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				Rock ’n roll will not go on like this. There will be a day of reckoning. It is no longer enough for a band to offer us only greed, bravado, and blatant insincerity and to call that entertainment. There may be some misguided souls who are prepared to buy it now, but there is no future in it.

				—Jon Landau, “Led Zeppelin: Nothing Was Delivered”

				The Boston Phoenix, September 9, 1970

				Fuck the sixties, we’re going to chart the new decade!

				—Jimmy Page
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				Prologue

			

			Sunday, January 26, 1969

			They had been playing the band throughout the week. Entire sides of the album. FM radio, the underground free-form pipeline, was a godsend. He’d been tuned in to WNEW-FM, New York’s preeminent alternative outlet, when it started: “Dazed and Confused,” “Communication Breakdown,” “You Shook Me,” even “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You,” a Joan Baez number that had been hot-wired and jacked. Scott Muni, the station’s afternoon deejay, couldn’t help himself. He played the grooves off that record. Alison Steele, NEW’s Nightbird, programmed it as though it were on a loop.

			Led Zeppelin.

			The name alone had visceral power. Sure, it was incongruous. A lead zeppelin was the ultimate sick joke, but spelling it “Led” took nerve. It told you everything you needed to know about this band—it was dynamic, irreverent, subversive, extreme—primed to rock ’n roll, not a toady to Top 40 populism. Led Zeppelin wasn’t gonna hold your hand or take your daddy’s T-Bird away. They meant business. This was serious, meaty stuff.

			He loved what he’d heard. All that was left was to see them for himself.

			As luck would have it, his friend Henry Smith was humping Led Zeppelin’s equipment into a club in Boston that weekend. If he could get himself to the gig, Smith had agreed to slip him into the show. But how? He was basically broke. They’d been crashing at his parents’ apartment in Yonkers, where his band, Chain Reaction, had been scratching for work. If he was going to get to Boston, he’d have to hitch.

			Sunday-afternoon traffic was sparse along the I-95 corridor. The weather hadn’t cooperated. An area of low pressure in Oklahoma had been creeping its way eastward, dropping temperatures below the freezing point along the Atlantic coastline. The sky was grim. The forecast predicted a nor’easter would hit Boston later that night or tomorrow morning. With a little luck, he might beat it to the gig.

			A ride . . . then another, as the succession of cars plowed up the interstate, stitching a seam from Stamford to Bridgeport to New Haven to Providence and beyond. The songs in his head carried him through dozens of miles. These days, you couldn’t take a breath without inhaling a killer. “Jumpin’ Jack Flash,” “Dock of the Bay,” “All Along the Watchtower,” “White Room,” “Hey Jude,” “Heard It Through the Grapevine,” “Hurdy Gurdy Man,” “Fire.” You could feast all day on those babies and never go hungry. But Led Zeppelin had thrown him an emotional curve. Their songs hit him deep. There was something dark and sensual about them, something strangely provocative in their nature. They rolled over him, allowing his imagination to run wild.

			Small wonder that they’d erupted via Jimmy Page. He knew all about Page, a guitar virtuoso in the tradition of Clapton, Stills, and Jimmy’s itchy alter ego Jeff Beck, with whom Page had served a brief but stormy stretch in the Yardbirds as that seminal band was coming apart at the seams. There was already a heady mystique about Page. He’d contributed uncredited licks to scores of hit records, not least on sessions with The Who, the Kinks, and Them. But Page had taken Led Zeppelin into another dimension, a province of rock ’n roll that was hard to define. Sometimes it was basic and bluesy, sometimes improvisational, other times a hybrid strain they were calling heavy metal, and all of it seasoned with enough folk, funk, and rockabilly elements to blur the lines. That was a lot to take in for a budding rock ’n roller. Seeing Page and his band would help to put things in perspective.

			It was dark by the time he pulled up at the gig, a club called the Tea Party in a converted Unitarian meeting house–cum–synagogue that stood halfway along a solitary street. A hallucinatory gloom had fallen over the South End of Boston, casting East Berkeley Street in a desolate embrace. This was not the Boston of wealthy Brahmins, of culture and entitlement. “It was a tough neighborhood, a place you didn’t want to hang out at night,” says Don Law, who ran the joint. There was no sign of life in the surrounding tenements, aside from a bodega next door, whose light threw a waxy fluorescence across the pitted sidewalk. In the silhouette it projected, he could make out the outlines of heads, shoulders hunched against the cold, stretching down the street and around the corner. There must have been—what?—a couple hundred people waiting in line to get in. More.

			Where the hell did everyone come from?

			Led Zeppelin was hardly a household name. Until recently, they’d actually been billing themselves as the New Yardbirds. Their debut album had been released only two weeks earlier. Sure, he’d expected the freaks and the diehards, but this turnout was way off the chart. Obviously, word had rumbled out along the jungle drums. It wasn’t unheard of. “We’d have a totally unknown British act open on Thursday,” Don Law recalls, “and there’d be lines down the street by Saturday.” He’d seen it with Jethro Tull, Humble Pie, and Ten Years After, all of whom had played the club during the past few months. Radio helped to a large degree. Boston’s FM rock venue, WBCN, was still a novelty, in its infancy. Most of its broadcasts were piped right out of an anteroom at the Tea Party, its jocks a ragtag assortment of ex-college kids from the communications departments at Tufts and Emerson. Bands would come off the stage and do an on-the-spot interview. FM airplay of any good album had become one of the surefire weapons to launch a new act. With Led Zeppelin, the evidence was right there on the sidewalk.

			Getting into the Tea Party for their final performance was going to take some doing. The lines looked daunting; the hitchhiker feared he’d arrived too late. Fortunately, Henry Smith had been on the lookout for him near the door, and the two men disappeared inside before management—or the fire department—could cut off admission.

			You could tell from the vibe. An air of expectancy pulsed through the room. The crowd was on top of it. They were ready.

			The Tea Party wasn’t the most conventional place to showcase a band like this one. It was hard to get past its house-of-worship layout. The stage was a former pulpit with the legend praise ye the lord chiseled above the altar; the ballroom floor was pockmarked where pews had been removed; and a huge stained-glass window sported the Star of David. If the music piped over the PA system wasn’t exactly liturgical, the psychedelic light show beaming liquid designs from the overhead balcony was downright profane. No service had ever packed in a congregation like the one thronging the hall. The club was legally outfitted to hold seven hundred, but the audience had long ago exceeded that number. The crowd was back to back, belly to belly.

			The band had soldiered through a solid three-night warm-up. The Thursday-, Friday-, and Saturday-night shows had gone pretty much as they’d hoped, delivering hard-hitting sets that, as a reviewer noted, “lived up to [their] advance billing as a group of exceptional power and drive.” For the most part, Led Zeppelin ran through the highlights of their debut album, slipping in the occasional Yardbirds or Chuck Berry number. Long, discursive solos conjured up improvisational fragments of R&B or blues favorites. Was that “Mockingbird” tucked into “I Can’t Quit You Baby”? A few bars of “Duke of Earl”? The familiar riff of “Cat’s Squirrel”? Jimmy Page’s playing, especially, was loose and luxurious. He felt at home at the Tea Party, having appeared there only nine months earlier during a Yardbirds tour. Then, in June 1968, a few months later, Page and his manager, Peter Grant, had turned up to check out the latest incarnation of another of Grant’s acts, the Jeff Beck Group, with a lineup featuring Ronnie Wood and Rod Stewart.

