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Dedication

DEDICATED TO MY BROTHER

C.B.D.

Where’er I roam, whatever realms to see,

My heart untravel’d fondly turns to thee.

—OLIVER GOLDSMITH
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Part One

around the world bad trip for everyone no more the man of paradise or the celt of Albion. They queue like burning moths to spread the old-time vicious lie, you christians destroyed our tribe I fight you till I die

—ROY HARPER





Overture

The maledicta, infamous libels, and annoying rumors concerning Led Zeppelin began to circulate like poisoned blood during the British rock quartet’s third tour of America in 1969. Awful tales were whispered from one groupie clique to another, as Led Zeppelin raided their cities and moved quietly on. Devon and Emaretta might have heard them first in New York; they rang up the beautiful Miss Pamela and the other GTOs in Los Angeles, and then maybe the Plaster Casters in Chicago, and soon all the rock courtesans from the Tea Party to the Whisky were telling each other these stories . . . about how Led Zeppelin sustained itself on the road by drinking vaginal secretions direct from the source; about Led Zeppelin eating women and throwing the bones out the window; about tumescent girls immersed in tubs of warm baked beans before coitus. In Los Angeles the girls staggered out of Sunset Strip hotels by first light of morning and carried preposterous lore back to Hollywood and the Valley, lurid accounts of invocations and gyromancy in candle-lit hotel suites, of maidens publicly banged on tabletops in raunchy rock scene nightclubs, of the beating of women, of sex magic and endless orgies. They talked about the drunken girl in the seaside hotel in Seattle who let Led Zeppelin drub her with a dead shark while Vanilla Fudge’s super-8 camera rolled. In New Orleans there were improbable yarns of Led Zeppelin’s dalliances with the French Quarter’s flamboyant drag queen population. In a documentary called Groupie, one girl raved dementedly about the guitarist’s prowess with a whip.

The groupies told their little sisters. Word spread to the high schools. Led Zeppelin had a sweet tooth. Led Zeppelin was dangerous.

And these rumors weren’t even so bad, considering the times: America, especially Southern California, 1969. Nixon in the White House; genocide in Vietnam; Charles Manson out in Death Valley, frustrated by the music business, waiting to send one of his rat patrols of field hippies into Beverly Hills to kill record producers and chop them up. These were witchy times. Led Zeppelin’s antics were merely the sadistic little games of young English artistes loose in the United States with dirty minds and unlimited resources. They set an unattainable standard of depravity, mystique, luxury, and excess for the rock bands that tried to follow them, but by the cold light of day they were all really quite nice, even gentlemen.

But there was always something else whispered about Led Zeppelin, something more sinister than a rock group’s after-hours vices. The worst rumor was the one that all the girls had heard, coast to coast. Don’t quote me, the girls said (and still say), but Led Zeppelin sold their souls to the Devil in exchange for their instant success, their addictive charisma, their unbelievable wealth. The girls devoutly believed this, Led Zeppelin’s purported Faustian bargain with Satan. Just look, they said. During their decade-long prime in the 1970s, Led Zeppelin was the biggest band in the world, representing the booming record business at its peak as its biggest act. There was something magical, unnatural about Zeppelin’s rise to power. Now they couldn’t have done this by themselves, it was said.

There was also a catch to this absurd fable. One of the four Zeppelin musicians, the girls insisted, wouldn’t sell his soul to the Devil. One of them said no, and refused to sign in blood. And, the girls pointed out, look what happened (or didn’t happen) to the one who sat out the deal. He was the band’s outsider, and avoided the spotlight. He didn’t even travel with the band when he could avoid it. He wouldn’t let himself be . . . manipulated. And, years later, after all the deaths and disasters had befallen Led Zeppelin and the group had dissolved in shame and remorse, he was the only one to survive, almost unscathed.

But the story about Led Zeppelin’s supposed deal with the Devil has a strong basis in popular musical tradition, especially considering that the group started out playing the blues. In fact all the young English musicians to flood America in the wake of the Beatles—the Rolling Stones, Animals, Yardbirds, and Kinks in the first wave; Cream, Fleetwood Mac, Jeff Beck, and Led Zeppelin in the second—considered themselves blues scholars. Before most of them ever set foot onstage, they had spent months and years locked in bedrooms playing old records, absorbing the classic U.S. blues of Blind Lemon Jefferson, Big Bill Broonzy, Skip James, Leadbelly, and Muddy Waters. Later they discovered Elmore James, Sonny Boy Williamson, and Robert Johnson, king of the Delta blues singers, the possessed and demonic musician who embodied the folkish idea of the blues as the Devil’s music. In the Delta of the Mississippi River, where Robert Johnson was born, they said that if an aspiring bluesman waited by the side of a deserted country crossroad in the dark of a moonless night, then Satan himself might come and tune his guitar, sealing a pact for the bluesman’s soul and guaranteeing a lifetime of easy money, women, and fame. To this day, the blues singer is somewhat taboo in his community in the American South.

Robert Johnson was the most crucial blues musician who ever lived, and people murmured that he must have waited by the crossroad and gotten his guitar fine-tuned. Born in Robinsonville, Mississippi (about forty miles south of Memphis), about 1911, Robert grew up listening to the original country blues minstrels—Charley Patton, Son House, and Willie Brown. By the time he was twenty, Robert had learned to make his guitar cry and moan by sliding the broken neck of a glass bottle along the strings. By 1935 the enigmatic and secretive young musician had invented a ringing, percussive guitar style and wrote or collected a cycle of songs that later became the raw material for rhythm and blues, rock and roll, and rock music. He cut violent love songs like “32–20 Blues” and “Kindhearted Woman” and bitter songs of loss like “Love in Vain.” There were lighter tunes of punning sexual imagery, like “Terraplane Blues” and “Travelling Riverside Blues,” where Robert commands his paramour to squeeze his lemon till the juice runs down his leg, a lyric trademark of Robert Plant forty years down the road. But Robert Johnson’s trademark was the desperate sense of conviction in his harrowing songs of diabolic pursuit. In “Me and the Devil Blues” he confesses: “Me and the Devil were walking side by side/I’m going to beat my woman till I get satisfied.” And anyone who listens to even the scratchy, sixty-year-old recording of “Hellhound on My Trail” can experience the panicky strain through which Robert Johnson delivered his most chilling lines: “I’ve got to keep on moving/blues falling down like hail/I can’t keep no money/Hellhound on my trail.”

By 1938 the recordings of this young genius began to filter north. In New York producer John Hammond was preparing his famous From Spirituals to Swing concert, which would present the greatest Afro-American musicians to the rarefied atmosphere of Carnegie Hall. Hammond had heard “Terraplane Blues” and “Last Fair Deal Gone Down” and wanted Robert Johnson to perform at the concert. But word that Robert had been murdered began to circulate around the Delta. He had been poisoned by a jealous husband near Greenwood, Mississippi. His mother and brother buried him in an unmarked grave behind the Zion church near Morgan City. His guitar had vanished. And Hammond had to hire Big Bill Broonzy to play at Carnegie Hall instead.

