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CHAPTER 1

Survival Of The Fittest

STEVEN TYLER is the quintessential sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll superstar. Widely recognised for almost four decades as one of the most charismatic and distinctive figures in popular music, he has lived a rollercoaster life of excess - and survived. Inspired by the cream of British sixties bands, the Rolling Stones, The Kinks and The Pretty Things, with a passion for performing, Tyler propelled himself into rock as a lean and hungry teenager, and as the ear-blasting, raucous, high-energy lead singer fronting Aerosmith he quickly acquired the nickname, ‘The Demon of Screamin’.

His lust for life has led to a tangled and turbulent love life and to a near deadly attraction to narcotics. In a drug-soaked meltdown during the late 1970s and early 1980s, he would, on occasion, snort pure heroin just prior to going on stage then black out mid-performance in front of the shocked audience. Tyler’s heady highs always preceded desperate depths. By his own admission, he recklessly blew over a million dollars on dope. Broke, physically and mentally ravaged and staring bleakly into an unimaginable emotional abyss, he sank so low he may not have come out of it alive. Denial that he had a problem at all delayed him seeking help for his  addictions, but entering rehab in the mid-eighties ultimately saved his life.

With his wiry, snake-hipped build, his trademark thick lips and his suggestive, supple movements on stage, Tyler was dogged early in his career by unfavourable comparisons to Mick Jagger, but unique, irrepressible and with an infectiously roguish twinkle in his eyes, Steven Tyler is no clone. He has proved all his detractors wrong. Aerosmith have long since earned their place in the pantheon of legendary rock bands, racking up album sales of around one hundred and fifty million; today they remain stadium fillers around the globe. In addition to his singer/songwriter abilities, Tyler is also an accomplished musician on eight instruments.

Once the epitome of the mercurial wasted rocker, he is proud to have remained sober, although his health did take another serious body blow in 2006, when he had to undergo extensive chemotherapy treatment for the potentially fatal disease hepatitis C. They say that the apple does not fall far from the tree, and that is true in Steven Tyler’s case. A natural born survivor, talent and tenacity are in his genes.

Born Steven Victor Tallarico on 26 March 1948 in Yonkers, New York, to Susan and Victor Tallarico, the dark-haired, bright-eyed boy came from exotic stock - Polish, Russian and Swedish on his mother’s side, Italian and German on his father’s. Steven’s paternal grandfather, Giovanni Tallarico, and three of his brothers were all musicians; forming a chamber music quartet, they played to the well-heeled clientele frequenting the swish hotels dotted along America’s north-east seaboard in the early 1920s. Giovanni’s wife, Constance, was also an accomplished pianist. So it was small wonder that their son Victor proved to be naturally gifted, too. Victor became a classically trained pianist, helmed the Vic Tallarico Orchestra and for many years taught music at the Cardinal Spellman High School in the Bronx, where the Tallarico family lived.

The northernmost of New York City’s five boroughs, the Bronx is separated from the island of Manhattan by the Harlem  River and is home to the Yankee baseball stadium. Famous Bronxites include Al Pacino, James Caan, Anne Bancroft and Woody Allen, but the borough is a tough environment, definitely not for the faint-hearted. Along with his parents and an older sister, Lynda, Steven lived in a small sixth-floor tenement apartment, and one of his earliest recollections is of his handsome father diligently practising Beethoven, Bach and Brahms on the gleaming Steinway grand piano squeezed into the cramped quarters. Not born with a silver spoon in his mouth, Steven fought his way through life, yet in later years when psychiatrists tried to pin his problems on these early hardships Tyler was quick to mark their card. He revealed: ‘A lot of therapists would like to believe that the reason I joined a rock band was to rebel because my parents were terrible. That simply wasn’t true. I had a wonderful warm childhood and my parents were amazing.’

