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Introduction

“Like a lot of what James writes, even if you have the lyrics right in front of you, there’s still so many possibilities in there. That’s the greatest thing about his lyrics.”

LARS ULRICH, 1991

When the big black book of heavy metal is finally written there will be many names vying for the top slot. But one name stands apart as a colossus – Metallica. “Birth. School. Metallica. Death” says one of the band’s T-shirt designs. And it ain’t wrong, for as you know, once the Metallica bug has sunk its fangs deep into your musical soul there’s no turning back.

There’s no magic answer to the question of what makes a Metallica song special to millions. It could be the majestic power of their songs, or maybe you were turned on in the early days by their establishment-dismantling fury. Perhaps you were one of the millions wowed by the bombastic ‘Black Album’, and have stayed faithful ever since.

Throughout their decades-long career and the many changes to their music, one thing has remained constant in Metallica’s world and that is the intensity of James Hetfield. James’s contribution to Metallica goes way beyond his duties as a singer, guitarist and frontman. As the only lyricist in the band James has also taken on the mantle of Metallica’s keeper of the flame, for it is he alone who puts his thoughts out there for millions to see and judge. We’ll punch the air in time to Lars’ beats and rake the air alongside James and Kirk’s vicious riffs, but it’s James’s lyrics that each one of us connects to. When fans sing the words to ‘The God That Failed’ all but the real hardcore will be unaware that it is a song written about the death of James’s mother. To be the lyricist in any band is a tough job, but to be the lyricist in a band as accomplished as Metallica takes serious brass balls.

Chris Ingham
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James Hetfield: that thousand-yard stare reveals the lifelong struggle of the inner man.
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Hammett in the instantly recognizable alternative-rock garb that Metallica adopted for the Load album in 1996. Careful with that chin spike!




INFLUENCES

NWOBHM

‘I was truly obsessed by the New Wave of British Heavy Metal.’

LARS ULRICH, SEPTEMBER 1988

In the early 1980s, the young Lars Ulrich was obsessed by a new breed of heavy music. Punk had held sway over British music throughout the latter part of the 1970s, when bands such as Sex Pistols, The Damned and The Clash replaced old gods Deep Purple, Black Sabbath and Led Zeppelin in the minds of younger music fans. Where once the old guard had been seen to be at the very forefront of contemporary music, their extended 20-minute jams were now regarded as self-indulgent, bloated and out of touch. In the popular media of the day, punk swept away the old rockers and battled against the rise of disco before giving way to the more radio-friendly sounds of New Wave. By 1980, bands such as The Jam, Blondie and The Undertones were making regular forays to the top of the British charts.

For its part, heavy metal was still a working-class staple, and while its heroes could still command respectable crowds in town halls and theatres, it was largely preaching to the converted. Real development in the scene had been driven underground. While more aggressive guitar-led groups such as Judas Priest, Scorpions, UFO and Motörhead had certainly pushed the scene forward, it was in the young working-class pubs and clubs of urban Britain that one had to look for real change.

Fuelled by the speed and passion of punk, but unlike their nose-pierced cousins still mindful and full of respect for the musicianship of the bands that had gone before, this new breed of aggressive guitar acts came to be grouped together under the unwieldy name of the New Wave Of British Heavy Metal.

As a committed anglophile, Lars Ulrich was already a devotee of the likes of Judas Priest and the intensely uncompromising Motörhead. Via the pages of Brit music weekly Sounds magazine, he would devour news of any band credited with being faster or more powerful than the last. As teenagers, Lars and Brian Slagel (soon to be the head of hugely influential Metal Blade Records) would meet up to pool resources and buy up whatever selection of NWOBHM imports Los Angeles’ specialist record stores had shipped in that week.

In the great scheme of things, NWOBHM had to have the distinction of being the single most ridiculous acronym one could find; that is until you hear the names of some of the bands that came under its uncompromising moniker: Tygers of Pan Tang, Venom, Ethel The Frog, Tank, Raven, Sledgehammer, Trespass, Sweet Savage, Holocaust, Blitzkrieg, Angel Witch, Vardis and Diamond Head, not to mention the scene’s three acknowledged leaders – Saxon, Def Leppard and Iron Maiden. Ultimately only Iron Maiden and Def Leppard would stand the test of time, with the former becoming an enduring and widely respected icon in heavy metal circles and the latter, albeit briefly, one of the most popular music artists of the late 1980s.