“HELLO SATAN, I BELIEVE IT’S time to go,” sang Robert Johnson, and although he may have kept his crossroad bargain, he didn’t really die. In fact, he just grew. Legend has him already working with a small band in the months between his last recording and his death. His passionate style and intense rhythms were copied in the Delta as his records began to circulate, and “Terraplane Blues” was a minor hit in the South. The only musician ever taught by Robert was the son of one of his girl friends, who himself became a bluesman, working as Robert Jr. Lockwood. Two years after Robert’s death, Lockwood was playing in Johnson’s style with a partner, a singer and harmonica player named Rice Miller, whose nom de bleus was Sonny Boy Williamson. By 1941 Lockwood and Williamson were the stars of the King Biscuit Time on KFFA in Helena, Arkansas. By then Lockwood was playing the electric guitar; these broadcasts were the first on which many Delta musicians ever heard the sound of this relatively new instrument. Within a few years Muddy Waters, John Lee Hooker, Howlin’ Wolf, B. B. King, and Elmore James plugged in and played Robert’s music in Chicago, Memphis, and Detroit. By then it wasn’t the blues anymore; it was called R&B. Ten years later Elvis Presley and Chuck Berry turned it into rock and roll. If Robert Johnson had lived another twenty years, he could’ve played Chuck Berry’s guitar intro to “Maybelline.” And Elvis and Chuck Berry were censored and banned all over the Blues Belt and the Midwest. It was called “Devil’s music.” Baptist preachers held torchlight rallies to burn records like witches.

THERE HAS ALWAYS BEEN SOMETHING about music and the lives of virtuoso musicians that carries with it the whiff of brimstone. There’s an aura of sadness, of melancholy, that pervades their world; all great performers know it and have their own methods of dealing with it. “Music,” wrote Georges Bizet, “what a splendid art! And what a sad profession!”

The greater the skill of the musician, the higher the price paid for maintaining it. Consider the life of the Genoese violinist Niccolò Paganini (1782–1840), whose career has been compared to Led Zeppelin’s. Paganini was the first great virtuoso and superstar within modern memory. In an era when operatic singers were the only musicians to gain substantial acclaim and fortune in Europe, Paganini performed as an instrumental virtuoso in excelsis. Appearing at sold-out concerts in tight pants and very long hair, he caused women to scream and faint as he produced mysterious original effects on his violin. He invented the use of harmonics on the violin, perfected double and triple stops, and revived the ancient practice of scordatura, the varied retuning of the strings. He was by far the richest musician of his era.

But Paganini was also cursed by annoying rumors and infamous libels throughout his career. His fame was so wide and his power over his instrument and women so legendary that every European peasant knew for a fact that Niccolò Paganini had sold his soul to the Devil. He was accused in the press of being incurably dissipated and a maniacal gambler. It was said that he was selfish, cruel, morbid, and greedy. He is supposed, in the popular imagination, to have led a band of brigands and to have killed the husbands of his noble patronesses. In one contemporary account, Paganini “secured his mastery over mankind and his pre-eminence in his art from the devil in exchange for a soul already sufficiently blasted and damned.” Eyewitnesses in Italy soberly related having seen Satan guide Paganini’s hands during a concert in Milan, while in France supposedly creditable witnesses swore that they saw emissaries from hell driving away from the concert hall along a road that was not even there. And when Paganini died in France in 1840, the Catholic church denied him burial in consecrated ground, despite pleas from Rome, because local peasants were too frightened. He remained unburied for three years until he was brought back to Italy.

The Devil appears, as Mephistopheles, with violin and bow in Goethe’s Faust. He’s a fiddler in “The Devil Went Down to Georgia.” It’s an old image.

In April 1982 a committee of the California state assembly convened to listen to a Led Zeppelin record played backward. Irate baptist preachers had complained that when Led Zeppelin records were played that way, satanic messages could be understood, via an obscure recording process called “backward masking,” thus exposing upstanding American Christian youth to subliminal satanism and Devil worship. Sure enough, when the committee listened to “Stairway to Heaven” in reverse, some members said they could clearly hear the ominous, slurry, bone-chilling words:

“Here’s to my sweet Satan.”
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The Train Kept A-Rollin’

You can still see the shadow from when the Zeppelin floated over America: it took like Islam in the desert . . .

—MICHAEL HERR

The Led Zeppelin saga begins in 1943, in the blacked-out, heavily rationed England of the war years. A clerk in an aircraft works named James Page married Patricia Elizabeth Gaffikin, who worked as a doctor’s secretary. On January 9, 1944, she bore her only child, James Patrick Page, in Heston, Middlesex. After the war the father found work as an industrial personnel officer, and the Page family lived in Feltham, near Heathrow Airport west of London. In the mid-1950s the Page family settled in Epsom, Surrey, a quiet exurb of country landscapes and horse races.

Jimmy grew up almost alone in the Pages’ comfortable house on Miles Road. He doesn’t remember having any playmates until he was five. “That early isolation probably had a lot to do with the way I turned out,” he said years later. “A loner. A lot of people can’t be on their own. They get frightened, but isolation doesn’t bother me at all. It gives me a sense of security.”

But Jimmy Page found his best friend when he was about fifteen. It was a Spanish-style guitar with steel strings that someone had brought to the house after visiting Spain. Jimmy didn’t know what to do with the guitar, so he took it to school and a friend showed him how to tune it. He saw a crowd of kids surrounding a student who was playing some skiffle song, and later he went up to the boy and asked him to tune his guitar.

But Jimmy Page got beyond skiffle in a hurry. After he heard American rock and roll like Elvis’s “Baby Let’s Play House” and Chuck Berry’s “No Money Down,” as he said, “the excitement and energy just grabbed me, and I wanted to be part of it.” Jimmy took a few lessons from a teacher in Kingston-on-Thames before turning to the overseas radio and records for inspiration. At night he could tune in blues and rock and roll on AFN, the U.S. Armed Forces Network from Germany. “Solos which affected me could send a shiver up my spine,” he remembered later, “and I’d spend hours and in some cases days trying to get them off.” At first he worked on the chorded solos on Buddy Holly records, but then he began to concentrate on James Burton, the creative bent-note guitarist who played on most of Ricky Nelson’s hits. Burton’s brilliant guitar solos were little melodies unto themselves. The bending-string style of guitar solo drove Jimmy mad; trying to play them from scratch proved extremely frustrating. Finally someone told him the secret, replacing the usual coated third string with a much lighter, uncoated string. Otherwise the bent-notes were almost impossible to duplicate. Soon the guitar was the consuming passion of Jimmy Page’s life, and he began immersing himself in west London’s fledgling circle of young guitarists, record collectors, and blues scholars. One of his friends was a boy about Jimmy’s age named Jeff Beck. Jeff had built his own guitar and had been playing for a year when he and his sister took the bus over to Jimmy’s house in Epsom one weekend afternoon. Jeff played the James Burton solo from Ricky Nelson’s “My Babe.” “We were immediately like blood brothers,” Jimmy recalled.

The Spanish acoustic guitar didn’t last long. To duplicate the jangling guitar sound of Burton, Chuck Berry, or Cliff Gallup (who played with Gene Vincent), Jimmy had to have an electric guitar. So he delivered newspapers and bought a Hoffman Senator guitar with an electric pickup. But since the Senator didn’t have a solid body, Jimmy didn’t consider it a proper electric guitar. He convinced his father to cosign a hire/purchase agreement so that he could buy a cheap electric guitar called a Grazioso, a British copy of the classic rock and roll guitar, the Fender Stratocaster.

