “Playing in the band two or three nights a week, I would earn £10 or £15, which was unheard of,” Beck recalled. “The average wage was about £12 a week.”

Still, the grind wore on him. Night after night, the Deltones stuck to faithful covers of chart-topping hits—polished, predictable, and safe. The crowds loved it, but for Beck, it was soul-numbing. “No one wanted to hear the Vincent stuff anymore,” he said. “The singer wanted to do Elvis tunes, like ‘It’s Now or Never,’ or whatever else was on the pop charts. The girls would scream, but they didn’t care a damn about Gene Vincent.” Beck went along with it to keep the gigs coming, but deep down he missed the slap-back menace of “Be-Bop-A-Lula,” and the raw excitement that first made him pick up a guitar. The slick pop world was good for his wallet but bad for his spirit.

To keep himself interested, Beck turned his attention to the guitars themselves. He began cycling through instruments as if each new one might unlock something the songs couldn’t. During his run with the Deltones, he experimented with a Hofner Futurama III and a 1960 sunburst Fender Stratocaster, the latter purchased with his mother’s reluctant help as a guarantor. But despite these upgrades, he kept returning to Owen’s Telecaster, borrowing it so frequently that it became less of a loan and more of a permanent arrangement. Finally, Beck convinced Owen to part with it for good, ensuring its place in his future.

By mid-1961, Beck knew where his future lay. Art school had been a detour, not a destination. He dropped out, reasoning that if music didn’t work out, he could always go back and “learn how to paint properly,” but that fallback seemed less appealing (and less likely) by the day. When Johnny Del left the Deltones to join the Crescents, Beck briefly followed, only to find the new band’s slick, radio-friendly approach even less satisfying. Playing pop held no appeal—it was time to move on. But to where?

In the early 1960s, the rockabilly music Beck had fallen in love with was vanishing. Elvis had joined the army in 1958, and his raw sound was already being softened for mainstream appeal. Buddy Holly’s tragic death in 1959 had left a void, and Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis, and other firebrands were in retreat, replaced by a new breed of clean-cut pop idols. The music that once felt daring and alive now sounded tame and domesticated.

For Beck, it was a gut punch. The rebellious spirit that had first inspired him was slipping away, replaced by something polite and predictable. He still had his guitars and his dreams, but for the first time since The Girl Can’t Help It, he wasn’t sure where they were supposed to take him next.

Then, in April 1960, came the final blow. Eddie Cochran was killed in a car crash near London. His friend and tourmate Gene Vincent survived but was left crippled and broken. For Beck, it was the end of an era. The music had lost its edge, and its heroes were gone.

“There was no real danger anymore,” Beck recalled. “Overnight, everybody was named Johnny This or Johnny That, and they were all singing this terrible V-neck-sweater music. So, it was like, ‘What are you bastards doing with my music?’”

With rock and roll seemingly dead, Beck drifted. He took a series of blue-collar jobs—painting houses, mowing fairways at a golf course, and eventually working as a panel beater and paint sprayer in an auto repair shop. The work was honest, but it was soul crushing. He was surrounded by the smell of lacquer and grease instead of amplifier tubes and guitar strings. The dream that had lit him up at the Sutton Granada now felt like a fading film reel, something distant and unreal.

But music has a way of finding those meant for it.

BECK DIDN’T KNOW IT YET, BUT THE MUSIC WORLD WAS SHIFTING again. A new sound was starting to emerge in the smoky clubs of London, something visceral and deeply rooted in the blues.

Since the 1930s, American blues had been quietly filtering into the UK through imported 78s carried by African American GIs and merchant seamen. By the late 1950s, that raw, unvarnished sound had reached a restless generation of British teenagers searching for something real. For Beck, it arrived in the form of Ian “Stu” Stewart—a burly Scotsman with a boogie-woogie left hand and the conviction of a preacher.

Stu had been the Rolling Stones’ original pianist and a walking encyclopedia of American blues. Though manager Andrew Loog Oldham had forced him out of the band for looking “too square,” Stu remained their road manager and spiritual anchor. To the young Jeff Beck, he was a revelation.

