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In through the out door: “The biggest unknown group in the world …”




Led Zeppelin was unobtainable and unattainable and we very seldom talked about it. Basically, the myth propagated itself.

ROBERT PLANT TO THE AUTHOR, MAY 2003




ON A WHITE-HOT MORNING in Twentynine Palms – the Mojave desert town namechecked on Robert Plant’s 1993 album Fate of Nations – I can see a number of the strangely shaped Joshua trees that lend their name to the nearby national park; the same place where, on Cap Rock in 1969, Gram Parsons dropped acid with Keith Richards and Anita Pallenberg.

Ever since Parsons OD’d and died in Joshua Tree itself – twenty-five miles east along Route 62 – the whole area has become one of California’s holy rock sites. So it’s fitting that, as I fill up my rental compact in a Twentynine Palms gas station, I hear the booming strains of a rock song approaching. Within seconds I know it as a staple of classic-rock radio – an evergreen of easy-riding highway rock – and the pop snob in me groans. Pulling up next to me is a mirror-shaded dude astride a black beast of a motorcycle, its wheels flanked by vast speaker bins that punch out the song I know so well: “Babe babe babe babe babe babe ’m bayeebee I’m gonna LEEEEAVE you …”

The owner of the song’s strangulated male voice ain’t joking, woman, he’s really got to ramble – rather like this man in his sunglasses. The voice soundtracks the guy’s chrome-horse freedom on a song recorded almost four decades ago, and he is making sure we all know it. I look at him and want to dismiss  him as an idiot. He’s at least as old as the song, and if he took the shades off he might be old enough to have seen Led Zeppelin in their pomp, maybe at the LA Forum, possibly at the Long Beach Arena or the San Diego Sports Arena – the huge venues where the west was won. Perhaps he saw Zep’s last US show, which remains shrouded in mystery, at the Oakland Coliseum in the summer of ’77. Or he may only have seen the band in his mind, back when he was a beer-chuggin’ adolescent spellbound by their satanic limey majesty, one of the vast legion of disciples who worshipped them as “your overlords”.

It doesn’t really matter which it is, because I understand the mythic potency of the music that’s blasting from his speakers. And slowly I start to see him, in all his delusions, as oddly heroic. Like Robert Plant on “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You”, he’s gotta keep moving, hitting the highway again, on to the next town and the next chick. Maybe he’s heading east, further into the empty Mojave where he can “feel the heat of your desert heart” (“29 Palms”), and then on to Arizona or New Mexico or just some place he can hole up and be free. Alternatively he could be heading west to gaze out on the infinite Pacific and leave terra firma behind him. He could be a gung-ho libertarian, a man for whom “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You” says, simply, “I have no responsibility to anyone except me.” Or he could just be a weekend warrior, escaping the deep dreariness of his nine-to-five life.

As the song’s frenziedly descending chords fade over Plant’s frayed larynx, I silently bond with Mr “Get the Led Out” as I recall my own first exposure to the second track on Zeppelin’s astounding debut album. (When I asked John Paul Jones which album he would play to someone who had never heard the band, he said, “The first one … it’s all there, right from the word go.” I’m not sure he wasn’t right.) I understand why this and other songs became battle cries for a lost generation of disowned teenagers searching for dark magic in their suburban shopping-mall lives. I understand how Zeppelin became a new Fab Four for the younger siblings who missed out on Beatlemania – and for whom the Rolling Stones were just too Côte d’Azur for their own good.

For what you hear on “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You” and every great Zeppelin track is not just power – amplified aggression matched by priapic swagger – but yearning, journeying, questing for an ideal.

“There is a point in your life,” Chuck Klosterman wrote in Killing Yourself to Live, “when you hear songs like ‘The Ocean’ and ‘Out on the Tiles’ and ‘Kashmir’, and you suddenly find yourself feeling like these songs are actively making you into the person you want to be. It does not matter if you’ve heard those songs a hundred times and felt nothing in the past, and it does not matter if you don’t normally like rock ’n’ roll and just happened to overhear it in somebody else’s dorm room. We all still meet at the same vortex: for whatever the reason, there is a point in the male maturation process when the music of Led Zeppelin sounds like the perfect actualisation of the perfectly cool you.”*

For the scurrilous svengali Kim Fowley, who consorted with them in their Hyatt House heyday, Led Zeppelin were both “dangerous” and “spiritual” – and you could not have one without the other. Another way of saying that is to resort to hoary metaphors of light and dark, good and evil. Certainly it’s difficult to talk of Zeppelin and not speak of evil; many of those interviewed for this oral history do just that. And while it’s too easy to identify Robert Plant and John Paul Jones with “the light” and Jimmy Page and John Bonham (and Peter Grant and Richard Cole et al.) with “the dark”, the occult image of Page as a guitar magus steeped in the nefarious teachings of Aleister Crowley remains central to Zeppelin’s appeal to adolescents as they strive to create identities for themselves in a world that never recovered from the failure of America’s hippie dream.

“Led Zeppelin always drew a difficult element,” reflected the late Bill Graham, the pugnacious San Francisco promoter who became their inadvertent nemesis in Oakland. “A lot of male aggression came along with their shows. This was during the warp of the Seventies, which was a very strange era. It was anarchy without a cause.”†

“By 1975, ZoSo was painted or carved on every static thing rocker kids could find,” wrote the sociologist Dr Donna Gaines. “It had become a unifying symbol for America’s suburban adolescents. The children of ZoSo are Zep’s legacy. Mostly white males, nonaffluent American kids mixing up the old-school prole(tariat) values of their parents, mass culture, pagan yearnings and Sixties hedonism.”‡

Yet the resonance of Zeppelin’s music goes way beyond acned initiation rites, otherwise we’d be talking about them today as we talk about (or don’t talk about) Kiss or Peter Frampton or Grand Funk Railroad. The reason my biker in Twentynine Palms is blasting “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You” from his roadhog bins after all those years is because Led Zeppelin still speak to him of danger and spirituality, darkness and light, power and beauty; because their albums – at least, up to and including 1975’s Physical Graffiti – still sound so mighty and so sensual. Because they locked together tighter than any other rock unit in history. Because Jimmy Page wrote the most crunchingly powerful riffs ever fashioned by an electric guitarist. Because encoded within their metal blitzkrieg lies a deep funk that gives even James Brown a run for his money. Because their beauteous acoustic music is as sublime as their amplified anthems. Because live – as the countless Zep bootlegs attest – they took “How Many More Times”, “Dazed and Confused”, “No Quarter” and “In My Time  of Dying” into new dimensions of giddy improvisation. Because John Bonham did things on his drum kit that confound the ear to this day. Because – even when his lyrics smacked of ethereal piffle – Robert Plant possessed the most frighteningly exciting hard-rock voice ever captured on tape, a blood-curdling fusion of Janis Joplin and Family’s Roger Chapman.

