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Praise for When Giants Walked the Earth

‘So this is the big one: a fat, juicy biography of the biggest band ever . . .Mick Wall, the veteran rock journalist, lays it all bare in a book that can only be described as definitive.’

Daily Telegraph

‘As well as being the most complete account yet of a great British rock band, When Giants Walked the Earth is, as its name implies, a document of a bygone age. . . . Wall has done his subject proud.’

The Sunday Times

‘That Wall can add so much fresh detail to the Led Zep story is in itself an extraordinary achievement. That he manages to humanise these planet-striding giants while doing so puts this book into the definitive category’

Classic Rock magazine

‘It deftly strikes the balance between lofty authority and finding a way to get inside the heads of its subjects’

Guardian

‘The very best and most cogently argued account – of a long-ago time when men with Gibsons were the knights errant of the land, striding across stages shrouded in mist, soloing at great length!’

New York Times

‘As Zeppelin’s success skyrocketed in the 1970s, Page and Plant openly courted an unearthly, occult identity for the band. There seemed to be an obscure system of symbolism and ritual at work that seeped into the albums and performances, creating for Page “an energy . . . that the audience picked up on and sent back to us.” Really powerful stuff.’

LA Times

‘This fantastic account of Led Zeppelin’s wild and decadent heyday is as detailed and definitive as music biographies can get’

London Lite

‘An essential source for anyone eager to learn about the era when rock stars ruled the world’

Publishers Weekly

‘The definitive account of rock legends Led Zeppelin’

Daily Record
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

While I have been fortunate over the years to have enjoyed the company of various ex-members and/or former employees of Led Zeppelin, it should be borne in mind at all times that this is an unauthorised biography, written objectively and with no undue pressure from any outside influence to do anything other than tell the story as I honestly see it. It should also be clearly understood that the italicised ‘flashback’ passages of the text are not the actual words of Jimmy Page, Robert Plant, John Bonham, John Paul Jones and Peter Grant, nor are they actual quotes. Whilst they are all based on thorough biographical research, the facts of which can be found in the Notes & Sources section at the end of this book, the words themselves are the product of my imagination.


PROLOGUE

Heaven

It could happen anywhere but it always happened best in America. Land of milk and honey, world of infinite possibility. Home of rock’n’fuck-in’roll. It could happen anywhere but it never quite happened for you like it did there, those nights when you could actually feel the sparks fly, actually see the light shooting out at them, pulsing like the neon ooze of Sunset Boulevard after dark. It could happen anywhere but it never quite happened for you or them like it did in America.

From New York to LA, baby . . . the Garden . . . the Riot House . . . somewhere under the table at the back of the Rainbow . . . weed and wine and coke and pussy . . . smack, baby, smack . . . if God or the devil made something better, they must have kept it for themselves.

Looking out at them from the stage, thousands of them, heads nodding, breasts exposed, hands aloft, a great dark mass of writhing, yearning, grasping humanity, all waiting for your signal, for the ritual to reach its dizzy peak, to spill over and engulf them, to choke and make them gasp for more. Ascension! Into the light! Learning to fly on your hands and knees . . .

‘That was the whole idea,’ you would tell the author years later, ‘to create something hypnotic, hypnotic, hypnotic . . .’. Dragging the violin bow across the guitar strings, making them ache and howl with the pain that burned way down inside. Then raising your arm and pointing the bow . . . up there . . . down there . . . straight at them . . . lashing it like a whip as the sound of the guitar bounced off their shining upturned faces like a well-aimed stone skimming across the surface of a pond. Hurting them with it, stabbing them, caressing, drawing them in then blowing them apart – a devil taking breath, in out, in out. Giving them a taste of what it was like, what it was really all about.

Did the others know what was going on? What you were really doing? It was possible. Standing so close to the flames though, how would they be able to tell? All they really knew was the heat and the light and the smell of it. But if they had been able to stand far enough away, they’d have been able to look into the shadows and then they might have seen. Seen the shadows within the shadows, the greys that lay entangled with the blacks, the spectral figures without face or form that looked back out at them . . .

You would drag the bow against the guitar strings, hurling your curses, and they loved you for it, fucking loved you, your right arm raised, the wand, your body bent towards them like a hook, your whole being at one with the column of light emanating from the stage, spiralling up and out and all around, a grand swirl of deep, dark colours that turned into a tower of steps, which you bade them all to take, one by one, just you, the piper, to follow. Up, up, up . . . the stairway . . . to . . .


PART ONE

Ascension!

‘To worship me take wine and strange drugs whereof
I will tell my prophet, & be drunk thereof!
They shall not harm thee at all.’

– Aleister Crowley, The Book of the Law


1

The Dawn of Now

Saturday night in New York: 30 March 1968 – the summer of hate almost upon us. Five nights later Martin Luther King Jr. will be shot and killed in Memphis. Two months later Bobby Kennedy will be similarly assassinated. By the end of the year Richard Milhous Nixon will be elected 37th President of the United States. ‘Hey Jude’ by The Beatles may be the biggest-selling single of the year but it’s the record’s B-side, ‘Revolution’, that speaks loudest to the generation of longhairs and head-trippers lining up outside the Anderson Theatre on 66 Second Avenue this cold spring night. Here to see The Yardbirds – Britain’s grooviest band. Or what’s left of them. Three dates into their eighth US tour in four years, though guitarist Jimmy Page and bassist Chris Dreja don’t know it yet, this will be the last tour the band will ever do.

‘We lost enthusiasm for it,’ says Yardbirds drummer and co-founder Jim McCarty now, speaking from his home in France. ‘We couldn’t really . . . we just didn’t have the energy for it. If we’d had a long break and sat down and had a rest and taken time to think of new songs, it might have been an idea. But everything back then was based on working, playing every night.’ He sighs. ‘They thought if you had six months off no one would recognise you any more.’