A mutual friend, Brian Wiles, arranged an introduction at the Epsom bungalow Stu shared with engineer Glyn Johns. “I was eighteen or nineteen, and Brian said, ‘Come over to the bungalow, you might see Stu. If he’s there, he’ll play you some records,’” Beck recalled. “Stu finally showed up, and I remember he played some Otis Rush for me. I was just blown away. Stu was ‘Mr. Blues.’ Religiously. He made you feel guilty for even thinking about liking any other kind of music. He just put a massive boot up my ass.”3

Through Stu, Beck heard all the Chicago and Delta blues greats. “He was like a professor,” Beck said. “He’d pull out these records I’d never heard of and say, ‘Listen to this.’”

One album in particular changed everything: Folk Festival of the Blues, a live Chess Records recording from 1963 featuring Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, Sonny Boy Williamson II, and Buddy Guy. To Beck, it sounded like a transmission from another planet. “In my late teens, I was into white rock and roll like Elvis,” he later told journalist Charles Shaar Murray. “But I was interested in where it all came from. Stu gave me an album called Folk Festival of the Blues, and it was just the greatest experience—I wore out the album. What struck me most was Buddy Guy’s total abandon in his solos. They broke all the boundaries. I thought, this is more like it.”

The record reawakened something in him—the exhilaration that had vanished from pop. Reinvigorated, Beck dived headfirst into the burgeoning British blues scene. By the summer of 1963, he formed Nightshift with Wiles, bassist George Clarke, and drummer Dave Elvidge. The band quickly became a fixture at Twickenham’s Eel Pie Island, a notoriously dilapidated club where the rotting wooden floors barely supported the weight of the crowd. On any given night, over a thousand blues-hungry fans crammed into the sweat-soaked venue, giving Beck and his bandmates a nightly proving ground. Word of their raucous performances spread quickly, earning them spots at bigger venues, including the prestigious 100 Club in London.

Inspired by Guy’s freewheeling approach, Beck pushed his playing further, experimenting with tone, feedback, and the atmospheric echoes of his Binson Echorec Baby and Klemt Echolette effects units. It is during this period he began fusing the grittiness of the blues with the technical dexterity of Les Paul and the slap-back twang of rockabilly icons like Cliff Gallup and Scotty Moore. The result was a sound that was wholly his own. While other guitarists were striving for blues purity, Beck was unafraid to break the rules.

It wasn’t long before his playing began turning heads. Tom McGuinness, later of Manfred Mann, was forming a blues band called the Roosters and wanted Beck as his lead guitarist. But Beck, in desperate need of a steady paycheck, asked for more money than McGuinness could afford. Instead, the Roosters hired an eighteen-year-old Eric Clapton.

A similar situation unfolded with future blues legend John Mayall, who was assembling the Bluesbreakers. Mayall pestered Beck with phone calls, so eager was he to secure his services. But the band, still in its infancy, couldn’t offer the kind of money Beck needed.

By then, Beck’s personal life had placed him in a bind. In July 1963, after a whirlwind romance, he impulsively married Patricia Brown, a stylish, music-loving dressmaker. While Pat encouraged his talent, she also expected him to contribute financially, especially with the added expense of their oversize Afghan hound. However, even as Nightshift’s popularity grew, he still wasn’t making enough to pay the bills.

Just as he began considering returning to full-time work as a car mechanic, a new opportunity arrived. Brothers Paul and John Lucas, members of a well-regarded R & B group called the Tridents, approached him. Paul played bass and handled lead vocals, while John played rhythm guitar and harmonica. The band already had a solid lead guitarist, Mike Jopp, but after watching Beck play with Nightshift at Eel Pie Island, the brothers saw something special. They believed Beck’s adventurous playing could push the Tridents to the next level.

Even Jopp had to admit it. “When I first heard Beck, I just thought, ‘What the fuck was that?’” he later recalled. “There was this guy with a Telecaster and a Binson Echorec, and the notes were flying everywhere. Nobody at that point was doing anything like it. He was incredibly flashy, pressing the strings behind the nut, detuning them, making sounds that were just otherworldly. He was on a whole different level.”4

Beck, too, had paid attention to the Tridents. Unlike the Roosters or Blues Incorporated, who took a reverent, purist approach to American blues, the Tridents had a scrappy, high-octane edge. They weren’t afraid to shake things up, and that appealed to him. When Beck expressed interest in joining, the Lucas brothers made the tough decision to part ways with Jopp. Remarkably, Jopp agreed it was the right call, admitting “Jeff was just better.”

“I’d been screaming to be recognized, and I finally found this little R & B band who I thought were great,” said Beck. “The group had no image, but John Lucas played harmonica like Little Walter—an unbelievable blues player—and I thought I could help them.”