			Don Law recalls how Grant arrived before Beck had gone on that day, cradling an acetate as though it were a precious artifact. “This is a new band called the New Yardbirds,” he said, as the three men settled in a funky little office at the back of the stage. Listening to the test pressing while Grant and Page exchanged subtle glances, Law knew immediately he had to book the act before a canny competitor snatched them. And Grant talked him into a four-night stand.

			He hoped this Sunday-night show on January 26 would give Boston something to talk about.

			Law spent a few minutes backstage an hour before showtime that night, chatting with Page, a delicate, almost wraithlike creature who radiated rock-star heat. Law had street cred with Page, owing to his father, also named Don Law, who, in Texas in the mid-1930s, had produced the only known recordings—a mere twenty-nine songs—attributed to blues legend Robert Johnson. Page was as hooked on the influence of Johnson’s music as his pals Eric Clapton and Jeff Beck, and he interrogated Law, practically browbeat him, for any unexplored Johnson morsel that would give him more insight into the music. Eavesdropping on their conversation was Zeppelin’s feline vocalist, Robert Plant, himself a huge Johnson fan.

			“One of the things I picked up from Robert Johnson when I started singing was the liaison between the guitar playing and his voice,” Plant noted years later. “It was so sympathetic. It almost seemed as if the guitar was his vocal cords.”

			Plant was a blues aficionado who had been plumbing arcane Chicago-based anthologies, listening to tracks he could co-opt, since he was fourteen years old. Muddy Waters, Skip James, Son House, Snooks Eaglin—they were all part of Plant’s education. Just that Thursday afternoon, a young fan helping the roadies had a tape copy of King of the Delta Blues Singers Vol. 1, with a pair of Johnson ballads on it. Plant considered Robert Johnson the musician “to whom we all owe more or less our very existence.” He strained to overhear Law and Page’s exchange, but there was too much noise, and instead Plant contented himself with sipping his hot tea, prepping his vocal cords, while his bandmates, bass player John Paul Jones and drummer John Bonham, each clutching a pint of Watney’s Red Barrel, stationed themselves across the room, in a huddle with a BCN disc jockey named J. J. Jackson.

			There was a perceptible distance, even an awkwardness, among the band members that precluded more intimacy. They were still in the dating phase, still getting to know one another, still developing a camaraderie. They’d only been a unit for slightly more than four months, assembled by Jimmy Page, the way a cook might choose ingredients for a recipe. Page and John Paul Jones had known each other as journeymen session players on the London studio circuit; Robert Plant and John Bonham were mates from the Midlands. Though no one would admit it, a whiff of the North-South divide lingered in the air.

			Their shows had blown hot and cold since they’d landed in the States at the close of 1968. Debuts in Los Angeles and San Francisco were star-is-born type affairs. Delirious critics in those cities sized up Led Zeppelin as phenoms who “were jamming as if they had been playing together for years” and “ranked in the company of The Who, Rolling Stones, and the late Cream.” The Toronto reviewer said, “Several critics, myself included, had suggested Led Zeppelin just might be the next so-called supergroup.” Jimmy Page felt the lift-off. “After the San Francisco gig, it was just—bang!” he said.

			But often the venues Zeppelin played were ill equipped, the PA systems Paleolithic, and arrangements sounded about as polished as high school recitals. In Detroit, in front of an audience of local luminaries like MC5 and the Amboy Dukes, a reviewer in the very first issue of Creem noted, “Each member of the group was on a separate riff, not at all together. . . . They were playing different things simultaneously.” It was cringeworthy but forgivable. Growing pains were a common symptom of new bands. Led Zeppelin was no exception. “We got better each day and found ourselves making things up as we went along,” Jimmy Page explained not long afterward. The band ached to knock a show out of the park.

			A lot depended on the audience. A band draws on the energy in the hall, and the Tea Party was revving up.

			When disc jockey Charlie Daniels ambled onstage as the lights came down, the cheers in that old tabernacle sent a chill up the spine of the hitchhiker, posted along the back wall near the door. He took in the scene with a sense of awe. He hoped this band was as good as the hype.

			At the back of the hall, a door flung open, and the four musicians marched theatrically through the crowd—“like kings, like conquering heroes parting the masses”—to the front of the stage.

			“Here they are,” Daniels roared, riding the wave of the buildup. “From England—let’s give a warm Boston welcome to Leddddddd Zeppelin!”

			A sound like a siren cut through the darkness before the spot came up and found Robert Plant contorted, Gumby-like, over the mic, his hand cupped around a harmonica. His bluesy plaint was mimicked by a sinewy guitar line from Jimmy Page’s Les Paul as they launched into “The Train Kept a-Rollin’,” an old Yardbirds standby, but on steroids and at a pitch that could restore hearing to the deaf. The version, rollicking and capable, served to get the crowd’s attention.

			Then a wounded-animal cry growled out: “I . . . I . . . I can’t quit you baby. Wooooo-man, I’m gonna put you down a little while.”

			It was the voice of someone who’d experienced despair and heartbreak and had seen the inside of a Southern prison. But somehow it was coming out of the mouth of a skinny, twenty-year-old white guy with hair that would make Goldilocks envious. Plant had stolen the motif out from under generations of immortal Negro minstrels, yet it was more than a cultural appropriation. It was heartfelt. There was a rawness to his delivery that spoke more to the future than to the past, sparked by instrumentation that turned the blues idiom on its head. The playing wasn’t indicative of a juke joint so much as a garage. It was loud and aggressive. Page attached jumper cables to the solo break, playing it as if Buddy Guy had gone berserk. His fingers flew up and down the frets as if they were too hot for him to linger on any one for too long. The bass, which John Paul Jones—known as Jonesy by his mates—had cranked as high as his amp could withstand, sent tremors through the crowd. “The vibrations,” said an observer in the crowd, “hit your chest with physical force.” And the drummer, John Bonham, didn’t play the drums—he attacked them “like a runaway freight train.” The snare beats were so sharp they sounded like gunfire strafing the room.

			By the time Led Zeppelin launched into “Communication Breakdown” a few songs later, the crowd was whipped into a trance state. Heads bouncing, hands jerking, bodies flinging helter-skelter to the beat, the floor of the Tea Party resembled a tribal bacchanal. “You could feel the whole building moving and shaking,” recalled an Atlantic Records promotion man looking on that night.

			The band was loose, lightheaded from the contact high off the crowd, and the well-rehearsed arrangements had lapsed into free-form jams riddled with improvisation. Rhythms and time patterns changed abruptly. “Dazed and Confused” segued into “Shapes of Things,” and Jimmy Page, imitating a hippie Merlin, pulled out a violin bow and sawed it across the strings of his guitar, “getting sound and feedback that was as radical as anyone had heard since [Jimi] Hendrix.” A punchy number called “Pat’s Delight,” featuring an elaborate, five-minute drum solo, saw Bonham, nicknamed Bonzo for good reason, fling away his sticks and play the skins and cymbals with bare hands, egged on by howls of encouragement. The band interrupted its last number, “How Many More Times,” to interject pieces of “Smokestack Lightning,” “Beck’s Bolero,” “For Your Love,” “The Duke of Earl,” and “Over Under Sideways Down” into the mix. “If you don’t want to jump, dance, and smile after hearing this, you must be dead,” the giddy Boston Phoenix critic would marvel.