By 1960 Jimmy Page was an adept of the electric guitar. Tall, very thin, bright and alert, he was the hurdles champion of his school and a good student. His teachers confiscated his guitar every day as he arrived in school and kept it locked up until four in the afternoon. “The good thing about the guitar,” Jimmy maintains, “was that they didn’t teach it in school. Teaching myself was the first and most important part of my education. I know that Jeff Beck and I enjoyed pure music because we didn’t have to.”

By the time he was sixteen, Jimmy Page had played in local bands around Epsom. In 1960, playing acoustic guitar, he accompanied the beat poet Royston Ellis at a poetry reading at the Mermaid Theater in London. He had regained an interest in the acoustic instrument after hearing guitarist Bert Jansch, whose technique and sensibility would echo for years in Led Zeppelin’s quieter music. But Jimmy soon acquired an orange Chet Atkins Country Gentleman guitar, one of the very few in England at the time, and was soon playing with bands around western London. One night in 1961 Jimmy was working in the support band at the Epsom dance hall, warming up the dancers for the big southern bands of the day, Chris Farlowe and the Thunderbirds and Johnny Kidd and the Pirates. Jimmy started to tear the place up with his unique, natural, dancing guitar rhythm, and a London singer/manager named Neil Christian happened to be there. After the show he offered Jimmy the job of lead guitar in his band, Neil Christian and the Crusaders. Since Jimmy had passed his exams, his parents gave their permission.

The Crusaders played Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley to disinterested audiences at least two years ahead of their time. But in London, seventeen-year-old Jimmy Page began to carve out a legend as the new English guitar ace. He was definitely the star of the Crusaders and a real raver, with all the most flash, up-to-date equipment that all the other young guitarists could never afford. He was making twenty pounds a week in an era when a bus driver was doing well to make ten. He was one of the first guitarists around London to play with a foot pedal, and it was de rigueur for every aspiring guitarist in London to check Jimmy Page out regularly. A young guitarist from south London named John Baldwin later told an interviewer, “Even in 1962 I can remember people saying, ‘You’ve got to go hear Neil Christian and the Crusaders, they’ve got this unbelievable young guitarist.’ I’d heard of Pagey before I’d heard of Clapton or Beck.”

The Crusaders played all over southern England, but after a few months the strain began to debilitate Jimmy. As the star of the show, they had him arching over backward till his head touched the stage, and all the other corny moves that bands of that era had to deploy. Jimmy’s health began to deteriorate. The Crusaders were practically living in their van, driving all over England in the damp, suffering the usual breakdowns on the M1. One night, at a gig in Sheffield, Jimmy was walking around outside and collapsed. He woke up on the floor of the dressing room. The doctors diagnosed glandular fever, complicated by exhaustion and fatigue. He was undernourished and emaciated, and had a bronchial cough. Faced with a continuing routine of stage acrobatics, desultory audiences, and almost no food or sleep, Jimmy packed it in. Reluctantly, he left the Crusaders and enrolled in art school in Sutton, intending to study painting.

WHILE JIMMY WAS LEARNING TO draw and mix colors, a cultural whirlwind was brewing in England that would change popular music in Europe and America. In the northern port of Liverpool the Beatles had exploded behind the simple melodies of John Lennon and Paul McCartney.

But it was the 1963 British blues craze that brought a new generation of musicians and fans into the pop mainstream of the day. It had really started back in 1958, when Muddy Waters roared through an English tour with his slicked-down Chicago R&B band, complete with tight black suits, greasy pompadours and loud, rude amplifiers. British audiences had been expecting “authentic” country blues elders from the Delta; instead Muddy blew them away with his mojo working in overdrive and blues falling down like hail. Muddy on this tour converted two key English musicians—Alexis Korner and Cyril Davies—to life-long disciples of the blues. Two years later bandleader Chris Barber was converted to Chess-style city blues while touring in America. When he returned to England he hired blues fanatics Korner and Davies to appear with his Trad orchestra, and featured them on his Saturday night show on BBC television, Trad Tavern. This led to the formation of the first blues band in England, Alexis Korner and Cyril Davies’s Blues Incorporated. By May 1962 its members included blues neophytes Mick Jagger on vocals, Charlie Watts on drums, and Jack Bruce on bass; they jammed every weekend to packed houses at the Marquee, an old-line jazz club on Oxford Street. Within a year, Mick and Charlie left to form the Rolling Stones (Jack Bruce would go on to Cream later), but the blues nights at the Marquee were still the rage of London youth anxious for an alternative to the Mersey Sound that was sweeping Britain from the north. Eventually Alexis Korner brought the Stones in from their regular gig at the Crawdaddy Club in suburban Richmond to open for Blues Incorporated. Then the Rolling Stones exploded as well, and never looked back.

Art student Jimmy Page was taking all this in. Rather than play professionally, Jimmy converted the front room of the Page house on Miles Road into a music studio, with a tape recorder, records strewn everywhere, amps, spare electric guitars, a drum kit, and other instruments. Every Sunday Jimmy held court, jamming with Jeff Beck and other young blues scholars of the Richmond and Eel Pie Island crowd. Jimmy’s mother, who developed a taste for the music, brewed tea for the lads.

Jimmy liked to have fun too. A friend used to drive him around the Epsom area, and they’d shout insults at people and roar off. Epsom was full of mental hospitals, and the boys were particularly attracted to an institution for young girls with sexual problems, such as compulsive masturbation. One day Jimmy and his friends showed up and tried to pull a couple of girls out of the place, to great merriment but to no avail. Jimmy also would disappear with his guitar on long hitchhiking voyages to Scandinavia, Europe, and points east. On one trip he got as far as India before a recurrence of his fever forced him home.

Soon Jimmy Page abandoned his palette and brushes and started to play again. To get used to working in public, Jimmy would jam with Cyril Davies’s interval band at the Marquee, where on one terrifying night these white bluesmen had to support Muddy Waters. A few weeks later, after one of the Marquee blues jams, Page was approached by a young guitarist with a London band called the Roosters. He said that he thought Jimmy sounded a lot like Matthew Murphy, then playing with Memphis Slim. Jimmy was flattered. The guitarist introduced himself. “My name’s Eric Clapton.”

Cyril Davies died of a blood disease, and Jimmy discontinued the blues nights at the Marquee after a few weeks. By then the Rolling Stones had departed their weekly residency at the Crawdaddy in Richmond, and were replaced by Eric Clapton’s new group, an experimental blues band called the Yardbirds. New bands were being invented all over England in the wake of the Beatles and the Stones, and Jimmy was deluged with offers to be lead guitarist in any number of them, but health considerations made him refuse. Instead, he started to work as a studio guitarist, a virtuoso “hired gun” used by producers to fatten the often inadequate sounds of young guitarists in other bands. The session work started after one of the Thursday nights at the Marquee. Recording engineer Glyn Johns, an old friend from Epsom, suggested to Jimmy that he show up for a session the following day. There was a huge demand for new records by English groups, and the sleepy London studio scene had only one electric guitarist, Big Jim Sullivan, considered skilled enough to handle the music the new groups were playing. Jimmy’s first session produced the hit song “Diamonds” by Jet Harris and Tony Meehan, who had just left Cliff Richard’s band. Then another session, for Carter Lewis and the Southerners, produced “Your Mama’s Out of Town,” which also hit the English charts, and producers began to consider Jimmy and his custom Les Paul “Black Beauty” guitar good luck. Not that they had much choice; if you were a producer in that era and needed a studio guitarist, you either sent for Big Jim Sullivan or Little Jim Page, as he was known. For a brief time Jimmy joined Carter Lewis’s band, but gave it up almost immediately to return to the studios. “I’d been allowed into the whole sort of impenetrable brotherhood,” he said, “and it was great fun and games to start with.”