Once onboard, Beck wasted no time making his mark. Determined to command the audience’s attention, he unleashed every trick in his arsenal. “I was really into Bo Diddley, who made the best use imaginable out of playing one chord,” Beck later said. “His outrageous jungle rhythms were so powerful and hypnotic, he didn’t have to change keys. We took that idea of the one-chord vamp, and while the band played, I’d slack all my strings and then really pull on them to make the most ridiculous sounds with slap echo so that people would look up.

“It wasn’t premeditated,” he admitted. “I just wanted the audience to look at me and listen! I did all kinds of outrageous things at the time—taking two guitars and having them feedback against each other. That kind of attitude eventually got me the job with the Yardbirds. They didn’t want someone to play a beautiful slide guitar solo or someone that sounded like [bluesman] Earl Hooker. They wanted someone who could hold an audience. I had something no one else had, and however crude or outrageous it was at the time, it worked. I wasn’t that calculated. It was just my way of saying, ‘Here I am!’”

Decades later, the 1991 retrospective Beckology unearthed three 1964 recordings from the Tridents, including an unruly live take on Bo Diddley’s “Nursery Rhyme,” a track that captured Beck at his most uninhibited. Armed with his ’59 Telecaster, a borrowed Vox AC30, and his ever-faithful Binson unit, he tore through a relentless barrage of dissonant chords, Les Paul–style rapid-fire runs, wild bends that sounded like an elephant’s mating call, and a collage of outer-space sound effects. To a 1964 audience of wild-eyed booze- and amphetamine-fueled teenagers, Beck’s fearless approach was as exciting as hell.

For Beck, the Tridents were more than just another gig. They proved that he could push boundaries, develop his own sound, and still get paid, if only just enough to scrape by. He was making it work with gigs, bringing in about £10 a week, and side hustles fixing cars. The dream was inching closer. With a good break, maybe the Tridents would land a record deal. Maybe he’d make £20 a week. And maybe—just maybe—he’d even get a chance to play guitar in a movie like his heroes, Gene Vincent and the Blue Caps.

But before any of that could happen, he would have to survive a musical skirmish with the yin to his yang: a rather arrogant blues guitar purist named Eric Clapton.
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CHAPTER 2

FIVE LIVE YARDBIRDS

In 1965, twenty-year-old guitarist Eric Clapton was a self-important prick. That sounds harsh, but the fact is that he wouldn’t deny it himself. Decades later, he described his younger self as “very disagreeable” and “intolerant,”1 but he had every right to be egotistical and arrogant.

Barely out of his teens, he had already established himself as one of the most respected musicians in England. With his current band, the Yardbirds, he packed British clubs with young adults who thrilled to his remarkable playing and command of American electric blues music, an idiom still relatively new to the United Kingdom.

For Clapton, the blues was more than just a way to impress girls and make a buck: It was an all-consuming obsession. He regarded the music as the world’s most profound expression of human pain and beauty and believed that it was his solemn mission to bring the emotional Black art form to Britain’s uptight, buttoned-down shores.

With a nerd’s unrelenting attention to detail, Eric channeled his passion into the electric guitar until he could replicate the sounds of Chicago bluesmen like B. B. King, Muddy Waters, and Buddy Guy with startling accuracy.

“He was a great blues purist,” said Yardbirds drummer Jim McCarty. “If he ever stayed with you, he’d be up early in the morning, playing before he even had breakfast.”

“My love affair, my obsession with the blues, was reinforced by the fact that it was so inaccessible… so distant,” said Clapton. “And having made a little inroad into it, I was one of the few who had not only the taste for it but the gift for it, too, and I belonged to this incredibly exclusive club [in England] whose members included Keith Richards of the Rolling Stones, Fleetwood Mac’s Peter Green, and people like that, who had a [similar] mission. We were crusaders in a way, and that was a great, secure feeling for a person of my type, who came from a very sort-of-nowhere place, to have somewhere worthwhile to go.”2

On the surface, Clapton’s mastery was almost preposterous. How could this white British art school student begin to comprehend, let alone play with authority, an instrumental style born in the rural Black South?

Certainly, he had plenty of legitimate reasons to have the blues. Despite his fresh-faced, boyish appearance, the guitarist had experienced a substantial amount of trauma, betrayal, and abandonment during his few short years on the planet.