			There was pandemonium at the end of the hour-long set. Led Zeppelin, spent and elated, took several bows and disappeared backstage while the crowd erupted in uncontainable ecstasy. The band celebrated with a round of thirst-quenching Watney’s. A chorus of “More! More! More!” persisted in the ballroom, picking up steam as each minute passed. It was clear they’d have to go out and play again. But—what? They’d exhausted their repertoire. After some deliberation, it was decided they’d play the same set again. What else could they do? It was unheard of. This time they stretched out solos, especially Page’s “White Summer” guitar piece that took great aural liberties with the violin bow. And Plant had the temerity to milk Joan Baez’s “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You” for all it was worth in a city that held its hometown sweetheart on the same pedestal as the Madonna. The band gave it everything they had. They looked as though they’d gone through a steam bath. A sweating Page and Bonham had stripped down to their vests, and Plant’s tie-dyed T-shirt was soaked through to his chest.

			When they’d finished—again—the reaction turned frightening. Applause gave way to stomping and thrashing. “There were kids actually bashing their heads against the stage,” a dumbstruck John Paul Jones recalled. The hitchhiker was crying. Crying! “Zeppelin was so fucking heavy,” he said, “that I had no other emotional way to react to them.”

			“You’ve got to go back,” Don Law implored the band after they’d collapsed backstage.

			He had to be kidding. No way they were going to play that set again. It was a miracle they’d gotten away with doing it twice, much less had the stamina to pull it off the way they did. That was it, that was the show. Besides, a few nights later they were due in New York, expected to make their debut there at the vaunted Fillmore East. They had to reserve whatever was left in the tank.

			After five minutes of unadulterated bedlam, however, they realized it was hopeless. They had to appease the crowd, if for no other reason than to settle them down. Otherwise they were going to rip that place apart.

			“It was in such a state that we had to start throwing ideas around,” said John Paul Jones, “just thinking of songs that we might all know or that some of us knew a part of, and work it from there.”

			An hour later, Led Zeppelin had exhausted a full set of cover songs lifted from the set lists of their respective boyhood bands. They just winged them right there onstage, deferring to whichever one of them had a feel for a particular tune. They ripped through a blistering version of “Long Tall Sally”; a couple Eddie Cochran numbers—“Somethin’ Else” and “C’mon Everybody”—which Jimmy Page had performed with Red E. Lewis & the Redcaps; a pair of Beatles favorites, “I Saw Her Standing There” and “Please Please Me”; and a Chuck Berry medley of “Roll Over Beethoven” and “Johnny B. Goode” that gave everyone onstage a chance to solo.

			As they staggered into the dressing room, Peter Grant, Zeppelin’s manager, a behemoth of a man, scooped them into a group grizzly-bear hug, lifting them several inches off their feet. The usually scowling Grant, Jones noticed, “was crying, if you can imagine that,” his mouth stretched unnaturally in what the Brits called a nanker. Jimmy Page felt it. He later said that this was the moment—the moment he knew they “were actually going to make it.” John Paul Jones considered that night at the Tea Party “the key Led Zeppelin gig—the one that put everything into focus.” After several months of going through the paces—getting to know each other, choosing material, refining a sound, playing a string of gigs in shitty little halls under abysmal circumstances for what amounted to pocket change—months of uncertainty marked by worry and self-doubt, they’d morphed from a wan flock of New Yardbirds into Led Zeppelin, a powerhouse of a rock ’n roll band.

			There was no doubting it. Led Zeppelin had played themselves into hero status in Boston, obliging an otherwise jaded critic to admit, “For four consecutive evenings, they virtually blew an overflow Boston Tea Party crowd clear into the Charles River.”

			No one realized it more than the hitchhiker. He staggered out into the night. The music was tighter and had a harder edge than anything he’d heard before, played without mercy at a volume that drilled down into the central nervous system. Man, was it loud! He’d never heard six huge Rickenbacker Transonic amps cranking at peak in that small of a space before. The output had whipped people into a frenzy. And the vocalist, Robert Plant, was a revelation. His delivery took the blues to another level, gave it something darker and dirtier than, say, Mick Jagger’s foppish theatrics. The hitchhiker had a similar role as front man in his own band, and Plant’s magnetism, his flamboyance, had given him ideas. He needed to burnish his image. He’d been thinking of changing his name, for starters. “Steven Tallarico” didn’t quite cut it as a rock god; “Steven Tyler” would have more snap. He couldn’t wait to get back to his bandmates in Sunapee, New Hampshire, where his parents had a cottage. He wanted to share what he’d seen and heard with his guitarist, Joe Perry. They could do something with “Train Kept a-Rollin’,” put their own spin on it, rough it up a bit.

			Whatever they decided, it would have to kick ass, because Led Zeppelin had changed the rules of the game. They had done something primal to rock ’n roll. They’d taken its definitive, dynamic beat and supercharged it, turned it inside out, added splenetic distortion, and shot it off in a bold, new direction. The hitchhiker felt it. Hard rock, heavy metal, progressive—fans could call it whatever they liked. Music was about to get a lot more complicated.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

			

			A CASE OF THE BLUES

			[1]

			In the beginning there was the blues. Before jazz, before swing, and long before rock ’n roll, the blues gave voice to African American life in a world of harsh reality. You might be going down to the crossroads to ask the Lord for mercy, making your midnight creep like the backdoor man, or keeping your lamplight trimmed and burning—no matter how it stacked up, brother, you got a case of the blues. You got the blues if you got a woman with the meanest face in town, if you ask for water and your darlin’ give you gas-o-line, and if you’re fixin’ to die. If you got your mojo working, a good twelve-bar blues could cure any number of woes (except, of course, the summertime blues), and in the early 1960s, a generation of postwar British teenagers discovered it was a remedy for the ennui that stifled their very lives.

			If the fifties were any indication, they were in for a slog. As a sector of the general public, British teenagers more than deserved to sing the blues. They were a nonentity, classless in a society that prized a stratum of huffy sirs and lords. Teens had no disposable income, zero influence, and little future to look forward to. In most circumstances, they’d wind up in a dead-end job, apprenticed to a factory shop steward, or indentured as a low-level clerk in a lifeless administrative office. Any relief would come from evenings spent in a local pub, getting shitfaced and singing along to moldering World War I–era ditties to blot out the tedium: “Ma, He’s Makin’ Eyes at Me,” “Daddy Wouldn’t Buy Me a Bow-Wow,” “Knees Up Mother Brown,” “K-K-Katy, Show Me the Way to Go Home.” God, what a trap! They had to change the tune.

			The music being fed to them was an abysmal porridge of torchy music-hall leftovers, orchestral scores, and banal hit-parade crooners that the BBC played with captive indifference. The Beeb’s anesthetizing Two-Way Family Favourites and Housewives’ Choice—the only radio programs where popular music was heard—might throw teens a bone by playing one or two numbers by lightweight crooner Tommy Steele or skiffling Lonnie Donegan, and if a deejay felt unusually charitable, a Hank Williams or Roy Acuff classic. The club scene wasn’t much hipper. For the most part, it attracted a young crowd that jived to a strain called trad—as in traditional—jazz, which was really a rehash of Dixieland played by middle-aged white men, some of whom wore bowler hats.