Nevertheless, it seemed a strange time to call a halt to what had been one of the most inventive, famous and influential bands of the Swinging Sixties. The world may have been going to hell – aka Vietnam’s Mekong Delta – but rock music was fast approaching its apotheosis. When serious music fans weren’t out on a Magical Mystery Tour in chase of an under-clad Mrs Robinson, they were tripping in a White Room listening to Janis screaming for them to take another ‘Piece Of My Heart’, or leaning over wide-eyed at innocent passers-by telling them ‘Hello, I Love You’, while all the while ‘Two Riders Were Approaching’.

The Yardbirds – famous for proto-psyche hits like ‘For Your Love’, ‘Shapes Of Things’ and ‘Over, Under, Sideways, Down’ – had also been home to the three best guitarists in England: Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck and, now, Jimmy Page. The Yardbirds had appeared in seminal art-house flicks like Antonio’s Blow Up. They were worshipped by up-and-comers like David Bowie, Rod Stewart, Steven Tyler, Alice Cooper, Lemmy, Gary Moore, Tom Petty . . . The Yardbirds were walking, talking history – even by 1968. But instead of sticking around for the transformation into album artists that would propel contemporaries like The Who, The Kinks, Cream and the Stones into global superstars in the late sixties, The Yardbirds were about to throw in the towel. Why?

The trouble, says McCarty, was ‘we were desperate. We didn’t want to do another Yardbirds tour.’ He and singer Keith Relf had been talking privately about splitting for months. ‘About doing something completely different. We wanted a change – to do some other kinds of songs, some different music. Something refreshing. After playing that heavy stuff night after night, in the end it wasn’t going anywhere . . .’ A wry chuckle: ‘But they wanted to carry on.’

‘They’ were Dreja and Page. And yes, they bloody well did want to carry on.

Or Jimmy Page did anyway . . .

It was a real sliding doors moment that night at the Anderson Theatre. You only have to listen to the live recording of the show – immortalised for the first time officially with the 2017 release of the Yardbirds 68 album, produced and digitally remastered by Page himself, and now available on various formats through his official website – to grasp what might have been had McCarty and Relf not wanted out so badly. It’s not overstating the case to describe this as proto-Led Zeppelin. And there’s no shame in wondering exactly what this band would have achieved had Jimmy Page not had to go out just three months later and find a new singer and rhythm section to play with – in what was originally announced at the time as being The Yardbirds Featuring Jimmy Page. Then, just weeks later, The New Yardbirds, and then, even more suddenly, spookily, a whole new other thing – supposedly – called Led Zeppelin.

In fact, listening to the live Yardbirds 68 album, The New Yardbirds really would have been a more accurate description of the outfit that Page pulled together in the months that followed that Anderson Theatre show. Because, baby-baby, it’s all right there in New York in March 1968. Not just the sonic templates of ‘Train Kept A-Rollin’, ‘Dazed And Confused’ and ‘White Summer’ – but in the whole smart-arse, don’t-try-this-at-home, we-are-your-overlords vibe. The Yardbirds had always been fantastically flash, inscrutably cool, fabulously out of reach. Their early shows were self-described as ‘rave-ups’ – wild, hair-down, knickers-off parties for the wilfully far out, the fashionably fuck you. They weren’t dirty rockers but they were photographed riding Harleys, they weren’t poncey mods but they dressed to the nines, part King’s Road, part Haight-Ashbury.

‘You couldn’t touch them,’ Lemmy of Motörhead would tell me years later. ‘Especially the line-up with Jeff Beck in it. It was the same feeling I got when I later saw the MC5 – they just attacked you, went for the jugular. When Page joined it became a bit more experimental but it was still the same sort of vibe – very daring. I always liked that. And the fact they always had a lot of good-looking birds at their gigs.’ Indeed, the musical journey The Yardbirds undertook in their short but adventure-filled five years together went through so many twists and turns their career seemed to nutshell the melting-pot atmosphere of the sixties as clearly as did that of The Beatles and the Rolling Stones.

They had formed in May 1963 around the creative nucleus of two twenty-year-olds named Keith Relf (blonde bombshell singer, harmonica player, lyric writer and screamy-teen pin-up), and Paul Samwell-Smith (dark-haired bassist, guitarist, keyboardist, vocalist, percussionist, producer and all-round leading light). As members of the Metropolitan Blues Quartet, they had done a number on the same jazz-blues circuit as the Stones and the Pretty Things. Before teaming up with another twenty-year-old named Jim McCarty (drummer, vocalist, guitarist, and in the earliest days of the band, a junior stockbroker on the London Stock Exchange) and two other schoolboy pals, eighteen-year-old Chris Dreja (guitar, bass, keyboards) and fifteen-year-old Anthony ‘Top’ Topham, the band’s first lead guitarist.

Taking their name from seminal jazz-junkie dead-legend Charlie ‘Yardbird’ Parker, they started out playing covers: Howlin’ Wolf, Muddy Waters, Bo Diddley, Elmore James – strictly high-quality underground purist R&B dig. Which is how they hooked up with Eric Clapton, an eighteen-year-old blues disciple who’d knocked around busking with future Hawkwind founder Dave Brock and had recently been in The Roosters, a short-lived R&B outfit, with future Manfred Mann guitarist Tom McGuinness. When Top bailed to get a proper job, Clapton took his place. By then The Yardbirds had replaced the Stones as the house band at the Crawdaddy Club, with owner Giorgio Gomelsky becoming their manager. Gomelsky was a typical sixties mover-and-shaker, who ran clubs, wrote songs, made movies, produced records; whatever you needed, Giorgio could get it. Fast.