Born in 1945, Eric was raised in the quiet village of Ripley, Surrey, amid the lingering austerity of postwar England. For the first nine years of his life, he believed the elderly couple who cared for him were his parents and that his much older “sister” was just that—a sibling. But at nine, the truth came crashing down. The people he had called Mum and Dad were actually his grandparents. His “sister” was, in fact, his biological mother. And his real father, Edward Fryer—a Canadian soldier stationed in England during World War II—had abandoned him at birth and returned home to Canada. To make matters worse, his mother had since remarried and emigrated, starting a new life abroad without him.

“I think my early attraction to the blues had something to do with my not having a father,” Clapton said later. “I sought my father in the world of the Black musician because it contained wisdom, experience, sadness, and loneliness. I was never interested in the music of boys. From my youngest years, I was interested in the music of men.”

Clapton’s backstory was as complicated as it was horrific, but many of his contemporaries could relate. World War II had left many English families fatherless and destitute, as the war was followed by a stretch of poverty in the United Kingdom that lasted from 1945 through the early ’60s. So it was that many members of Eric’s generation were born into social upheaval and want, two of the components that helped shape the blues throughout its history.

Among other British kids of Clapton’s generation who, like him, became blues fanatics were five other young musicians who grew up in London’s southwest and banded together in 1963 to become the Yardbirds. The lineup initially featured Keith Relf on vocals and harmonica, Chris Dreja on rhythm guitar, Paul Samwell-Smith on bass, Jim McCarty on drums, and lead guitarist Anthony “Top” Topham, who eventually left the band, paving the way for Eric Clapton.

“The British music scene at the dawn of the 1960s was not great,” Dreja recalled. “There were all these manufactured pop stars running around doing a bad job imitating the great Elvis Presley. All the songs were well-structured but emotionally empty. The pivotal moment came when those very few of us came across the blues from the United States. It changed everything. When I first heard Jimmy Reed and Howlin’ Wolf, I was high for weeks. I could barely sleep. And then to have the very gall to think, why don’t we try to play this? It was pretty audacious.

“I was at art school with Top Topham, the original lead guitar player for the Yardbirds. Topham’s father was in the merchant marine, and he brought back blues records from America. Eventually, we started trying to play this music that excited us, and it wasn’t long before we attracted like-minded musicians. Top and I started playing with drummer Jim McCarty and eventually hooked up with Keith Relf and Paul Samwell-Smith, or something very boring like that. They lacked a drummer, and we lacked a singer, so it made sense to get together. Soon after we amalgamated, Top left the band to finish school, and we enlisted fellow blues enthusiast Eric Clapton.

“Eric went to my art school. He was into Robert Johnson, Blind Lemon Jefferson, and all that stuff. He was a bit of a cult figure even then. He would regularly change the way he dressed and reinvent himself, and people took notice.”

Clapton’s arrival marked a turning point for the Yardbirds, as he brought with him a deeper understanding of traditional blues and an impeccable technique that would become his signature. He also demonstrated an ability to breathe new life into blues standards and obscure gems by infusing them with quicksilver fills and solos that showcased his talent.

“We tried to stay away from the classic blues material, as we knew it,” said Clapton. “We were playing songs by Snooky Pryor or Eddie Taylor, who weren’t as well known, because we were trying to pass off their music as our original material. If we did a classic Freddie King, B. B. King, or Buddy Guy song, we would seem to be paying homage; when we did a Snooky Pryor song or ‘Wish You Would’ by Billy Boy Arnold, it sounded like the Yardbirds, because nobody knew who those guys were.

“Many of our songs came off one album that we ripped off. It was a compilation called ‘Chicago Blues’ or something [Bluesville Chicago, Vol. I (Top Rank International)], and it had all those songs—‘I Wish You Would,’ ‘Judgment Day,’ ‘Bad Boy.’ That was our set—we just did that album.”3

While much has been written about Clapton’s substantial contribution to the Yardbirds, not nearly enough credit has been given to the rest of the band. A quick listen to early live recordings of the quintet in action reveals an impressively original group of equals firing on all cylinders. Clapton’s agile lead guitar work was undoubtedly a big attraction, but it was framed by one of the most imaginative and underrated British rhythm sections of the mid-’60s.