IN 1965 SHEL TALMY, ANDREW Oldham, and Mickie Most were the top pop producers in England. They all relied on Jimmy’s chameleonlike talent of duplicating any style of guitar—George Harrison, Chuck Berry, Brian Jones. That was how Jimmy Page came to play on the earliest records by the Who, the Kinks. Them, and other top British Invasion bands. When, in January 1965, the Who arrived in the studio to cut their first single, “I Can’t Explain,” they found that Shel Talmy had Jimmy Page waiting in the hall in case guitarist Peter Townshend was unable to cope. But Townshend proved capable, so Jimmy only added rhythm guitar. On the single’s B-side, however, Jimmy played lead guitar using one of the innovative effects for which he was famous—the fuzz box. It had been built for him two years earlier. As Jimmy told a reporter, “What happened was Roger Mayer, who later worked for Jimi Hendrix, came up to me when I was still in art school and had started to do a few sessions, and he said, ‘I work for the Admiralty in the experimental department and I could make any sort of gadget you want.’ So I said why didn’t he try to make me this thing that I’d heard years before on this Ventures record, ‘The 2000 Pound Bee.’ It was a fuzz box, a Gibson fuzz box. We had one in England, but it was a disaster, and I said, ‘Why don’t you improve on this with the Admiralty’s facilities.’ Then the Pretty Things got one, and Jeff Beck, and it really swept through.”

Of course most of the groups were fiercely proud of their music and were often angry that outside musicians were used on their records. The sessions for Them were really uncomfortable for Jimmy, as the four tough Belfast musicians who backed Van Morrison were replaced, one by one, with London session hacks. “The group went in thinking they were going to record,” Jimmy said, “and all of a sudden they find these other people playing on their records. It’s a miracle they didn’t replace Van Morrison. Talk about daggers!”

The Kinks were less unhappy about Page playing their tunes; Jimmy’s presence on rhythm guitar meant that Ray Davies could move about the studio producing and directing. However, the Kinks were later disturbed when rumors appeared in London that Jimmy was responsible for the trademark fuzz-tone chords of “All Day and All of the Night” and “You Really Got Me.” They felt that Page had broken the session player’s tacit code of anonymity by talking to the press and giving false impressions.

While he was carving out a well-paid life as a studio hack by day, he would return to Epsom at night (his friends said Jimmy was too miserly to leave his parents’ house and get his own place) and revert to his preferred role of blues scholar, auditioning blues discs and learning the guitar solos. (Around this time he took a few lessons from one of England’s best young guitarists, John McLaughlin.) Late in January 1965 he played a session that combined his two worlds, the studio and the blues.

Sonny Boy Williamson first arrived in England in 1963 on a tour organized by the American Folk Blues Festival. He returned the following year, recording with vanguard English bands like the Yardbirds and the Animals (who were all terrified of the large, scowling bluesman. Back in Helena, Arkansas, where Sonny Boy lived, the locals were afraid of him too. Sonny Boy was six feet two inches and was said to be quick with a blade). In blues-crazy England, Sonny Boy’s career revived. He went to a London tailor and ordered his version of British haberdashery, appearing in concert in two-toned pin-striped suits with a bowler hat at a rakish tilt. He had a bluesman’s appetite for whiskey and usually played drunk. On one visit to Birmingham he set fire to his hotel room when he tried to stew a rabbit in a coffee percolator. But if the young British blues scholars who tried to play with him found him menacing, he was also the real thing. He had known the shadowy Robert Johnson and had learned from his stepson, Robert Jr. Lockwood. He was a living link to the shining primitive country blues of the 1930s.

The session that paired Sonny Boy Williamson and Jimmy Page was organized by Giorgio Gomelsky, the Yardbirds’ manager. Also on the date were organist Brian Auger, session drummer Mick Waller, and several other blues scholars. Sonny Boy walked into the studio, cracked open a bottle of Scotch, nodded at the awestruck young musicians, rehearsed the tunes once, and recorded them on the spot. Jimmy took solos on “I See a Man Downstairs” and “Little Girl,” but mostly Sonny Boy would drown him out with his amplified harmonica. The session was total chaos; Sonny Boy kept the musicians guessing with long pauses and arcane blues structures that he seemed to be improvising on the spot. Ironically, Sonny Boy returned to Helena right after the session with Jimmy Page. At home he jammed with a group of white R&B musicians who called themselves the Hawks (later to be renamed The Band). According to guitarist Robbie Robertson, Sonny Boy derided the English players he had been working with, saying how miserably the Yardbirds and the others had played. The following May, Sonny Boy Williamson passed away.

THE YEAR 1965 WAS THE prime of Swinging London. Beer was three shillings a pint and the streets were full of Mini cars and miniskirts. There was something new in the air and great fortunes to be made from the pop explosion—art, music, and style—that erupted in London that year. By then the Beatles had become almost too big to perform in public anymore, while the Stones had deserted the Marquee and other local venues for whirlwind tours of provincial theaters and the United States. The hippest band in London was the loud and trendy Yardbirds, with their speedy raving R&B jams and hot young guitarist, Eric Clapton. Ace session player Jimmy Page, partly because of his friendship with Clapton and partly just to make the most happening scene in town, often hung out with the band whenever they worked around London.

The Yardbirds had come out of the Richmond-Kingston area in the wake of the Rolling Stones. Eric Clapton, rhythm guitarist Chris Dreja, and singer Keith Relf emerged from west London art colleges, joined by bassist Paul Samwell-Smith and drummer Jim McCarty, who’d been in a band together at Hampton Grammar. At first they played acoustic blues as the Metropolis Blues Quartet on Friday nights at the Railway Hotel, Norbiton. But in early 1963 they heard the Rolling Stones, changed their name to the Yardbirds, and plugged into the R&B classics the Stones didn’t play—the rest of the Howlin’ Wolf, Jimmy Reed, and Bo Diddley songbooks. But the Yardbirds also had a much different approach than the Stones, who were locked into fairly rigid arrangements. The Yardbirds took off from straight R&B into free-form soloing and long instrumental sections, mostly improvised from night to night. When their first album was released, the Yardbirds followed the Stones into the exhausting world of package tours, playing a different theater every night for two months. Unlike the Stones, the Yardbirds were unable to translate their wild art college R&B into a hit single. Late in 1964 Giorgio Gomelsky decided to change tactics and produce a purely pop single for the Yardbirds by an outside composer with no inkling of their basic R&B act. The song was “For Your Love” by Manchester songwriter Graham Gouldman (who went on to form the band 10cc). When “For Your Love” was released in March 1965, it was an immediate worldwide hit. But blues scholar Clapton hated the song and the idea of the Yardbirds doing any kind of music other than R&B. Clapton refused to play on the track after much pleading, and then quit the band.