			The Swingin’ Sixties were still years off when, in 1960, trad jazz master Chris Barber ceded the closing half hour of his band’s residency at London’s Marquee Club to an unlikely pair of bluesmen. Alexis Korner and Cyril “Squirrel” Davies were neither Black nor especially world-weary, but their mongrel brand of electrified blues set off sparks among a young, restless audience determined to bust out. They were bored with both the mummery of old-school jazz and the insipid pop of Cliff Richard and Adam Faith. By 1962, Korner, a mediocre guitar player with impeccable taste, and Davies, a hatchet-faced Buckinghamshire bloke who blew the meanest Chicago-style harp, were fronting an outfit they called Blues Incorporated and opened a club to showcase the band in a West London basement directly opposite the Ealing Broadway Tube stop.

			The music they played owed its DNA to a concert at St. Pancras Town Hall on October 20, 1958, at which Muddy Waters made his London debut. British audiences were used to a steady cycle of American blues tours featuring folk-blues artists like Big Bill Broonzy, Lonnie Johnson, and Josh White, all of whom accompanied themselves on acoustic guitars. At this show, Muddy had the cheek to plug his Telecaster into an amp. What sacrilege! The audience recoiled at his stinging solo lines. It was the first time they’d ever heard electric blues, and to many it “sounded tough, unpolite . . . often very loud.” People actually booed, the same way Brits would boo Bob Dylan when he “went electric” in 1966. As Muddy cranked the volume incrementally through “Honey Bee,” “Long Distance Call,” “I Can’t Be Satisfied,” and “Louisiana Blues,” he set off a depth charge with his urban take on the blues. It put an end to the genteel trad jazz–blues mash-up and, as one historian noted, “reverberate[d] through the annals of rock for the next fifty years.”

			No doubt about it, four years later its tremors still shook the insides of the Ealing Club. Saturday nights there became life-changing affairs.

			The sweaty, foul-smelling joint, “sometimes ankle-deep in condensation,” jumped with kids who lived on the fringe, who were curious, who couldn’t fit in anywhere else. The blues had become their canon, and Blues Incorporated their unlikely prophet. The night the club opened to a packed house, March 17, 1962, the unit featured a fluid lineup of ex–jazz musicians that included drummer Charlie Watts and Ian Stewart on piano. Sporadically, amateurs would be plucked out of the crowd and invited to sit in. That night, Alexis Korner spotted a slight, pale bottleneck-slide guitarist he knew as Elmo Lewis and called him up to the stage. Lewis had hitchhiked ninety miles from Cheltenham to snag a chance walk on with Blues Incorporated, and now he whipped admirably through the fade-out solo to Elmore James’s signature “Dust My Broom.” Afterward, Elmo Lewis spotted a friend standing with two gangly teenagers at the back of the club and joined them for a chat.

			“Of course, I knew Lewis by his real name, Brian Jones,” the friend, David Williams, recalls, “and I introduced him to Mick and Keith, who were both impressed with his performance.”

			These boys were captivated by the blues—perhaps obsessed would be a better word. To find like-minded souls in a vacuum was no small thing. A fantastic amount of musical scuttlebutt got exchanged in the interim. The give-and-take that night went something like this:

			“Who are you listening to?”

			“I’ve heard this Memphis Slim record, ‘Steppin’ Out,’ with a fantastic guitar solo on it.”

			“Who’s on guitar?”

			“That’s Matthew Murphy.”

			“Jeeeeez, Matthew Murphy!”

			The new music scene was happening very fast, with Blues Incorporated as its unstable nucleus. Alumni split off to form equally mutable groups. Not long after nineteen-year-old Mick Jagger appeared as the vocalist with the band, “all lips and ears . . . looking like a ventriloquist’s dummy,” he made off with drummer Charlie Watts. Watts was replaced by Peter “Ginger” Baker, and Jack Bruce stepped in on bass. In the following months John Baldry, Eric Burdon, and Rod Stewart turned up to take their shots at the Ealing Club mic, as did a petrified Eric Clapton, who belted out a credible version of “Roll Over Beethoven,” while staring woodenly at the floor. You never knew who was going to turn up. A seminal night featured Brian Jones’s buddy Paul Pond, singing the blues in his best Oxbridge accent, years before he resurfaced as Manfred Mann’s vocalist, Paul Jones. The club was a cauldron bubbling over with talent.

			Saturday nights at the Ealing Club begat Thursday blues nights at the Marquee, a venerable Oxford Street jazz mecca in a cellar below the Academy Cinema that begrudgingly hosted the arrivistes. By the beginning of December 1962, the blues night was pulling in upward of a thousand enthusiasts who chipped away at the Marquee’s button-down legacy. Thursday nights soon begat Monday nights, and the Marquee begat the Flamingo, the 100 Club, Studio 51, Eel Pie Island, the Red Lion in Sutton, the Crawdaddy Club in Richmond, the Railway Hotel in Harrow, and the Ricky-Tick in Windsor, as the blues exploded and the scene dug in.

			Record albums with obscure material were the purest form of currency. It was nearly impossible to buy a blues album in London at the time. You might stumble over a secondhand specimen in the dusty basement annex of Dobell’s Jazz Shop. If one was fortunate enough to unearth a rare gem—say, Howlin’ Wolf’s 1959 Chess masterpiece, Moanin’ in the Moonlight, with its scorching rendition of “Smokestack Lightning,” or any of the Duke Records imports by Junior Parker, Otis Rush, or Bobby “Blue” Bland—you were the man. What a bond it created. “If one person got a record, everybody had it,” Dave Williams recalls. The album would be passed around, scrutinized, dissected, interpreted, turned inside out, and analyzed until every last nuance had been picked off its vinyl carcass.

			That’s what happened when Mick, Keith, and Brian got their hands on a twelve-inch compilation LP called Bluesville Chicago, showcasing five of Vee-Jay Records’ earthiest artists. It may have been Mick who found it at Dobell’s on Charing Cross Road. He haunted that place on Friday afternoons during lunch breaks from classes at the London School of Economics, around the corner. In any case, the album was a gold mine as far as material was concerned, authentic blues that no one else in Britain was doing. With songs like that you could even start a band, which is what the three boys—Jagger, Keith Richards, and Brian Jones—decided. It gave them a solid repertoire to work with, and they immediately rehearsed two Eddie Taylor songs—“Bad Boy” and “Ride ’Em On Down”—as well as “I Wish You Would,” “I Ain’t Got You,” and “Don’t Stay Out All Night” courtesy of Billy Boy Arnold.

			At the outset, they called themselves the Rollin’ Stones, only a trio, months away from a legitimate bass player and drummer. Their first gig, just a jam really, was in the back room of the Grapes, a pub at the bottom of Sutton High Street. Fifteen people turned up, of whom only three actually paid to get in, and they ran down the five songs, along with “Too Much Monkey Business,” a Chuck Berry number. Unqualified to headline more substantial gigs, they regularly performed with Alexis Korner’s band, playing rudimentary versions of Berry and Bo Diddley B sides.