Also because of the dizzying diversity of styles and moods the band mastered: Dense Chicago Blues (“You Shook Me”, “I Can’t Quit You, Baby”, “The Lemon Song”, “The Girl I Love She Got Long Black Wavy Hair”); Metallic Funk (“Whole Lotta Love”, “Bring It On Home”, “Immigrant Song”, “The Ocean”, “Custard Pie”, “The Wanton Song”, “Nobody’s Fault But Mine”, “For Your Life”); Kinetic Folk-Rock (“Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You”, “Ramble On”, “Gallows Pole”, “The Battle of Evermore”, “Over the Hills and Far Away”, “Poor Tom”); Hyper-Prog Bombast (“The Song Remains the Same”, “No Quarter”, “In the Light”, “Ten Years Gone”, “Achilles’ Last Stand”, “Carouselambra”); Unplugged Pastoral (“That’s the Way”, “Bron-yr-Aur”, “Going to California”, “Black Country Woman”, the first half of “Stairway to Heaven”); Headbanger Raunch (“Heartbreaker”, “Sick Again”); Trebly Big Star Swagger (“Dancing Days”, “Houses of the Holy”); Swampy Delta Dread (“Hats off to Harper”, “Black Dog”, “When the Levee Breaks”, “In My Time of Dying”); Motor City Protopunk (“Communication Breakdown”); Eerie Orientalism (“Friends”, “Four Sticks”, “Kashmir”); Searing Blues Balladry (“Since I”ve Been Loving You”, “Tea for One”) and Retro Rock ’n’ Roll (“Rock ’n’ Roll”, “Boogie with Stu”, the numerous live covers of Elvis, Eddie Cochran et al.) … almost all of which I’d put up there with the best of Elvis/Dylan/Beatles/Stones/Hendrix/Young/Nirvana/Radiohead and any other rock act from the last half-century.

Oh, and because all those dumb rock critics just didn’t get it.

“It’s remarkable that we kept it going for as many records as we did,” Plant told Steven Rosen in 1986. “Really, there wasn’t one record that had anything to do with the one before it. And that’s a great credit when there are so many artists who will unconsciously rest on their laurels and say, ‘This is it, this is the way it must be.’ Complacent? No.”§

Beyond this is the mythology itself; the shaping of Zeppelin by not just its members but by Grant and Cole and Atlantic Records and lawyer Steve Weiss and agent Frank Barsalona and all the underage groupies and grizzled roadies who served the band. Many of these people finally get to have their say in Trampled Under Foot. All contribute to a narrative – a rise-and-fall-and-resurrection – the scale of which we will never experience again in our lifetimes.

“As the years go on, it’s become a little easier to talk about this group,” says Sam Aizer, who worked for Zeppelin’s Swan Song label in New York. “For a long time they had such a hold on the people they worked with that no one ever wanted to say anything. It was almost like a secret society.”


*



“THOSE WERE THE DAYS,” Robert Plant says with a big wry smile, “but these are the days …”

I am standing backstage at the Anselmo Valencia Amphitheater in Tucson, Arizona, when the lion-maned, tennis-muscled front man of the Band of Joy (Mk 4 or 5, take your pick) beckons me over to join the gaggle of friends that invariably surrounds him after shows.

Plant knows why I am here: he knows I have not flown from LA to Tucson simply to see him perform with Buddy Miller, Patty Griffin – soon to become the latest of his many inamoratas – and the other Nashville-based players who helped him make Band of Joy, follow-up to the three-million-shifting Raising Sand.

“How on earth did you find John Crutchley?!” Robert says  in the semi-gentrified Black Country tones that have barely changed since he did his first interviews as the nineteen-year-old front man of Jimmy Page’s new band in 1968. Crutchley, one of the sweetest people on God’s earth, played guitar in Listen, the mod-era R&B band that provided Plant with his first recording opportunity. Like many from Robert’s past, he remains in touch with his former band mate and still talks of him as if he were just another chum from the old Black Country days.

Plant may publicly disparage retromania – specifically the unending classic-rock fixation with Zeppelin stories and tropes – but secretly he’s as nostalgic as the next man. Holding court on his tour bus and then in Tucson’s venerable Mission-style Arizona Inn, he is screamingly funny about the Black Country customs that have brought him so much joy throughout his sixty-three years. (As he remarked to me in Birmingham in 2003, “the whole deal was that I didn’t go to LA or Virginia Water or wherever it might be …”)

Regaling the assembled company – which includes Miller, Griffin, his Welsh PA Nicola Powell and former Ensign Records boss Nigel Grainge – with descriptions of the old Bull and Bladder in Brierley Hill, a pub “where the women played darts with six-inch nails”, he has us all convulsed with laughter. And the more we howl, the more he warms to his themes, telling tales of John Bonham that sorely tempt me to reach inside my shoulder bag and surreptitiously press the “on” button of my Olympus digital recorder.

“Bonzo and I used to called John Paul ‘Stanley’,” he informs us at one point. “Of course, he didn’t think it was funny, because Capricorns don’t have any sense of humour.” The line is spoken like the true Leo that Plant is – and like a man who knows full well that there were two Capricorns in Led Zeppelin.

After interspersing two hours of Zep-related tales – one about the fundamentalist Christian owner of a Texas ranch where the band had decided to entertain the infamous “Butter Queen” and her attendant groupies in the swimming pool; another about driving up Pacific Coast Highway at fifteen miles per hour, so wired on cocaine he thought he was doing seventy and wondered why he was being overtaken by blue-rinse septuagenarians – with discursions on everything from Joe Meek B-sides to Edward the First’s imposition of English rule on Wales in the thirteenth century, Plant decides to hit the hay.

“Night night,” he says as he grasps my hand with a leonine paw. “See you in the Bull and Bladder!”


*



I CATCH SIGHT of Led Zeppelin’s other Capricorn across the crowded launch party for his friend Gary Kemp’s autobiography in London. By one of those odd but meaningless coincidences, I have this very afternoon finished a proposal for a new book about Jimmy Page’s old band and can’t resist telling him as much. He is friendly enough, twinkly smiles lighting up his flat, almost oriental face. The undyed hair is so much better than the shoe-polish look he was sporting when I interviewed him in Covent Garden six years ago. I seize the moment and ask if he is himself currently contemplating any kind of autobiography. Might he be interested in collaborating on such a book?

I know enough about Page to realise it’s a non-starter, but he surprises me by extracting an ancient Nokia phone from his pocket and taking my number. He surprises me even more by calling the next day and summoning me to the Tower House, his fantastical residence in Holland Park.