IRON MAIDEN

‘They, more than any other band, are responsible for opening up the doors for heavy metal in the 1980s...They’ve never given in, and as a result have been a big inspiration to a band like us, to stick to what we believe in and not just turn out crap to sell records or please radio stations...’

LARS ON IRON MAIDEN, NOVEMBER 1987

A must-buy for young NWOBHM fan Lars Ulrich was the twin-guitar attack of Iron Maiden, who had laid waste to their domestic competition since their emergence from London’s East End in 1980. Listening to early Metallica it’s easy to assess what drew Ulrich, and later James Hetfield and Cliff Burton, to the Maiden sound. The driving speed of Maiden founder and captain of the ship Steve Harris was reminiscent of another early Metallica hero, UFO’s Pete Way, but in the hands of Harris that galloping bass sound was taken to an even more aggressive level.

Perhaps key to Metallica’s love of Iron Maiden was the way in which, even from their earliest days, the Maiden posse have never seen themselves as just another heavy metal band, limited to a handful of unimaginative power riffs with a sole aim to drive the listener into a primal fury. There has always been more to Iron Maiden than a riff and a closed fist. From the beginning Steve Harris had conceived of his band as one of imagination unfettered, and as his songwriting grew so did the scope of Maiden’s raucous yet still melodic sound. Early fist-punching anthems such as ‘Running Free’ and ‘Wrathchild’ gave way to more complex yet still powerful arrangements like ‘Prodigal Son’, ‘Purgatory’ and ‘Another Life’ that paved the way for the next generation of flamboyant upstarts like Metallica. With the release of 1982’s seminal Number Of The Beast album the band set down a blueprint for any metal band harbouring arena-sized dreams. Iron Maiden held dearly the belief that on-stage theatrics were an essential ingredient in the projection of their music, and though never likely to rival Alice Cooper or Kiss (with whom they would enjoy a hugely successful European tour in 1980), the band would often spend huge wads of their still-limited budget on expensive lighting rigs and the development of their notorious undead mascot Eddie the ’Ead. While Metallica would never go as far as to create their own mascot or theme their covers like Maiden, they were nevertheless sufficiently influenced by the Brit camp to add dramatic theatrics to their stage show when budget allowed, most notably with their pyro-tastic collapsing Lady Justice statue on the 1988–’90 Damaged Justice tour and the fake exploding lighting rig routine employed on the Load trek.

Metallica’s ascension to the top of the metal tree was not nearly as swift as Maiden, who went from East Ham to Madison Square Gardens in a little over three years, but it’s safe to say that while the speed freak and power metal fan in Ulrich noted the on-stage theatrics, Hetfield was duly taken by the scope of Maiden’s increasingly complex arrangements, especially the band’s breakthrough record Number of The Beast with classic heavy metal vocalist Bruce Dickinson. Nicknamed ‘Air raid siren’, Dickinson’s vocals soared above Maiden’s ferocious rhythms, even acting as a third guitar on some of the higher wails on ‘Hallowed Be Thy Name’, clearly the forefather to Metallica’s classic ‘Welcome Home (Sanitarium)’ from Master of Puppets. Indeed, ‘Hallowed...’ wouldn’t be the last Maiden song to bear a resemblance to a speeded-up, more complex bastard offspring bearing the Metallica logo, or maybe it is just coincidence that the then biggest metal band in the world would record an Egyptian-themed album in 1984 called Powerslave only to see Metallica release an equally catchy Egyptian-themed pit anthem in ‘Creeping Death’ a matter of months later!

Iron Maiden’s twin-guitar attack, originally provided by Dave Murray and Dennis Stratton before the more melodic Adrian Smith replaced the latter in 1981, was equally influential on the Metallica sound. From the outset Hetfield and Dave Mustaine would trade solos and riffs in homage to their heroes like Randy Rhoads, Priest’s Glen Tipton and KK Downing, and of course Maiden’s Murray and Smith. However, with the addition of Kirk Hammett all bets were off, as the teen prodigy who tutored under Bay Area guitar legend Joe Satriani would, alongside fellow guitar thrashers Kerry King and Jeff Hanneman of Slayer, rewrite the limits of what a metal solo could or could not be about in the 1980s. With the increasing maturity and proficiency of Hetfield’s rhythm playing by the time the Metallica duo recorded Master of Puppets, the pair would eclipse any of their mentors’ prior glories.
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Hetfield’s famed ‘Cowardly Lion’ look became iconic around the time of the earth-shattering ‘Black Album’.

