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THE AIRSHIP TAKES FLIGHT

Led Zeppelin rose from the burning embers of the Yardbirds in autumn 1968. At the end of March, Keith Relf (vocals, guitar), Jimmy Page (guitar), Chris Dreja (bass), and Jim McCarty (drums) embarked on a seventh US tour: twenty-five concerts from March 28 (Schenectady, New York) to June 5 (Montgomery, Alabama). As various members of the group were already developing other projects, this was to be the last. “It was in Los Angeles that the Yardbirds—Jim and Keith—decided to call it a day and pursue a new musical direction,” remembers Jimmy Page, before adding, curiously, “The day before their announcement I visited a palmist who told me that I was soon to make a decision that would change my life.”1

From the Yardbirds to Led Zeppelin

In 1968, while the baby boomers were dreaming of free love, of changing the world and ditching the rulebook, the music scene was also undergoing a revolution. The previous year had seen rock music radically transformed by the Beatles with their concept album Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, by Pink Floyd with The Piper at the Gates of Dawn, by the Doors with their eponymous first album, by Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Invention with Absolutely Free, by the Jimi Hendrix Experience with Are You Experienced and Axis: Bold as Love, and by Cream with Disraeli Gears. A year later, following the emergence of the first two power trios of the rock era—the Jimi Hendrix Experience and Cream—two more groups started to draw attention to themselves by pumping up the decibels: Iron Butterfly, with the title track and album In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida (which sold some eight million copies in 1968 alone!) and Vanilla Fudge, whose eponymous debut album (1967) included impassioned covers of “Ticket to Ride” and “Eleanor Rigby” (by Lennon/McCartney), “People Get Ready” (by Curtis Mayfield), and “You Keep Me Hangin’ On” (by the Motown trio Holland-Dozier-Holland). It was not long since Jeff Beck had also broken free. Jimmy Page’s former Yardbirds colleague had formed the Jeff Beck Group with Rod Stewart (lead vocals), Ron Wood (bass), and Micky Waller (drums), recording the superb album Truth (between May 1966 and May 1968, released in August 1968) which includes “Beck’s Bolero,” written mainly by… Jimmy Page.

This hard or heavy rock, often tinged with psychedelia, is the very route Jimmy Page was determined to go down. The departure of Keith Relf and Jim McCarty from the Yardbirds provided Page with an unexpected opportunity to do just that. For the moment, Page and Dreja obtained the right to carry on the adventure under the Yardbirds name, but felt duty bound to honor the band’s existing commitments. At the same time, the guitarist started drawing up a list of musicians with whom he wanted to play. He hoped to convince the drummer B. J. Wilson—with whom he had contributed to Joe Cocker’s cover of “With a Little Help from My Friends” (released as a single in October 1968)—to join him in the new venture, but Wilson was now a member of Procol Harum, a band that had been at the forefront of symphonic rock since “A Whiter Shade of Pale” and was going from strength to strength. Page therefore received a polite refusal from the drummer…

As for the lead singer, Page initially thought of Steve Marriott, whose work as front man of the Small Faces he rated highly, and then Terry Reid, of whom he had great memories from September 1966, when Peter Jay and the New Jaywalkers, of which Reid was a member, supported the Rolling Stones on tour alongside the Yardbirds. However, Terry Reid had to turn down the offer for contractual reasons, having signed with Mickie Most as a solo artist and begun recording his first album (Bang, Bang You’re Terry Reid). Reid suggested that Jimmy Page contact another singer he admired, one Robert Plant, then a member of a Birmingham-based band by the name of Obbstweedle. On July 20, 1968, Page, Dreja, and Peter Grant (manager of the Yardbirds and future manager of Led Zeppelin) traveled to Walsall College (in the West Midlands) to see the band in concert and were won over. A few days later, Jimmy Page invited Robert Plant to his riverside home in Pangbourne (Berkshire) on the Thames, and told him of his plans to form a new group. “I was taken aback,” explains Plant to Paul Rees. “I mean, the Yardbirds had cut some serious shapes at one point and obviously they were working in America. Then I met Jimmy and he was so charismatic. His contacts were phenomenal.”2

Moreover, Jimmy Page and Robert Plant shared the same musical tastes, ranging from the psychedelic folk rock of the Incredible String Band to the urban blues of Muddy Waters and the rock ’n’ roll of Chuck Berry. Trust developed rapidly between the two men, forming the basis for a solid friendship. When Page told Plant that he was still looking for a drummer (following another refusal, this time from Rolf Harris, who was committed to a tour of West Germany, and unsuccessful approaches to Aynsley Dunbar, Mitch Mitchell, and Bobby Graham), Plant had no hesitation in suggesting John Bonham, with whom he had shared a short-lived adventure in the blues-rock band Crawling King Snakes and then Band of Joy. John Bonham was currently in the Tim Rose band. “I went to see him play in London, then I knew immediately there was no one else,”1 explains Jimmy Page.

The last piece of the puzzle was the bassist. During the Yardbirds’ final tour, to the United States, Chris Dreja had decided to abandon music to become a rock photographer. John Paul Jones, whom Page had known for several years, having played alongside him on a number of recordings when they were both session musicians, got wind of the guitarist’s plans and put himself forward.

In autumn 1968, the four musicians plus Peter Grant formed Superhype Music Inc. in order to ensure their total artistic freedom (that is to say freedom from hypothetical producers). The initial rehearsals began on August 19 in a room above a record shop on Gerrard Street in London’s Soho district. “It was wall to wall amplifiers, terrible, all old,” recalls John Paul Jones. “Robert had heard I was a session man, and he was wondering what was going to turn up—some old bloke with a pipe? So Jimmy said, ‘Well, we’re all here, what are we going to play?’ And I said, ‘I don’t know. What do you know?’ And Jimmy said, ‘Do you know “Train Kept A-Rollin’”?’ I told him no. And he said, ‘It’s easy, just G to A.’ He counted it out, and the room just exploded. And we said, ‘Right, we’re on, this is it, this is going to work!!!’”3

It was as the New Yardbirds that the four musicians set off on a ten-date tour of Scandinavia (six other dates having been canceled) between September 7 (Gladsaxe, Denmark) and 15 (Gothenburg, Sweden), 1968. This was the last tour the Yardbirds had signed up for before Keith Relf and Jim McCarty decided to bail out. The set list comprised ten numbers: “Train Kept A-Rollin’,” “I Can’t Quit You Baby,” “Dazed and Confused,” “White Summer,” “Communication Breakdown,” “For Your Love,” “You Shook Me,” “Babe I’m Gonna Leave You,” “As Long as I Have You,” and “How Many More Times.” Three more gigs had been scheduled for when they got back home: at the Mayfair in Newcastle (October 4), the Marquee in London (October 18), and Liverpool University (October 19). It was not until October 25, at the University of Surrey in Guildford, that the group gave its first show—the first of many—as Led Zeppelin.

Jimmy Page, the Magician of Epsom

By the time the members of the New Yardbirds came to pool their talents and enthusiasm, a momentous decision that would influence the rest of their lives, the four musicians had already played a part in the explosion of British rock music that had occurred in the early sixties.