For any Zeppelin fan out there thinking, “This story cannot have a happy ending,” prepare not to be disappointed. A few weeks later, after a rambling and inconclusive conversation with Page in the nondescript antechamber that sits above the Tower House’s garage-cum-granny-flat, his friend the photographer Ross Halfin tells me in a faintly sneering voice, “You ain’t got a hope in hell of doing a book with Jimmy. And if you’re wondering why he agreed to meet with you, it was for one reason only: to get all the information he could possibly get out of you.”

Was I crestfallen by Halfin’s candour? No. Brusque though Ross is, he wasn’t trying to be unkind. Would it have been worth ghosting Page’s memoirs? Almost certainly not: Halfin himself told me that when he helped with captions for the guitarist’s limited-edition coffee-table book of photographs (which Page had failed to even to mention to me), its subject snapped at him when asked for the time and place of one particular image. Apparently his exact words were: “Why do you need to know?”

“Pagey liked the idea of being considered a man of mystery,” Robert Plant told Mat Snow in 1985. “He really should have been a San Francisco version of Simon Templar, hiding in shadows and peeping round corners. He got some kind of enjoyment out of people having the wrong impression of him. He’s a very meek guy, shy to the point where sometimes it’s uncomfortable. But he let it all go on; and it’s his choice whether it all continues. It’s not up to me to start saying the guy plays cricket.”¶

The many who have fallen foul of Page over the years – usually through mildly paranoid misunderstandings – will be unsurprised to learn that subsequent mention of my name propelled him into minor furies, reportedly because he believed I was telling prospective interviewees that he had given my book his blessing, something that would have been as stupid as it was dishonest.

I never heard from Jimmy again, and so set out on the trail of the truth about Led Zeppelin, once described by the late Ahmet Ertegun – their great champion and mentor at Atlantic Records – as “the biggest unknown group in the world”. I was determined to get away from glorifying tales of mudsharks and Riot House mayhem (though you will find plenty of hair-raising stories in these pages). I was more interested in the context from which Zeppelin sprang, and in the apparatus around them: the  “power” they wielded and how it synced with the might of the music they made. As Erik Davis wrote in his erudite 331⁄3 study of their untitled fourth album, “the enjoyment that Led Zeppelin has given to many of us is partly a function of our fantasies about their own engorged enjoyment of the world”.||


[image: ]
“Rock on and thanks …” The fourth Zeppelin album, signed by Page on 17 April 2003





To that extent, Trampled Under Foot is as much about Peter Grant, Richard Cole and others as it is about Zeppelin themselves. The more one learns about the band, the more symbiotic the relationship between Zep and their henchmen becomes. Is it conceivable that Grant himself was the giant inflatable airship that gave the group its name? His own personal tragedy of intimidation, greed and self-destruction – part Falstaff, part Charles Foster Kane – closely parallels the triumph and tragedy of Zeppelin itself, a morality tale that starts with thrilling promise, climaxes with intoxicating splendour, and declines into pitiful addiction and violence.

 It’s an old story, you might say, but one rarely told on such a scale of success or excess. For the better part of a decade, Led Zeppelin was the greatest group on the planet, greater than the Stones or anyone else, eclipsing records set by Elvis and the Beatles. Artistically and financially, they were the apex of the genus Hard Rock in all its – to use Page’s preferred term – “light and shade”.

Light and shade, good and evil: with Zeppelin it all seems to circle back to that central dialectic. How did something born of such potent kismet in a basement rehearsal room in Soho turn into something so colossally callous – not to mention Spinal-Tapesque?

And should it even matter when we have such astonishing music to remember them by?

Barney Hoskyns







* Chuck Klosterman, Killing Yourself to Live: 85% of a True Story (New York: Scribner, 2005), pp. 197–200.




† Bill Graham and Robert Greenfield, Bill Graham Presents: My Life Inside Rock and Out (New York: Doubleday, 1990), p. 399.

‡ Donna Gaines, “The Ascension of Led Zeppelin”, in Rolling Stone: the ’70s (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 1998), pp. 16–17.




§ Steven Rosen, Guitar World, July 1986.




¶ Mat Snow, New Musical Express, 8 June 1985.




|| Erik Davis, Led Zeppelin: [image: ] (New York: Continuum Books), p. 152
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Voices from the shadows


 



Justin Adams World-music-steeped guitarist and Plant’s principal Nineties side man

Sam Aizer Worked at Swan Song’s New York office, mainly with Bad Company

Steve Albini Produced the 1998 Page and Plant album Walking into Clarksdale

Keith Altham Interviewed Jimmy Page, the Yardbirds and Led Zeppelin for NME, Record Mirror and other publications

Kenneth Anger Black-Arts-dabbling director of Lucifer Rising, for which Jimmy Page supposedly failed to complete a soundtrack

Mike Appleton Producer of BBC2’s Old Grey Whistle Test and mate of Zeppelin’s

Dick Asher Epic Records chief in late Sixties, snubbed by Page and Peter Grant in favour of Atlantic

Jane Ayer Publicist at Atlantic Records’ LA office and Zeppelin confidante

Long John Baldry Singer with Blues Incorporated and other Sixties R&B groups in London

Frank Barsalona Founder of the Premier Talent booking agency, which represented Zeppelin until 1972; once described by Ahmet Ertegun as “the most powerful man in the record industry”

June Harris Barsalona Former US correspondent of New Musical Express and wife of Frank Barsalona

Peter Barsotti Worked for promoter Bill Graham at the time of the Oakland incident in 1977

David Bates A&R man for Robert Plant and for Page and Plant’s No Quarter album

Jeff Beck Childhood acquaintance of Jimmy Page’s and guitarist in the Yardbirds; client of Peter Grant’s

Maggie Bell Managed by Peter Grant as the singer in Stone the Crows; signed to Zeppelin’s Swan Song label

John “JB” Bettie With his brother Paul (“PB”), worked at Horselunges in Peter Grant’s twilight years

Bev Bevan Drummer in the Move and the Electric Light Orchestra and friend of John Bonham’s

Ed Bicknell Manager of Dire Straits and friend of Peter Grant’s

Rodney Bingenheimer LA scenester, DJ, and owner in the Seventies of the English Disco club on Sunset Boulevard

Chris Blackwell Founder of Island Records, who nearly signed Zeppelin

Robbie Blunt Black Country guitarist and Robert Plant side man in the Eighties; former member of Silverhead and Bronco

Bill Bonham Organist in Robert Plant’s pre-Zeppelin band Obs-Tweedle

Debbie Bonham R&B singer and John Bonham’s younger sister

Jason Bonham John Bonham’s son; drummer with reunited Zeppelin at the O2 show and the Atlantic 40th Anniversary show