THE MISFITS

The Misfits crawled out of a New York high school sewer in the late 1970s. Led by the enigmatic frontman Glenn Danzig, The Misfits’ ghoulish on-stage persona was one drenched in Hammer horror B-movie theatrics and buffed biceps. Early line-ups changed with every 7” release but always featured Danzig on vocals and Jerry Only on bass before settling on a third permanent member, Only’s younger brother Doyle on guitar, in the early 1980s.

Musically, The Misfits were centred on intense three-chord buzzsaw guitar blasts that rarely lasted beyond the two-minute mark. Dumb, dark, loud and fun were the four simple requirements for inclusion into a Misfits mantra. Lyrically, though, The Misfits stood alone: gore, gore and more gore, nothing more. 1950s horror movies provided fertile copy for Danzig’s shlock-obsessed mind – ‘Return of the Fly’, ‘The Horror Business’, ‘50 Eyes’, ‘I Turned Into A Martian’ and ‘Teenagers From Mars’ are just some of the stoopid song titles that have made their way into pop culture history.
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Post-therapy, post-Death Magnetic and still on top of the world: Hetfield flanked by the powerhouse bassist Robert Trujillo.

The Misfits were harmless enough, appealing as they did to the disenfranchised punk rock kids of urban America. However, this is not to say that Danzig and his not-so-merry ghouls had no capacity to outrage – the more morally ambiguous source material for ‘Bullet’ (President Kennedy’s assassination complete with the evocative image of a fellating Jackie O) or Metallica’s own favourite Misfits cover, ‘Last Caress’, with the infamous lines of “I got something to say, I killed your baby today/raped your mother today, It doesn’t matter much to me as long as it’s dead/she’s spread” have caused more than a few parents to order the removal of Misfits records from their teenage offspring’s collections!

Quite what drew Metallica to The Misfits remains a mystery. There is no doubt that the band were drawn to the energy of the punk outfit’s shlock rock approach, and their later decision to cover Brit punks Killing Joke’s ‘The Wait’ and, more tellingly, The Anti-Nowhere League’s supremely anti-social classic ‘So What?’ (“I’ve f*cked a pig/I’ve f*cked a goat/So What? You boring little c*nt!”) certainly points to Metallica being a band still determined to piss off the mainstream.

Undoubtedly, though, Metallica were metalheads to a man, so the answer as to why The Misfits became such an obsession may lie with the broader tastes of bassist Cliff Burton. Though the oldest of Metallica by only a year, Burton played a big brother role to the rest and almost certainly benefitted from his own older sibling’s diverse record collection.

Never one to join in the crowd, Burton was as likely to whip out a Necros 7” single and wax lyrical about its merits as he was some rare Deep Purple bootleg with a 20-minute bass solo. As teens Metallica were record collectors who hunted down European metal imports and were therefore sympathetic to the unique thrill of discovery associated with hardcore fans.

Ultimately Danzig’s ‘evil’ Elvis-style vocals lent an atmosphere of the kitsch rather than the threatening, and it was this realization that would lead the highly strung singer to dissolve The Misfits in ’83 in order to pursue a more violent slasher-movie-led direction with his new project Samhain. After four years and three albums Danzig would go solo and score minor hits with his dark, blues-tinged biker rock and did indeed go on to support Metallica on the band’s hugely successful Blind Justice tour of Europe during late 1988.

DIAMOND HEAD

‘Listening to their records now is still an inspiration to me...’

LARS ULRICH, TALKING ABOUT DIAMOND HEAD IN NOVEMBER 1987

Another major influence on Metallica has to be UK riff-merchants Diamond Head. Metallica have covered a number of their songs as B-sides in their time, not least of which is the live favourite ‘Am I Evil?’, which made its first appearance alongside another cover version, ‘Blitzkrieg’, on the B-side to the ‘Creeping Death’ 12” single under the moniker ‘Garage Days Revisited’ – a cheeky reference to the bygone days of banging out cover tunes in Lars’ garage in LA. Listen to “Seek And Destroy” then try Diamond Head’s “Dead Reckoning” and see how many similarities you can spot!