Even before Eric Clapton left the Yardbirds, Gomelsky had asked Jimmy Page to take the job of lead guitar. Page turned him down immediately. Obviously, Jimmy didn’t want a professional quarrel over the Yardbirds to spoil his friendship with Eric Clapton. Instead, Jimmy gave the Yardbirds another fine guitarist—Jeff Beck. The Yardbirds had never heard of him.

For the past year Beck had been developing into one of the hottest guitar players in London, fronting an obscure dance band called the Tridents. But he was always too broke even to afford new guitar strings. Jimmy was so insistent that Jeff would be the perfect lead guitar for the Yardbirds that they offered him the job. Jeff Beck joined the Yardbirds in March 1965. Trying to fill Eric Clapton’s shoes in a successful band was daunting, but Gomelsky took Beck to an expensive hairdresser for his trademark “puddin’ basin” cut and bought him some flash Carnaby Street stage clothes. Beck took off from there, inventing new guitar choreography, playing the guitar behind his head, blowing out his amps with feedback, distortion, and psychedelic effects that would be copied by many other bands. With no strong visual presence like Mick Jagger in the band, the Yardbirds developed their guitarist as the group’s trademark and became a laboratory for the guitar showmen who would dominate progressive rock music. To support their next record, “Heart Full of Soul,” the Yardbirds decamped for America in June 1965. Before he left England, Jeff showed up on Jimmy Page’s doorstep and presented Jimmy with a rare 1958 Telecaster. “It’s yours,” Jeff said.

JIMMY, MEANWHILE, WAS TEACHING HIMSELF the art of record production, working with young engineers like Glyn Johns and Eddie Kramer. Soon Andrew Oldham, the Stones’ manager, hired Jimmy as a staff producer for his label, Immediate Records. Page’s work for Immediate included unknown groups, singer Chris Farlowe, and the German chanteuse Nico, who later turned up in New York playing her harmonium with the Velvet Underground. Jimmy also produced four tracks for the reigning English blues band, John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, with Eric Clapton on blistering lead guitar. With Clapton and Jeff Beck, Jimmy also recorded a series of informal blues jams on a theme by Elmore James. Clapton and Beck thought they had been playing rehearsals, so when Immediate later released the recordings as a bogus “archive” of British blues, they were incensed and blamed Jimmy for betraying their friendship.

Jimmy also produced his own first single in late 1965. “She Just Satisfies” by Jimmy Page was released on the Fontana label late that year; it had a fuzz-tone, Kinks guitar figure, but inane lyrics, and Jimmy was clearly no singer. Describing the record to friends as “tongue in cheek,” Jimmy had played all the instruments himself, except for veteran session drummer Bobby Graham. The B-side was better. “Keep Movin’” was a hard British R&B instrumental with Jimmy overdubbing good blues harmonica and a copy of an Eric Clapton 1965 Bluesbreaker guitar solo. The record didn’t make the charts.

By early 1966 Jimmy had played on literally hundreds of London sessions. He was the wise hack of the pop world, a consummate pro, making a fortune while the rest of his generation of English musicians toiled in bands for lots of fame, especially in America, but little money. Outside the insular world of the London recording studios, Jimmy Page was unknown. He took his vacations in Los Angeles and checked out the Byrds and Buffalo Springfield so he could hold his own with returning bandsmen back home. To keep his mind off the drudgery of sessions, he experimented with new techniques.

At one session in 1966 a violinist idly asked Jimmy if he had ever tried to bow the electric guitar. Jimmy borrowed a bow and had a go. Out of the Gibson Black Beauty came a long, sonorous electro-drone on the bass string and unearthly piercing cries on the higher strings. The neck of the guitar isn’t curved, so he could “play” only two strings, but when Jimmy irritated the bow across all six strings, wild whoops and great blats of noise emitted from the amplifier. It was an obviously dramatic device, and Jimmy Page started to play around with it. Coincidentally, a guitarist named Eddie Phillips with an English group called Creation (bass guitar: Ron Wood) was already bowing his electric guitar in London clubs at the time.

Now Jimmy began to burn out from studio work. The last straw was a session Jimmy did for French star Johnny Halliday. To one writer he admitted, “I was becoming one of those sort of people that I hated.” But in the spring of 1966, salvation arrived in the form of another invitation to join the Yardbirds. This time, Jimmy Page didn’t say no.

By then Jeff Beck had been with the Yardbirds for a desperate year of lows and highs. The band toured America on the proto-psychedelic “Shapes of Things,” and Jeff dazzled American teenagers with his sexual poses and the visceral nerve of his playing. Under the mad tutelage of Giorgio Gomelsky, the Yardbirds would try anything. After a show in Memphis Gomelsky rang up Sam Phillips, the legendary producer who had first recorded Elvis, Jerry Lee Lewis, and other major deities of rock and roll. Gomelsky asked for studio time and later talked Phillips himself down to supervise the session where the Yardbirds cut “Train Kept A-Rollin’,” probably the artistic zenith of their career. Later the band cut “Shapes of Things” and “I’m a Man” at Chess Studios in Chicago. Yardbirds legend has Bo Diddley and henchmen showing up at the studio to claim instant royalties after the band left.

But Jeff’s attitude was increasingly frustrating to the other musicians. Temperamental, vain, vulnerable to crushing headaches from a childhood accident, Jeff would play inspired, sustained bent-note blues guitar one night, and then play erratically for the next three concerts. He’d met a girl named Mary Hughes in Los Angeles, the Yardbirds’ American stronghold, and would occasionally miss concerts in order to stay with her. While the Yardbirds were heavily influencing the new California bands with their loud droning blues trance music, they were rupturing from within. Jeff Beck was bored and losing interest. By then Gomelsky had burned out and sold the Yardbirds to Simon Napier-Bell, a London boulevardier who won the musicians over by telling them he could obtain advances against royalties from their record company, something they had never heard of.

By early 1966 Jeff Beck was already trying to convince Jimmy Page to join him in the Yardbirds so they could play dual lead guitar on stage. Beck thought the combination of two howling psychedelic lead guitars would be devastating; he was also desperate to put life into the band. By April the music press was full of rumors that Jimmy Page would be joining the Yardbirds, and Jimmy confirmed it that month at a session he played for singer Ian Whitcomb, saying that he might replace Beck, who Jimmy said had burned out in America. Jimmy taught Whitcomb to read the charts for the session (“kind soul,” commented the singer). The bass player was a ubiquitous session arranger who called himself John Paul Jones.

By this time Paul Samwell-Smith was musical director of the Yardbirds, and he produced the group’s next single, “Over Under Sideways Down,” whose guitar part was reportedly sung to Jeff Beck by Simon Napier-Bell. Samwell-Smith was also burned out. He was disgusted at the Yardbirds’ slack attitude and just wanted to produce records. In May 1966 tension within the band was obvious. Jimmy Page drove up to Oxford one night with Jeff Beck to see a Yardbirds show at the May Ball held every year by the university’s undergraduates, who had hired both the Yardbirds and the Hollies to play three sets apiece. As soon as the two guitarists made their way backstage and saw the hunchbacked Keith Relf reeling around drunkenly, they knew it was going to be a long night. The Yardbirds’ first set went well but got little response, which annoyed Relf and got him drinking even harder. Backstage, Relf and Hollies singer Allan Clarke started to smash refectory trays with judo blows. Relf broke all the fingers of one hand, which swelled up like sausages, and this sent him back to the bar to deaden the pain. During the Yardbirds’ second set Relf was shit-faced. While the band played their hits, Relf farted into the mike, told the formally attired students to fuck themselves, then started groveling on the floor. When he got up again he fell back into the drums and had to be dragged off. Out in the audience Page was doubled over with laughter. For the third set they strapped Relf to the mike stand and played all their numbers as instrumentals.