			The Rollin’ Stones, perhaps more than anyone, embodied the new sound of the blues. It wasn’t anything a young band had played before. They’d taken the Chicago style and given it a churlish British spin. Somehow, both in Mick’s punk snarl and the down-and-dirty guitar licks, they locked onto the campy sexual innuendo embedded in the lyrics and laid it bare. The way they played the blues left no doubt what it meant to “look up under the hood and check out the carburetor.” “Whatever it was, it was twisted, amplified and warped beyond any hope of familiarity,” said Jim McCarty, later the drummer for the Yardbirds, who caught one of the Stones’ earliest shows in Richmond, a suburb in the southwest of London. “It was an exhilarating sound, incredibly original.” To McCarty, “It was like seeing a band from Mars.”

			Even with a pared-down ensemble, the Stones made it clear they could not be contained. They worked relentlessly on gentrifying the blues, reinterpreting its sound to accommodate a younger, restless, whiter audience. And they weren’t alone. Cyril Davies’s R&B All-Stars, led by vocalist Long John Baldry with Rod Stewart on harmonica, took over Thursday nights at the Marquee, and John Mayall’s Blues Syndicate spread the scene to such venues as Klooks Kleek, Eel Pie Island, and the Fishermen’s Arms. For a generation of British teenagers primed to make their mark, the blues had become a state of mind.

			A jolt rattled the community in September 1962, when word began circulating that the gods were amassing . . . in Manchester of all places. If the rumors were true, authentic blues artists—not teenage wannabes but high priests of the Mississippi Delta and Chicago’s South Side—had agreed to appear for one night at the Free Trade Hall on Sunday, October 21. Word went around “like bloody hellfire,” the names mentioned in a reverent hush. John Lee Hooker. Sonny Terry & Brownie McGhee. T-Bone Walker. Memphis Slim. Willie Dixon. Together, in person, under one roof. The American Folk Blues Festival. As one of the Ealing Club regulars put it: “This was serious shit!”

			Indeed. A caravan of disciples from London was organized with the precision of an RAF offensive. A builder’s van was hired and a driver, Graham Ackers—the only boy with a driver’s license—recruited for the five-hour trip north. Brian Jones, Mick Jagger, and Keith Richards were picked up at a square in London and, with four others, were jammed like sardines into the windowless capsule with nothing more than side benches for seats. Be that as it may, music made up for the pitiful accommodations. Graham Ackers had brought along tape copies of Swing Low, a new French release by the Staple Singers, whose last song on side 2 had the refrain “This may be the last time, may be the last time, I don’t know.” Another passenger, named Mick Sales, was carrying the brand-new album Howlin’ Wolf, with a rocking chair on the cover, which became the main topic of conversation for a portion of the trip. (Later, when they managed to locate a record player, it was the first time any of the boys heard “Little Red Rooster.”) The only person absent from the delegation was nineteen-year-old Jimmy Page, an acolyte on the fringe of that circle, who had a gig that night playing with Neil Christian & the Crusaders and would take the train to Manchester, arriving late Sunday afternoon.

			It was a long, edgy drive up the provincial M1, the first time any of the van’s passengers had traveled on a motorway. Not all of the logistics had been carefully planned. There was nowhere to stay in Manchester when they arrived Saturday at dusk. The more fortunate crashed at a student flat, Brian Jones sought cover in the YMCA, while Mick and Keith, seriously broke, simply slept in the uninsulated van. Sunday morning was misty and cold. As the first show didn’t start until six o’clock, they had to kill most of the day, largely spent walking the streets of the city and lingering over a single dish in a Chinese restaurant. Their conversation, which stretched on for hours, was woefully single-minded.

			“Is Hooker going to sound like his record?”

			“Are they going to play our favorite songs?”

			Mick wondered if the harmonica would be amplified. “You think Shaky Jake Harris will blow directly into the mic?”

			Around five o’clock, weary and talked out, they hooked up with Jimmy Page under an arcade of the Free Trade Hall, an Italianate palazzo-style structure in the center of town. Introductions were made to Mick, Keith, and Brian, and a rapport was immediate and deep felt. Jimmy already had the goods. Only nineteen at the time, he’d earned a reputation as a crackerjack guitarist, having played at the Marquee with Blues Incorporated and been a member of two well-known cover bands, Red E. Lewis & the Red Caps and Neil Christian & the Crusaders. Mick, Keith, and Brian were keen to milk his exploits, even though he wasn’t part of their world. These were like-minded, kindred spirits, dedicated to music and a life that broke the bounds of convention.

			Jimmy wasn’t entirely unfamiliar with Brian Jones, whom he regarded as something of a blues prodigy. He’d already checked him out at the Ealing Club during one of Jones’s solo sets. “I was struggling with the Elmore James stuff,” Jimmy recalled. “Suddenly, it clicked. It was in the tuning. [Brian] was doing it.” He’d been looking forward to meeting Brian, though that wasn’t his primary objective. “I went because I really wanted to see John Lee Hooker.”

			The American blues artists were playing two concerts that night, and the boys had tickets for both—cheap seats in the rafters for the first show, but nearly ringside for the second. In between performances, they convened at the bar. Aside from Page, who enjoyed a full dance card of well-paying gigs, most could afford only a half of bitter. The conversation, on the other hand, was priceless.

			They marveled at the impressive Memphis Slim, but more for his natty appearance than his florid delivery. The man certainly knew how to wear a suit. He was lithe and loose-limbed, and he looked the epitome of chic with his high-gloss, brilliantined hair, sporting a white Pepé Le Pew streak in the center of his forehead. Slim had rocked Arkansas honky-tonks and dance halls with a set of jump-blues standouts that included “Every Day I Have the Blues,” “Steppin’ Out,” and “Rockin’ the Blues,” but he delivered them in a way that relied more on charm than on a conventional approach to the blues. Be that as it may, the young musicians watched spellbound during his set. They couldn’t take their eyes off Slim’s upright bass player, a man of prodigious proportions who stood over six foot six and handled the instrument as if it were a child’s toy: the legendary Willie Dixon.

			More than anyone, Dixon had shaped the sound of Chicago blues. One of Chess Records’ irreplaceable cornerstones, he’d arranged and produced the earliest recordings of Otis Rush and Buddy Guy and worked with Howlin’ Wolf, Sonny Boy Williamson, Jimmy Witherspoon, Muddy Waters, Chuck Berry, and Bo Diddley—the entire pantheon. Yet it was as a songwriter that Dixon left his indelible stamp. The Dixon songbook was the bible of the blues: “Hoochie Coochie Man,” “I Just Want to Make Love to You,” “Little Red Rooster,” “Spoonful,” “You Can’t Judge a Book by the Cover,” and—perhaps most impressive to the young Jimmy Page—“You Need Love,” whose lyric kicks off with “You’ve got yearnin’ and baby I got burnin’.”

			Dixon slapped that bass the way he might have manhandled one of the ring opponents he encountered on his way to the Illinois Golden Gloves Heavyweight Championship in 1937. He was the engine, the rudder, and the anchor behind Memphis Slim, and he backed the rest of the acts as each took its turn on the stage.