Rhythm guitarist Chris Dreja provided the group with a driving and muscular foundation. At the same time, Jim McCarty’s swinging drums and Paul Samwell-Smith’s adventurous bass lines supported their lead guitarist and elevated him to greater heights. And going toe-to-toe with Clapton for their audience’s attention was frontman Keith Relf, who, it could be argued, was one of the most overlooked figures in the early British Invasion. With his shiny blond hair, small stature, and chronic asthma, the almost-pretty vocalist knew better than to try to imitate the deep, soulful sound of Muddy Waters. Instead, he adopted a cruel-sounding nasal baritone that paved the way for future rock vocalists like Jim Morrison, Nick Cave, and Iggy Pop.

Relf’s persona was more a disenfranchised urban existential hero than an impassioned Mississippi field hand, and it fit perfectly with the attitude of the restless postwar British youth culture. He was a new kind of blues singer, and it was often his dangerous bark and wailing harmonica, not Clapton’s lead guitar, that brought the Yardbirds’ songs to their pulse-pounding conclusions.

“The Yardbirds instantaneously began attracting this amazingly young crowd. In a matter of weeks, we went from being a warm-up band to being the main attraction,” said Dreja. “Then, all these great clubs sprang up out of nowhere, like the Crawdaddy and Ricky Tick, who realized there was money to be made on the R & B thing. Even the Marquee, which had been a jazz club for many years, started booking us.”

Much of the band’s growing reputation was built on what they called a “rave-up”—lengthy improvisations that would slowly build to an ecstatic crescendo before tumbling back to terra firma. As rock’s first jam band, they paved the road for future groups like the Grateful Dead, the Allman Brothers, Led Zeppelin, and, yes, Clapton’s later band Cream. In his 2007 book, Clapton: The Autobiography, the guitarist credited bassist Samwell-Smith for pushing the band to extend their songs, saying that while most other bands were playing three-minute songs, “we were taking three-minute numbers and stretching them out to five or six minutes, during which time the audience would go crazy.” According to some legends, their signature version of Howlin’ Wolf’s “Smokestack Lightnin’” could last as long as twenty explosive minutes, driving audiences who had never heard anything like it to literally swing from the club’s rafters with excitement.

IN OCTOBER 1963, THE YARDBIRDS BECAME THE IN-HOUSE BAND AT the popular Crawdaddy Club, taking over from the Rolling Stones, who were already on their way to unprecedented popularity and icon status. Seeing the band’s effect on crowds, the club’s boisterous twenty-nine-year-old Russian émigré owner, Giorgio Gomelsky, volunteered to become their manager and, in short order, arranged to have them burnish their reputation as serious artists by touring with blues singer, songwriter, and harmonica player Sonny Boy Williamson II (Rice Miller).

Williamson had traveled through the American South during the ’30s and ’40s, playing harmonica with towering blues figures like Elmore James and Robert Lockwood Jr. In 1949 he settled in West Memphis, Arkansas, where he shared a residence with Howlin’ Wolf while hosting his own radio show. But Sonny Boy enjoyed his greatest success with the approximately seventy songs he recorded for the Chess subsidiary Checker Records from 1955 to 1964, churning out hits like “Don’t Start Me to Talkin’” and “Fattening Frogs for Snakes.”

“In the UK, there was an agency called the National Jazz Federation that brought Black musicians like Muddy Waters and Sonny Boy Williamson II over to our country as part of a cultural exchange, and they’d hire local bands like us to back them up,” said Dreja.

“We played a bunch of shows with Sonny Boy, who must’ve been in his fifties at the time, and we were in awe of him—he had played with almost everyone we worshipped. He was an evil-looking bastard. He was snaky. He was very tall and had this bulbous nose, but what a player! He used to put a chromatic harmonica in his mouth and swallow it and play. Come on now! His showmanship was something else. But he was also a drunk, and that’s where I think Keith Relf picked up his drinking habit. Sonny used to carry a briefcase with his harmonicas and a bottle of whiskey in it. When he got drunk, he did the typical Black-musician-playing-with-white-guys thing—he’d change things around to mess with us. But I have to say, we were rarely caught off guard. But, lord knows, he did everything he could to throw us off.”

After weathering the trial by fire with Williamson, the band signed a contract with Columbia Records, and in 1964 they recorded two up-tempo bluesy singles, “I Wish You Would” and “Good Morning Little Schoolgirl.” Both failed to chart, but manager Gomelsky persuaded Columbia to release a debut live album in early December 1964, Five Live Yardbirds, which would become the defining statement of the band’s era with Clapton.