Backstage after the show, Paul Samwell-Smith quit the Yardbirds in disgust. He invited Chris Dreja and Jim McCarty to leave with him, but they refused. Instead, Jimmy volunteered to replace Samwell-Smith on bass until they found somebody else. Chris Dreja says, “Page had been doing sessions for years. He wanted to get out on the road, and I think he saw it as a good opportunity to join a band that was out in the thick of it. And he jumped at the chance. He was prepared to possibly play drums if necessary.” (In an aside, Dreja nervously added, “I’ll get the evil eye for saying that.”)

Jimmy made his debut as the Yardbirds’ bassist at the Marquee in London in June 1966. At first Simon Napier-Bell tried to dissuade the group from taking on a shrewd professional like Jimmy. To Jeff Beck, he said, “You’re the genius guitarist in the group. To bring in someone as good as you is crazy.” But Beck and the others insisted, and Jimmy was asked to stay with the band. “He was happy to stay,” according to Dreja, “and although it wasn’t his normal instrument, he was happy to remain on bass. I think he just liked being in the band . . . He was very sweet and wanted to please. He’d do anything for you until his ego got in the way.”

Jimmy’s first American tour with the Yardbirds began in August 1966. They played the Whisky in L.A. and the Carousel Ballroom in San Francisco, as well as state fairs all over the Midwest and the South. Jimmy, in high spirits, tucked his slender frame in an antique officer’s jacket and hid his long black hair under an American Civil War cap. He took along his performing ax of the day, the 1958 Telecaster, now painted in Day-Glo psychedelic whorls and backed with Perspex to reflect rainbow beams back from spotlights. Musically the Yardbirds were at their apogee. Jimmy’s urge to rock was even more exaggerated when he played bass, and “Train Kept A-Rollin’” and “I’m a Man” burned away under Jeff’s blurry washes of drone and feedback. They played a memorable outdoor show on Catalina Island before flying to San Francisco to play the Carousel Ballroom, one of the breeding grounds of the San Francisco bands. But Jeff Beck got a sore throat and refused to play; the group decided to switch Chris Dreja to bass and go on with Jimmy on lead. In the past one of Beck’s collapses meant a crisis for the band; Beck was undeniably the star of the Yardbirds and their fans wouldn’t accept a show without the pouting guitarist. But now Jimmy Page seized the moment and tore the place apart. Pairing the acidic Telecaster with a pair of Fender amps, Jimmy reproduced the familiar Clapton and Beck solos from the Yardbirds records, and then dazzled on his own. He astonished the Carousel audience by bowing the guitar, conjuring bizarre, oceanic swoops of sound that meshed with the hall’s psychedelic light show. By the end of the evening the Yardbirds were relieved. Everyone had the feeling that Jeff might not stick around much longer, but the Yardbirds could go on with Jimmy Page in his place.

But Jeff did come back to the band, and they finished their summer tour and went home still in one piece. Chris Dreja took over on bass: Jeff and Jimmy were playing lead, with Keith Relf bitterly complaining that their amps were too loud. Back in England Jimmy and Jeff spent hours rehearsing at Jimmy’s new digs, a converted Victorian boathouse on the upper reaches of the Thames. The two guitarists taught themselves a few Freddie King solos note for note—“I’m Going Down” sounded best—and practiced playing in unison or in harmony until they got it sounding right. Dual lead electric guitars in a rock band were very flash and new, and the two musicians were confident they’d come across something commercially explosive. And while they lasted, the two guitars were magic, producing shuddering, sirenlike wails that filled the air with queer countertones and overtones. Sadly, little of the Yardbirds’ dual-lead music was recorded. The next Yardbirds single, “Happenings Ten Years Time Ago,” was recorded while the group was waiting for Beck, who was late for the session. The only dual-lead track that captured the wild flight of the Yardbirds was called “Stroll On.” It was recorded in late summer 1966 for the band’s appearance in Blow-Up, Michelangelo Antonioni’s cryptodocumentary of the Swinging London era. Antonioni had scripted a scene calling for a rock band in a club and tried to cast the Who, which he had witnessed violently destroying their instruments as part of their act. But the Who wouldn’t do the film and Napier-Bell got the Yardbirds involved. They recorded some original music for the sound track, but at the audition they had played “Train Kept A-Rollin’,” and that was all Antonioni wanted to hear—those two harmonic lead guitars. But some sort of contractual glitch surfaced concerning the old rockabilly song, so Keith Relf rewrote the words slightly and the song was reborn as “Stroll On.” The Yardbirds were filmed, Jimmy playing bass, at Elstree Studios outside of London, on a set that was a painstakingly re-created version of the Ricky Tick in Windsor. Still obsessed with his image of the Who, Antonioni told Jeff Beck to smash up his guitar. Beck refused, since he was playing a precious instrument; anyway that wasn’t his act, it was Peter Townshend’s. (Actually, when playing America, the easily frustrated Beck often knocked over his malfunctioning amps. Once in New Mexico he stopped a show by throwing his amp out an open window next to the stage.) But Antonioni insisted, and Beck was supplied with a cheap prop guitar. Grinning like a droog, he smashed it as the camera caught Jimmy Page smirking in his long hair and muttonchops.

In September the dual-lead Yardbirds came to life in a package tour of Britain with the Stones, Ike and Tina Turner, and the Jaywalkers, with singer Terry Reid. On good nights the Yardbirds were blazing, but gradually competition between the two guitar prima donnas flared into the open. When the stereo effects and guitar harmonies didn’t work, the other musicians blamed Beck. Jimmy Page, wise hack and consummate pro, was good every night and quickly started to outshine Jeff on the tour.

Jeff Beck’s days in the band were obviously numbered, and he was already working with Mickie Most, the veteran singles producer who was then very hot with Donovan and Herman’s Hermits. Since Beck couldn’t sing and didn’t fit in well with groups, Most cast him as a solo instrumentalist and arranged a session even before Beck had departed the Yardbirds. That session almost turned into Led Zeppelin, two years early.

The idea was to record a variation of Ravel’s “Bolero” for rock guitar. Jimmy Page was arranging and playing electric twelve-string rhythm guitar, Nicky Hopkins was on piano, and the proposed rhythm section was drummer Keith Moon and bassist John Entwistle, both of whom were tired of the ever-battling Who. At the last moment, Entwistle bowed out; his place was taken by Most’s young session arranger, John Paul Jones. “Beck’s Bolero” was recorded at IBC Studios in Langham Place, into which the loony Moon sneaked, wearing shades and a great Cossack hat because he wasn’t supposed to play any sessions outside the Who.