For the next 18 months The Yardbirds toured as the backing band to Sonny Boy Williamson II, where Giorgio had the foresight to record some of the shows – releasing them two years later, at the height of Birds-mania as the album: Sonny Boy Williamson and The Yardbirds. In the meanwhile, using the live tapes to land the band a deal in its own right with EMI. Not that the album sold. In fact, nothing The Yardbirds did sold during the early Clapton days. Not their brilliant, hopped-up single version of Billy Boy Arnold’s ‘I Wish You Would’ or even their dig-that-crazy-guitar version of ‘Good Morning Little Schoolgirl’. And certainly not their debut album, Five Live Yardbirds, an R&B purist’s delight released into the commercial abyss at the end of 1964.

Enter Giorgio with an even better idea. A song so obviously a hit-in-waiting its publisher, Ronnie Beck of Feldman’s was on his way to try to convince The Beatles to record it when Giorgio stepped in and grabbed it first. It was called ‘For Your Love’. Written by nineteen-year-old future 10cc star Graham Gouldman, ‘For Your Love’ was both the making of The Yardbirds – and the breaking of Eric Clapton, who sneeringly called it ‘pop crap’. Led by Brian Auger on the harpsichord, the recording was made by Relf and McCarty in tandem, with session musos on bass and bongos and Samwell-Smith in the control room ‘directing’. Clapton and Dreja were only called in for the freak-out mid-section. But even that was too much for Eric and he bailed straight afterwards to join John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers. In an age of art-for-art’s sake, hit-singlesfor-fuck’s-sake, blues-precious Clapton just didn’t fit in. Not even when the single hit the Top 10 in both Britain and America.

His replacement, a twenty-one-year-old maverick named Jeff Beck, would be no pushover either. ‘I didn’t like them when I first met them,’ Beck shrugged. ‘They didn’t say hi or anything. They were pissed off that Eric had left, they had thought that the whole Yardbirds sound had gone.’ Unlike Eric, though, Jeff craved the hot lights in a way that would shame a firefly. ‘I wanted people to look at me, know what I was doing,’ he would say. ‘I’m not one of those guys who wants to fade into the background onstage.’ There was never any danger of that, as the next 12 months found Beck leading The Yardbirds through hit after hit, each more rule-bending than the last.

This, though, had sprung from another sliding doors moment in the career of The Yardbirds. For Jeff Beck had not been the band’s first choice as Clapton’s replacement – that had been Jimmy Page. At the time, Page was the most accomplished and versatile guitarist in Britain, with hard-won experience and musical nous far superior to that of either Clapton’s or Beck’s. Except Jimmy turned them down. Not because he was a blues purist or had a problem with the idea of performing chart hits. But because he was out of their league. By 1964, Page had already played as a session guitarist on dozens of UK chart hits for everybody from Shirley Bassey (‘Goldfinger’), to the Nashville Teens (‘Tobacco Road’), Dave Berry (‘The Crying Game’), the Rolling Stones (‘Heart Of Stone’), Them (‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’), and countless others for The Kinks, The Who, Herman’s Hermits, Donovan, Kathy Kirby, PJ Proby, Lulu, on and on, for years to come, that the thought of joining The Yardbirds barely made a blip on his radar. Hey, when you’ve played on mega-hits like ‘Walk Tall’ by Val Doonican and ‘It’s Not Unusual’ by Tom Jones, who cared about low-rent chartbreakers like The Yardbirds? Though Jimmy did know someone who might care – his friend and fellow-guitarist Jeff Beck. Beck was one of those cats on the fringes – partly by nurture, mainly by nature. A brilliant soloist, Jeff was an individualist and his stints in various R&B outfits of the period – the Nightshift, the Rumble, the Tridents – were built for speed not comfort. Even the sporadic session work that came his way – one single titled ‘I’m Not Running Away’ for Parlophone Beatles-wannabes, the dreadfully named Fitz And Startz – was not a success.

Beck was ‘sitting around doing nothing’ when one day at Page’s house, Jimmy played him Five Live Yardbirds, then asked what he thought. Jeff thought he needed a gig and with Jimmy offering to recommend him, he was in the studio three weeks later recording the next Yardbirds single, another Graham Gouldman-written track – and obvious hit-inthe-making – ‘Heart And Soul’. The next couple of years found The Yardbirds – with Jeff Beck on lead guitar – at the peak of their powers, commercially, artistically, pop- and rock-tastically. They had a string of major hit singles in Britain and America – all Gouldman-writes or blues covers – until they came to their seventh single, ‘Shapes Of Things To Come’, which reached No. 3 in the UK in March 1966 and soon after made the Top 10 in the US.

Credited to McCarty, Relf and Samwell-Smith, the lyrics spoke of a future world in which the environment has become toxic. ‘I wrote it in a bar in Chicago,’ Smith later recalled. ‘I just lifted part of a Dave Brubeck fugue to a marching beat and Jim worked out the basis while I completed the lyric. It’s a sort of protest song.’ It was more than that. With its marching army of robots rhythm, its feedback-laden guitar solo, its tang of the Asiatic, it was the most exotic-sounding single of the year – possibly the first truly psychedelic record. Yet Beck did not share in the writing credits, something that appeared only to increase his already chafed relationship to the rest of the band.

‘He was always a lovely guy, Jeff,’ says McCarty now, ‘and I used to really like him. But when it came to playing he was different. You never really knew what was going to happen. You never really knew what sort of mood he was going to be in and that depended a lot on what sort of sound he got onstage. If he got a good sound onstage he’d be quite happy and it would be a happy gig. But the reverse was that he’d get very angry.’ To the point where it would actually sabotage shows? ‘It could do. He could kick an amp offstage or kick an amp over or he could walk off. He usually did the whole gig. He didn’t disappear. But he walked off one time on one TV show we were doing. He didn’t like the mix of his guitar. It was too quiet. We were just miming. He was like, “Where’s the guitar? Oh, bloody awful!” Then disappeared.’