Diamond Head were formed in Stourbridge, England, in 1979 by the now-revered (among metal guitarists anyway) Brian Tatler and young singer Sean Harris. Tatler, it was said at the time, couldn’t write a bad riff if he tried, and many critics believed that he would go on to rival even Black Sabbath’s Tony Iommi in that department.

The band debuted in 1981 with a barnstorming effort called Lightning To The Nations and followed it a year later with Borrowed Time, picking up a lucrative major label US deal with MCA en route. However, their third album, Canterbury, failed to find an audience and a combination of bad label management and too few classic tunes put the dampeners on any lofty ambitions to keep pace with fellow NWOBHM-ers Iron Maiden and Def Leppard all too quickly.

[image: ]

The three horsemen (from left), Trujillo, Hetfield and Hammett.

BACK FROM THE DEAD

In 1987, Lars Ulrich headed up a project to compile a Diamond Head retrospective album called Behold the Beginning, and in the sleeve notes comments that without Diamond Head, there would’ve been no hint of a Metallica.

Still a fan at heart, Ulrich was also instrumental in convincing Diamond Head to reform in 1992, and a year later made sure that they held on to the opening slot at a huge Metallica-headlined gig at Milton Keynes, England, in front of 50,000 people.

Facing indifference, Diamond Head disbanded soon after, only to regroup again a few years later to record their much-delayed fourth album, Death and Progress, which featured no lesser talents than Tony Iommi and Megadeth’s Dave Mustaine in guest mode. Sadly, the album failed to have any impact and Diamond once again resigned themselves to their past glories and called it a day.

As often happens in bands with such celebrated lead guitarists, ego battles with the singer were rife, and though Harris and Tatler have often patched up their differences for the sake of the band’s momentum, it was a case of too little too late.
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Metallica in the confused late 90s with bassist Jason Newsted (far left).

MOTÖRHEAD

‘Lemmy is probably one of the absolute primary reasons that I wanted to be in a band. It’s that simple. I got introduced to Motörhead’s music in 1979, when Overkill came out. I was in a record store and the double bass intro to “Overkill” started, and I never heard anything like that in my life.’

LARS ON MOTÖRHEAD, DECEMBER 2015

Motörhead’s incomparable frontman, Lemmy, once quipped that if his band moved in next door to you, your lawn would die. Remarkably, Motörhead lasted four decades as a touring and recording entity, and never showed any signs of turning down the volume!

Formed out of the ashes of Hawkwind in 1975 by bassist/vocalist and cultural icon Ian “Lemmy” Kilmister, the wayward son of a Welsh firebrand preacher, Motörhead always subscribed to the doctrine of playing the heaviest blues metal known to man. The band quickly established themselves as the UK band of the moment in the late 1970s with a trio of addictive adrenaline-led albums starting with ’78’s Overkill, ’79’s Bomber and their finest studio outing, Ace of Spades, in 1980. Nobody, but nobody, was making music as loud, dirty or deliberately obnoxious as Lemmy’s crew. Indeed, for years Motörhead were the only metal band that it was cool for even hardcore punks to like!

Motörhead’s influence on Metallica cannot be overstated – it’s more than coincidence that Lars decided upon a double bass drum set-up which was practised at the time by Motörhead’s Phil Taylor. Much of the aesthetic that the young Metallica were striving to capture as they recorded Kill ’Em All is exactly the ’Head spirit that had imprinted itself upon them after they had long worn out their old vinyl copies of No Sleep ’Til Hammersmith. Indeed, it’s virtually impossible to listen to early Metallica songs such as ‘Motorbreath’ (a direct tribute by any other name!), ‘Phantom Lord’ or ‘Metal Militia’ and not hear the thrashing bass chords and pummelling double bass drum beats of ‘Overkill’, ‘Iron Horse’ or ‘Stone Deaf Forever’.

At Lemmy’s 50th birthday bash at the Rainbow club on Sunset Boulevard, Hollywood in 1995, the Metallica posse climbed into identical black shirts/jeans and stuck on Lemmy-style sideburns and moustaches to take to the stage as The Lemmys, where they performed a short but hilarious six-song set of ’Head classics (which they were to subsequently record and release as a limited-edition EP called Metallihead in ’96).