James “Jimmy” Patrick Page was born on January 9, 1944, in the West London suburb of Heston. He was the only son of James Page, a human resources manager, and Patricia Elizabeth Gaffikin (of Irish background), a medical secretary. After moving a number of times, the Page family ended up at 34 Miles Road in Epsom. As if prophetically, “a guitar had been left at the house by a previous owner,”1 recalls the future member of Led Zeppelin. To start with, Jimmy paid little attention to it, but before long, rock ’n’ roll entered his life and this would change. “It was sitting around our living room for weeks and weeks,” he writes. “I wasn’t interested. Then I heard a couple of records that really turned me on, the main one being Elvis’s ‘Baby Let’s Play House,’ and I wanted to play it. I wanted to know what it was all about.”4 Then a schoolmate named Rod Wyatt played him a song by Lonnie Donegan, the father of skiffle. The thirteen-year-old Jimmy Page told his friend he had a guitar at home and Wyatt replied, “Well, bring it to school and I’ll show you how to tune it and play a few chords.”4

This first six-string was a Spanish guitar of unidentified make with steel strings. At that time the US pioneers of rock ’n’ roll ruled the airwaves, and before long Jimmy’s father, impressed with the progress his son was making, presented his son with an acoustic Hofner President Sunburst. Soon after that Jimmy had his first taste of an electric, specifically a Resonet Grazioso Futurama, a replica of the legendary Fender Stratocaster. He acquired guitar after guitar throughout his years of apprenticeship, one instrument that stands out being a Gretsch Chet Atkins Country Gentleman.

The teenager from Epsom had caught the bug. In 1960 he accompanied the English Beat poet Royston Ellis on guitar during a reading at the Mermaid Theatre in London. He then joined a local band, the Paramounts, and a few months later Red E. Lewis and the Red Caps, soon to be renamed Neil Christian and the Crusaders by their manager, Christopher Tidmarsh (Neil Christian being the name Tidmarsh adopted after deciding to replace the Red Caps’ singer himself). The band specialized in covers of hits by Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley.

It was with this group, which worked the clubs of London and the south of England, that Jimmy Page, at just seventeen years of age, started to earn a reputation for himself as a guitarist, thanks not least to the single “A Little Bit of Someone Else”/“Get a Load of This,” released in July 1963. From Liverpool the Beatles had already kicked off the British rock revolution, and the Rolling Stones, the Kinks, and the Animals were now shaking good old Britannia to her foundations. While Beatlemania was at its height, Jimmy transformed the family living room into a rehearsal room, recording studio, and meeting place for young musicians from Epsom, initially, and before long the London suburbs as well. Among them were the future guitar hero Jeff Beck, also born in 1944, and Glyn Johns, soon to become one of the most sought-after sound engineers in rock music. It was around the same time, albeit not in the family home but in a smoke-filled London venue, the Marquee, that Jimmy made the acquaintance of a certain Eric Clapton, then with the Roosters.

In 1963, at the urging of the very same Glyn Johns, Jimmy Page began working as a studio musician for three producers who were among the most famous on the rock scene: Shel Talmy, Mickie Most, and Andrew Loog Oldham. The list of performers and groups to whom he lent his musicality and skills as a virtuoso guitarist is indeed impressive. For the period January 1963 to September 1968 the names include Jet Harris and Tony Meehan (“Diamonds”), Lulu and the Luvvers (“Shout”/“Forget Me Baby”), the Rolling Stones (“Heart of Stone”), the American blues pianist Otis Spann (“Stirs Me Up”), Petula Clark (“Downtown”), the Who (“Bald Headed Woman,” the B-side of the single “I Can’t Explain”), the Kinks (“I’m a Lover Not a Fighter” and “I’ve Been Driving on Bald Mountain”), Donovan (“Sunshine Superman” and “The Hurdy Gurdy Man”), Nico (“The Last Mile”), David Bowie/The Manish Boys (“I Pity the Fool”), and Joe Cocker (“With a Little Help from My Friends”), and among French artists, Françoise Hardy (“Je n’attends plus personne”), Eddy Mitchell (“Si tu n’étais pas mon frère”), Johnny Hallyday (“À tout casser”), and Michel Polnareff (“La poupée qui fait non”). In 1966, in parallel with his work as a session musician, Jimmy Page agreed to join the Yardbirds—first of all as the bassist, alongside his friend Jeff Beck, and then as the guitarist—an offer he had previously declined in March 1965 when accepting would have meant stepping into Eric Clapton’s shoes. His first gig with the London-based group was at the Marquee in June. This was followed two months later by the first United States tour. After the Yardbirds came the New Yardbirds and finally Led Zeppelin.

Robert Plant, the Frenzied Singer of Black Country Blues

Robert Anthony Plant is a native of West Bromwich, a town not far from Birmingham in the British Midlands. He was born on August 20, 1948, to Annie Celia Plant (née Cain), a stay-at-home mother, and Robert Charles Plant, a civil engineer who had served in the Royal Air Force during the Second World War. Robert Plant Sr. was a decent violinist who also nurtured a passion for soccer. And the singer’s paternal grandfather, another Robert, had made a name for himself in the town by starting a brass band.

Robert and his younger sister Alison were brought up in the Catholic faith at the heart of the Black Country, so-named because of the coal mines and steel works that contributed to the United Kingdom’s industrial development while making the region into the most polluted part of the country. The Plants belonged to the middle class. Taking full advantage of the economic policies of the Conservative prime minister Harold Macmillan (whose slogan “You’ve never had it so good” was no lie), at the end of the fifties the family left West Bromwich for Hayley Green, a verdant suburb of Halesowen, some ten miles from Kidderminster, a town Robert would visit regularly. They lived in a redbrick house at 64 Causey Farm Road, not far from the Clent Hills, the inspiration for J. R. R. Tolkien’s famous Middle-earth in The Lord of the Rings.

If the teenage Robert Plant immersed himself in Tolkien’s heroic fantasy world and, more generally, the Celtic and Welsh legends in which the Midlands were steeped, he was also interested in the new sounds he heard on the radio: Bill Haley, Elvis Presley, Gene Vincent, and Eddie Cochran on the one hand, and Lonnie Donegan on the other. It was Elvis who made the biggest impression on him—to such an extent that he began to spend hours in front of his mirror mimicking the King’s moves. At the King Edward VI Grammar School for Boys in Stourbridge, he made friends with Gary Tolley, a fan of the same rock ’n’ roll singers, but with an even greater passion for blues pioneers such as Robert Johnson, Muddy Waters, and, especially, Sonny Boy Williamson II. While Britain was beginning to sway to the rhythm of the Beatles and groups that had emerged from the local Brumbeat scene, such as the Spencer Davis Group, Plant and Tolley began to explore the blues scene in Stourbridge and the surrounding area, notably the Swiss Café and the Seven Stars Blues Club, where Robert’s father regularly took him—despite Robert Sr.’s reservations about his son’s consuming passion. In fact, Robert’s parents had quite different hopes for him, and made him take up a traineeship as a certified accountant.