Naturally inquisitive, Steven had a vivid imagination from the start. Attending church on Sundays, when he was about six years old he became fascinated during worship by the table laden with burning candles; he was mesmerised by their blaze against the pristine white altar cloth. ‘I thought God lived under that table,’ he later revealed. More significantly, while bawling out the hymns he was stimulated by a sense of the energy inherent in singing and the evocative meaning in songs. Perhaps predictably, music became his ruling passion. ‘I grew up under a piano,’ said Tyler. ‘When you take life’s emotions and you lay them over a Bach or a Brahms sonata, they take on different meanings.’

Something of a dreamer, the skinny, up-for-anything kid pushed everything to the limit. As soon as he was old enough to be let outdoors alone, he rigged up a rope swing in the yard behind the old apartment building and practically gave himself vertigo by constantly attempting to swing dangerously faster and higher. In this way, he was reaching for the moon. With music the dominant influence at home, Steven proved to be naturally gifted, and quickly became adept on the flute, harmonica, violin, drums, bass guitar, mandolin, recorder and piano. His skilled father’s attempts to teach him the piano had often been an  exasperating business, however. Tyler confessed: ‘I yawned so much, it blew his head!’ He added: ‘Ever since I was a small dude, I guess I always had this urge to show off.’

Outside the secure environ of the family home, Steven encountered a variety of pressures - some of them very personal. From an early age he was made the target of relentless teasing over his unusual looks. Steven Tyler grew up to be a striking man with very distinctive features, which sits fine with the cushion of fame. As a youngster growing up in the Bronx, however, having pointy ears and oversized thick lips brought him ridicule from seemingly every kid around the block. He spiritedly fended this off in public, but it got to Steven and made him even more determined to make something of himself.

This inner fire strengthened when, already music-oriented, in summer 1957 he turned on his radio and first heard the Everly Brothers sing ‘Bye, Bye Love’. Their close Appalachian harmonies soaring over acoustic guitar work got Steven’s juices going, and by the time the duo’s ‘All I Have To Do Is Dream’ became a million-selling chart topper the following spring, the ten-year-old Tyler was hooked on this new brand of music. He fixed up a makeshift aerial outside his bedroom window so that, despite static interference, he could pick up the AM radio station WOWO Fort Wayne Indiana, which belted out all the latest hits. Immersing himself in these exciting sounds, Steven adored the freedoms expressed by a flourishing flood of new artists, including the hugely provocative Elvis Presley. For a rapidly developing restless spirit, it was intoxicating stuff. Of rock music Tyler recently declared: ‘Before I had sex, it was sex!’

Come 1960, the twelve-year-old, self-taught drummer was pounding the skins behind his first drum kit and would soon go out with his father playing at dances on the local scene. He loved the chance to perform in front of an audience, and from Victor he embraced the ethic of practising his art every day - a discipline which would stand Steven in good stead later in life. The counterbalance to these happy weekend evenings remained school and street life in the Bronx.

Steven’s parents tried hard to impress on their son the wisdom of knuckling down at school, to have something to fall back on if a career in music - already clearly his first love - did not pan out but, while bright, Steven had no interest in academic study. At school he enjoyed the chance to sing with a choir and found physical education exhilarating, although when it came to field games he often frustrated his teammates by getting distracted; instead of waiting to catch high balls whizzing his way he would be frantically stomping about the grass, crushing ants underfoot.

With a distinct lack of imagination, some of his peers continued to disparage his looks, particularly making fun of his wide mouth and big lips. His fightback by now was not always successful, however. Tyler explained: ‘My mother tried to bail me out, saying: “Just tell them, they’re all the better to kiss girls with.” But then I got decked out for being a wise guy!’ Being decked out too often was not an option in the Bronx where, as the years went by, the streets only got meaner. Steven rapidly learned how to stand his ground, and became embroiled in bruising bare-knuckled mass brawls in the neighbourhood. ‘Street fights went on for an hour and a half and I’d come home bloody as hell,’ he later recalled. Confronting at times a cesspool of bigotry, Tyler grew up grasping the putrid nature of prejudice. ‘Jewish white kids were constantly picked on. It was terrible.’ Despite the tribal atmosphere around him, Steven never had an aggressive gang member mentality. Knowing what it felt like to be hassled, indeed, he tended to be very protective of the underdog and of kids with learning difficulties.