John Bonham Led Zeppelin’s drummer; died in 1980

Mick Bonham John Bonham’s younger brother; died in 2000

Caroline Boucher Disc and Music Echo writer; interviewed Zeppelin several times

Loraine Alterman Boyle As Loraine Alterman, toured with and interviewed Zeppelin several times for Melody Maker and other publications

Rusty Brutsche Co-founder with Jack Calmes of Showco sound and lighting in Dallas; worked with Zeppelin 1971–80

Bebe Buell Celebrated rock consort; girlfriend of Jimmy Page’s for a brief period in the mid-Seventies

Trevor Burton Original rhythm guitarist in Birmingham band the Move

Alan Callan Ran UK office of Swan Song Records, 1977–9

Jack Calmes Co-founder and head of Showco sound and lighting company in Dallas; worked with Zeppelin on all their Seventies tours

Julie Carlo Wife of Phil Carlo

Phil Carlo Roadie for Bad Company, tour manager on the last Zeppelin tour, and Page’s right-hand man for most of the Eighties

Gary Carnes Showco lighting director on 1977 tour

Roy Carr Interviewed Zeppelin several times for NME, friend of John Bonham’s

Phil Carson Head of Atlantic Records UK and close confidant of Zeppelin’s

Clem Cattini Leading drummer on London session scene of the Sixties, played regularly with Page and Jones

Chris Charlesworth Journalist – and sometime New York correspondent – who interviewed Led Zeppelin several times for Melody Maker

Nicky Chinn Co-writer with Mike Chapman of countless glam-rock hits (by Sweet, Suzi Quatro and Mud) for Mickie Most’s RAK label

Robert Christgau Music editor of the Village Voice, 1974–2006

Peter Clifton Film Director who completed The Song Remains the Same and shot all the band’s fantasy sequences

Bill Cole Bass player in skiffle and R&B era

Marilyn Cole First wife of Zeppelin tour manager Richard Cole

Richard Cole Zeppelin’s tour manager 1968–79

Phil Collins Drummer with Genesis, played with Robert Plant in the early Eighties and performed with Led Zeppelin at Live Aid

John Combe Author of Kidderminster rock history Get Your Kicks on the A456

Gyl Corrigan-Devlin Zeppelin friend who travelled on the 1973 tour

Clive Coulson Zeppelin roadie who became Bad Company’s tour manager; died in 2006

Cameron Crowe Interviewed Zeppelin for the LA Times and Rolling Stone before becoming a film director; based scenes in Almost Famous on his Zeppelin experiences

John Crutchley Guitarist with Plant’s pre-Zeppelin band Listen

Bill Curbishley Manager of the Who and later of Jimmy Page and Robert Plant

David Dalton Biographer of Janis Joplin and co-writer of autobiographies by Marianne Faithfull, Steven Tyler and others

Ray Davies Leader of the Kinks, on some of whose early Pye sides Page played

Malcolm Dent Caretaker of Boleskine House, the sometime Aleister Crowley residence in Scotland bought by Page in 1970
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 Bob Emmer Publicity director, Atlantic’s West Coast office

Ahmet Ertegun Co-founder of Atlantic Records; mentor and inspiration to Zeppelin

Marianne Faithfull Immediate Records singer, covered songs written by Page and Jackie DeShannon

BP Fallon UK press officer for Zeppelin, 1972–6
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Vanessa Gilbert LA scenester and Zeppelin friend on the 1973 US tour

Danny Goldberg US press officer for Zeppelin and president of Swan Song in New York

Harvey Goldsmith Promoter of Zeppelin’s O2 show in 2007

Lord John Gould West Sussex vintage car enthusiast who befriended Peter Grant in the last years of his life
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Bobby Graham Session drummer in London in the Sixties

Gloria Grant Wife of Peter Grant

Helen Grant Daughter of Peter Grant
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Warren Grant Son of Peter Grant

Jerry Greenberg General Manager of Atlantic Records, 1969–80
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Bill Harry Zeppelin’s first UK press officer
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Dave Hill Guitarist in the ’N-Betweens and Slade

Mick Hinton Bonham’s roadie-cum-dogsbody; died in 2007

Abe Hoch Ran Swan Song’s UK office, 1975–7

Glenn Hughes Black Country singer and bassist with Trapeze, Deep Purple and (with Jason Bonham) Black Country Communion

Chris Huston Owner of Mystic Sound studios in LA

Elizabeth “Betty” Iannaci Receptionist and Zeppelin point-person in Atlantic’s West Coast office, 1975–7

Tony Iommi Black Sabbath guitarist and close friend of John Bonham’s

Anni Ivil Press officer at Atlantic UK office, late Sixties–early Seventies

Catherine James Hollywood groupie, an early squeeze of Page’s

Andy Johns Younger brother of Glyn; engineer on Led Zeppelin II, III and the untitled fourth album

Glyn Johns Engineer/producer on early Page and Jones  sessions; engineer on Led Zeppelin

Phil Johnstone Keyboard player and Plant collaborator on Now and Zen, Manic Nirvana and Fate of Nations

John Paul Jones Bassist and keyboard player with Led Zeppelin

Reg Jones Singer and guitarist with Bonham’s pre-Zeppelin band A Way of Life

John Kalodner Eighties A&R kingpin who signed Coverdale᛫Page to Geffen Records

Shelley Kaye Assistant to Steve Weiss in US office of Swan Song

Nick Kent Legendary NME journalist, interviewed Led Zeppelin and the solo Page on several occasions

Desiree Kirke Ex-wife of Bad Company drummer Simon Kirke and close friend of Led Zeppelin

Simon Kirke Drummer with Free and Bad Company

Alexis Korner Sang and recorded with Plant in 1967, shortly before the latter joined Obs-Tweedle

Eddie Kramer Engineer on Houses of the Holy, most of Led Zeppelin II, and some of Physical Graffiti

Alison Krauss Plant’s partner on 2007’s Grammy-scooping and multimillion-selling Raising Sand

Harvey Kubernik LA correspondent for Melody Maker in the Seventies; author of Canyon of Dreams

Denny Laine Singer with Birmingham’s Moody Blues, friend of Bonham’s

Don Law Boston rock promoter

Benji LeFevre Zeppelin’s vocal technician 1973–80; Plant’s right-hand man 1975–86

Dave Lewis Founder and editor of Zeppelin fanzine Tight But Loose; travelled on the 1980 tour

Harvey Lisberg Manager of Herman’s Hermits and Sixties associate of Mickie Most’s and Peter Grant’s