Robert got his real start in music with the Delta Blues Band, while at the same time jamming with other musicians, notably Chris Wood (who would later join Traffic), Andy Silvester, Stan Webb, Christine Perfect (soon to be McVie, of Fleetwood Mac), members of Sounds of Blue and future members of Chicken Shack. The guitarist of the Delta Blues Band, a certain Perry Foster, enthralled Plant with his eight-string guitar, on which he sounded every bit as good as Big Joe Williams. Showing little aptitude for numbers, Robert Plant left home at the age of sixteen and in 1964 began singing and playing harmonica with the Crawling King Snakes, a band from the neighboring town of Kidderminster whose drummer was one John Bonham. Taking their name from a blues number, the Crawling King Snakes had an ephemeral existence. In fact they lasted just long enough to support the Spencer Davis Group, Gene Vincent, and the Walker Brothers in concert, and for Bonham and Plant to become firm friends. In 1966, Plant joined the group Listen (initially called the Tennessee Teens), with whom he recorded the single “You Better Run” (a cover of the Young Rascals song), which was released by CBS in 1966 without the slightest glimmer of success. Two solo singles, “Our Song” (an adaptation of the Italian ballad “La Musica è finita”) and “Long Time Coming,” both released in 1967, also went largely unnoticed. In reality it was with Band of Joy—formed in 1966 before going through three different lineups, the last of which, in 1968, comprised Mick Strode (guitar), John Kelsey (keyboards), John Hill (bass), and John Bonham (drums)—that Robert Plant was able to launch his career, thanks mainly to the support of the influential DJ John Peel. After recording a demo at Regent Sound Studios in London (with covers of Buffalo Springfield’s “For What It’s Worth,” the traditional “Hey Joe,” and original compositions “Memory Lane” and “Adriatic Sea View”), the group broke up for good, leaving the future lead singer of Led Zeppelin high and dry. Plant nevertheless managed to form a duo with Alexis Korner, one of the fathers of British blues, before joining Obbstweedle, his final band before the decisive encounter with Jimmy Page and Peter Grant.

John Bonham: Drum Pyrotechnics

John Henry Bonham was born to Joan Isobel (née Sargent) and Jack Bonham on May 31, 1948. Although he entered the world in Redditch, Worcestershire, he spent his childhood in the neighboring town of Kidderminster, where his father was a carpenter. While so many British teenagers were growing up to the sound of the pioneers of rock ’n’ roll, Bonham preferred jazz, developing a boundless admiration for Sonny Payne (Harry James’s drummer, whom he had been taken to see, while still a child, by his father), Gene Krupa, Max Roach, and Buddy Rich. His ambition, then, was to become a drummer, and indeed he had been showing a special interest in percussion ever since he was five. Whatever he could find in the kitchen at home—and especially his mother’s cooking pots—helped him, little by little, to develop a good sense of rhythm… and to drive his parents to distraction. On his tenth birthday his mother gave him a snare drum, and then at fifteen his first, “prehistoric” (as he would later describe it), drum kit. John was clearly extremely talented. In 1964, after turning sixteen, he quit school in order to work with his father, but above all so that he could devote all his free time to the drums. Even at this tender age, his drumming was characterized by an uncommon power, which would later be combined with a formidable swing. This was the alchemy that would turn Bonzo, as he was later nicknamed, into one of the greatest of rock drummers. For the time being he played with the Blue Star Trio alongside Terry Beal (vocals, guitar, composition) and Mick Ellis (vocals, guitar), before moving to Terry Webb and the Spiders, and then the Senators, comprising Terry Beal, Trevor McGowan (vocals, guitar), Graham Dennis (vocals, guitar), and Bill Ford (vocals, bass). This third band was something of a milestone as they would record “She’s a Mod” (included on the compilation Brum Beat, released by Dial Records in 1964), at the Hollick & Taylor Studios in Birmingham, the first-ever recording by the future Led Zeppelin drummer. Other local bands that would contribute to Bonham’s apprenticeship in the Midlands include Pat Wayne and the Beachcombers later in 1964, the Nicky James Movement (with Roy Wood and Bev Bevan, later of the Move, and Mike Pinder, later of the Moody Blues) and Steve Brett and the Mavericks the following year, and Danny King & the Mayfair Set and A Way of Life (with future Fairport Convention member Dave Pegg) in 1966. By this time, John Bonham had married Pat Phillips (in 1965) and was living in a flat in Dudley, the newlyweds’ first marital home having been a trailer belonging to Bonham’s parents.

In 1967, Bonzo succeeded Nigel Knowles in the Crawling King Snakes. This band had Ian “Inky” Watts and Johnny Pasternak on guitar, Bruce “Maverick” Oakes on bass, and a young, blond-haired dandy from West Bromwich, otherwise known as Robert Plant, on lead vocals. A real bond developed between the singer and the drummer. And when Robert Plant formed, and was recruiting for, Band of Joy, John Bonham joined the group during its final incarnations in 1967–68, having briefly played in Locomotive and hooked up again with A Way of Life in the meantime. “In came this fantastic guitarist, Kevyn [Gammond], who’s also with Bronco now, and we hit it off well,” explains Plant. “We had a good bass-player and John Bonham came in on drums. It was debatable whether he’d join because it was a long way to go and pick him up and we didn’t know whether we would have the petrol money to get over to Redditch and back! We always laugh about that.”5

In June 1968, after Band of Joy split up, John Bonham was invited to drum for Tim Rose. The rest is rock ’n’ roll legend… the Country Club performance in front of an impressed Jimmy Page, the fifty or so telegrams sent by Robert Plant and Peter Grant offering him a place in the band—but ignored by the drummer, who had other offers from Joe Cocker and Chris Farlowe, and, eventually, Bonham’s decision to come along to an initial rehearsal in London. “It wasn’t a question of who had the best prospects, but […] which music was going to be right,” he explains. “When I first got offered the job, I thought the Yardbirds were finished, because in England they had been forgotten. Still I thought, ‘Well, I’ve got nothing anyway so anything is really better than nothing.’ I knew Jimmy was a good guitarist and that Robert was a good singer, so even if we didn’t have any success, at least it would be a pleasure to play in a good group… So I decided I liked their music better than Cocker’s or Farlowe’s.”3

John Paul Jones, Session Musician and Musical Director

The third musician to join Jimmy Page in the New Yardbirds was John Paul Jones, real name John Baldwin, born on January 3, 1946, into a family of musicians living in Sidcup, Kent. His mother was a singer and dancer and his father, Joe Baldwin, a pianist and big band arranger during the swing era (notably with Ambrose and His Orchestra), having previously accompanied silent movies on the piano in motion-picture theaters. John started to teach himself the piano at the age of six. “I was a choirmaster and organist at our local church at the age of 14. That’s how I earned the money to pay my first bass guitar,”6 he recalls.