Sonically, the rather lo-fi recording sounded more like a bootleg, but it was hard not to be impressed with a crackling performance recorded at the Marquee Club in London. From the bulldozing power of their trancelike rendition of “Smokestack Lightnin’” to their snarling version of Bo Diddley’s “Pretty Girl,” Five Live Yardbirds captured a revved-up blues-rock band years ahead of its time.

Unfortunately, nothing in the album’s raucous grooves was deemed suitable for BBC radio airplay. Five Live Yardbirds failed to crack the British charts, and the album’s lack of commercial success created a conundrum for the band. Playing the blues was artistically satisfying and packed London clubs, but it also prevented them from achieving the kind of international fame and fortune being achieved by emerging British bands like the Beatles, the Animals, the Kinks, or the Stones, who each had #1 records with more pop-oriented material.

“Everything revolved around hit singles in those days,” said McCarty. “You had to produce a great hit single to keep up.”

Five Live Yardbirds was dead on arrival, but one very important person threw the band a lifeline. Beatles manager Brian Epstein was thoroughly impressed when he heard the Yardbirds play on the same bill as Billy J. Kramer and the Dakotas, a pop band he also managed—so much so that he personally invited the group to open for the Beatles at a series of Christmas concerts held at the 4,000-seat Hammersmith Odeon in London.

“We considered it a big break when the Beatles invited us to join them, but it was also bizarre,” said Dreja, laughing at the memory. “In those days, they were doing what I would almost call a vaudeville act, with comedy skits and bits between music.

“For example, there was a long-running kids’ program called Dr. Who, which featured these hairy alien robots called Yetis, and the Beatles would dress as Yetis. You could not believe this—it was vaudeville. But, of course, they were huge, and the opportunity allowed us to reach a bigger audience.

“We had a ten- or fifteen-minute spot, and we’d play a few blues songs. You could hear us because the girls screamed less loudly than they did for the Beatles. When the Beatles came on, it was total pandemonium. The girls used to throw things at them, and not just soft things. Lennon came up to me after one of the shows with this huge, gift-wrapped lump of coal that hit him. He just looked at me and said, ‘I ain’t going out there again.’ The girls also used to throw coins—and we had big coins—the old English money. Theirs was a dangerous occupation, and you never heard them anyway because the girls were screaming like crazy during their entire act.”

The Hammersmith Beatles shows marked the beginning of a new era for the Yardbirds, but not quite in the way they’d imagined. Backstage at one of the shows, Gomelsky encountered song publisher Ronnie Beck, who played him and the band a demo of “For Your Love,” a clever song written by a teen musician named Graham Gouldman, who would later play in the successful ’70s pop group 10cc. With a chord progression inspired by the Animals’ hit “The House of the Rising Sun,” the song was moody, powerful, and intelligent. “And the fact that it stopped in the middle and went into a different time signature, we liked that,” said McCarty. “Quite different from all the bluesy stuff we’d been playing until then, but somehow, we liked it.

“Trying to get a hit song in those days was quite difficult,” he continued. “When we heard a demo of ‘For Your Love,’ it immediately jumped out and sounded like the smash we were looking for. Yeah, there wasn’t a problem doing that. It was the sort of thing that you relied on to get into that other echelon. All our contemporaries—the Beatles, the Stones, the Moody Blues, and the Animals—had #1 hits, and we wanted to keep up.”

Unfortunately, one person in the band wasn’t having it.

AS THE YARDBIRDS BUSILY PREPARED TO RECORD “FOR YOUR LOVE” ON February 1, 1965, at London’s IBC studios, Clapton stood with his Fender Telecaster quietly seething. The band knew he wasn’t happy, but that wasn’t unusual, as he was often moody and distracted. As McCarty explained, “He would sit on one end of the van when we were traveling while the rest of us sat on the other side together.” However, this time he was genuinely angry; his face was as red as his fire engine–colored Fender guitar.

Eric’s relationship with the group had slowly deteriorated, and it only got worse when Gomelsky appointed Samwell-Smith as the group’s musical director. The guitarist distrusted the bassist’s musical taste, and the decision to make “For Your Love” the band’s next single confirmed his worst suspicions. He had argued vociferously for the Yardbirds to record a cover of Otis Redding’s soulful “One and Only Man,” only to be dismissed. Clapton was no fool. He understood that if the Yardbirds were ever going to make any real money, they needed a solid hit record… but this?

Showcasing a wild arrangement dreamed up by Samwell-Smith featuring harpsichord, bongos, and a bowed acoustic bass, “For Your Love” was undoubtedly an innovative slice of chamber pop and arguably more adventurous than anything the Beatles or the Stones had yet attempted. But it was still a pop song, and there was no denying it was a complete repudiation of the blues music they’d championed over the last three years.