Motörhead’s no-holds-barred, no-frills metal played at obscene volume turned many a young European’s head on to the power of heavy metal music, but none more so than Copenhagen-born Lars Ulrich. Indeed, Lars would regularly spend his college vacations and breaks from sports school following Motörhead around Europe as they toured, and would subsequently religiously see every one of the band’s Californian shows whenever they made their rare appearances in the US. As Lars was to tell the BBC: “What we got from Motörhead in ’81 was the aggression and the energy and the speed that they had back then, around the Overkill and Ace Of Spades albums.”

Like all bands, Motörhead made many a line-up change, first losing ‘Fast’ Eddie Clarke in 1983, switching to ex-Thin Lizzy man Brian Robertson for the Another Perfect Day record, before ditching him and switching to a two-guitar line-up with Phil Campbell and Würzel for the new tracks on the 1985 Best Of compilation, which was to stand for the next ten years. Long-time drummer ‘Philthy’ Phil Taylor was to drop in and out of the band throughout the late 1980s until ex-King Diamond powerhouse Mikkey Dee joined them to add a new lease of life in the early 1990s. After 1995, Motörhead held on to their classic three-piece line-up, having dumped Wurzel following the recording of ’95’s Sacrifice album, until Lemmy’s sudden death in 2015 marked the end of the band, 40 years after it had begun.

Lemmy had complained bitterly that people didn’t respect Motörhead’s newer songs, as the band produced some of the most consistent material of their careers in their later years with records such as Overnight Sensation [1998], We Are Motörhead [2001] and 25 Alive [2001]. And it’s true, but while they never managed to recapture the widespread popularity they had held in their late-70s heyday, the outsize influence of Motörhead remains a foundational force in metal.

VENOM

Venom charged out of northern England with their 1981 debut Welcome To Hell. Musically, they were influenced by many of the NWOBHM bands but theatrically they took the Satan angle much further, coining the phrase Black Metal for the title of their second album in 1982.

No angle was left unturned in their search for shock value, from the band’s stage names, allegedly taken straight from the pages of the Necronomicon – Abaddon (drums), Cronos (bass/vocals), Mantas (guitars) – to their dry ice and laser/pyro-filled stage shows.

Venom promised that they “sat at Lord Satan’s left hand”, the cover of Welcome To Hell featured a goat’s head pentagram while Black Metal had a picture of the Horned One himself, though it’s highly unlikely that the band had any serious affiliation with the religion. Despite initial breakthroughs Venom failed to develop their ultra-aggressive stance over subsequent records, and many of the bands that they influenced would overtake them in the credibility stakes, not least of which were Metallica.

As the 1980s progressed the band issued two more similar-sounding records, ’84’s At War With Satan and ’85’s Possessed, before line-up changes robbed them of any identity – Mantas left first, only to rejoin two years later at Cronos’s expense. Venom soldiered on with a variety of personnel and albums until the early 1990s when Abaddon, by now the only remaining original member, put the band on hold.

A reformation of the original line-up occurred in 1998, and though it created significant interest in mainland Europe, where Venom remain a powerful draw on the metal festival circuit, the UK and the US remain indifferent. These days, Venom are content to play the Euro circuit and milk their legacy as the founders of black metal, leaving bands like Cradle of Filth, Mayhem and Satyricon to play the shock-the-crowd card.
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The laughing boys, deep in the riff.
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Papa Het enthralls the crowd at a rare club-sized gig.




FORMATION

Given Lars Ulrich’s lifetime passion for all things heavy metal, it was probably inevitable that he would seek an outlet to become just like his wild-maned heroes. Having grown up in the international tennis-playing world due to his father Torben’s success, Lars felt obliged to pursue sports fame. One visit to a Deep Purple concert as an impressionable 10-year-old changed all that, and soon the tennis racket had been swapped for upturned pots of paint and ‘drumsticks’ as Lars banged out ‘Smoke On The Water’ for the umpteenth time before breakfast. By the time he hit his mid-teens, young Ulrich was an avid devourer of all things bearing umlauts and loud guitars. Having followed every European metal band around California whenever they came to play, Lars spent the summer of 1981 camped in England chasing down his favourite bands in their rehearsal rooms – he famously even blagged his way into Motörhead’s inner sanctum as they prepared material for what would become the Iron Fist album! Being around such acts as Motörhead, Diamond Head, Jaguar and others fed Lars’ dream of doing it all himself, and upon returning to LA he felt like a man on a mission.
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Kids in America: we salute the famed, doomed bassist Cliff Burton.
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Hammett and Hetfield in a Total Guitar photo shoot.
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...while the more cautious Hetfield settles for a man-in-black look.