Already a poor area, suffering from a chronic lack of investment and raging crime, the Bronx sank to new depths when a wave of arson attacks began amid the borough’s many overcrowded apartment buildings. Rundown and like dry bracken anyway, homes were going up like touchpaper, which was an added nightmare for the 1.4 million residents. The Tallaricos decided that it was time to move house and so the family relocated to Steven’s birthplace. The largest city in Westchester  County, Yonkers borders the Bronx and has an undulating landscape rising dramatically from sea level to hills high enough to be seen as landmarks from as far away as New Jersey. Steven’s family moved into a house just off Central Avenue in the north-east quarter, which had a large Italian-American community.

One constant source of delight throughout Tyler’s life was the time spent at the summer town of Lake Sunapee in New Hampshire. In the 1920s, the Tallarico family had bought property and a few hundred acres of land there for about $5000, and over the ensuing years they had developed it into Trow-Rico, a small holiday resort. To Tyler it was a magical place. The state has over eighty mountain peaks, of which the White Mountains are its most famous range. With picturesque villages and lakeside resorts it was extremely popular as a holiday destination; Trow-Rico proved to be a good investment.

From a young age, Steven quit the city every summer and headed with his family to Lake Sunapee to visit his grandparents for the vacation season, where he became very much a barefoot mountain boy. Hunting and trapping all day long, he grew familiar with guns and was particularly deadly with a slingshot. He hunted for raccoons, skunks and possum until he acquired a baby raccoon as a pet, which altered his entire outlook. ‘It got to be my buddy and I could never kill anything after that,’ he recalled. He named the raccoon Bandit, and the pair went fishing together along the riverbanks. ‘Deer were my friends,’ said Steven. ‘I would spend time walking through woods, looking at the most beautiful things.’ He was extremely happy whenever he was at Lake Sunapee - a teenager’s place of dreams.

Already used to live performance from playing drums with his father’s band at New York dances, he was always up for it when amateur stage shows were mounted at a makeshift theatre at Lake Sunapee. The small audiences comprised holidaying families, who were indulgent to a fault with the many gaffes, but it still gave Tyler such a frisson of excitement; he knew in his bones that a stage was his natural habitat. He began to live the dream vividly in his head. ‘I’d close my eyes,  picture crowds, and shivers would start at the base of my spine,’ he remembered.

As for many future rock stars, February 1964 was a pivotal point in Steven Tyler’s life when America got its first taste of Beatlemania. With ‘I Want To Hold Your Hand’ topping the US singles chart, the Beatles arrived at New York’s John F. Kennedy International Airport amid chaotic scenes, with hundreds of screaming hysterical teenagers forming the welcoming committee. When the Liverpool lads made their live US debut on CBS TV’s Ed Sullivan Show, they drew over seventy-three million viewers. The British invasion had begun.

For Steven Tyler, British bands were the best, and over the coming years his focus fell not on the lovable mop-top Scousers but rather on grittier bands. He explained: ‘I was listening to The Who, The Pretty Things, The Kinks, and when the Rolling Stones came along I thought Mick Jagger was the baddest boy on the block!’ Steven avidly collected all the British rock publications he could lay his hands on, soon adding the Yardbirds to his roll of heroes. Playing in a band became his main aim in life. ‘I was crazed,’ he confirmed. ‘I wanted to play rock ’n’ roll.’

In 1964, along with other teenagers from Yonkers, Tyler formed his first band. The line-up would change, as would the band name. It started off as the Strangers until it transpired that another band had that name. Initially, they played around with the spelling but in time switched to calling themselves Chain Reaction. Irrespective of the band’s line-up or billing, Steven threw himself wholeheartedly into performing as drummer and lead vocalist, scraping up bookings wherever he could. He also moonlighted occasionally as a vocalist with Yonkers’ other best-known band, the Dantes, in which his neighbourhood friend Raymond Tabano played.