“I had heard the Eartha Kitt song ‘Just an Old-Fashioned Girl,’ and I loved the harpsichord on it—so different—so I wanted to try that on a Yardbirds song,” said Samwell-Smith.4

Clapton saw it as high treason. And yes, the guitarist could be an insufferable snob, but he wasn’t wrong. The band’s new single was terrific but was as far away from his beloved Chicago blues as Illinois was from England. He detested all two minutes and thirty-eight seconds of it and wasn’t entirely alone.

Session musician Brian Auger, brought in to play keyboards, was also a little skeptical of the song and its unusual arrangement: “Paul Samwell-Smith called me and said, ‘Hey Brian, are you working this afternoon? Could you come uptown and play on our single?’ I got on the train and went to this pokey little studio. I thought, this is weird, I’ve never been to this place. I’d never even heard of IBC Studios. Paul played the song and told me he wanted an intro and for me to comp chords throughout. I told him that it sounded easy enough. Then I asked where the organ or the piano was, and he said the studio didn’t have either. But there was this thing in the corner, and he took the cover off—and there was a two-tiered harpsichord. I thought it was a joke! Like, ‘Okay, you got me! Now, where’s the organ?’

“I had never even played a harpsichord before. It felt a little strange, but then I started coming up with some ideas. We recorded all ‘For Your Love’ in about two hours with everyone in the room, the bongos, the acoustic bass… everything. But I remember thinking on my way home, ‘Who is going to buy a pop single with harpsichord?’”5

Most of the band felt differently. “The session was magic, and you couldn’t help but notice the electricity in the air,” said Dreja. “But there was a bit of a rift between Paul and Eric at this point over control of the band. It was not the way that Eric wanted to go. He wanted to play the blues and couldn’t relate to ‘For Your Love,’ so he quit.”

Released in March 1965, the song went to #1 in the British NME chart and to #6 in the United States. The Yardbirds had finally arrived… but unfortunately, they landed without their superstar guitarist.

“So, there we were climbing the charts like a rocket to the moon, but without our lead guitarist there was no way to promote it,” said Dreja. “We were in trouble because there really weren’t any guitar players around in those days who could play like Eric—guys who had the balls to bend notes and things. The only person we could think of was Jimmy Page. We knew he was doing sessions and had a reputation for being a great versatile player and incredibly professional, so he was an obvious choice.”

BY AGE TWENTY-ONE, JIMMY PAGE WAS ALREADY A LEGEND IN BRITISH music circles. He had built a reputation for being a top-notch guitarist by playing the British club circuit with rock bands like Red E. Lewis and the Red Caps and Neil Christian and the Crusaders. But in 1962, Page dramatically collapsed after a gig and was diagnosed with a form of mononucleosis. After a lengthy recovery, he decided to shift gears and become a studio musician, which was less physically taxing than being in a touring band—and the money was better and much more consistent.

Legendary producer Shel Talmy was particularly impressed by the young guitarist’s command of rock and blues, and he asked Page to contribute to the Kinks’ 1964 debut album and the Who’s landmark single “I Can’t Explain.” From there, Jimmy’s reputation exploded, and he went on to contribute to literally hundreds of tracks from that era, including Tom Jones’s smash hit “It’s Not Unusual,” Shirley Bassey’s dramatic “Goldfinger,” and the garage rock classic “Baby Please Don’t Go” by Them. He was so in demand that it’s estimated that his guitar could be heard on 60 percent of the tracks recorded in Britain during the early ’60s.

When Gomelsky contacted Page to see if he had any interest in joining the Yardbirds, Jimmy explained that he was reluctant for a number of personal and professional reasons.

“They asked me twice,” Page said. “They asked me before Eric had even left the band because their manager wanted to get more commercial, and Eric wanted to get more purist. Giorgio wanted to force him out. Then they asked me again when Eric finally left. But I was still too nervous about getting ill while on the road, and I wasn’t quite sure about the politics with Eric because we were friendly.”

Page also made a great living as “the hidden face behind the hip hits.” Gomelsky offered him a reasonable £25 a week (roughly £500 today), but Jimmy was already averaging triple that via his work in the studio… and his price was going up. He respectfully declined Gomelsky’s offer, but ever the politician, Page didn’t want to send the manager away empty-handed. Shrewdly, he had an idea that might solve the Yardbirds’ rather pressing dilemma and help a talented friend simultaneously.