Because his parents moved around a lot with their work, John was sent to a boarding school in Blackheath when he was just five, and then to senior school in Eltham Green. He wasn’t exactly a diligent student, by far preferring music to his lessons. His father wanted him to learn the saxophone, claiming that the instrument would open up a range of opportunities, but at the age of thirteen the teenager bought his first bass, a Dallas Tuxedo, convinced of the instrument’s potential. The solo played by bassist Phil Upchurch on the track “You Can’t Sit Down” (1961) came as a real revelation to the young John Baldwin and confirmed his intuition about the future of the electric bass. He soon joined various bands, notably one with which he got to play at US military bases, and also played in a piano-bass duo with his father, performing at local festivities and other miscellaneous occasions. His influences were as much classical (Rachmaninov) as blues (Big Bill Broonzy) and jazz (Charles Mingus). At the beginning of the sixties, having failed to get into the Royal College of Music in London, he abandoned his studies and started looking for work in London’s Soho. He soon made the acquaintance of the bassist Jet Harris, who, after quitting the Shadows, had formed Jet Harris and Tony Meehan with the drummer Tony Meehan (also ex-Shadows) and was having some nice hits, including “Diamonds,” with Jimmy Page on acoustic guitar, which topped the UK charts in 1963. For this recording, Harris played guitar, leaving the bass to John Baldwin. The band, which also included John McLaughlin on rhythm guitar, toured a great deal in the UK. It was presumably during one of the many concerts by the quartet that the young bassist first met Peter Grant—then driving a van for rock ’n’ roll trailblazer Gene Vincent.

The Jet Harris and Tony Meehan experience lasted for exactly eighteen months and helped to familiarize the young John Baldwin with the London music scene and the music business generally. Having changed his name to John Paul Jones—the idea of Rolling Stones manager and Immediate Records founder Andrew Loog Oldham, inspired by a poster for John Farrow’s 1959 movie John Paul Jones about a naval hero during the American Revolution—the bassist started working as a session musician and musical director/arranger for Oldham in 1964. That same year he recorded a debut single “Baja” (a Lee Hazlewood cover), which was coupled with an original composition, “A Foggy Day in Vietnam,” under his own name and released by Pye Records in April 1964. Before long, John Paul had become one of the most sought-after session musicians in the United Kingdom. Most prominently, he played alongside Jimmy Page on a number of Stones sessions (“Each and Every Day of the Year,” “We’re Wastin’ Time,” and “[Walkin’ thru the] Sleepy City,” on the 1975 album Metamorphosis), and also on P. P. Arnold’s “Angel of the Morning,” Nico’s “The Last Mile” (a song co-written by Jimmy Page and Andrew Loog Oldham), and Lionel Bart’s “Maggie May.”

In 1965 and 1966, while still collaborating with Oldham, John Paul Jones was appointed musical director for Robert Stigwood and Mickie Most, an association that gave rise to some of his finest arrangements: “No Milk Today” for Herman’s Hermits; the albums Sunshine Superman, Mellow Yellow, and The Hurdy Gurdy Man for Donovan; “The Boat That I Row” and “To Sir with Love” for Lulu; “Little Games” and “Ten Little Indians” for the Yardbirds—not to forget Françoise Hardy’s “En vous aimant bien” and “Mais il y a des soirs” on the album Ma jeunesse fout le camp… (1967). By 1968, the list had grown even longer, with work for Cliff Richard, Cat Stevens, Dusty Springfield, Tom Jones, the Everly Brothers, Champion Jack Dupree, Bo Diddley, and Marianne Faithfull. Worthy of special mention are Jones’s string arrangements on “She’s a Rainbow” on the Rolling Stones psychedelic album Their Satanic Majesties Request (1967).

By 1968 he had had enough. With forty or fifty arrangements to write every month, he needed a change. It was at this point that he began looking for a group to join. His wife Maureen—whom he had married the year before (they would go on to have three daughters together, Tamara, Jacinda, and Kiera)—told him about an ad Jimmy Page had placed in Disc magazine. Jones explains that he called the guitarist straightaway: “‘Jim, how’re you doing? Have you got a group yet?’ He said, ‘I haven’t got anybody yet.’ And I said, ‘Well, if you want a bass player, give me a ring.’”3

As a result of all this work, the bassist had a remarkable track record by the time he embarked on the New Yardbirds project. It was June 1968. That same month, Iron Butterfly, Pink Floyd, and Vanilla Fudge released In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida, A Saucerful of Secrets, and Renaissance, respectively. The time had clearly come for Page, Plant, Jones, and Bonham to show their mettle.


LEAD ZEPPELIN?

In spring 1968, drummer Keith Moon and bassist John Entwistle were seriously considering quitting the Who to form a new group with Jimmy Page and Steve Winwood. In the presence of Peter Grant’s right-hand man Richard Cole, Moon described the plan as a “lead balloon” and Entwistle added ironically that the group could be called “Lead Zeppelin.” Peter Grant would later explain that he changed the spelling to “Led” Zeppelin in order to avoid any confusion with “lead, [as in] you up the garden path.”7




JIMMY PAGE AND THE BEATLES

Jimmy Page never recorded with the Beatles. But according to journalist Tony Barrell, early in 1964 he played rhythm guitar on the recording of “Ringo’s Theme” (the instrumental version of “This Boy”) for the soundtrack of the movie A Hard Day’s Night. Vic Flick disagrees. The guitarist with the George Martin Orchestra is adamant that the future leader of Led Zeppelin was not present in EMI’s Studio Two during the recording of music for the Fab Four’s first feature.




IS ROBERT PLANT A KLEPTOMANIAC?

Robert Plant was such an ardent admirer of Sonny Boy Williamson, the singer admitted in 1970, that at a concert in Birmingham in 1965 he slipped into the bluesman’s dressing room and stole one of his harmonicas, “which I still got at home”!8




A MISSED VOCATION?

All Your Own was a children’s television program broadcast on BBC One between 1952 and 1961. On April 4, 1958, a fourteen-year-old Jimmy Page could be seen on the show playing his acoustic Hofner President with three of his friends (on guitar, double bass, and drums). Interviewed by the presenter Huw Wheldon, the young Jimmy declared that he wanted to pursue a career in biological research, focusing on cancer and microbes…









THE YARDBIRDS: A GROUP WITH THREE GUITAR HEROES

Muddy Waters played a key role in popularizing the blues in the United Kingdom as early as 1958, followed four years later by the artists who took part in the American Folk Blues Festival (in particular John Lee Hooker, Willie Dixon, and Sonny Terry & Brownie McGhee). Most importantly, these artists transmitted the bug to a whole generation of self-taught musicians. In London, Alexis Korner, Cyril Davies, and a little later the five members of the Rolling Stones became the first self-appointed ambassadors of those magical twelve bars and pioneers of the British blues craze.

In 1963 the Blue Sounds took up the cause. Keith Relf (lead vocals, harmonica), Paul Samwell-Smith (bass, guitar), and Jim McCarty (drums), who had previously played acoustic blues together in the Metropolitan Blues Quartet, formed the band. They were joined by Chris Dreja (bass, guitar) and Anthony “Top” Topham (guitar). Renamed the Most Blueswailing Yardbirds, and then simply the Yardbirds, the quintet drew on the repertoire of their illustrious African American elders such as Howlin’ Wolf (“Smokestack Lightning”), John Lee “Sonny Boy” Williamson (“Good Morning Little Schoolgirl”), Muddy Waters (“Rollin’ and Tumblin’”), and Bo Diddley (“I’m a Man”), a repertoire they enhanced, by contrast with the Stones, with long improvisations that became known as “rave-ups.”