By the age of seventeen, Steven was already dabbling in drugs, smoking pot. At 5’10”, he had an incredibly lean, near skeletal, physique. His dark brown hair was luxuriously thick and, in keeping with the times, grew down on to his shoulders. He may have been relentlessly teased when he was younger  about his unusual looks but the vibrancy he now radiated, the glint in his eyes and the stimulatingly unpredictable aura he oozed attracted the girls, all the same. In 1965, Rolling Stones’ music topped the soundtrack of Tyler’s teens. ‘I grew up with ’em!’ he declared. ‘I smoked so many joints, listening to their albums, fucked so many girls in high school. That was my whole youth, man! I spent it with the Stones.’

That autumn, with Out of Our Heads having recently topped the US album chart, the Rolling Stones launched an extensive North American tour, during which they courted controversy every step of the way. Their gig at the Memorial Auditorium in Rochester, New York, in early November had to be stopped by police after only seven minutes when three thousand delirious fans tried to storm the stage; all of this fuelled their raucous, rebellious reputations. Tyler lapped up all this bad press and tried to see his idols in the flesh. In New York one day, he got his chance to rush up alongside Mick Jagger stepping out on to a pavement and had his photo taken with him. It was a different story when Steven stumbled across the Stones’ founder and musical genius, Brian Jones. The most striking Stone, the blond-haired Jones was actually extremely approachable but he had an indefinable presence. Brian was sitting enjoying a quiet drink in a club in Central Square when Steven walked in and did a sharp double take. The usually irrepressible Tyler froze. ‘I was so taken aback, I couldn’t talk,’ he recalled. Someone who can well relate to that reaction is Vicki Wickham, one of the producers of Britain’s best sixties pop show, Ready, Steady, Go! She reveals: ‘Brian Jones was absolutely stunning! The band were all eclipsed by Jones. You had to be around him in person to truly grasp what I mean.’

Steven clamoured to see all his favourite bands when they hit town. He managed to see the Kinks in summer 1965, when they made their US live debut at the Academy of Music in New York. Completely carried away that night, he yelled his head off until he was hoarse. Fired up, he put even more into his own personal performances. He was insatiable when it came to music. ‘I love  the buzz,’ he explained. ‘The only other thing that gives you a buzz like that is drugs, but music is stronger.’

In the mid-1960s, Steven experienced adrenalin rushes from landing the chance to play support to several top acts. His band opened for the Yardbirds at New York and Connecticut gigs, when Tyler was so keen to connect with the British band he eagerly helped the roadies handling the equipment. He was in seventh heaven supporting the incomparable Byrds at a concert at Westchester County Center in White Plains, New York, enjoyed supporting the Lovin’ Spoonful, and was blown away when his band opened for the Beach Boys before thousands of screaming fans at Iona College in New Rochelle. At home in Yonkers, Steven had for years absorbed the Beach Boys’ immaculate vocal harmonies and the brilliant production values in songs ranging from the jaunty ‘I Get Around’ and ‘California Girls’, to the more introspective ‘In My Room’, which Dennis Wilson dubbed a classic make-out song. Asked what it had meant to him backing the Californian band, Tyler succinctly said: ‘Fucking everything!’

The year 1966 saw some significant changes in his life. With Chain Reaction he recorded two singles, ‘The Sun’/‘When I Needed You’ and ‘You Should Have Been Here Yesterday’/‘Ever Lovin’ Man’. All four songs were recorded between August and September at New York’s CBS studios, and S. Tallarico appears on the songwriting credits for both ‘When I Needed You’ and ‘The Sun’, along with fellow band members of Chain Reaction, Barry Shapiro, Don Solomon, Alan Strohmayer and Peter Stahl. The first single was released late that summer on Date Records, part of CBS Records. Tyler reflected: ‘I can’t ever forget how excited I was about being in an actual recording band. It was a total dream come true.’