Paul Lockey Bassist in Plant’s pre-Zep Band of Joy

Mark London Co-manager with Peter Grant of Stone the Crows and Maggie Bell

Lulu Close friend of John and Pat Bonham’s

John Lydon Former lead singer with Sex Pistols

Unity MacLean Managed Swan Song’s London office, 1976–80
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Steve Marriott Lead singer and guitarist in the Small Faces; later formed Humble Pie

Joe Massot Original director of The Song Remains the Same; died in 2002

Lori “Lightning” Mattix Teenage groupie who became Page’s main LA squeeze in 1973–4
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Mario Medious Atlantic Records promotion man, 1965–72
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John Mendelsohn Reviewed the first two Zeppelin albums for Rolling Stone
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Mickie Most Producer of the Animals and Herman’s Hermits; partner with Peter Grant in RAK Records and Management; died 2003

Don Murfet Head of security for Zeppelin in the late Seventies; died in 2005

Charles Shaar Murray Famed journalist and blues writer who interviewed Zeppelin for NME and other publications

Laurence Myers Accountant who partnered Mickie Most and Peter Grant in RAK Records and Management in the mid-Sixties

Howard Mylett Author of Led Zeppelin (1976) and renowned Zeppelin collector and expert; died in 2011

Simon Napier-Bell Second manager of the Yardbirds

Ron Nevison Engineer on Headley Grange sessions for Physical Graffiti

Dave Northover Nominally John Paul Jones’s assistant on Zeppelin’s 1975 and 1977 US tours

Jeff Ocheltree Drum tech who advised and assisted Bonham on 1977 US tour

John Ogden op music writer on the Birmingham Express and Star newspaper from the early Sixties to the Nineties

Andrew Loog Oldham Manager of the Rolling Stones and founder of Immediate Records; hired Page and Jones to play on sessions

Jimmy Page Led Zeppelin’s founder and guitarist

Dave Pegg Bass player with Fairport Convention; played bass in Bonham’s pre-Zep band A Way of Life; close friend of the Zeppelin drummer’s

Robert Plant Led Zeppelin’s lead singer and lyricist

Mac Poole Midlands drummer; replaced Bonham in A Way of Life

Iggy Pop Lead singer of the Stooges; habitué of Rodney Bingenheimer’s English Disco club

Aubrey “Po” Powell Co-founder of Hipgnosis Design, created sleeves for all Zeppelin albums from Houses of the Holy to In Through the Out Door

Guy Pratt assist in Coverdale·Page; played on Olympic version of “Whole Lotta Love”

Perry Press Estate agent to the stars; found homes for Led Zeppelin and Peter Grant

Domenic Priore LA music historian, author of Riot on Sunset Strip

Hossam Ramzy Egyptian arranger on No Quarter: Page and Plant Unledded album and tour

Terry Reid Singer originally considered for Zeppelin before Plant; managed by Mickie Most

Barry Jay Reiss Attorney, worked with Zeppelin’s US lawyer Steve Weiss before and during the Swan Song era

John Renbourn Folk guitarist on Kingston/Richmond circuit and founder member of Pentangle

Keith Richards Guitarist and co-leader of the Rolling Stones

Richard Riegel Rock critic and contributor to Creem

Jake Riviera Managed Dave Edmunds and signed him to Swan Song

Willie Robertson Provided insurance cover to Zeppelin and numerous other rock bands; died in 2011

Lisa Robinson New York rock writer, interviewed Zeppelin for Disc, NME and Creem

Paul Rodgers Lead singer of Free, Bad Company and the Firm

Steven Rosen Interviewed Page and Jones for Guitar Player; travelled on the Zeppelin plane on the 1977 US tour

Cynthia Sach Worked in Swan Song’s UK office, 1977–81

Janine Safer Whitney As Janine Safer, worked closely with Zeppelin and other Swan Song acts in the label’s New York office; main press liaison officer on 1977 US tour

Edward St Aubyn Author of Mother’s Milk and other acclaimed novels

Ellen Sander Travelled with Zeppelin in 1969 and published her account of the experience in the 1973 book Trips

Rat Scabies Drummer with the Damned, whom Zeppelin came to see at London’s Roxy, 1977; auditioned for the Firm, 1984

Dave Schulps Writer for Trouser Press magazine

Tony Secunda Manager of Birmingham bands the Move and the Moody Blues; died in 1995

Harry Shapiro Biographer of Alexis Korner
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Paul Simonon Bassist with the Clash
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Barnaby Snow Director of TV documentary about the Black Country
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Don Snowden Author of Willie Dixon biography I Am the Blues (1995)
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Rod Stewart Singer in the Jeff Beck Group, managed by Peter Grant and road-managed by Richard Cole
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Big Jim Sullivan Leading session guitarist on the Sixties London studio scene and mentor to “Little” Jimmy Page

Ray Thomas Flautist and singer with the Moody Blues

Brad Tolinski Editor-in-Chief of Guitar World 

Dan Treacy Singer and guitarist with the Television Personalities; worked in Swan Song’s UK office in 1977–8

Steven Tyler Lead singer of Aerosmith; tried out as Plant’s replacement in London after the O2 show in 2007

Jaan Uhelszki Interviewed Zeppelin for Creem; travelled with band on 1975 and 1977 US tours

Steve Van Zandt Guitarist in Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band; inducted Frank Barsalona into the Rock ’n’ Roll Hall of Fame in 2005

Charlie Watts Drummer with the Rolling Stones

Jon Wealleans Architect who drew up plans for Page’s Equinox bookshop in Kensington

Steve Weiss New York entertainment lawyer who negotiated Zeppelin’s Atlantic deal and subsequently took care of all Swan Song legal affairs; died in 2008

Chris Welch Melody Maker staffer who interviewed Zeppelin several times in the Seventies, and Page and Plant in the subsequent decade

Morgana Welch LA groupie, Zeppelin friend, and author of The Hollywood Diaries

Jerry Wexler Atlantic Records producer and executive; signed Led Zeppelin in 1968; died in 2008

Jack White White Stripes singer, writer and guitarist, influenced by Zeppelin and co-star with Page and U2’s the Edge in 2009 documentary It Might Get Loud

David Williams Boyhood friend – and fellow blues and rock ’n’ roll fanatic – of Page’s in Epsom

Richard Williams Melody Maker writer and editor; interviewed Plant in the early Seventies

Roy Williams Black Country veteran and live engineer for Robert Plant

Sally Williams Ex-girlfriend of Bonham roadie Mick Hinton

Michael Winner Director of Death Wish II, for which Page supplied the soundtrack music

 Joe “Jammer” Wright Chicago blues guitarist and Zeppelin roadie; later played with Maggie Bell

Bill Wyman Bass guitarist with the Rolling Stones












 


What did Led Zeppelin prove? That great music is always the best excuse for bad behaviour …

KIM FOWLEY















PART ONE

All Shook Up
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Muddy Waters EP, Pye Records, 1962



















Preface




BEFORE THERE was Led Zeppelin there was a plethora of pre-Zeppelin bands, only one of which could be said in any meaningful sense to have made it. That was the Yardbirds, a blues boot camp for three legendary axe men who came out of the so-dubbed “Surrey Delta” south-west of London: Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck, and Jimmy Page, the latter pair overlapping in the line-up for a few electrifying months between 1966 and 1967.