“Are you familiar with a guitarist named Jeff Beck?” Page asked. “He’s quite good.” Gomelsky admitted he had never heard of him but promised he would check him out.

THINKING TWICE, JIMMY WANTED TO BE SURE BECK WAS INTERESTED in working with the Yardbirds. He invited Jeff over to his house on the pretense it was just a social visit. Jimmy was always a bit like that: polite, mysterious, and very careful with information.

Jeff always enjoyed spending time with Page, who was plugged into the latest music industry gossip. After some friendly chitchat, Jimmy casually glided over to his turntable and, with a sidelong glance at his old friend, dropped the needle on some spinning black vinyl and asked, “What do you think of this?”

Beck listened and recognized the song immediately as a cover of “Five Long Years,” a sultry blues by Eddie Boyd. He couldn’t place who the musicians were, but thought the guitar solo was “fucking wonderful.” As he pondered the music, Beck commented, “This is like Buddy Guy… or Elmore James. Nice.”

Then Page said, “Would you ever play in a band like that?”

Beck started growing suspicious and said, “Well, are you going to tell me who the fuck it is?” Page laughed and revealed the track was from the Five Live Yardbirds album, and the guitarist was Eric Clapton. Beck was impressed, but at the same time he was slightly annoyed that he had liked it so much.

The guys in Jeff’s band, the Tridents, always raved about the Yardbirds. “I had never really heard them, but they were always talking about Eric Clapton this and Eric Clapton that. I can tell you, I was getting pretty tired of that adulation for someone else. I was like, ‘Fuck Eric Clapton… I’m your guitarist.’”

Page told Beck that the Yardbirds needed a replacement for Clapton immediately and that he had recommended him for the gig. Beck was torn. He considered the Tridents to be better musicians, and the Yardbirds didn’t mean anything to him, but it was apparent that they had good management and were going places. He indicated to Page that he was indeed interested and would think about it.

Given the urgency of the situation, it was surprising that it took a couple of weeks before Gomelsky and his associate, Hamish Grimes, finally went to see the Tridents at the 100 Club on February 15, 1965. But once they arrived, they were impressed by what they heard. Beck’s wild guitar playing was miles from Clapton’s more scholarly approach to the blues, but both agreed it was as exciting as hell and precisely what the Yardbirds needed.

“I was all sweaty and had hair down to my ankles,” said Beck, “but they said, ‘You’re coming with us… you’re gonna be in a top fucking band. Be at this address tomorrow.’”

They handed him a slip of paper, which Beck immediately recognized as the address to the Marquee Club. When he turned up, a beat-up van was outside with “Keith” written all over it in lipstick. Excited, he assumed the “Keith” was Keith Richards and that he was auditioning for the Rolling Stones.

“I entered and realized my mistake,” Beck said. “It was an audition for the Yardbirds. I saw Keith Relf puffing on an atomizer for his asthma, and I thought, ‘Great… I’m joining an asthmatic blues band.’”
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CHAPTER 3

SHAPES OF THINGS

Beck’s initial encounter with the Yardbirds was unexpectedly adversarial. The four remaining band members were praying for another Eric Clapton to stroll through the door, but instead they were greeted by his antithesis. Where Clapton was meticulous and stylish, Jeff Beck, with his greasy jeans and scruffy, shoulder-length hair, resembled someone who had just emerged from under a car… and probably had.

Beck’s grungy appearance made a statement. Deep down, he believed he had more to offer the Yardbirds than they had to offer him, and he wasn’t about to dress up just to win their approval. Beck recalled, “I didn’t like the band when I met them. They didn’t seem particularly eager to welcome me. It appeared they were still nursing resentment over Eric’s departure and were worried that their whole sound would disappear without him.

“They asked me rather condescendingly, ‘Can you play blues?’ I shot back, ‘What kind of blues—slow blues, jump blues, Chicago blues?’ I played a few licks, and though they seemed impressed, they advised me to ditch my echo units because ‘You don’t use an echo in Chicago blues.’ I just shook my head, wondering if they truly grasped anything. Had they ever listened to Buddy Guy, whose guitar sound was drenched in echo?”

Dreja chuckled at Beck’s testy recounting of their initial meeting. “We were in a panic after Jimmy Page declined to join the band, and we felt like we were settling for
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