That Tyler’s destiny lay in music and not academia was just as well, for 1966 was also the year he was expelled from Roosevelt High School, having been busted along with others by an undercover narcotics cop for taking marijuana. Tyler explained: ‘They put this narc right there in the school. Right up  until he popped us, he was selling us nickel bags of good shit.’ Several students were nabbed in the bust and dragooned to the police station. Their worried girlfriends were all crying, and many a dismayed parent was forced to face up to their offspring’s drug taking. Tyler went on: ‘They took me from my front door in handcuffs as my father was arriving home from work.’ Steven’s mother, Susan, stood on the doorstep in tears and with the neighbours rubbernecking to get a better view of what was going on, Tyler felt for his parents. The drug bust made front-page news next day in a Yonkers daily newspaper.

Steven faced felony charges, and when he appeared in court he promised the judge that he would walk the straight and narrow from then on. In that split second as he said it, he probably meant it, for he was numb with fear at the idea of being sent to prison. He was given one year’s probation and was now classed as a YO - a youthful offender.

Not surprisingly, Steven quickly learned that he was not welcome back at Roosevelt High when term started in September, so his parents sent him to Quintano’s Professional School in New York, which catered for kids with aspirations in the arts - music, acting, dance. Steven mainly gave this school a miss, teaming up instead with the other ‘black sheep’ to spend most days hanging around the parks, smoking dope.

His other high continued to come from gigging, and he especially enjoyed playing at The Barn with Chain Reaction. A nightclub held literally in an old barn on a farm in the village of Georges Mills, near to Lake Sunapee, it was a bring-your-own-booze venue and was locally the place to perform. As a recording band, Chain Reaction appeared an enviable cut above the ordinary to the other music-mad teenagers, a distinction which delighted Steven. The Barn itself, he adored. From the tiny lip of a stage, he could look out at the crowd jostling intimately up close to him, and there was a loft area with wooden spar fencing. As Tyler belted out cover versions of Stones, Beatles, Animals and Yardbirds songs, legs would dangle and sway within touching distance above his head. When his band’s second single, ‘You  Should Have Been Here Yesterday’/‘Ever Lovin’ Man’, was released on Verve Records (part of CBS Records), it only enhanced Tyler’s local hero status up at Lake Sunapee. He did not know it, but future Aerosmith members Joe Perry and Tom Hamilton would hang around outside The Barn, as yet too young to get in, listening to Tyler’s rafter-rattling performances.

A child of the sixties, by 1967 Steven embraced the summer of love - the make love, not war ethos, sharing joints with total strangers and opposing the Vietnam conflict. His youthful offender status kept him clear of the draft, but he has maintained that he would have refused to fight in Vietnam anyway. ‘I didn’t believe in it,’ he stated. He once expanded: ‘When they said: “Don’t smoke pot,” we said: “Fuck you!” When they said: “Go to Vietnam,” we said: “No.” And it wasn’t just because we were stoned and high. It was because we were right. I got into the paraphysical. I was into the Maharishi and trying to get spiritual.’

He continued to open for big bands working the clubs around Greenwich Village and over almost the whole of New York. He also played to a lot of what he called ‘strait-laced’ audiences when his band hit the grand ballroom circuit. His father had long ago imbued in him the need to nurture his craft, and so Tyler chose to see these unbending audiences as good training grounds. He did still play the drums but was more and more prone to grabbing the microphone stand and singing lead.

Mick Jagger continued to be his idol. ‘I can remember when I was just another teenager from Yonkers going to Madison Square Garden to see the Stones and looking down and saying to myself: “Wow, man! Is that tiny figure all the way down there really Mick Jagger?”’ In 1968, the Rolling Stones released the hard-rocking number ‘Jumpin’ Jack Flash’, the promotional clip for which had been shot by director Michael Lindsay-Hogg. Although crude in quality by today’s sophisticated video standards, at the time it was considered innovative and dark, with the Stones wearing face paint and looming through the gloom into the camera lens.