It was Samwell-Smith, though, who was first to leave, after a drunken gig at the annual May Ball at Queen’s College in Oxford, which turned into a near-brawl between a drunken, wasted Relf and some of the students. Outraged, Smith stormed off, he said, never to return. (Though he was back as producer shortly after.) With a new album out to promote, Yardbirds, aka Roger The Engineer, and panicking about how they were going to continue their never-ending touring schedule, Jimmy Page, who was there, half-jokingly said: ‘I’ll do it.’ Then happily ‘allowed’ the others to talk him into it. In fact, Page, by then suffocating on the session scene, had watched the success of The Yardbirds with his old pal Beck with increasing envy as their career took off around the world. It wasn’t about the money – he still earned more in a week than most bands like The Yardbirds did in a month – it was the thought of making his own music, for once. ‘I want to contribute a great deal more to The Yardbirds than just standing there looking glum,’ Page told the NME at the time. ‘I was drying up as a guitarist. I was playing a lot of rhythm guitar on sessions, which is very dull. It left me no time to practise. Most of the musicians I know think I have done the right thing in joining The Yardbirds.’

Three nights later Page made his debut with The Yardbirds – on bass – at the Marquee Club in London. His first recording with them was at the Marquee studios the following day for a Yardley Great Shakes advert that was based on their current UK hit ‘Over, Under, Sideways, Down’ (‘It’s so creamy/Thick and dreamy’). Followed by twenty four more British dates in such salubrious locales as the Co-Op Ballroom in Gravesend and the Pavilion Arts Centre in Buxton. Then, on Friday 5 August 1966, Jimmy Page played his first show in America with the band – at the Minneapolis Auditorium. By now Chris Dreja had been shuffled over onto the bass, making way for Jimmy to take over guitar, forming with Beck what would be the first ‘twin-solo’ guitar line-up in British rock. It should have made The Yardbirds the most incendiary group on the planet – not just weighty like Cream, or laddish like the Stones, certainly more nail-biting than The Beatles, who would retire from touring just three weeks later. ‘It definitely gave the band a kick up the arse,’ says Chris Dreja now, from his home in London. Was Chris put out, though, when Jimmy took his place as guitarist? ‘Not at all. No, no. I’m a man who knows his own limitations,’ he says. Then jokingly suggests that Page wasn’t moved up from bass to guitar because Jimmy was the better guitarist, but because Jimmy was such a bad bass player. ‘As a bass player he was rubbish. Too many bloody notes, mate!’

As the ‘other guitarist’ to Clapton, Beck and now Page, who did he rate as the best? ‘I enjoyed playing with all of them. They all came with such individual characteristics. Eric was a blues man. With Jeff, you never knew what he was coming up with. He was a bloody genius, wasn’t he? But I loved to play with Jimmy. He was full of energy. Go go go! And I liked that. He was very positive. Still is today, he’s a wonderful man, I think.’ In contrast to Beck’s nervous, fidgety stage presence, Page always played with that Cheshire Cat smile on his face. ‘Jeff could be quite insecure sometimes. Jimmy was always very confident. He had a very strong mother and a weak father – which is the classic syndrome. But he was a very together guy. We travelled tremendously together and shared the same little car. I got to know him very well.’

But while Dreja and Page revelled in life on the American road – ‘American bands and musicians were so creative, such really great people to get to know,’ says Chris, ‘So many stories . . . being in a basement with Janis Joplin drinking Southern Comfort, things like that . . . All the wonderful people you met on the road, you became almost like one big family’ – Keith Relf was feeling the slog. Disillusioned, disgruntled and often drunk, Relf would later claim the best days of The Yardbirds had been when Eric was still in it. Before ‘For Your Love’ – and in its wake the arrival of Jeff. ‘The happiest times were playing London clubs like the Marquee and the Crawdaddy Club,’ he said in 1974. ‘With Eric it was a blues band.’ After that, ‘it became a commercial band. We started touring the States, doing Dick Clark tours, playing one-nighters and that kind of thing.’

But at least Keith kept going. Jeff Beck now suddenly decided he wanted to stop completely. ‘It was being on the road that got to Jeff,’ claimed Relf. ‘He didn’t want to go out any more. We stayed in Holly-wood for a bit . . . it’s a bit of a painful period to go over. It was during a Dick Clark tour, all right, which is heavy enough anyway. We had a few days off and Jeff fell in love with Hollywood. We went out on the road and by the second day Jeff had had enough. So, he flew back to Hollywood – and henceforth, the final stage of The Yardbirds.’

To be more accurate, Beck had fallen in love with a Hollywood actress named Mary Hughes. ‘It was over Mary that he left The Yardbirds,’ admitted Relf with a shrug. A twenty-two-year-old blonde So-Cal beauty that had been ‘discovered’ on the beach in Malibu, Mary had starred in a handful of ‘bikini’ movies like Muscle Beach Party (1964) and drive-in B-reels like Fireball (1966). She would also star alongside Elvis Presley in Thunder Alley (1967). None of these were Oscar-material, but Mary’s looks were pure platinum and Jeff fell for her hard. (So hard he wrote a song for her and sang the lead on a Yardbirds B-side called ‘Psycho Daisies’.) Refusing to leave LA, Beck stayed behind with Hughes while the rest of the band soldiered on as a four-piece. A press release was issued explaining that Beck was ‘ill’.