A Little Help from Giorgio

It was at this point that Giorgio Gomelsky came into the picture. A fan of jazz and the blues, Gomelsky was also the owner of the Crawdaddy Club at the Station Hotel in the London suburb of Richmond. In January 1963 he hired the Rolling Stones to play there and became their first manager. When the Stones set off to conquer the world following the release of their first single (“Come On”/“I Want to Be Loved”) in June 1963, Gomelsky set his sights on the Yardbirds. Soon after the band took up its residency at the Crawdaddy, the young Tony Topham was forced by his parents to give up his place in the band and was replaced by a young guitarist from Ripley, Surrey, who had previously played with the Roosters (alongside Tom McGuinness) and Casey Jones & the Engineers. The newcomer was called Eric Clapton, a guitarist whose feel for the blues had already, even at this early stage, attracted attention. And thus it was with Clapton that the Yardbirds stepped from obscurity onto the Crawdaddy stage and then cut their first album, a live LP recorded at the Marquee Club on March 20, 1964. Five Live Yardbirds, released in December 1964, included impassioned covers of Chuck Berry’s “Too Much Monkey Business,” Eddie Boyd’s “Five Long Years,” and John Lee Hooker’s “Louise.” In the studio, they recorded their first two singles: “I Wish You Would”/“A Certain Girl” and “Good Morning Little Schoolgirl”/“I Ain’t Got You,” released in August and October 1964, respectively. Mention should also be made of Sonny Boy Williamson and the Yardbirds, recorded at the Crawdaddy Club on December 8, 1963, although not released until January 1966.

Jimmy Page Approached

The Yardbirds’ various recordings having failed to find an audience, Giorgio Gomelsky decided to try a new approach with the Yardbirds: pop. While this proved to be a shrewd move commercially, with “For Your Love” (written by the Manchester songwriter and future 10cc member Graham Gouldman) reaching number 3 on the UK hit parade in March 1965, it also led to the departure of Eric Clapton. (This was to some extent forced by Gomelsky, who invited the guitarist to leave.) Clapton wanted to remain faithful to the blues, and this he did in brilliant style with John Mayall’s Blues Breakers and their legendary album Blues Breakers with Eric Clapton (July 1966).

Who to choose as his replacement? Giorgio Gomelsky immediately thought of Jimmy Page, the full extent of whose talent he had seen for himself in the studio. However, Page had a number of commitments to honor and was probably reluctant to fall out with his friend Clapton, so he declined. He nevertheless suggested the Yardbirds’ manager-producer go and listen to Jeff Beck, who, ever since making his debut on the London rhythm ’n’ blues scene in 1963 (under the wing of Rolling Stones pianist Ian Stewart), had been knocking his contemporaries dead not only with his flamboyant virtuosity but with his sonic innovation (feedback, distortion…) as well.

Jeff Beck and the Psychedelic Turn

A new chapter for the Yardbirds therefore began in March 1965 with the arrival of Jeff Beck, who was soon transformed by Gomelsky into a veritable icon of Swinging London. The new lineup launched itself with the single “Heart Full of Soul” (another Gouldman composition), released in the United Kingdom in June 1965. This was followed by more singles including “Evil Hearted You” (October 1965), “Shapes of Things” (February 1966), and “Over Under Sideways Down” (May 1966), which saw things take a psychedelic turn and resulted in several US tours. It was during one of these tours that the group recorded “The Train Kept A-Rollin’” at the ultra-famous studio Sam Phillips Recording in Memphis and “I’m a Man” at the no-less-renowned Chess Record Studio in Chicago.

As these recordings attest, Jeff Beck generally gave brilliant performances that rewrote the language of rock guitar. Jimmy Page would later enthuse that “[Beck’s] imagination on those Yardbirds albums is incredible.”9 However, his increasingly erratic behavior (such as his repeated refusal to play certain gigs in order to spend time with his girlfriend, the American actress Mary Hughes) eventually affected the cohesion of the group. Even Gomelsky grew tired of it all, and after the recording of “Over Under Sideways Down,” he ceded his rights in the London band to the journalist and author Simon Napier-Bell, who became the Yardbirds’ co-manager with bassist Paul Samwell-Smith. This change of management was followed by the excellent Yardbirds (also known as Roger the Engineer).

Jimmy Page and Blow-Up

By the time the album was released, on July 15, 1966, Samwell-Smith had already decided to leave the group following a bitter argument. Jeff Beck, who had been trying since the beginning of the year to convince Jimmy Page to come and join him in the Yardbirds, finally got his way in May—the same month that Beck, Page, John Paul Jones, Keith Moon, and Nicky Hopkins recorded the single “Beck’s Bolero” (inspired by Ravel’s Boléro). The future Led Zeppelin guitar hero had become the Yardbirds’ bassist. This new lineup (Relf, Beck, Dreja, Page, and McCarty) threw itself into a twenty-five-date European tour that kicked off at the Marquee on June 21, before setting off almost immediately after, on August 5, for a US tour, during the course of which Dreja switched to bass and Page to guitar. This was the ideal moment for Beck and Page to record “Happenings Ten Years Time Ago,” a psychedelic pop-rock number, released that autumn, which demonstrates the extraordinary potential of the two sparring guitar heroes. John Paul Jones also plays bass on this track. After their return to London, the Yardbirds, in their new configuration, undertook a package tour of the United Kingdom in the company of the Rolling Stones, Terry Reid, Long John Baldry, and Ike & Tina Turner. On October 14, they shot a classic scene for Blow-Up (1966)—Michelangelo Antonioni’s brilliant movie about Swinging London—performing “Stroll On” (a psychedelic version of “Train Kept A-Rollin’”) while Jeff Beck smashes up his guitar. They then returned to the United States to play the Fillmore West in San Francisco and appear on American Bandstand, or more accurately the Caravan of Stars tour moderated by Dick Clark. This was too much for Jeff Beck, who decided to call it a day.

The album Little Games (July 1967, destined for the United States only) was therefore recorded as a quartet. It was produced by Mickie Most, who, with his assistant Peter Grant, had acquired Simon Napier-Bell’s interests in the band. In reality, Most was mainly looking after Jeff Beck’s solo career while Grant presided over the destiny of the Yardbirds. This continued until the final tour of the British outfit, to the United States, in July 1968. Keith Relf and Jim McCarty would go on to form the folk-rock/prog-rock group Renaissance, and Chris Dreja would discover that he was really a photographer at heart.


YARDBIRDS AND JAILBIRDS

The group formed in June 1963 by Keith Relf, Paul Samwell-Smith, and Jim McCarty was originally called the Most Blueswailing Yardbirds. The word yardbird can have several meanings. As well as alluding to an actual bird, its slang connotations include “rookie,” “a soldier confined to barracks” and “an African American convict.” Keith Relf was an enthusiastic reader of Jack Kerouac, that iconic figure of the Beat Generation (On the Road), who was in turn a fan of Charlie Parker, the founder of modern jazz known (in addition to plain “Bird”) as “Yardbird.”




WAS LUTON THE LAST?

Keith Relf, Jimmy Page, Chris Dreja, and Jim McCarty went their separate ways after the concluding show of the US tour, on June 5, 1968. Or did they? There was supposed to have been another gig, at Luton Technical College in Bedfordshire, on July 7. Did this gig actually take place or was it merely scheduled? Peter Grant himself has admitted having no recollection of a Yardbirds gig in Luton.