Michael Lindsay-Hogg recalls of the shoot: ‘We had started at midnight and were going to work till dawn. By halfway through  the night we had filmed it straight, just a performance with some flashing lights, and it was fine. Then Brian [Jones] came up with the suggestion that they should alter their whole look by using dramatic make-up and as it was a tough number, they should give it a harder edge. I liked it, so we shot a second version. When we had finished, that’s the version everyone liked and it was the very first pop promo that had that extra something in it which set it apart from the normal performance clips.’ When Steven Tyler saw this moody promo clip for the US chart-topping single, it played directly to his own developing sense of the dramatic and stage theatrics. He had turned twenty by now, but still hoped to bump into Mick Jagger for a chat, and he often hung around outside the Scene Club in New York, which the Stones frequented, just on the off chance.

Any involvement in music excited Tyler, and he guested in a recording studio on back-up vocals with a band called the Left Banke whose bass player, Tom Finn, recalled of Tyler: ‘He was hungry and a good singer, so I put him on there.’ One thing that seemed to escape Steven was that not everybody was quite so hungry for success and focused on attaining it as himself. To his way of thinking, the members of Left Banke were pretty laid-back. He later stated: ‘I’ll never forget being in their apartment one day and one of them saying: “What’s the date today? Are we recording tonight? What are we going to record?” I couldn’t believe they were taking it so lightly!’

Steven had continued to co-write songs with keyboard player Don Solomon, and the band had made demos of another handful of songs, with a view to recording an album, but in the end it never materialised. By this time, the band personnel had changed again and the name had been switched to The Chain.

Times were changing in more ways than one. Dr Stephen Perrin, a specialist in 1960s counter-culture, explains: ‘In 1967, you’d had Scott McKenzie singing about people going to San Francisco wearing flowers in their hair but then the original hippies moved out of Haight-Ashbury and the mafia moved in and controlled the drug supply. They caused an LSD famine and  flooded the place with speed and heroin. So where we had the flower children before, we now had a bunch of very strung-out people.’

Over on America’s east coast, Steven Tyler had placed his feet on an increasingly darker road in relation to his drug consumption; he was taking speed and dropping acid. In August 1969, Tyler went to the now-famous Woodstock festival at Yasgur’s Farm, close to the village of Woodstock in Bethel, New York state, but it was all a blur to him as he was tripping his brains out. He was so far gone, he had no idea even of where he was. He revealed: ‘My brain was on LSD, not just one tab because I had snorted another.’

When he came back down to earth, Steven knew that as the decade was dying things were not working out for him. He was going nowhere fast. With his huge well of optimism he had promised his mother that he would become so famous in a rock band that it would change the Tallarico family’s whole way of life, but when he hitch-hiked back to Lake Sunapee that summer he felt his tail wedging dejectedly between his legs. He could not know it, but he was about to meet a guy who would soon breathe new life into his folding world.



CHAPTER 2

Fake It, Till You Make It

WHAT STEVEN inwardly craved, come the summer of 1969, was a creative partner - a soulmate. ‘I wanted a brother, that Ray Davies/Dave Davies thing,’ he recalled. That soulmate came in the shape of Joe Perry, a gifted young guitarist who was also heavily influenced by British bands, and whose parents owned property at Lake Sunapee in New Hampshire.

Born Anthony Joseph Perry on 10 September 1950 in Lawrence, Massachusetts, Joe was raised along with a younger sister by their parents, Mary, a high school physical education teacher, and Anthony Perry, an accountant, in the small town of Hopedale, Massachusetts. His father was ex-military and Joe grew up interested in guns, becoming handy with a .22 rifle. Drawn from an early age to music, he tinkered with the ukulele before progressing to guitar, persevering to teach himself to play right-handed, despite being naturally left-handed. When he was fourteen, he sat up and took notice as the Beatles hit America, but Joe was most influenced by much meatier musicians such as Jeff Beck, Jimi Hendrix, Fleetwood Mac’s Peter Green, and John Mayall.