In an oblique reference to the incident in an early-seventies interview with Rolling Stone, Beck explained: ‘I really wanted Jim Page on lead guitar with me because I knew it would sound sensational. We had fun. I remember doing some really nice jobs with Page. It lasted about four or five months, then I had this throat thing come on, inflamed tonsils, and what with inflamed brain, inflamed tonsils and an inflamed cock and everything else . . .’

Beck did return to the band for their September 1966 tour in Britain, opening for the Rolling Stones, but the writing was on the wall. His final bow coming with his now legendary appearance with the band in the 1967 movie Blow Up. Italian producer Michelangelo Antonioni had tried unsuccessfully to get The Who for the scene. Then the more psychedelic Tomorrow – though how their genteel guitarist, future Yes star Steve Howe, would have handled the guitar-smashing segment is anybody’s guess. Though both McCarty and Dreja chuckle heartily now over their appearance in what is now remembered as one of the late-sixties’ most preposterous and self-consciously impenetrable ‘underground films’, watching them plough through ‘Train Kept A-Rollin’ ‘remake’ ‘Stroll On’ today is instructive of the way The Yardbirds with Beck and Page in it really were: Beck, solemn, threatening; Page, smiley, cool, noooo problem. Beck, of course, hated being the one to ‘do a Townshend,’ as he put it, and smash his guitar. ‘I didn’t mind playing a very wild number with lots of violence in it, lots of chords smashing away, but I didn’t actually want to destroy the guitar. What a cheat, the first part shows me playing a Les Paul and in the second part I’m smashing up a cheap old $35 Japanese model.’

Go to YouTube though and you can find one of their real live shows together and the overwhelming impression is of a band almost tripping over its own astonishing power. Not the musicianship, but those two huge personalities. McCarty laughs. ‘I know! It was like the group was bursting out. It could hardly be contained. It was a very good combination with them both. I asked Jimmy the other day actually, did you enjoy it with Jeff? He said, oh yes, yeah! But actually it was a bit much sometimes.’

Dreja agrees. ‘Yeah, a lot of the time it was fantastic. And a lot of the time they’d be playing against each other. It was a bit of a cacophony sometimes. They were quite competitive. Jeff would inevitably suffer because he was more insecure. But now and then it would work and it would be fantastic.’ McCarty recalls the Beck-Page axis at its best one night outgunning the Stones. ‘I remember once when we were on a tour with the Stones. We had a fantastic evening and the audience was delighted. And that was quite embarrassing for the Stones.’ Then adds: ‘Quite often there’d be tension and aggravation going on, though, mainly from Jeff.’ Beck, he says, could be ‘very insecure and very nervous, very wound-up. And of course Jimmy wasn’t. He was very sort of used to playing sessions and quite together, compared to Jeff. Jimmy was very confident and Jeff was completely wild compared to him.’

Sadly, the only real recordings this line-up of The Yardbirds got to make were the aforementioned ‘Stroll On’, their barely-veiled ‘reworking’ of Tiny Bradshaw’s ‘Train Kept A-Rollin’ (basically a slightly different lyric written by Relf), done specifically for the Blow Up soundtrack album, and one other that clearly signposted exactly where Jimmy Page intended to go next in his career – with or without The Yardbirds. It was called ‘Happenings Ten Years Time Ago’ and it was a monumental piece of work. Released as a single in October 1966, months before first albums by Cream, Jimi Hendrix and Pink Floyd, at a time when The Beatles were topping the charts with the pop-eyed mums-and-dads-ism of ‘Yellow Submarine’, this was more than simple pop psychedelia. This was ground zero seventies rock. Hypnotically interweaving, Eastern-influenced guitars, weapons-grade rhythms – featuring not Dreja on bass but a top session pal of Jimmy’s named John Paul Jones – ghostly vocals singing of time travel, tripping on déjà vu and occult meaning, whispered backing vocals (‘Pop group are ya, why you all got long hair?’) . . . If you’re looking for the real rock roots of Led Zeppelin and every other out-there band that came helter-skelter in their wake, this is the definitive place to start.

And yet as a single it flopped. Tiptoeing to No. 30 in America, only brushing shoulders briefly with the Top 40 in the UK – this despite an appearance on Top of the Pops – taped on 19 October. ‘I thought it could have been commercial,’ says Jim McCarty. ‘But we sort of thought, well, we’ll go no holds barred on that really. Try and do something a bit different. Which is what we’d always done.’

There was, however, one other significant recording that Jeff Beck and Jimmy Page had made together that summer of 1966. Before being offered the chance to join The Yardbirds, Page had been working towards putting his own band together. His initial idea was to lure Small Faces singer-guitarist Steve Marriott into a new outfit, or possibly Spencer Davis Group protégé Steve Winwood on vocals and keyboards, along with what Page now calls a ‘super hooligan’ rhythm section comprising The Who’s Keith Moon on drums and John Entwistle on bass. That had been in May, when Jimmy had overseen the session at London’s IBC studios that would produce the track ‘Beck’s Bolero’ – Jeff’s guitar-inflamed version of Ravel’s ‘Bolero’, originally intended to be his first solo single and that Page would later insist he arranged, played on and produced. Also present on the session that night was another session player who Page was pals with, named John Paul Jones. The track would eventually end up as just a B-side, though it was later resurrected into the Beck solo tours as a centrepiece. Meanwhile, Page’s idea for ‘a new sort of band’ was quietly put on the backburner as he became involved more heavily with The Yardbirds. But seeds were being sown. Groundwork laid. Dreams forked and tidied away until . . . later.

Back on tour in America as part of the Dick Clark Caravan of Stars – sharing the bill with such luminaries as Sam The Sham & The Pharaohs, Brian Hyland and Gary Lewis & The Playboys – Beck finally broke down and left the band. Weeks of on-tour agro – late-shows, tantrums, freak-outs – finally coalesced into what he later described as a full-on nervous breakdown. ‘I don’t know if you know what a nervous breakdown really is, but I had one,’ he told Rolling Stone in 1971. ‘I had fainted and fell down about three flights of stone stairs, couldn’t even speak to the doctor, and after he gives me about 3,000 prescriptions, he tells me I’ll be all right. I just have meningitis. And I thought, hoowah, my mother told me meningitis was a bad disease . . .’