“Beck’s Bolero” was so appealing that there was serious talk about forming a band. Keith Moon and John Paul Jones were ready, Page and Beck were keen, but they needed a singer. Steve Winwood (then about to form Traffic) and Steve Marriott of the Small Faces were approached, but the plan was killed when Jimmy, who had queried Marriott’s manager, was asked in turn how he’d feel playing guitar with ten broken fingers. The Led Zeppelin prototype crashed right there.

In October the Yardbirds took off for a five-week tour of the United States as part of Dick Clark’s Caravan of Stars. The tour was a disaster. After three days of bus travel and playing two shows a night, Jeff Beck cracked. He kicked over his stack of amps, smashed his guitar, walked offstage, and caught the next plane to Los Angeles. The Yardbirds continued as a four-piece. When they reached Los Angeles, Beck was apologetic, but at a band meeting the three original Yardbirds refused to play with Jeff anymore and fired him. Jeff got up to leave and asked Jimmy if he was coming. Jimmy looked at him and said, “No. I’m going to stay behind.” With Jeff’s departure, the Yardbirds became Jimmy’s. Opinions vary as to who was ultimately responsible. “This is all very touchy,” he told one writer. “There was a lot of cloak and dagger stuff going on and I didn’t want to be a part of it at all . . . He and I were very close. This strange professional jealousy came between us, and I don’t understand why.”

WHILE THE YARDBIRDS SLOGGED THROUGH the remainder of the Dick Clark tour, they learned that Napier-Bell was selling his share of the Yardbirds to Mickie Most and his partner, Peter Grant. Most was chiefly interested in Jeff Beck while Grant, a veteran of the British music wars, took over the Yardbirds. Before he left, Napier-Bell told Peter Grant to watch out for Jimmy Page, who asked too many questions about where the band’s money was going. As Grant remembers, “He told me, ‘It’s a good band, but you need to find a guitarist. He’s a real troublemaker, that Jimmy Page.’ When I met Jimmy, I told him this. ‘Troublemaker!’ he said, ‘You’re dead right. We did Blow-Up, five weeks in America and a Rolling Stones tour of Britain and we got just £118 each.’ I took them on.”

Soon after buying their contract, Grant took the Yardbirds to Australia and Singapore. Unlike other managers, Grant went along and suffered the same hardships as the musicians. Jimmy loved this, and the fact that Grant’s gangster manners and 250 pounds of east London bulk intimidated anyone who tried to screw the band. After years of mismanagement, this was the first tour where the Yardbirds made any money. After Australia, Jimmy flew on to India, where he wanted to hear Carnatic music. He arrived, alone, in Bombay on the Arabian Sea at three in the morning with a duffel bag over his shoulder, and spent days in the streets, listening to itinerant musicians.

MICKIE MOST WAS THE HOTTEST manager/producer in 1967 England, and might have seemed the ideal producer for the Yardbirds. Three of his acts—Herman’s Hermits, Lulu, and Donovan—were among the biggest in the world. But Jimmy Page was concerned. During trips to California he had heard how groups like Paul Butterfield and the San Francisco bands were stretching into improvisational styles. The rigid, three-minute single format—Mickie Most’s specialty—was already dead. Jimmy wanted to take the Yardbirds into the psychedelic unknown, not make radio jingles for teenagers.

Peter Grant was the perfect foil for Jimmy’s discontent. Born in 1935, he had lived a Dickensian life of hardship: broken home, wartime evacuation, no education. By the age of thirteen he was a stagehand at the Croyden Empire theater. He grew up as a runner on Fleet Street, rushing wet film around. A hard-eyed, hulking man standing six foot five, he’d been a nightclub bouncer, a movie extra in The Guns of Navarone, Robert Morley’s double in films, and wrestled professionally as Prince Mario Alassio. Growing up in the streets had given him a tenacious gut instinct for cash and how it flowed. By the end of the fifties he was a tough U.K. tour manager for American rockers like Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Gene Vincent, and the Everly Brothers. A famous English music legend has him beating up a promoter who tried to stiff Little Richard after a show, and then beating up the six bobbies who had arrived to calm him down. By the mid-sixties, Grant had learned the ropes of touring in the States as tour manager for the Animals, one of Don Arden’s acts. After undergoing several close scrapes with the Animals, he let it be known that he carried a gun. Intimidating and indomitable, he was the opposite of the reticent, epicene Jimmy Page, who just wanted to play his guitar for stoned-out American kids, travel the world, make millions of pounds, and be left in peace to read Aleister Crowley and practice magic spells, or whatever he did. From the moment Page and Grant met, the end of the Yardbirds was preordained.

Meanwhile, contracts had to be fulfilled, and Mickie Most booked the Yardbirds into the studio. Jimmy was eager to record as head of the Yardbirds, inspired by the revolutionary new bands springing up. Eric Clapton, Jack Bruce, and drummer Ginger Baker had formed Cream to play gritty, speeded up electric versions of Robert Johnson and Skip James. Cream was the hot band in England. Steve Winwood had formed Traffic and was recording a rock raga called “Paper Sun,” and newer bands like the Move, Soft Machine, Pink Floyd, and Free (with a teenage singer named Paul Rodgers) were extending the boundaries of what groups could do in the studio. Rumors of a new Beatles masterpiece called Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band were flying. So Jimmy was horrified when the Yardbirds were given the Mickie Most treatment. Jimmy remembered, “On half the tracks we didn’t hear the playbacks. Some of them were first takes. We’d spend time on the singles, but Micky Most thought that albums were nothing . . . just something to stick out after a hit single.” When Jimmy asked to hear the playback, Most would growl back over the intercom, “Don’t worry about it.” The other Yardbirds weren’t even invited to play. Jimmy was joined by Most’s usual arranger, John Paul Jones, on bass, and other session musicians were brought in. The result was a sorry batch of songs, mostly demos from unknown composers. Among the standouts were “Little Games,” which had a nice bowed cello section by John Paul Jones; “White Summer,” Jimmy’s raga madrigal (related to the traditional English folk song “She Moved through the Fair”) that was his solo showpiece in concert; and “Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor” and “Glimpses,” both of which featured Jimmy’s strange bowing technique for the first time on record. “Glimpses” is also an example of the mixed-media presentations the Yardbirds were performing in concert, bedrock psychedelia with ominous chanting, sitar and bowed guitar fragments, and distorted radio voices. The Yardbirds also recorded at CBS Studios in New York. Two of these tracks, “Think About It” and “Goodnight Sweet Josephine,” were released as the Yardbirds’ last single early in 1968. There’s an incendiary Jimmy Page guitar solo on “Think About It,” goosed with a metal slide and backward echo, that would resurface later as the key second solo that brought Led Zeppelin’s version of “Dazed and Confused” to its molten climax.

At home in England, Eric Clapton’s Cream and the Jimi Hendrix Experience were the reigning bands, and the Yardbirds were ignored. But “Little Games” was a hit in America, where the Yardbirds virtually moved in 1967. In March Blow-Up was released and the Yardbirds’ blistering segment made them underground stars. While Keith nourished himself with daily LSD voyages, Jimmy took care of business and gave interviews to teen mags like Hit Parader, which headlined “Yardbird Jimmy Page says, ‘Open Your Mind.’” After expounding on Carnaby Street fashions, Clapton and Beck, Indian music and his guitars, Jimmy lays out his hippie-era philosophy: “I’m not actually concerned with clothes. In actual fact, I’m pleased to see people walking around in outrageous things. They’re throwing off the chains of a society that was. It’s probably making England completely decadent, but so what? Actually it’s a forecast of the end of society. But I don’t care because I’ll be dead before it ends. If we’ve come this far in five years, it should really be something in another five. I’d like the new society to be a peaceful one, but it won’t be, because violence seems to be the answer to every problem. Every fringe society must be experiencing this. We walk around with long hair and someone shouts something, so you give him an answer back which is a little sharp which they don’t quite expect, so they come to fists. What sort of mentality is that?” Jimmy finished the interview with some veiled remarks against the war in Vietnam, and expressed his deep love of Hollywood, especially Sunset Strip.