Page (born in Heston, Middlesex, on 9 January 1944) had served an earlier apprenticeship in the rock ’n’ rolling Redcaps, and in Neil Christian and the Crusaders. Then this slight, shy only child from sedate Epsom wearied of the road and set himself up as the most in-demand guitarist on the London session scene. He played on hundreds of early Sixties singles – hits and misses alike – by the Kinks, Lulu, Them and Val Doonican (not forgetting the Primitives, the First Gear, the Lancastrians and Les Fleurs de Lys) before sussing out that the twilight life of a guitar-toting gunslinger-for-hire was sapping his soul.

Coming to a similar conclusion was fellow gunslinger John Paul Jones (born in Sidcup, Kent, on 3 January 1946), who’d gone by the rather less sexy name of “John Baldwin” before Rolling Stones manager Andrew Loog Oldham affixed the new monicker to him. If Page was the hottest six-string player in town, Jones was the lad you hired when you required a fat, Staxy bass line to underpin your pop productions. It didn’t hurt that the guy was a virtuoso keyboard player and deft string arranger into the bargain. Between 1963 and 1966, Jones and Page frequently played together on sessions at Decca, Regent Sound and Olympic studios.

Meanwhile in the West Midlands – the smoke-belching “Black Country” that was England’s industrial heartland – a very different pair of chancers were plying their trade together, not on sessions but in a raw blues band called the Crawling King Snakes. Robert Plant (born in West Bromwich, Staffordshire, on 20 August 1948) was cut from the same blue-eyed-soul cloth that produced local hero Stevie Winwood; John Bonham (born in Redditch, Worcestershire, on 31 May 1948) was the roughest, toughest, and certainly the loudest drummer on the “Ma Regan” circuit that dominated the satellite towns around Birmingham.

Come summer 1968, while Jones was still arranging Donovan tracks for producer Mickie Most, Jimmy Page was co-fronting the Yardbirds on a last go-round of America’s new hippie ballrooms. Plant and “Bonzo”, on the other hand, were slogging their way round the UK in the psychedelicised Band of Joy, Plant combining the distant spirit of his new Haight-Ashbury heroes with the hard rock ’n’ soul of his principal vocal influences Winwood and Steve Marriott.

Cue manager Peter Grant, man–mountain facilitator of Page’s musical dreams and the catalyst for bringing these four young men under one umbrella. From the ashes of the Yardbirds rose a phoenix of a supergroup. The “New” Yardbirds were stitched together as a London–Birmingham amalgam and lo, Led Zeppelin was born.












1 Surbigloom blues




They come from quiet towns and near suburbs, terraced houses thrown up in the aftermath of German bombs. Places you don’t see until you leave them, and why would you want to leave them, the same roses on the same trellises?

ZACHARY LAZAR, SWAY (2008) 




ALAN CALLAN (Swan Song Records, 1977–9) In 1977 I was at the Plaza Hotel in New York with Jimmy Page, and we were going out somewhere. It was absolutely pissing down as we walked out through the side door of the hotel to where the limo was waiting.

   As the doorman takes us to the car, a woman standing in the doorway in a fur coat says, “What do I have to do to get some attention here? Look at these two with their jeans and long hair – how come they get a car immediately?”

   The doorman says, “Well, ma’am, it’s like this: the first guy there, he’s been practising what he’s good at since he was six years old. If you went home and did the same, you’d probably get a limo when it rained.”

JIMMY PAGE I remember going on to the playing fields one day and seeing this great throng crowded around this figure playing guitar and singing some skiffle song of the time, and I wondered how he did it. He showed me how to tune it, and it went on from there: going to guitar shops, hanging around watching what people were doing, until in the end it was going the other way, and people were watching you.

ROY HARPER (friend of Page and Plant) Skiffle was derived from both southern-country and northern-urban blues. We  didn’t really discriminate, though I have to say I thought the more authentic brand was the southern-country blues. Any self-respecting eleven-to-fourteen-year-old with an ear was doing the same thing in the mid-Fifties.

KEITH ALTHAM (reporter for New Musical Express in the Sixties and early Seventies) What spun out from Elvis was skiffle, which had at its heart folk and Leadbelly and Big Bill Broonzy, so the links started to point towards blues. When you went and bought your Lonnie Donegan album, you saw “New words and music by L. Donegan”, but the song was actually attributed to Leadbelly or Broonzy. So you went in search of those names.

CHRIS WELCH (reporter for Melody Maker from 1964 to the mid-Eighties) Hearing Lonnie Donegan’s “Rock Island Line” on the radio was such a shock. We’d never heard anything as ethnic or authentic. That was our introduction to American folk and blues, if you like. It was very much a school craze. We might once have collected stamps and now we were out collecting blues records. My friend Mike bought a 10-inch Leadbelly LP and we’d sit listening to that for hours. Then we set about copying it and forming a skiffle group.

CHRIS DREJA (rhythm and bass guitarist in the Yardbirds) Jimmy Page was involved in skiffle because it was accessible. It was cheap. It was something you could do at a school concert.

JIMMY PAGE It was a process of accessing what was going on in skiffle and then, bit by bit, your tastes changed and matured as you accessed more. There was the blues, there was Leadbelly material in Donegan, but we weren’t at all aware of it in those days. Then it came to the point where Elvis was coming through, and he was making no secret of the fact that he was singing stuff by Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup and Sleepy John Estes.

KEITH ALTHAM Someone knew Jimmy’s mother and knew that he was in a skiffle group that was appearing at the Tolworth Co-op Hall. So I went along to watch them with a couple of mates from school and on comes this kid, about three foot nothing, with a guitar about four foot, and proceeds to play the arse off it. It was extraordinary, a twelve-year-old. There I am at sixteen struggling with four chords. And that was it, as far as I was concerned: “If some twelve-year-old punk can play guitar like that, I may as well give up.”

CHRIS DREJA I grew up in Surbiton, which one wag nicknamed “Surbigloom”. Life was all about the unbelievable driving banality of the suburbs for anybody who had an ounce of energy and intelligence. It’s amazing that Eric Clapton came from Ripley – under daunted circumstances, according to him – but he still frequented all the places I did.

KEITH ALTHAM Epsom was a quiet suburban racing town. The only time it was really buzzing was Derby Day. Lester Bowden’s was the big store where everyone bought their county clothes.