The official announcement of Beck’s departure – and of the band continuing on as a four-piece with just Page on guitar – came just a few weeks later. Meanwhile, the band ploughed on without a break over Christmas and New Year through dozens more American shows, followed by dates in Australia, Britain, Singapore, New Zealand, France, Germany, Sweden, Denmark, then back to Britain, America . . . on and on. They were still on tour in July 1967 when their only album with Page, Little Games, was released. Recorded on the fly in March and April that year, and with Page credited as co-songwriter on six of the album’s seven original tracks, it’s impossible to listen to it today and not see it as anything less than a pre-Zeppelin Led Zeppelin album. Led Zeppelin -1, perhaps.

The future was being written on tracks like ‘Smile On Me’, its heavy gas blues steamrollering along, Jimmy’s scab-picking guitar break there to be reopened on ‘You Shook Me’ from the first Zeppelin album. Similarly, the raging guitar intro to ‘Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor’, credited on Little Games to Page and McCarty (the latter recalls writing the track at Jimmy’s Epsom home), would again be revisited in the Zep-inspired future. ‘Tinker . . .’ also featured the sound of Page playing his guitar – a Vox 12-string in this case – with a violin bow. A technique he would also employ on another of the album’s cornerstone tracks, ‘Glimpses’. This was the closest Page felt he really got to where he wanted to go after Beck left the Yardbirds. By the time the album came out, ‘Glimpses’ was already a live showstopper. Sawing away at his Telecaster (unlike the Gibson Les Paul he would rely on more in Zep) some saw it as a gimmick, but using the bow on the guitar was more than just a novelty for a master musician of Page’s stature. Some said he was going too far. But Jimmy was still just twenty-two and the concept of ‘too far’ was unknown to him.

On tour once again in America, however, now the band was beginning to appear in newly opened underground venues like Fillmore East, suddenly, thanks to Jimmy Page, the band was a long way away from the world of ‘For Your Love’. So much so, Keith Relf’s own solo spot on the album, his gentle and wintery ‘Only The Black Rose’ sounds as solitary and out of place as its title.

Then there was ‘White Summer’, an acoustic guitar instrumental in the exotic, modal style of Page’s later Zeppelin showcase track, ‘Black Mountain Side’, down to the percussive accompaniment of the Indian hand drums known as tablas, played here by Chris Karan. This was Page’s interpretation of folk-maverick Davy Graham’s famous version of ‘She Moved Through the Fair’ (or more accurately, Graham’s own later reinterpretation of the song as ‘She Moved Thru’ The Bizarre/Blue Raga’), with its unique DADGAD tuning – a signature Graham D-modal tuning he’d devised for playing Moroccan music that also proved especially efficacious for the accompaniment of ancient modal Irish tunes.

‘I was going to add on the sitar part,’ Page later told Vibrations magazine. ‘But when I got down to the studio the following day the producer had sort of reduced the whole thing. I can assure you in the future we will take longer because we are so despondent about the whole thing.’ The producer in question – Mickie Most, the Simon Cowell of his era: hits first, nothing second – was in fact utterly disdainful of Page’s attempts to draw The Yardbirds out of their pop chart comfort zone and into . . . something else.

‘There had been some pretty substantial work done by Jeff there in the Yardbirds, some fabulous stuff,’ Jimmy recalled in 2014. ‘But I really needed to make my own sort of statement. So I was starting to showcase some of the various areas that I’d been involved with in my own learning curve – all the different styles and everything. I saw that that was the right way to go.’ He would find a stronger ally in the new tour manager Most had hired for the band. His name: Peter Grant.

The most feared figure in the Led Zeppelin story – his reputation for ‘protecting’ his artists learned at the knee of self-styled music biz Mr Big, Don Arden – is one Chris Dreja now describes as, ‘A wonderful guy. A lovely human being.’ He recalls how in The Yardbirds, ‘Peter was very hands-on. He worked in an office with Mickie Most. And he came on the road. It was amazing. He came on all the tours with us. Held it all together. He taught me how to make money. Not have too much room service, all these little things. I loved the guy. We spent time at his house. He played me the first cut of ‘Stairway To Heaven’, with a few mistakes in it by Jimmy, which he obviously corrected later.’ He goes on. ‘Peter was a wonderful guy. He was very kind to me. He loved his artists. I know he could be a real bastard in real life with other people. But as far as the artists were concerned he really had a rapport with them.’ He certainly did. Especially with the band’s go-go-go guitarist, Jimmy Page.

When Little Games failed dismally in the charts – like the single ‘Happenings Ten Years Time Ago’ – it was the end for Keith Relf and Jim McCarty. Unlike Page, who had yet to climb the mountain, in terms of his own creativity, Relf and McCarty now felt they had been there, done that, worn out the T-shirt. The thought of following Page on some new musical odyssey was simply too much wishful thinking for them. A band that had sacrificed so much to reach the top of the singles charts, the idea of somehow reversing gear and concentrating instead from now on, on albums, which Page was now insisting was the way forward, on yet more live shows, lengthier and more demanding than ever before, simply did not go down well.

By the time they arrived in New York for their Anderson Theatre show in March 1968, Relf and McCarty had already made up their minds. And so had Page and Dreja. There was one last Yardbirds single, the aptly titled ‘Goodnight Sweet Josephine’ – another chart flop. Though on its B-side lay the future: the Relf-Page-McCarty credited ‘Think About It’, replete with a frantically shredded Page solo that would later turn up, almost intact, as the guitar solo of another number the band had recently begun playing live called ‘Dazed And Confused’. Page firing from the hip on his Telecaster having stripped the blonde paint off and hand-painted a green, red and orange psychedelic dragon on the front of its ash body.