			Mick Jagger and Brian Jones were particularly fixated on Shaky Jake Harris, who “produced a harmonica and blew as hard as he could directly into the microphone.” This was the first time they’d ever seen this done. They had heard it was Little Walter’s technique, but seeing was believing, and they were thrilled by the explosive sound it produced. They made mental notes for their upcoming gigs. Shaky Jake would leave his imprint on the Stones, but the night’s coup de grace came at the hands of T-Bone Walker and John Lee Hooker.

			None of the boys had ever witnessed such flamboyant showmanship. Of course, they’d seen Chuck Berry duck-walking across the screen in Rock, Rock, Rock! and Jazz on a Summer’s Day, but it didn’t prepare them for the flash theatrics of T-Bone Walker. He roamed the stage like a gladiator, wielding his guitar as if it were a sword in a Roman coliseum. One observer recalled how “he dropped the guitar between his legs and then swung it up behind his head for a solo.” Other times, he lay prone on the lip of the proscenium, facing the audience, and fingered the frets almost by osmosis. In the same way Shaky Jake landed on the young Stones, Jimmy Page never forgot the swashbuckling Walker.

			John Lee Hooker, by comparison, was vegetative, the model of restraint—but just as impressive. His driving, boogie-style guitar was so idiosyncratic, mixing tempos and emphases as if they were cocktails, better shaken, not stirred. This was the real thing, the dark Delta blues that Jimmy Page had come to hear. “Boogie Chillun” and “I’m in the Mood” reverberated spiritually through the hall. Through Hooker’s abbreviated set, Dave Williams recalls glancing at the men sitting on either side of him—Jimmy Page to his left, Keith Richards to his right. “Their jaws were on their knees,” he says. “They were transfixed. They didn’t so much as breathe through his set.”

			After a rousing finale, the boys couldn’t contain themselves. They charged the stage while their blues heroes remained by the footlights, somewhat overwhelmed by the unexpected stampede. A squirrelly-faced Mick Jagger nervously thrust his program at his favorite performer—“Please, Mr. Hooker, can I have your autograph?”—as Hooker, looking shell-shocked by the attention, scrawled a signature across the cover. Meanwhile, Brian Jones collared Shaky Jake and cadged a trophy—the performer’s harmonica. At the other end of the receiving line, Jimmy Page and Keith Richards managed to shake hands with their idols, but they remained speechless, overawed.

			It wasn’t until they reassembled in the van for the trip home that the emotional lid came off. The boys were jubilant, ecstatic. The blues had come alive for them. For the past few months, they’d been playacting as blues artists, serving up what they thought the music should sound like. Now here it was, the genuine article, to savor and emulate. It was in their heads; they were drunk on it.

			It was late, inching on midnight, by the time the van pulled out of Manchester. After some debate, they’d voted on an all-night drive back to London. Mick was due in class at ten the next morning, Keith needed to report for his job delivering the mail, and Jimmy was booked into a full day of recording sessions that required his early attendance. There was just enough gas left to make the trip, but in fact they could have gotten there on adrenaline alone.

			“We were on a big high,” Dave Williams recalls. Brian Jones upped the energy by pulling out Shaky Jake’s harmonica and blowing a suggestive bluesy vamp. The entire van—even Jimmy Page, not the world’s greatest vocalist—burst into song.

			
				Bright lights, big city

				Gone to my baby’s head . . .

			

			For a hundred miles or so, they worked through a medley of Jimmy Reed songs, segueing into “Big Boss Man,” “Baby What You Want Me to Do,” and “Shame, Shame, Shame.” When they’d exhausted their voices, Brian, who was quite a good mimic, entertained the troops by doing spot-on impressions of their mentors, Alexis Korner and Cyril Davies, keeping the gang in stitches well into the dawn. His send-up of Davies’s shuck and jive was particularly savage. “When I’s sings a Jimmy Reed song, I’s tends to sound like Jimmy Reed,” he mugged, providing a mantra the gang recited upon greeting each other throughout the next year.

			

			•   •   •

			It was official: Great Britain was infatuated with the blues. By the spring of 1963, the Rolling Stones (no longer merely Rollin’)—adding bass player Bill Wyman, Ian Stewart on piano, and drummer Charlie Watts—had harnessed the power of roots R&B. They’d plundered the grooves of Jimmy Reed at Carnegie Hall, Howlin’ Wolf’s “rocking chair” album, and every Chuck Berry record known to man, investing those songs with a rock ’n roll backbeat, basically reinventing the blues. With a sturdy set of hybrid songs, the Stones eventually gravitated to playing at a makeshift club behind the Station Hotel in Richmond. Not just a gig but a residency—and with fans. “It was a matter of atmosphere,” a local promoter reported. “They seemed in a world of their own as [the Stones] played music that electrified the whole place.”

			But it was Jimmy Page who was looking beyond the blues. By the summer of 1966, he was fronting the Yardbirds and putting the screws to the British electric blues idiom. The group’s blues would become more progressive, less structured, tougher, scrappier; their gigs more unpredictable. But Jimmy Page still wasn’t satisfied. The blues had laid the groundwork for a musical upheaval that would draw on innovation, technology, and volume, incredible volume. Page had a clear-eyed idea about the blues; to him, it functioned as a springboard to something bigger and more dynamic. And he knew exactly where he was taking it.

			[2]

			Jimmy Page’s blues didn’t lay claim to either a Mississippi or a Chicago heritage. They originated deep in the Surrey Delta, a place not found on the coordinates of any map.

			It seemed inconceivable that the trinity of British guitar gods—Page, Jeff Beck, and Eric Clapton—all hailed from a lush, wooded region in the southeast of England known more for millionaires than for the blues. The county, located on tributaries of the Thames, was part of the booming commuter belt of London. Jimmy’s parents—James, a personnel manager in a plastic-coating factory, and Patricia, a dental nurse—moved there, to Epsom, in 1952, when their only child was eight years old.

			Epsom was an old market town, with a classic central square flanked by distinctive Georgian-era features: a bank, a church, a town hall. Its best-known site was a redbrick clock tower, rising to seventy feet, which dominated the skyline and served as a hangout for local teenagers who lacked a more suitable place to meet. Throughout its early life, Epsom was rustic and sleepy. Nestled in the lap of unspoiled hills and plains, one could mistake it for Ewell, Guilford, Ashtead, Horsham, or any of the villages clustered nearby. But Epsom got a wake-up call in the latter half of the nineteenth century, when a rich vein of mineral springs transformed the tranquil town into a de rigueur health resort, attracting the upper crusty to its healing waters. The production of Epsom salts—lavish deposits of magnesium sulfate extracted from the waters—furthered the town’s reputation as a tony spa, buttressed by five psychiatric hospitals built at the turn of the century. And twice a year, its population more than doubled to fifty thousand for the running of two classic English horse races on Epsom Downs.

			The Pages occupied a standard semidetached “two-up, two-down” on Miles Road, a crescent of identical quotidian houses customary to postwar England. These were humble abodes, often lacking indoor toilets, and many, like Jimmy’s, backed onto the railroad line to London. Epsom had its share of manors and estates, but Miles Road fell squarely on the wrong side of the tracks. “It was a nondescript street,” recalls one of the Pages’ neighbors. “There were hardly any cars, because no one could afford to have one, and nothing in the front yards to distinguish any house from the other.” However, the back gardens, usually twice the depth of the houses, were precious tracts in those austere years, with almost every square foot devoted to growing vegetables.