JIMMY PAGE It was still those sombre post-war days of rationing in Epsom. Then this explosion came through your radio speaker when you were eleven or twelve. There were some good programmes on TV, too, like Oh! Boy with Cliff Richard and Tony Sheridan. But Lonnie Donegan was the first person who was really giving it some passion that we related to.

GLYN JOHNS (engineer on first Zeppelin album) Jimmy lived at one end of Epsom and I lived at the other. The first time I ever met him was at the youth club at St Martin’s parish church. We had a talent competition. He was probably about twelve or thirteen. I’ll never forget, he sat on the edge of the stage with his legs hanging over, playing acoustic guitar. And I thought he was fantastic then. Maybe there was something in the water, I don’t know. It was strange, the three best British rock guitarists – Clapton, Beck and Page – all coming out of this one little area.

CHRIS DREJA How ridiculous that white blues developed in this genteel area of southern England. What is a howlin’ wolf when you live in Surbiton?

AHMET ERTEGUN (co-founder of Atlantic Records, Zeppelin’s label) When I used to go to Keith Richards’s house, that’s all you’d hear all day long, the blues. Go to Eric Clapton’s house, all you hear is the blues. It was a much more conscious effort to digest that music than Americans seem to have made, because Americans took it for granted and figured, “Well, the blues is here, it’s part of our country.”

ELIZABETH “BETTY” IANNACI (worked in Atlantic’s West Coast office, 1975–7) I never heard “race music”, I never got those 45s. I heard Bo Diddley through the Rolling Stones. These boys got those records from the underground black market in England, and that was how I experienced blues first – through the Stones, through Alexis Korner, through Led Zeppelin.

MARILYN COLE (first wife of Zeppelin tour manager Richard Cole) Jimmy and his mother Pat were very close. Richard always said she had influenced him greatly.

DAVID WILLIAMS (boyhood friend of Page’s) I am certain that Jim’s mother was the initial driving force behind his musical progression. She was a petite, dark-haired woman with a strong personality, a glint in her eye and wicked sense of humour.

NICK KENT (New Musical Express journalist in Seventies and Eighties) Jimmy was very, very middle-class. When everyone else would say “Fuck!”, he would say “Gosh!” It was the same with me: we both wanted to be wild and dangerous, but we didn’t want our parents to know. Whereas working-class guys don’t give a shit what their parents think.

DAVID WILLIAMS That small front room at Jim’s house became the centre of our world. Jim must have had equally tolerant neighbours, for we did make a racket in that tiny space. […] We started to buy the Melody Maker … and soon found that there were a few more interesting examples of the new music available than those which made the hit parade and the radio.
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34 Miles Road, Epsom: home to James Patrick Page for almost twenty years (Art Sperl)





CHRIS DREJA I first met Jimmy outside the Tolworth Arcade with a rare goldfish in a plastic bag. He was very sweet. You could relate to him immediately. Eric Clapton was hiding secrets, so he tended to be a bit more of an enigmatic personality, but Jimmy was a very well-adjusted young kid from round our way and had all the right credentials. He adored his mother but wasn’t so fond of his father, as I understood it from various conversations I had.

DAVID WILLIAMS Apart from his brief flirtation with skiffle, Jim had not really reached the stage where he was playing with other musicians, and it was about this time that he made his first  solo appearance on a children’s television talent show called All Your Own. I reckon his mother must have been instrumental in setting it up.

MARILYN COLE Even at thirteen, in that famous TV clip, Jimmy had a determination about him. He talked eloquently to Huw Wheldon. I thought he stood out even then – sure of himself, ambitious.

UNITY MACLEAN (manager of Swan Song’s London office, 1976–80) Jimmy was small and feminine and a little bit of a crybaby from time to time. Very, very creative and very inquisitive. He wanted to explore every sound and every instrument and every nuance of music, largely because he was brought up as an only child and his mother was a bit of a social climber. He was always looking for another high to stimulate his interest, hence the interest in black magic.

JIMMY PAGE My interest in the occult started when I was about fifteen.

GLYN JOHNS I don’t know that Jimmy was ever angelic, though he was always as tight as a duck’s ass. I bet he’s got the first two bob his mum ever gave him.

JIMMY PAGE The record that made me want to play guitar was “Baby, Let’s Play House” by Presley. I just heard two guitars and a bass and thought, “Yeah, that’s it.” I want to be part of this.

MICHAEL DES BARRES (lead singer of Swan Song band Detective) Jimmy is epitomised in that scene in the It Might Get Loud documentary where he’s listening to Link Wray’s “Rumble” and he’s a child and he’s so excited and enthralled by the magic of that record.

JEFF BECK (Eric Clapton’s replacement in the Yardbirds) [My sister] was just getting settled into – where was it? – Epsom Art School, and she came back and said, “There was a bloke at school with a funny-shaped guitar like yours.” I went, “Where is he? Take me to him!” She said, “I’ll fix it up. His name’s Jim, Jimmy Page.” I couldn’t believe that there was another human being in Surrey interested in strange-shaped solid guitars. We came on the bus and [Jimmy] played for us. [He] played “Not Fade Away”. I never forgot it.

JIMMY PAGE It was more like, “Can you play Ricky Nelson’s ‘My Babe’?” And we’d both have a go at trying to play the solo, because that was the key James Burton solo.

JOHN PAUL JONES I was an only child. A spoiled brat. It’s interesting because I was reading something about only children and you have a different view on life. It comes out of a certain insecurity.

    I had a ukulele banjo, a little one, and I had that strung up like a bass. Actually my father, because I was very young, had to sign a guarantee and he said to me, “Don’t bother with a bass guitar. Take up the tenor saxophone. It’ll take two years and the bass guitar will never be heard of again.” But I really wanted a bass guitar.

CHRIS WELCH We were torn between skiffle and rock ’n’ roll. But in our eyes it was all wonderful music that we liked for different reasons. We went to see the famous rock ’n’ roll movies and there was all that excitement.

JOHN PAUL JONES My dad bought a record player and let me go out and buy records by Jerry Lee Lewis and the Everly Brothers, Little Richard, Ray Charles. Ray Charles got me into organs. I listened to a lot of Jimmy Smith in those days, but my dad didn’t like Jimmy Smith: “Nothing to it, just running up and down the keyboard!”