School held no attraction for Perry and, as a loner, he tended not to hang out with the crowd. He preferred to hole up in his  bedroom, practising guitar for hours on end, but with a goal in mind. Throughout his teens he became involved in several bands - Flash, Plastic Glass, Pipe Dreams, Just Us and the Jam Band. Joe Perry perhaps did not have the openly irrepressible nature of Steven Tyler, but in his quiet, stubborn way he was also a renegade spirit. A slender, handsome young guy, Joe grew his black hair so long it brought him into conflict first with school authorities, then with employers, but he stuck to his guns and refused to cut it.

As an eighteen-year-old, Joe swapped Hopedale for summer at Lake Sunapee with his family, where he took a job in a café-cum-ice cream parlour called the Anchorage at Sunapee Harbour. His tasks there included anything from sweeping the floor and washing dishes to frying chips and hamburgers. In the bustling kitchen he kept up with the latest sounds via the radio; he also kept tabs on a local rock star - Steven Tallarico. Chain Reaction singles featured on the jukebox at the Anchorage, and he could not help but notice Steven around the resort. For one thing, the New Yorker dressed very trendily and was not shy of lapping up the local hero status his band acquired through playing gigs at The Barn. Steven would frequently barge into the Anchorage with his mates and take over a booth, where their high-spirited capers sometimes got a bit out of hand - food would end up flying through the air - and their general exuberance could annoy other patrons. Joe said years later: ‘I guess that’s how you were supposed to act when you had a rock band - dress like you came from Greenwich Village and be loud.’ As soon as Steven and his crowd dispersed, Joe would emerge from the kitchen and watch the guys heading off as he cleared up the mess they had left behind. At this time, Joe was plugging away with the Jam Band, comprising drummer Dave Scott and another friend and future Aerosmith member, bass player Tom Hamilton.

Blond-haired, brown-eyed Thomas William Hamilton was born on 31 December 1951 in Colorado Springs, Colorado, to George and Betty Hamilton. Because his father was in the air  force, Tom and his three siblings moved house quite a lot. Suffering a serious brush with scarlet fever and falling prey to the odd boyhood accident, Tom was a cautious sort who took time to develop a more outgoing attitude to life. Overawed by his father’s military exploits as a World War II pilot, he very much looked up to him as a role model. A love of music then kicked in and he began to teach himself the guitar at the age of twelve, quickly switching to bass.

The following year, by now living in New London, New Hampshire, seeing the Beatles on the Ed Sullivan Show sent his passion for music into overdrive. ‘I used to go to bed imagining myself as one of the Beatles, up on stage, singing those songs,’ Tom recalled. Like Joe Perry, however, Tom’s focus shifted towards a rockier sound; the hypnotic heartbeat of some of the Rolling Stones’ early rhythm and blues-influenced numbers strengthened Tom’s attraction to bass guitar. In his teens, Tom joined a variety of bands with weird and wonderful names before teaming up with Joe Perry - whom he had met at Lake Sunapee - in Plastic Glass, Pipe Dreams and the Jam Band. By this time Tom had acquired a rather lurid local reputation, having been busted for dropping acid. It was later claimed that this brush with the law was the first acid bust in that particular part of New Hampshire. The local notoriety this incident brought Hamilton in such a small town left him feeling uncomfortably like public enemy number one; this outlaw image was only enhanced by his avid interest in the nubile young ladies around him in class. Years later, with brutal candour, Tom confessed: ‘I was just about the horniest little bastard you could possibly imagine.’

Ploughing his pent-up energies into playing gigs with the Jam Band, he especially enjoyed nights at The Barn. Just a couple of years earlier, he and Joe Perry had lurked around outside The Barn listening to Steven Tyler fronting Chain Reaction, and the passage of time had deepened Tom’s respect for Steven. He felt it obvious that Tyler was destined for big things, so he was impressed when, in August 1969, Steven showed up to see the Jam Band perform.