You can hear it in all its vivid glory on the Yardbirds 68 album – a fact which Page must be given enormous credit for, demonstrating that the track which he would be given sole credit for on the first Zep album, becoming his live showcase throughout all of Zeppelin’s best moments onstage, was actually another important piece of the jigsaw originally begun, in embryonic form, during his stint as the creative driver of The Yardbirds.

‘Jimmy’s always been funny about that,’ laughs Chris Dreja. ‘I did the first bass line for that song, you know? No one knows that but I did.’ McCarty is similarly light-hearted on the subject. ‘I think that was to do probably with trying to protect Led Zeppelin.’ He insists he ‘never really thought about’ enquiring into the question of royalties. ‘I didn’t really listen to Led Zeppelin until some years later. And everyone, including The Yardbirds, were always lifting ideas and making them into their own.’ Dreja adds, ‘I’m very fond of what Jimmy has done with it now on Yardbirds 68. And what he’s done on this album is fucking dynamite! He’s a very clever man.’

With the break-up of The Yardbirds, Jimmy Page was also a very determined – and desperate – man. Determined that nothing more should get in his way . . .

You are Jimmy Page. It is the summer of 1968 and you are one of the best-known guitarists in London – and one of its least famous. Even the past two years in The Yardbirds haven’t brought you the recognition you know you deserve. People talk about The Yardbirds as though Jeff Beck is still the guitarist, not you, despite everything you’ve done for them; giving up the easy-money session gigs that bought you your house by the river; gifting them one last ride on the merry-go-round with ahead-of-the-game hits like ‘Happening Ten Years Time Ago’, even as Mickie Most sucked the life out of them making them do codswallop like ‘Ha Ha Said The Clown’; sticking with them as their profile has slowly faded from view, along with their own self-worth. They still mean something in America, just about, but back home they are dead meat. And what’s the point in traipsing around America, them and the other half-dozen acts on the same poxy package bill, earning less in a week than you used to get for a day’s worth of sessions, when no one even knows your name, knows how important you are now to the whole set-up?

Jeff Beck? Jeff is an old mate, but who had recommended him for the job in the first place? Done him a favour when he was on his uppers? You – Jimmy Page. The one who turned down The Yardbirds after Clapton had walked out, not because you were afraid, like Eric, that their craving for pop stardom would ruin your image as a ‘blues purist’ – you were never one of those, your love of folk, rock’n’roll, jazz, classical, Indian, Irish, anything and everything, meant you always felt sorry for those poor unfortunates that could only ever like one form of music – but because you’d secretly shuddered at the prospect of trawling the country’s pubs and clubs, bouncing around in the back of a shitty bloody Transit van like you’d done before with Neil Christian and the Crusaders, ending up so ill you couldn’t get out of bed for three days. Not even making any bread out of it. Stuff that for a game of soldiers.

And so you’d recommended your old mate Jeff, who was just sat around doing nothing. Then stood back and watched as The Yardbirds with Beck had taken off like a rocket . . . ‘For Your Love’, ‘Heart Full of Soul’, ‘Shapes of Things’, hit after hit . . . Next thing you were in The Yardbirds too. It was never supposed to last, and you never made any promises, but you had to admit it was all right. Even when you were just supposed to be helping them out till they found a proper replacement for Samwell-Smith, twanging the bass as a bit of a laugh, the buzz was good. When they suggested moving Chris over onto bass and having you and Jeff both on guitar, you couldn’t believe it! You did wonder how long Jeff would be able to hack it, but while it lasted it was actually really good. Not just the playing – you and Jeff had always played well together – but the vibe, the scene. It felt like an omen when you found yourself booked with them to appear in the Antonioni film Blow Up. All you had to do was make like you were playing a club, steaming it, a great laugh. Though Jeff moaned when the old director asked him to smash his guitar. Six times he had to go through it, pretending to be Pete Townshend, before the old Italian was happy. God, did he moan! You just couldn’t stop smiling though.

Then he left. Jeff Beck, the great guitar hero who had no discipline whatsoever, brilliant one night, less so the next; the so-called cool cat who couldn’t write an original tune to save his life and had sold out to Mickie Most and his off-the-peg hits. Jeff is a mate and you don’t like to badmouth him, but even Jeff knows ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’ was a load of old rubbish; everyone knows it was a load of old rubbish. Yet there it was as soon as he left The Yardbirds, courtesy of Mickie, in the charts and in the discotheques; on the radio and being danced to by all the leggy birds in their miniskirts on Top of the Pops.

Well, good for Jeff Beck, but what about you, Jimmy Page? What are you gonna do now Jeff has his own thing going and The Yardbirds have finally gone kaput? You don’t know. Or rather, you do, but only on an instinctual level. You don’t have the proof yet but the answer, you’re fairly sure, is to take The Yardbirds and build on it, take their rinky-dink rock’n’roll and so-called experimentation – their gimmicks – and turn them into something much more deliberate; something that will make you gasp, not just sigh, something that will actually compete with Hendrix and Cream and the Stones and the bloody Beatles. Really show the world who’s who and what’s what.

But you are also wary of letting go of the bit of fame you’ve finally found, however meagre. Most people may think Jeff Beck is still the guitar player in The Yardbirds but at least they’ve heard of The Yardbirds. Who’s heard of Jimmy Page, outside of the know-all producers and record company bigwigs, the studio broom-pushers and pretty receptionists? Outside of all the guitarists you’ve replaced on sessions over the years – the guy in Them, the guy in Herman’s Hermits, the countless others whose faces you no longer remember and who would never acknowledge what you’d done for them anyway, never thank you . . .