Most of the Yardbirds were by then burned out and addled by drugs, but Peter Grant kept them on the road all year. In April they toured Scandinavia, followed by shows in Japan and France, which featured psychedelic backing tapes of bombs and trains and old newsreels of Hitler, augmented by a troupe of dancers called Pan’s People. For Relf and McCarty, the gigs had become a joke. But Jimmy was still fresh and enjoying every minute of his stardom, playing the costumed pre-Raphaelite dandy, in long hair, love beads, crushed velvet bell-bottoms, frilled lace shirts, silk caftans, buckskin jackets, cowboy boots, and paisley robes. They played on flatbed trucks at open-air amusement parks in the South, as well as hip dance halls like the Boston Tea Party and the Kinetic Circus in Chicago, where Jimmy reportedly accepted the invitation of the Plaster Casters, that city’s primal groupie clique, which made casts of the erect penises of the rock stars who passed through town. With Peter Grant along to scare the shit out of everybody, the Yardbirds were at last making money. Somehow Grant had hooked the band onto the Mafia club circuit. One typical incident took place at an amusement park in Warwick, Rhode Island, as the Yardbirds’ bus pulled up an hour late. The two Italian promoters jumped on the bus, took out their guns, and started telling the musicians they were going to die. But Grant rose up and started butting them back toward the door with his mountainous belly, yelling, “You’re gonna do wot?” And things cooled down and the show went on.

On one of their free nights in New York, the Yardbirds trooped down to the Café a Go Go to hear Janis Ian, who had a big hit with “Society’s Child.” But they were floored by the opening act, a folksinger named Jake Holmes who performed with two other acoustic guitarists. One of Holmes’s songs, “Dazed and Confused,” had a sinister descending bass scale and jittery, paranoid lyrics that described a bad acid trip with unsparing accuracy. As played by Holmes and his guitarists, the song had a percussive, ritualistic solo, almost flamenco in nuance, which dissolved into an acid guitar drone. “Dazed and Confused,” the band agreed, was a brilliant number—dramatic, frightening, and very stealable. The next morning they bought the album it was on, The Above Ground Sound of Jake Holmes, and set about adapting it for their act, Keith Relf rewriting the lyrics and Jimmy patching in his furious guitar lick from “Think About It.” Calling their version “I’m Confused,” they played it that December when they opened for the Young Rascals at the old Madison Square Garden in New York.

Early in 1968 Peter Grant booked what was to be the last Yardbirds tour of the United States. There was already a serious rift in the group between the slack hippie faction (Relf and McCarty) and the serious professionals (Page and Grant). Chris Dreja was somewhere in the middle. Relf was always making fun of Jimmy’s show-must-go-on attitude; at one band meeting he bitterly told Jimmy that for him, all the magic left the Yardbirds when Eric Clapton quit the band.

In late January 1968 the Yardbirds returned to America for a tour of colleges and psychedelic ballrooms that provided the main audience for the new “progressive rock” that had replaced rock and roll. Almost every big city had one or more FM stereo radio stations that broadcast rock twenty-four hours a day, in sharp contrast to the constipated pop music policies of the BBC at home. Sustained by pills, shots, and dope, the Yardbirds prepared to hit the road. Managing the tour was Richard Cole, a recently hired English employee of Peter Grant’s. Twenty-two years old, six feet two, a gold earring dangling from one ear, Cole became a central character in Led Zeppelin’s rise to the top. In time his antics with Led Zeppelin created his own legend for Richard Cole, the ultimate road manager, the complete rock soldier.

Cole was born in east London in 1945. He started his career as a scaffolder, but in a pub one day in 1965 someone offered him a job as a roadie for an English band called the Unit Four plus Two. By 1966 he was making twenty pounds a week road-managing the Who until his driver’s license was revoked for speeding. Then he worked for the Searchers and lived in the south of France. At night he slept in a van owned by an English group called the Paramounts, who later changed their name to Procol Harum. A timid little piano player named Reg Dwight was hanging around that scene. Later he changed his name to Elton John. Cole’s next job was driving a van for a band called Ronnie Jones and the Night Timers, with John Paul Jones on bass and John McLaughlin on lead guitar. In late 1966 he took a job with the New Vaudeville Band, who hit with “Winchester Cathedral.” That band fulfilled Cole’s fervent desire to see America. As he puts it, “It was anyone’s dream, if you’re an English road manager, to come to America. They used to leave their English roadies behind and pick up a crew over there. They used to. I fucking reorganized that very sharply. I said, ‘Fuck that. Let’s take our own equipment over there, wot we’re used to working on.’” The New Vaudeville Band was managed by Peter Grant. When Cole went to Oxford Street to ask about the job, Grant offered him twenty-five pounds a week. Cole said, “Naw, fuck that. Thirty a week, take it or leave it.” Grant looked at the tall, muscular Richard Cole, sized him up as a better-looking, less dangerous version of himself, and said he would take it. Cole worked for Grant—and Led Zeppelin—for the next thirteen years.

Richard Cole stayed with the New Vaudeville Band until the end of the year. (One night in Birmingham a young local drummer, whose kit had been repossessed, asked Cole if he could set up and play the band’s drums. Taking pity on the sixteen-year-old John Henry Bonham, Cole said yes.) Cole then moved to America and went to work with the Vanilla Fudge as a sound engineer for a hundred dollars a week, touring on the strength of the Fudge’s big hit, a light/heavy version of the Supremes’ “You Keep Me Hangin’ On.” When he heard the Yardbirds were coming back to America, he wrote to Peter Grant and asked for the job of tour manager, and got it.

For a month Richard Cole dragged the recalcitrant, stoned-out Yardbirds all over America. Cole was as hard as Grant, and actually took physical chances to protect the musicians under his care, intimidating dishonest club-owners and beating on aggressive autograph hounds. He knew every groupie in every town, and could actually say to a homesick drummer as they were arriving in some wretched midwestern town that he knew a girl there who loved English drummers. Mother hen, field pimp, hit man, Richard Cole was dearly loved by every band he worked for. Cole was the ultimate sergeant—big, nasty, a natural leader, an Anglo-Irish pirate who would have been at home with the notorious White Companies, looting France during the Hundred Years War.

The Yardbirds arrived in New York in April 1968 for a date at the Anderson Theater, a dingy rock palace two blocks from the Fillmore East. It was a bad, dismal night and the band was jet-lagged from their flight from Los Angeles, the Yardbirds’ adopted home. So they were angry when a staff producer from Epic, their American record company, announced that he was going to record the show. Nevertheless, the Yardbirds went on and opened with their theme, “Train Kept A-Rollin’.” “I’m Confused
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