According to Tyler, he has no clear recollection of why he went to see the Jam Band that evening. He does recall having no great first opinion of what he saw. In inimitable fashion he has frequently declared: ‘They sucked!’ To his trained musical ear, the Jam Band lacked precision, their timing was erratic and their tuning left much to be desired. Unimpressed, Steven was on the brink of going home when the band plunged into the Fleetwood Mac number ‘Rattlesnake Shake’, and Perry’s suddenly slinky, sensuous lead guitar work stopped Steven in his tracks; he was mesmerised. Tyler later said: ‘They had a lot of raunch.’ Now watching the Jam Band closely, he grew strongly aware that were he to mesh his melodic qualities and discipline with their more raw abilities, they could create something very special together. The notion quickened Steven’s senses - it was what he had been looking for - and he quit The Barn that night with a lighter step than he had had for some time.

The next day, still thinking about the gig, as he mowed the sloping lawn at his family’s property, Trow-Rico, Steven had stopped to adjust the grass cuttings box when he looked up to see a sleek MG sports car pulling into the drive. Out stepped Joe Perry, his long black hair glinting in the summer sunshine as he pulled off a pair of dark glasses. He approached Steven, who had abandoned the electric mower and was walking over to meet him. This meeting has since assumed near-mythical status in Aerosmith’s history, but at the time they were simply two music-mad young guys exchanging a few words - except that Steven did instantly sense a compatibility between them. His parting shot was that maybe someday they would play music together. Steven Tyler and Joe Perry went their separate ways that day, and Steven trained his sights on forming another new band. He fronted an outfit called Fox Chase, which included Don Solomon from Chain Reaction, with whom he also went on to form a band called William Proud.

Come the end of the 1960s, America’s unsettled mood had grown even darker. For many this was epitomised by the ugly events which resulted in Meredith Hunter, an eighteen-year-old  black youth, being savagely beaten to death by a handful of Hell’s Angels at the Rolling Stones’ December 1969 concert at the Altamont Speedway track in Livermore, California. The omens had been bad from the start, and the Stones had just arrived at the site when a teenage boy rushed towards Jagger screaming hatred, and punched him in the face. Drug dealers had descended on Altamont in force and a lot of bad dope had been circulating for hours, adding to the unstable mood before the tragedy unfolded in the crowd while the Stones were performing ‘Sympathy for the Devil’. The Rolling Stones’ album Let It Bleed  topped the UK charts while, with the Beatles soon to implode,  Abbey Road reigned supreme in America’s Billboard chart.

For Tyler, life was pretty unsatisfactory as the new decade dawned. In terms of his drug taking, he was now snorting the highly addictive blue crystal methedrine, which stimulated in him a latent instability. William Proud was not working out and Steven was restless. A new breed of band was coming through, spearheaded by Led Zeppelin, featuring frontman Robert Plant and lead guitarist Jimmy Page. The combination of rock and blues that Zeppelin blasted like a life force straight off the stage left Tyler hugely impatient with covering much tamer Beatles songs. He yearned to be delivering a harder rocking sound at his own gigs. William Proud comprised Don Solomon on keyboards, guitarist Dwight Farren, Raymond Tabano on bass, with Steven as drummer and vocalist; in summer 1970 they played regularly at a club in Southampton, Long Island. One evening, mid-performance, the audience was startled by an altercation that blew up on stage before their eyes. The story generally goes that bar staff had to haul an enraged Steven Tyler off Dwight Farren, prising his long fingers from around the guitarist’s throat. Tyler has maintained that he wanted to leave his drum kit and go grab the guitarist by the neck, but in his temper he actually tripped over his hi-hat cymbal and cracked a bone in his leg when he fell, some way short of his intended target. In any event, a crossroads had clearly been reached for all concerned; that night Steven quit William Proud and hitch-hiked back to Lake Sunapee with the express purpose of seeking out Joe Perry.

He was easily found. That summer
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