ON THE ROAD AGAIN

At the instigation of Peter Barton (now of Rock Artist Management), the Yardbirds re-formed with original members Jim McCarty and Chris Dreja, supported by John Idan (vocals, bass), in 1992, when they gave a hugely successful comeback concert at the Marquee. The year 2003 saw the release of the album Birdland, on which McCarty, Dreja, and Idan are joined by Gypie Mayo (vocals, guitar) and Alan Glen (songwriting, harmonica), with guest appearances from Slash, Joe Satriani, and Brian May. The Yardbirds have kept the blues-rock flame burning ever since.
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LED ZEPPELIN: A DAZZLING DISPLAY OF BLUES ROCK

Jimmy Page, Robert Plant, John Paul Jones, and John Bonham recorded the nine tracks that make up their first album before even signing a record contract. “The group had only been together for two-and-half weeks when we recorded it! We’d had 15 hours rehearsal before shooting over to Scandinavia for a few gigs, then straight after that we cut the album.”10

Led Zeppelin and Atlantic

Once the New Yardbirds had been formed, Peter Grant’s first job was to find them a record company. In September 1968 it was a somewhat apprehensive manager who entered the offices of Pye Records, a label for whom Page and Jones had worked as valued session musicians. The name Yardbirds had lost its magic, and the record industry could see little point in signing a successor band. “I went to see their boss Louis Benjamin and asked for an advance. The figure was £17,500. He just said: ‘You’ve got to be joking.’”7 He got the same reaction from Warner Bros. executive Mo Ostin.

Meanwhile the bosses at Columbia, in spite of everything, were well aware of Jimmy Page’s potential, the guitarist having remained very popular, above all in the United States. They were convinced that Page’s new group, named Led Zeppelin after the “New Yardbirds” idea had been abandoned, were not going to sign with any label but the Columbia subsidiary Epic, for the simple reason that Epic had been the Yardbirds’ US label (with EMI on the other side of the pond) and held all the rights, including over each of the band members. A&R executive Dick Asher recalls the initial meeting between Clive Davis, the president of Columbia, and Peter Grant (supported by his lawyer Steve Weiss): “And we talked and talked about all sorts of things. It just went on and on but there was no mention of Led Zeppelin. Finally Clive said, ‘Well, aren’t we going to talk about Jimmy Page?’ Grant replied, ‘Oh, no, we’ve already signed the Zeppelin to Atlantic.’ At which point Davis lost his cool and went bersek.”11 Actually, the Columbia president had been convinced that Jimmy Page was still contracted to Epic (and EMI) as a former member of the Yardbirds. However, when the guitarist joined the group in 1966, he didn’t sign an exclusivity clause, meaning that he no longer had any obligations to them. Dick Asher continues: “Grant didn’t bat an eye, just thanked them for their hospitality and told them he’d see them around, then strode leisurely out of the office with a big smile on his face.”11

Peter Grant had indeed already done a deal with Atlantic Records. Atlantic vice president Jerry Wexler had got wind of Led Zeppelin’s formation from the singer Dusty Springfield, who had recorded with John Paul Jones and was a fan of Jimmy Page’s virtuosity. Wexler called Grant to tell him he was prepared to sign the group. “But you don’t know my price,”3 replied Grant. As soon as the autumn sessions for the group’s first album, held at Olympic Studios, had concluded, the manager got on the plane to New York with a copy of the tape under his arm, and knocked at the offices of Ahmet Ertegun (the founder of Atlantic Records) and Jerry Wexler, then at 1841 Broadway. Why Atlantic rather than Columbia? Apparently not only because it was the record company (or at least its subsidiary Atco was) of Cream, Vanilla Fudge, and Iron Butterfly—three groups that had pushed the boundaries of rock, or were still doing so, and which the four members of Led Zeppelin cited as role models—but also because it was the label of some of the biggest African American musicians, from Ray Charles to Aretha Franklin to John Coltrane. Another reason was that Jimmy Page had felt exploited and undervalued at Epic, a label that he judged inefficient. And finally because Ahmet Ertegun and Jerry Wexler were great record industry professionals and highly respectful of their artists.

On November 23, 1968, a five-year deal was signed with an advance of $143,000 for the first year plus $77,000 expenses, in other words a total of $220,000, the largest sum ever agreed to be paid to a group (or artist) before recording their first single or album. To put this figure into perspective, John Bonham had never earned more than £40 and Robert Plant more than £25 a week previously! A new chapter in their lives was being written. With a contract like this the drummer was able to buy himself a Jaguar XK150 without thinking twice, and the singer could dream of a blissful future with Maureen, whom he had married a few days before (on November 9). Jimmy Page, meanwhile, had obtained complete control over production, sleeve design, promotion, and even the tour programs… He had also succeeded in getting his group signed by Atlantic Records rather than Atco records, which was a first, given that the subsidiary had been the label reserved for white bands up to that point.

The Quest for Absolute Rock

Led Zeppelin (or Led Zeppelin I, as the album would later become unofficially known) comprises nine tracks that had already been honed onstage. This explains the speed with which they were laid down in the studio as well as the energy and efficiency of the performances and the small number of overdubs required. Officially, four of the tracks are covers—“Babe I’m Gonna Leave You” by Anne Bredon, “You Shook Me” by Willie Dixon and J. B. Lenoir, “I Can’t Quit You Baby” by Dixon alone, and “Dazed and Confused” by (or more accurately inspired by) Jake Holmes. The remaining five are original compositions, albeit largely influenced by African American bluesmen. The musical approach is completely original, however, and demonstrates an utterly new notion of rock music that involves imbuing it with a hitherto unknown energy and urgency. This new approach could be described as hard rock, although by no means excludes the occasional incursion into folk or experimental music.

This first offering on vinyl is essentially a blues-rock album based in most instances on riffs Jimmy Page had come up with a few months earlier with the Yardbirds. However, it would be wrong to see Led Zeppelin as no more than the legitimate successor to John Mayall’s Blues Breakers, the Yardbirds, or the bands of the second blues boom, such as Savoy Brown, Chicken Shack, or Ten Years After. Or, for that matter, the Rolling Stones before them. If an antecedent absolutely has to be found, it would be better to look in the direction of Cream—Page, Plant, Jones, and Bonham in a sense taking up the kind of rock epic that Eric Clapton, Jack Bruce, and Ginger Baker had stopped writing as a result of their separation after the double album Wheels of Fire (released in July 1968). Setting out from the blues, the four musicians of Led Zeppelin sought to take a number of different musical worlds by storm: psychedelic rock with “Babe I’m Gonna Leave You,” the folk tradition with “Black Mountain Side,” but also, and most importantly, hard rock, of which they were to become the British pioneers (before Deep Purple or Black Sabbath) with “Good Times Bad Times,” “Dazed and Confused,” and “Communication Breakdown.” To listen to the nine tracks on this debut album is to discover that the music of Led Zeppelin is a quest for absolute rock music—and a music of chaos—an ambition attained to some extent through the virtuosity of Page, Jones, and Bonham, and the rare sensuality of Plant’s singing.