			Fortunately, there was no scarcity of playmates. The wartime baby boom had visited almost every house on Miles Road. On any given day, Jimmy could kick a tennis ball around the street or go rollerskating with his next-door neighbor, Jeff Reese, or with David Housego or Pete Neal or Dave Williams, all of whom lived on the block. A lot of the neighborhood boys Jimmy’s age were sons of American servicemen stationed in England, so at school they often played baseball instead of cricket.

			The Americans also imported their incomparable music. They owned records—mostly country and western and rockabilly, in addition to a smattering of Chess, Checker, Sun, and esoteric label issues that straddled the breach between rhythm and blues and nascent rock ’n roll. Given that the Americans picked up and moved often, many of those records wound up in secondhand shops, mixed in with jukebox discards—and into the hands of British kids who retrieved them. Jimmy’s mate Dave Williams actively salvaged these rejects by sorting through endless dusty bins, selecting any records with singers whose names sounded interesting—American. Among them were the long-forgotten pioneers of recording history, like Texas Tyler, Jackie Lee Cochran, Wade Hall, Jessie Hill, and Ronnie Self. “So many were complete and utter junk,” Williams recalls, “but every now and then I’d come up with a Johnny Burnette Trio or a Carl Perkins and rush right over to Jimmy’s to share my discovery.”

			Jimmy found the music irresistible. “He liked to listen to records on the radio,” his mother recalled. The Pages, like most British families, had a boxy mahogany radiogram in the front room of the house, and Jimmy worked its Bakelite dials with a safecracker’s expertise. Radio Luxembourg, the airwaves’ only link to rock ’n roll in the UK, could be tuned in when the heavens cooperated. Its staticky reception, sounding like it was filtered through a wind tunnel, hinted at the revolution brewing on the horizon. “You had to stick by the radio and listen to overseas radio to even hear good rock records,” Jimmy recalled. He never missed a broadcast. On a clear night, with his ear pressed to the speaker, he might pick up fragments of Fats Domino or Buddy Holly or LaVern Baker or the Everly Brothers or Elvis. He also stumbled across disc jockey Alan Freed’s fifteen-minute segment on American Forces Network—a potpourri of R&B, rockabilly, pop, and the hard stuff attributed to bad boys like Gene Vincent and Eddie Cochran.

			Up until the age of twelve, Jimmy’s hands-on musical experience was limited to singing in the choir at St. Barnabas Anglican Church. “He’d have a go on anybody’s piano when we went visiting,” his mother reminisced. Otherwise, the Pages were indifferent when it came to musical instruments. Of course, there was that cheap Spanish-style guitar that had come with the house. It was nothing more than a neglected ornament in a corner of the living room that no one had bothered to stash in the attic. But . . . a guitar, no less . . . with steel strings . . . ready to play . . . almost. Finding it, Jimmy said, felt “like divine intervention.” His curiosity about it coincided with two songs he’d heard on the radio. The first was Elvis Presley’s rockabilly masterpiece “Baby, Let’s Play House.” From its uninhibited, stuttery opening—“Whoa, baby, baby, baby, baby, baby / Baby, baby, baby, b-b-b-b-b-b-baby, baby, baby”—Jimmy was hooked. “I heard the acoustic guitar, slap bass, and electric guitar—three instruments and a voice—and they generated so much energy I had to be part of it,” he said. It was impossible to ignore. “I wanted to play it. I wanted to know what it was all about.”

			Almost as alluring, but in an entirely different vein, was “Rock Island Line,” Lonnie Donegan’s overheated slaughter of the Leadbelly classic, which touched off a mid-1950s musical craze among British teenagers. Called skiffle, after African American slang to describe music provided at rent parties, it mashed up American folk and blues standards in the cornball style of old-timey jug bands. Basically, skiffle enabled working-class kids to assemble backyard combos using conventional homemade instruments—a laundry washboard doubled for percussion, a rope attached to an old tea chest for bass, a comb and tissue paper sandwiched for woodwinds, all anchored by a ukulele or guitar. Calling skiffle a craze was something of an understatement. Between thirty thousand and fifty thousand skiffle groups got a jump start in Britain, one of them at the hands of twelve-year-old Jimmy Page.

			That old Spanish guitar prop came in handy. He convinced an older schoolmate, Rod Wyatt, to help tune the sorry instrument and even show him how to strum a few basic chords. Wyatt could even bash out a version of “Rock Island Line,” which impressed Jimmy to no end. It more or less chained him to the guitar until he mastered the damn song. “From the beginning, Jimmy and the guitar were joined at the hip,” says Dave Williams, who stopped by regularly to check on his friend’s progress. “Once he had those chords down, he basically taught himself how to play.”

			Jimmy promptly got his hands on a copy of Play in a Day by Bert Weedon. It was the bible for future British rock virtuosos like George Harrison, Dave Davies, Keith Richards, Pete Townshend, and Eric Clapton. But playing in a day was an eternity for Jimmy Page. “I was far too impatient,” he admitted. Besides, the tutorials were overly simplistic. They didn’t match the intricate fingering he heard on records. It was easier for him to play by ear. “You listened to the solo, lifted the tone arm, and put it back down to hear it again.” That way, he managed to work out arrangements on his own.

			Trouble was, his guitar wasn’t cutting it. It was no more than a toy. The strings hovered several inches above the frets and had no give, no resonance. He’d advanced beyond that guitar almost from the moment he picked it up. What he wanted—what he dreamed about— “was something you would see on albums by Gene Vincent and the Blue Caps and Buddy Holly,” he said. “Getting a guitar [like that] was like dreaming about a Cadillac.” A more respectable guitar, was, for a working-class family, an expensive proposition. His dad wasn’t unsympathetic, but there were terms to be met. “Okay,” he said, “but you have to do a paper round.” Obediently, Jimmy took over the Sunday delivery route in Epsom, going house to house and shouldering a satchel of newspapers filled with weekend supplements that weighed a ton.

			“I did a paper round and got a Hofner Senator,” he recalled, which was a step up but still no solution. The Senator was a sturdy, maple laminate f-hole guitar that tended to vibrate when strummed with any force. Jimmy just couldn’t get a decent sound out of it. “After increasing the paper round, I got an electric pick-up for it,” he said. But—how to amplify it? Lo and behold, his parents’ radiogram had an input on the back panel. “When the sound came through the speakers, I couldn’t believe it.” It didn’t exactly provide Mach 1 thrust, but it served Jimmy’s purpose for the time being. What he really needed, however, was an electric guitar.

			In the meantime, the Senator gave him enough firepower to cobble together a band. Dave Housego, Jimmy’s mate down the street, was recruited for the eponymous James Page Skiffle Group. Housego’s father had been a drummer in a wartime dance band and had a kit that he’d handed down to his son. The snare, played with brushes, provided a suitable shuffle accompaniment. From school, Jimmy dredged up a bass fiddle sideman and another guitar player to handle the singing chores. Even at the outset Jimmy knew his limitations. He had no confidence in his voice; the sound he made was nasal and thin. Playing the guitar was enough of a challenge. He decided to leave the singing to others.