ROY CARR (writer for New Musical Express from the Sixties to the Eighties) It was all matching-tie-and-hanky and Hank Marvin. When Johnny Kidd and the Pirates came along, they offered a different take on it all. In their own way they were quite threatening. 
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Page playing with Red E. Lewis and the Redcaps, 1960. Left to right: John “Jumbo” Spicer, Red E. Lewis, and Little Jim on the Grazioso (Courtesy of David Williams/Music Mentor Books)





CLEM CATTINI (leading drummer on London session scene of the Sixties) It became a sort of turn from skiffle to rock ’n’ roll, basically. I was touring with Johnny Kidd and the Pirates. We used to play this place in Aylesbury and Jimmy was in Neil Christian and the Crusaders, which was the support band. He was only fifteen and he was already a phenomenal player.

JOHN PAUL JONES I remember him having a reputation almost before I turned professional, when he was with Neil Christian and the Crusaders. It was always, “You’ve got to hear this guy.”

JIMMY PAGE This was before the Stones happened, so we were doing Chuck Berry, Gene Vincent, and Bo Diddley things mainly. At the time, public taste was more engineered toward Top Ten records, so it was a bit of a struggle. But there’d always be a small section of the audience into what we were doing.

 CHRIS WELCH We learned about the roots of rock ’n’ roll through people like Chris Barber and Alexis Korner.

KEITH ALTHAM As trad jazz got a bit tired, there were little breakaways by people like Chris Barber, who really was the godfather figure of British blues. And the father was obviously Alexis Korner, who I saw with Cyril Davies at the Thames Hotel in Hampton Court.

BILL WYMAN (bass guitarist with the Rolling Stones) By providing a base first for skiffle and then for the blues, Chris was virtually a founding father of what came next – a British rock scene.

JEFF BECK The thing that shook me was an EP by Muddy Waters […] One of the tracks was “You Shook Me”, which both Led Zeppelin and I ripped off on our first albums.

JIMMY PAGE There were guitarists who could play really well acoustic, but they couldn’t make that transition. It just didn’t work on electric for them. But Muddy managed to come up with this style that really crystallised his whole thing. As a kid, as a teenager listening to that music, I was really just shaken to the core by it.

GLYN JOHNS I had a band I managed called the Presidents, and the bass player Colin Goulding knew Jimmy. Colin and I were in a coffee shop on Cheam High Street and Ian Stewart went by on his bicycle. Colin said, “See that guy there? He’s got the most amazing collection of blues records.” So I sought Ian out. He told me he was putting this band together with a guy called Brian Jones.

JEFF BECK Stu was definitely the cornerstone of that Surrey–Richmond thing. He was Mr Blues. He made you feel guilty about liking any other kind of music.

GLYN JOHNS When I heard the Stones it was like whoopee time. Popular music of the day was pretty banal and pretty naff, so we were all a bit frustrated. I remember this guy up the road played me a Snooks Eaglin record and it was so raw and rough and gutsy. There was nothing prissy about it.

LONG JOHN BALDRY (singer with Blues Incorporated and other Sixties R&B groups in London) We thought of blues as being strictly acoustic music, and Muddy came over to Britain with this electric guitar and a big amplifier, and a lot of people said, “Ooh, sacrilegious, dreadful, dreadful, he’s selling out the blues,” and all that. But Cyril Davies, Alexis Korner and myself looked at this and thought, “Hmm, this is interesting,” and we started trying ourselves.

JOHN RENBOURN (folk guitarist on Kingston scene and founder member of Pentangle) The R&B craze had replaced skiffle, and the best band was considered to be Blues Incorporated.

ALEXIS KORNER (singer-guitarist with Blues Incorporated) Blues Incorporated was basically a reaction against trad. Most of us had been through trad jazz, and for various reasons we wanted to play something that was the complete antithesis of trad jazz, which by then had got very finicky and very kitsch altogether. You couldn’t have found anything more fundamentally opposed to the concept of trad jazz than Muddy Waters.

BILL COLE (bass player in skiffle and R&B era) Alexis had a band [at Studio 51 in Soho] – a sort of mainstay band that included the late Cyril Davies on harmonica, who sadly died of leukaemia very early. But we all liked that stuff, you know – the country blues, the Delta blues, the Chicago electrified blues. We were all listening to that stuff long before the general members of the public. None of us could have foreseen that it would take off in the way that it has done today. I used to sit in with [the Rolling Stones] at the 51 Club. They were the Sunday afternoon group.

BILL WYMAN On 3 March 1963, we played […] an afternoon  session at Studio 51. It was ironic that we were given a great welcome by the ladies, Vi and Pat, who ran this stronghold of New-Orleans-style jazz – whereas the jazz snobs at the Marquee and elsewhere saw us as upstarts who should not be encouraged.

KEITH RICHARDS (guitarist with the Rolling Stones) At this time there was a huge strain between what we were doing and traditional jazz, which basically represented the whole London club scene. All the clubs and pubs were locked up within a few promoters’ hands, and suddenly I guess they felt the chill winter coming in and realised there would be no more “Midnight in Moscow” or “Petite Fleur” for them.

CHRIS DREJA It started to happen because we all had a lot to do with Alexis and Cyril and Blues Incorporated. It was a time when we had the absolutely ridiculous idea that we could play music and form bands. We were looking for venues and the Melody Maker had little ads in the back, and that was another way we used to communicate. You started to get promoters who had places, and then you realised that people were paying and kids were coming to hear blues, much more so than trad jazz. We knew about Alexis because the Stones played the Ealing club, which was a pivotal hole-in-the-ground in 1962.

JIMMY PAGE When I was still at school, the amount of records about was so thin on the ground. One of your pals would be a rock collector, another would be a blues collector. Then this rumour went round on the grapevine that one of the guys had actually found a girl who liked Howlin’ Wolf.

CHRIS DREJA You had to go to this import shop in Streatham. It was a fucking long journey, and in the winter we all got chilblains because it was damp and horrible and the buses were open with no doors. It was a hard blues life!

MARTIN STONE (blues guitarist and friend of Page’s) Dave Kelly’s Swing Shop was a pretty important psycho-geographical  landmark in the blues boom. The south London blues mafia congregated there, and Dave worked behind the counter on Saturdays. It was one of the only places you could buy American blues records. Eric Clapton bought Freddie King Sings there and I later stole it from his girlfriend.

CHRIS DREJA Communication was very difficult. You often saw people on the platform of the station with a record, and then there was the slow grapevine of the arts school system. L’Auberge, the coffee shop in Richmond, was where we all hung out. In Caffè Nero you’ve got twenty million choices, but in those days you had two. And as a down-and-out student or musician you could make that coffee last four hours. All of us – Eric, myself, other players – started to drift there. These were very gentle days. The furthest-out you got were suede shoes.

CHRIS WELCH The original Jazz & Blues Festival in 1961 was how I became aware of all this going on in Richmond. But the crucial year was 1963. I managed to get tickets as a reporter for the Bexleyheath and Welling Observer and we were all watching Acker Bilk when an announcement came over the PA that the Rolling Stones were playing in the
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