Once the album was finished, but prior to launch, the group started looking for concert dates in order to promote their debut but had a great deal of trouble finding an opportunity to get themselves heard on their home soil. All Peter Grant could come up with for his protégés were relatively poorly paid bookings. No one was interested in Led Zeppelin in this late autumn of 1968. People still thought of the group as the Yardbirds, who had gone out of fashion. Ironically, when they did get a gig, it was under their previous stage name. “We tried to play in England several times, trying to get billed as Led Zeppelin,” recalls Robert Plant, “and they always put ‘the New Yardbirds’ on the posters, every time.”8 Jimmy Page was deeply disappointed by the way the British music scene rejected them: “It was a joke… we really had a bad time. They just wouldn’t accept anything new… We were given a chance in America.”3

Faced with this deadlock, Peter Grant and Jimmy Page decided to try their luck on the other side of the Atlantic. The group flew out on Christmas Day and played their first gig of their first North American tour in Denver on December 26. This was the moment they finally found their audience and started to inscribe the name Led Zeppelin into the annals of rock music—and with what style! As Robert Plant would aptly observe, “America saved us.”8

The Birth of a Legend

Led Zeppelin was released on January 12, 1969, the day of their concert at Fillmore West in San Francisco. Despite the success of this American tour (which started on December 26, 1968, and ended on February 15, 1969), Rolling Stone, that iconic magazine of the counterculture, shot the album down in flames. John Mendelsohn described it as a pale copy of Jeff Beck’s Truth and decided that Jimmy Page, gifted as he was on the guitar, was a “limited producer and a writer of weak, unimaginative songs.”39 In the United Kingdom the reviews were of a very different tenor and had the effect of erasing the humiliation suffered at the end of 1968. On March 29, 1969, Chris Welch published an article in Melody Maker under the headline “Jimmy Page Triumphs”: “Now, with his new group, the legend comes to life, and his work on guitar, acoustic, electric, and pedal steel varieties can be studied. He proves to be technical, tasteful, turbulent and torrid. His band is imaginative and exciting and Robert Plant is a new singer of stature.”12 Similarly, in the underground magazine Oz, Felix Dennis observed: “Few rock musicians in the world could hope to parallel the degree of technical assurance and gutsy emotion [Page] displays throughout these nine tracks. Exactly 84 seconds after the beginning of ‘Good Times Bad Times,’ the first cut, side one, Page does things with an electric guitar that might feebly be described as bewildering.”13 Dennis would even go so far as to compare this first release to albums of the caliber of Bob Dylan’s Bringing It All Back Home, Cream’s Disraeli Gears, Hendrix’s Are You Experienced, and the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

Following the example of Melody Maker and Oz, the general public greeted Led Zeppelin enthusiastically. The album climbed to number 6 on the UK hit parade and would remain on the charts for seventy-nine weeks. In the United States it rose to number 10, and in General Franco’s Spain it topped the charts. In France and Germany, on the other hand, it only made it to number 19 and number 32, respectively. The album currently occupies twenty-ninth place on the Rolling Stone list of the five hundred best albums, and is ranked sixth of the twenty-one albums that, for Q magazine, have changed music. It has achieved double Platinum certification in the United Kingdom, eight times Platinum in the United States (with more than eight million copies sold), and entered the Grammy Hall of Fame in 2004! Sales to date amount to more than thirteen million copies.

The Sleeve

As stipulated in the contract with Atlantic Records, it was Jimmy Page who chose the visuals for Led Zeppelin. The cover photograph depicts the LZ 129 Hindenburg, the largest airship ever to have been built by Germany’s Zeppelin Company, which made its maiden flight on March 4, 1936. Fourteen months later, on May 6, 1937, the aircraft was destroyed by fire while landing at Lakehurst, New Jersey, with the loss of thirty-five lives. The disaster was caught on various newsreels of the day, which meant that Jimmy Page was spoiled for choice when it came to selecting an image for the cover. Only the name Led Zeppelin and the Atlantic logo (turquoise or orange depending on the version) are printed over the black-and-white photo.

On the reverse of the cover (of the original vinyl) are portraits of the four musicians in soft shades of orange. This photograph was taken by ex-Yardbird Chris Dreja. “Jimmy let me shoot their rear album cover for their first album. They paid me twenty-one guineas. Jimmy and I had this great relationship about photographs because he trusted me implicitly. But also I used to make him look good!”9

The Recording

Although Peter Grant had booked Olympic Studios for three weeks, from September 27 to October 18, 1968, the recording of Led Zeppelin’s debut album probably took no more than four sessions: September 27 and October 3, 10, and 15, the October 10 session serving merely to get “Baby Come On Home” (not used) in the can. Glyn Johns, the sound engineer, would describe the sessions as having extended over a period of nine days. On October 4 the group escaped from the confined atmosphere of the studio to give a single concert at the Mayfair in Newcastle.

Jimmy Page, who paid for the recording himself, utterly convinced of the outstanding potential of the group, is precise about the length of time taken (if only because he had to try to keep the costs down): “After 30 hours recorded time Led Zeppelin I was completed with a mix of acoustic, electric, rock, blues, avant-garde and experimental music, performed with vision, improvisation, attitude, and a bullet-proof blueprint.”1 John Paul Jones would specify that fifteen of these thirty hours were spent recording and the other fifteen mixing. In other words, the group made its first album with astonishing speed thanks to the earlier honing of all the songs during the Scandinavian tour from September 7–17 and the rehearsals organized by Page in Pangbourne immediately before entering the studio. According to Peter Grant, the album cost less than £1,800 to make (including the sleeve) and brought in more than £7 million.

The chosen recording venue was Olympic Studios, established in 1957 by an impresario of just twenty-four years of age called Angus McKenzie. Shortly before, McKenzie had acquired a modest outfit called Olympia Studios in Fulham in southwest London. With the help of Dick Swettenham, who would go on to design the Helios consoles, he then founded Olympic Studios in the vast premises of a former synagogue on Carlton Street in London’s West End. Unfortunately, in 1965 the lease was not renewed, and McKenzie sold his shares to Cliff Adams (founder of the Cliff Adams Singers) and John Shakespeare. The studios were relocated to 117–123 Church Road in Barnes on the banks of the river Thames, the premises of a former theater that had been converted into television and cinema studios at the end of the fifties. Having been the bastion of the Rolling Stones, Jimi Hendrix, the Beatles, Procol Harum, and the Moody Blues, Olympic Studios now became the temporary headquarters of Led Zeppelin.