			But the musical experience was key. “I could get together with my mates,” he noted, “and before you knew it, you had the serious spirit of music there.” The boys rehearsed in the front room of Jimmy’s house, working out arrangements to a universal skiffle set. Once you conquered “Rock Island Line,” you were only a hair’s breadth away from “John Henry,” “Cumberland Gap,” “Midnight Special,” and a half dozen others. It came together rather quickly. Jimmy’s mum was so impressed that, in the spring of 1958 she contacted the producers of the BBC-TV children’s staple All Your Own, a half-hour show that featured kids demonstrating their talent or discussing their hobbies. As it turned out, they booked the James Page Skiffle Group for an appearance on the Sunday-afternoon broadcast.

			In the brief clip that exists of the performance, a well-scrubbed Jimmy Page, decked out in a tidy crewneck sweater, his hair neatly combed in a mock pompadour, leads a quartet capably through a rousing “Mama Don’t Allow No Skiffle Round Here” and “Pick a Bale of Cotton.” In between the songs, Jimmy endures his first interview, an inane on-camera exchange with the show’s host, Huw Wheldon. Do they discuss the music that has just been played? Not a chance. The thirteen-year-old guitarist is interrogated about his career path. Would it be skiffle?

			“No,” Jimmy deadpans, “I want to do biological research.”

			A-ha-ha-ha—the host is amused and asks him to be specific. “Cancer, if it isn’t discovered by then,” Jimmy offers. So you’ll be studying germs, Wheldon replies, suggesting the limits of his knowledge of the subject. A “quite nervous” Jimmy later admitted that “whatever I said then was probably what I was studying that week.”

			The James Page Skiffle Group turned out to be a short-lived act. Skiffle provided a platform for playing music, but it was a passing phase. “There was some blues in skiffle music,” Jimmy conceded. “You got the songs, but the attitude and playing were not there yet.”

			The attitude was in rock ’n roll.

			Rock ’n roll wasn’t an unknown quantity to Jimmy. He was onto it well before skiffle. In early 1956, Dave Williams had come across the road to tell him about a record he’d heard on an American Forces Network broadcast from Germany—“Too Much Monkey Business” by Chuck “Crazy Legs” Perry. It wasn’t long before they turned up a ten-inch Chuck Berry EP with “Maybelline,” “Thirty Days (to Come Back Home),” “Wee Wee Hours,” and “Together (We Will Always Be)” on it. The discovery was like unearthing the Rosetta Stone. What the hell was he singing about? the boys wondered. The language was completely alien to them. Eventually it dawned on them: this is all about sex!

			In no time, they got wind of a cinema in Stoneleigh, the next village over from Epsom, that was playing one of the earliest jukebox musicals, Rock, Rock, Rock! “It was a crappy film,” Dave Williams recalls, “until Chuck Berry and the Johnny Burnette Trio came on—and then it was open mouth time.” Burnette and his band motored through “Lonesome Train,” which impressed with its riotous energy. Berry’s version of “You Can’t Catch Me” was a visual tour de force. When he entered the action, duck-walking his guitar across the frame and staring into the camera with a menacing grin, the boys almost came out of their seats. They went back the next day just to see that performance again. Not long afterward, they caught a showing of The Girl Can’t Help It, another shoddy B movie that was nothing but a pretense for the music. But the music . . . If Chuck Berry had whetted their appetites, then Little Richard, Gene Vincent, Fats Domino, and Eddie Cochran provided a three-star dessert. “ ‘Twenty Flight Rock’ did a number on our heads,” Williams confesses. “The other kids in the theater had no interest in the music. They went to see Jayne Mansfield’s tits. But Jimmy and I left there wanting to be Eddie Cochran, and we saw that movie over and over again.”

			Jimmy got a jump on the image makeover. For all intents and purposes, he was a sober kid with a plain-vanilla face, come-hither eyes, and sensuous lips. Once the guitar found a way into his hands, he set about constructing the rest of the package. The black leather trousers, the voluminous pink shirt, and the silver lamé waistcoat were beyond his reach. So was Cochran’s Cadillac-size orange Gretsch Signature guitar (at least, for the time being). But Jimmy could suss out how the songs were played. And he could strike the requisite pose. The attitude came naturally.

			But it was style and substance more than attitude that captured his imagination. The more Jimmy listened to rock ’n roll, the more he realized that hitmakers like Gene Vincent, Elvis Presley, Dale Hawkins, and Bill Haley were front men, recording artists, not necessarily the engines that drove their songs. The sound Jimmy fell in love with, the real drama on their records, was generated by a corps of unsung guitarists, players who could coax the slinkiest, most seductive sound out of six strings without drawing attention. Names started emerging from the shadows, names that weren’t printed on record labels or exalted by disc jockeys—James Burton, Cliff Gallup, Scotty Moore, Joe Maphis, Hubert Sumlin, Johnny Weeks, Matt Murphy. The licks they played lit a fire deep inside Jimmy’s imagination. He listened hard, studied them, copied their touch, their expression, teaching himself their techniques as one might a new language.

			“Solos which affected me could send a shiver up my spine,” he said, “and I’d spend hours, and in some cases days, trying to get them [down]. The first ones were Buddy Holly chord solos, like ‘Peggy Sue,’ but the next step was definitely James Burton on Ricky Nelson records, which was when it started to get difficult.”

			“Jimmy was obsessed with James Burton,” Dave Williams recalls. “I’d bought these junky Ricky Nelson LPs in secondhand record shops, and I took them around to Jim’s. A week later, parts of tracks were scratched away where he’d been playing and replaying the bloody solos. He worked his nuts off mastering them.”

			Deciphering solos was like solving brainteasers. Jimmy would attempt to solve them like the Allied code breakers at Bletchley Park. “The only way to do that was by listening to the record and moving the needle back to where the solo started again,” he explained. “Back and forth you’d go, so it would damage the record itself sometimes.”

			Williams noted one puzzler that simply stumped Jimmy. “I remember he couldn’t get the solo on the instrumental break in ‘It’s Late.’ ”

			It was a tricky glissando that slid up a few frets and pulled off another string, really bent it, to create a twangy hiccup effect. Remarkably, Rod Wyatt, the schoolmate who’d tuned Jimmy’s first guitar, had it all worked out and spent a Saturday morning teaching him the fingering. While Rod was at it, they also tackled the riff on “My Babe,” another Burton creation that required some effort. The two boys met regularly at Jimmy’s to practice and swap pointers they’d picked up. Over time, they exhausted the James Burton and Cliff Gallup oeuvres. Jimmy could play those babies blindfolded, according to Wyatt, “That was the style and guitar sound we loved best in those days.”

			It was fine to listen and learn from records, but Jimmy needed to see it in action. He and Dave Williams took to loitering outside Epsom’s Ebbisham Hall on Friday nights. On weekends the town elders, desperate to keep their teenagers off the streets, renamed the drab church facility the Contemporary Club, where the kids could congregate and dance to local groups. “We were too young to get in,” Williams recalls, “so Jimmy and I’d sneak around to the fire door and listen to the bands that were playing inside.”

			Their favorite act was Chris Farlowe and the Thunderbirds. The band was like hundreds of others in England that made their bones playing cover versions of the hits of the day. The Thunderbirds, however, had two aces in the hole that separated them from the pack. Chris Farlowe could really sing. He had a husky, bluesy delivery that could take the shine off a copper
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