Prior to leaving for England Lars had already hooked up with Phantom Lord, who featured Ron McGovney on bass, Hugh Tanner on lead guitar and one James Hetfield on rhythm, for an all-too-brief jam session.

At the time, Hetfield existed on the fringes of Lars’ Euro-metal clique – they shared a mutual friend in the metal-obsessed Brian Slagel – and Lars would later claim that before they hooked up, the only real metal band that James had ever heard of was Iron Maiden. James’ elder brother, David, was an avid classic rock fan and had long instilled the benefits of Sabbath, Skynyrd, AC/DC, Deep Purple and Aerosmith into his younger sibling’s soul and so Ulrich and Hetfield still had much to babble about. As the son of committed Christian Scientist parents, Hetfield had a sober, thoroughly working-class upbringing, so the attraction of hanging out with the outgoing well-travelled Ulrich and all his metal leanings was more than tempting.
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Hammett goes emo for Reload in 1997...

When Lars returned from Europe at the end of summer ’81, he and Hetfield, who had used the break from Lars to play in a local garage band called Leather Charm with his friend and housemate Ron McGovney, rekindled their jamming sessions and eagerly started looking for additional members. McGovney was drafted onto bass and an extended network of metal friends yielded up Lloyd Grant, who as a metal-mad black guitarist was a rare sight on the LA scene.

It’s credited that the first song Lars and James ever wrote together was ‘Hit The Lights’ in James’s front room ‘rehearsal space’, but in actual fact the song was little more than a re-working of an earlier Leather Charm song. Why the rush? Lars’ longtime friend Brian Slagel had taken a job at a local record distribution company, and was busily putting his newly acquired record contacts into practice for the LA scene. Devising a compilation album called Metal Massacre for all the new LA bands he was in contact with, Slagel offered a slot to his buddy Lars. It gave Lars and co something to aim for even if they hadn’t yet come up with a name. Though the trio advertised, no one of quality came forward and a disheartened McGovney initially quit the project. Instead James recorded all the guitar, bass and vocal tracks separately, with Lars on drums. Still searching for the lead guitarist, an ad in Recycler yielded up ex-Panic guitarist Dave Mustaine, a blond, flashy motormouth of a teenager. Mustaine recorded a searing lead break for ‘Hit The Lights’ but still the Ulrich/Hetfield axis was unhappy, and bizarrely asked Jamaican born Lloyd Grant to record a second break for the demo. “Lloyd could play leads like a muthafucker,” remembers James, “but his rhythm stuff was never very tight.”

Another friend, San Francisco’s Ron Quintana, was considering titles for a metal fanzine (Metal Mania as it became known) and benignly offered his well-thoughtout list to Ulrich for inspection. Never one to miss a trick, Lars pointed the hapless scribe away from one name on the shortlist and phoned to tell the rest of the guys that he had found a name for their project – Metallica. Soon after, and without ever even having performed a live gig, Metallica handed Slagel the demo of ‘Hit The Lights’, and alongside the debut recording by Ratt, it turned out to be one of the stand-out tracks on that first Metal Massacre record released in June 1982. (Original pressings misspell the name as Mettalica, and the band duly re-recorded the track with Mustaine on all leads and McGovney on bass for the subsequent re-pressing!).

A huge Euro-metal-phile like James and Lars, Mustaine initially seemed to fit like a glove and alongside a re-recruited McGovney it was this line-up – with James concentrating solely on vocals – that made a debut outing under the Metallica name on March 14, 1982, at Radio City in Anaheim.

It was an awkward affair for the fledgling metal heads as Mustaine broke a string on the opening number, ‘Hit The Lights’. Recalls James: “There was no experience there. We didn’t know what to do. Tell a joke? We learned a lot from that gig though. I don’t think anyone from the band had gotten up on the stage before and played. Maybe Dave, in his previous band, but I know Lars hadn’t. I had played a couple of parties, but I don’t think Ron had played before. Everyone was very green on that stage!”.