At least you know where you stand. Self-confident, well off, used to being on your own, you have always been someone who knew exactly where you stood, even as a kid playing on sessions for old timers like Val Doonican. You had always walked tall, always known your own worth even as others discounted it, sending you on your way to the next session – sometimes as many as three a day, six days a week, never knowing what you were going to be asked to play next, picking up good money and taking none of the risks – and none of the glory, either, when it worked.

Now it is your turn to shine. You are twenty-four, a hardened session pro who knows all about working in the studio, taking your cue from famous knob-twiddlers like Shel Talmy and Mickie Most, playing along with other session pros like Big Jim Sullivan and Bobby Graham, sharing a fag during tea breaks, taking it all in, crossing paths again and again over the years like lucky black cats. Now you want to do something for yourself. You’ve always wanted it. Now it’s time. Something big, like Eric with Cream – only better. Like Jeff with Rod Stewart and Ronnie Wood – only better. Like George Harrison and Brian Jones with their sitars, even though you had one first – only much, much better, you wait and bloody see.

First, though, you need to put the pieces together, find the corners of the jigsaw. The years working behind the scenes – in the dark, a hired gun, doing as you were told, looking and listening and taking it all in, sharing a fag and laughing up your sleeve – have taught you about more than just the playing. You now know where to place the mics. ‘Distance makes depth,’ as the old lags liked to say. You now know how to operate the desk, what makes bad groups good and good groups better. You now know it’s about more than just being able to play, otherwise you’d have been a star long ago. You have also learnt something about the business. You know the value of a name and of having the right record company behind you, the right guys in suits. And for that you know you will need help. You’ve got a head start though. The Yardbirds still have a name – just – and you aren’t about to let go of it. Not yet. You have to be sure first; have to be precise; your timing, as a pro, will have to be perfect, you know that.

The problem is time is running out. Only twenty-four but already the music is moving on without you. You wouldn’t have said it out loud but you know it’s true. Cream is already coming to its end and you feel like you haven’t even started. Hendrix is now everybody’s guitar god but you haven’t shown them what you can do yet, given the opportunity, away from the sessions and the smoky studios and the bands crumbling from within, lost somewhere out there on the American road, just counting the days till something better comes along. Time is running out and though you’d never say it out loud you are starting to worry you have missed the bloody boat; that if you’re not careful you will have to go back to doing sessions. ‘Becoming one of those sorts of people I hate,’ as you tell your friends.

The last Yardbirds tour comes to an end in Montgomery, Alabama, the gig at the Fairgrounds Speedway coming the day after Bobby Kennedy is shot in Los Angeles. You all watch it on TV back at the hotel and you all go ‘wow’ and shake your heads and light more cigarettes. But it means nothing to you compared to the thought of the group breaking up. By the middle of June you are at home again in your groovy riverside abode in Pangbourne – a converted Victorian boathouse thirty miles up the Thames from London with one of those basement boat moorings, not that you have a boat – wondering what on earth you are going to do now.

Fortunately, you have an ace up your sleeve; someone who knows what you can do, who you are, what you could become, and who shares your determination to make something of it, to finally let the cat out of the bag: Peter Grant. ‘G.’ The hulking, oversensitive giant who co-manages The Yardbirds with Mickie and who has kept you safe throughout your travels, especially on that bloody awful last American tour, when Keith Relf was going off the rails, getting drunk on stage every night and only Chris Dreja still seemed interested in keeping the whole thing together. G, who’d sat in the car with you, stuck in traffic in Shaftesbury Avenue, just days after getting back from America, both of you knowing it’s over, talking about what you are going to do now. G, who sits and listens as you, in your quiet, well-mannered voice finally says what it is you’ve secretly been thinking all this time, finally says out it loud: that you think you can take the group and do better, add new members, write new music, do better.

The stumbling block, you both know, will be Mickie, who is only really interested in singles. Art for art’s sake, hit singles for fuck’s sake. That’s Mickie’s motto. But singles aren’t where it’s at any more. The Yardbirds should be more of an albums band now, it’s obvious. You haven’t said so to Mickie because you know he would only scoff, just as he did when Jeff complained he wanted to make albums too, but you say it now to Peter, who sits and listens, looking straight ahead through the windscreen at the traffic. The key, you say, feeling courageous, would be letting you have a free hand to do it the way you know it should be done. The way you hear it in your head sometimes when no one else is listening. Not just leading the group but writing the music and lyrics, producing the records yourself, doing everything yourself except managing. That’s where Peter would come in – if he’s interested. G, who has worked for years in the shadows of other, more powerful music businessmen, waiting his turn in the dark, just like you. G, who sits there at the steering wheel, staring at the traffic straight ahead, and simply nods his head. ‘All right then,’ he says. ‘Let’s do it.’

There is one last Yardbirds show, a low-key contract-filler in the Student Union hall at Luton College on 7 July – almost two years to the day since the last big single in Britain, ‘Over, Under, Sideways, Down’ – and then it really is all over. Only Chris has said he’s willing to stick with it and give it another go with you, but even he is now having second thoughts. Oh, he hasn’t said anything yet to you or Peter, but you both know. So what? You’re gonna need 100 per cent commitment if the new music you want to make is to sound the way you want it to. Chris is no great shakes on the bass anyway. Better he go now then, even if it does leave you on your own. Well, you’re used to that. As an only child, you’ve never been afraid of being on your own. So when, barely a month after that last show in Luton, Chris finally owns up to the fact he isn’t into it any more, would rather go off and try for a new career as a photographer – ‘He thinks he’s the new fucking David Bailey,’ laughs G – 
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