Two weeks later and Lars had blagged the band the opening slot to cult UK metallers Saxon’s two shows at the Whisky on Sunset Strip. Yet the search for the ideal rhythm player proved fruitless, and James reluctantly agreed to partner Mustaine and take on the singing duties as well.

However, Metallica’s almost punk-like speed – enhanced by Hetfield’s punkish screeching style of vocal – proved a challenge for the local LA crowds. Metallica were simply too raucous, aggressive and underground for the LA metal clubs yet their long hair, lead breaks and obvious metal world-view was just as alien to the hardcore clubs kicking out tunes by the likes of Black Flag, The Germs and Bad Religion.

Spurred on by the support of friends the band committed to a making a demo tape of their new material – legend actually has it that the ever-pushy Lars approached Brian Slagel for something like $8,000 to record an album before modifying his expectations. No Life ’Til Leather featured a re-recorded ‘Hit The Lights’, ‘Seek and Destroy’, ‘Motorbreath’, ‘The Four Horsemen’, ‘Jump In The Fire’, ‘Phantom Lord’ and ‘Metal Militia’. The metal world was never the same again.

FORMATION PT 2: THE SCENE

At the time of Metallica’s first album in 1983, the US rock and metal scene was largely ruled by the West Coast party metal bands like Van Halen, the recently unmasked Kiss, Quiet Riot and the indomitable Ozzy Osbourne, plus upcoming establishment-baiting shock rockers such as WASP and Mötley Crüe. By mid-’83, Metallica had been a “band” for over two years and their No Life ’Til Leather demo had made significant international impact on the fledgling underground tape-trading scene. However, their hometown of LA had little time for a bunch of scraggy, acne-ridden metal heads obsessed with Motörhead. When Metallica managed to play hometown shows they were invariably booked third on the bill to the likes of Steeler, Dokken and Ratt. “We gigged around LA for a year and a half – very unsuccessfully!” remembers Lars. “The city never really took to us ... things just never worked out.”
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James Hetfield, the Ted Nugent of heavy metal in more ways than one.
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All grown up: Hetfield enters his fifties with youthful enthusiasm.

LA’s reticence to take Metallica to its bosom meant that the band travelled to where the crowds did love them – San Francisco. The city’s Stone venue had a reputation for booking all manner of LA bands, but its crowds were particularly fond of those with a more European, thrashier feel. Just what Metallica had to offer. As Lars remembered years later: “Everyone in LA was too worried about spilling their drink and looking around to see who else was in the club. Up in San Francisco, the kids were more open minded and more down to earth. They didn’t care what anyone else thought.”

Adds James: “San Francisco was our first encounter with real fans. It was like, these people are here for us, and they like us, and they hate the other bands – and we like that ’cause we hate ’em too. These people appreciated us for our music, and not because of how we looked, which was how LA was.” Indeed, the band were so blown away by San Fran’s love for them that they immortalized their show at the Waldorf on November 29, when they recorded the Live Metal Up Your Ass demo tape purely for the local Metalli-fans.

It was on one of the jaunts to San Francisco in the fall of 1982 that Brian Slagel came across Cliff Burton, the bass player of a local band called Trauma whom he was looking at placing on Vol. 2 of Metal Massacre. Slagel was blown away by Burton, and when Lars later phoned to bitch about Ron McGovney’s lack of commitment to Metallica, Slagel urged the Metallica guys to check Burton when Trauma played the Whisky.

With a wild, freestyle approach to playing, Burton’s whipping basslines and sheer on-stage panache bowled the Metallica crew over — only Cliff wasn’t budging to LA. After four months of battling, James, Lars and even Dave compared LA’s apathetic reaction to Metallica to the burgeoning scene in San Francisco and the presence of their desired bass player, and agreed to decamp further north – if Cliff would have them.

“The first time we jammed with Cliff, I wanted to ram through the fuckin’ wall,” recalled James to Ron Quintana’s fanzine a few months later. “He blew my mind. He fits like a glove.”

Added Dave Mustaine: “His solos are fantastic. They’ve got Bach
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