By the group’s side was the sound engineer Glyn Johns, who had known Jimmy Page and John Paul Jones since their time as session musicians (and in fact had known Page since the Epsom days). The engineer was extremely surprised when Page called him up one day and asked him to record an album he wanted to produce with a brand-new group he had formed with John Paul Jones on bass. Johns writes: “Knowing that anything these two had put together was bound to be pretty good, I turned up at Olympic a couple of weeks later, not having any real idea of what I was walking into. I was blown off my feet. The album that we made in the next nine days was a landmark in rock and roll history, taking it to another level altogether.”14 And he continues: “Each session seemed to be more exciting than the last, as what they had prepared unraveled in front of me. All I had to do was press record, sit back, and try to contain the excitement of being in the same room with what was going on.”14 Although the executive producer of the group’s debut album was Peter Grant, the actual producer was Jimmy Page. His years as a session musician had developed in him a heightened awareness of the overall sonic image. And if Led Zeppelin I sounds as powerful and fresh today as it did when it was first recorded, this is mainly due to Page’s talent. He had mastered the highly complex science of how to position the microphones. “You shouldn’t really have to use EQ in the studio if the instruments sound good. It should all be done with microphones and microphone placement. The instruments that bleed into each other are what creates the ambience. Once you start cleaning everything up, you lose it. You lose that sort of halo that bleeding creates.”9 His vision was fundamentally the same as that behind the first rockabilly or blues records, those made by Sun Records or Chess Records, for example. The sound he envisaged had to reflect as closely as possible what the musicians themselves heard and felt within the group. It had to be raw and subjected to the fewest possible tricks. This was an approach that would die out during the seventies in favor of a cleaner, often clinical sound that culminated in the arrival of all-digital in the eighties.

On the album, however, this bleeding of one sound source into another was, in certain cases, an involuntary, unwanted effect. Jimmy gives the example of Robert Plant’s voice, which was so powerful that the track on which it was recorded would spill into the other tracks on the tape recorder. This “magnetic echo” phenomenon was well-known to the engineers of the day. As a judicious producer, Jimmy Page took advantage of it by integrating it into the final result, thereby rendering the effect intentional. John Paul Jones puts it somewhat differently: “Robert did some guide vocals in the studio and we couldn’t get rid of them, so we turned them into an effect.”7

One of the peculiarities of Led Zeppelin I is that it was mixed directly in stereo, a practice that was relatively new in 1968, when mono mixing was still the norm. The result was astonishing, as Glyn Johns explains: “The stereo mix of this record is certainly one of the best sounding that I ever made, but the credit has to go to the band, as all I did was try to faithfully put down on tape what they were giving me, adding a little echo here and there to enhance the mood.”14

At the time, Glyn Johns asked for a production credit, which apparently went down like a lead balloon with Jimmy Page: “I said, ‘No way. I put this band together, I brought them in and directed the whole recording process, I got my own guitar sound—I’ll tell you, you haven’t got a hope in hell.’”9 Following this incident, Jimmy took the decision never again to avail himself of Glyn’s talents. But this didn’t stop him from hiring Glyn’s brother Andy for the next album.

Recording Bonham

A certain family resemblance can indeed be detected in the exceptional quality with which John Bonham’s drums are recorded. Jimmy Page explains that during his years as a session musician, he had all too often experienced poor drum recording, despite the best efforts of the drummers, notably the excellent Bobby Graham. He came to understand that the instrument needed to be given space, that the sound should be captured from a certain distance: “So when I recorded Zeppelin, particularly John Bonham, I simply moved the mikes away to get some ambient sound.”9

For his part, Glyn Johns inadvertently widened the sonic image of the drums by recording them in stereo. After recording a base track (bass/drums/guitar) and while getting ready to do an acoustic guitar overdub, he took one of the Neumann U67 mics that he had been using for the drums and recorded the guitar with it. When he finished, he returned the mic to its original place for the next recording. But there was a surprise when he returned to the mixing desk: “When I lifted the faders to listen to the drums, I found that I had inadvertently left the mic assigned to the track I had been using for the overdub, which I had placed to the far left of the stereo. As the other drum mic was in the middle, it spread the sound to the left. So I wondered what would happen if I put them left and right, and made the small adjustment of pointing the floor tom-tom mic at the snare, making the two mics equidistant from it. The result sounded enormous, with the completely different perspective that stereo brings.”14 Finally, in order to prevent the drums from occupying the entire stereo field, Johns panned back each track to half left and half right. And that is what he has been doing ever since!

Led Zeppelin would use only a limited number of external musicians over the course of their career. For “Black Mountain Side” on Led Zeppelin I, however, Jimmy Page called in the talented tabla player Viram Jasani.

Technical Details

When Led Zeppelin entered Olympic Studios, which had relocated to Barnes at the end of 1966, Studio One, where the group mostly recorded, had a mixing console designed by the brilliant Dick Swettenham with sixteen input and four output channels. The tape recorder was probably a four-track Ampex AG330. The monitors were four Tannoy Silver loudspeakers mounted in Lockwood cabinets. Among the studio’s various effects, it is worth mentioning the remarkable EMT 140 plate reverb, the benchmark in those days. The studio also had a very well-stocked mic cabinet, Glyn Johns favoring the Neumann U67 and U47 and the Telefunken 251. Finally, it should be noted that Studio One (Olympic had three) also impressed with its size: 62 feet by 43 feet (19 meters by 13 meters) with a ceiling height of 28 feet (8.5 meters)!

The Instruments

Jimmy Page recorded most of the tracks on the album using his 1959 Fender Telecaster given to him by Jeff Beck in 1966 (originally purchased by the guitarist John Owen in 1961). This guitar, which he had used a great deal with the Yardbirds, initially had a white pickguard. At the beginning of 1967, taking his cue from Pink Floyd’s Syd Barrett, Jimmy Page adorned the body of the instrument with eight reflective discs. Before long, he removed them and instead decorated the guitar with a dragon design he painted himself, hence its nickname “Dragon Tele.” He almost never used the instrument after this, however, other than for the extraordinary solo on “Stairway to Heaven.” It should be pointed out that this Telecaster was to suffer an affront that would render it totally unusable. While Page was on tour with his 1959 Gibson Les Paul, one of his friends (probably completely stoned!) prepared a nice surprise for him by totally repainting the Telecaster, destroying the dragon in the process. “He thought he had done me a favor. As you can guess, I was real happy about that. His paint job totally screwed up the sound and the wiring, so only the neck pickup worked.”9 Following restoration, he reused the neck on his brown Telecaster (fitted with a StringBender), but has never again used the body of the instrument, despite suggesting in 2014 that he might one day.

Page also reveals that he used another guitar on the album: “It’s hard for people to believe, but I just used my Fender Telecaster for the entire album, except for one track […].” Someone was trying to sell him a Gibson Flying V in which he was not particularly interested, but he agreed to give it a go. “I brought it into Olympic and used it on ‘You Shook Me,’”15 he explains.

He can also be heard using a Fender 800 pedal steel guitar, a first for Page. And for the acoustic sections he plays a superb Gibson J-200 flat top borrowed from an old friend: “The J-200 used on Led Zeppelin I belonged to Mickie Most, the producer of the Yardbirds, and it was an amazing-sounding instrument.”15 Some sources claim the lender was Big Jim Sullivan, a colleague and friend when they were both session musicians, but according to Page, this was not the case. He would also tell Brad Tolinski in an interview in Tolinski’s excellent book Light & Shade: Conversations with Jimmy Page that he recorded for this first album with a Harmony acoustic, presumably the Harmony Sovereign H1260 he had been using before Led Zeppelin, but this is probably an error on Page’s part.

As for effects, he uses a Fuzz Tone Bender pedal (presumably the Tone Bender Professional MKII), a JMI Vox Grey wah-wah, and, for delay, a Vox CO2 Deluxe Echo, the “Long Tom.” It is interesting to note that he used to make various modifications to his Tone Bender in order to obtain more sustain and harmonics. Similarly, he wired his Telecaster’s two pickups together in order to achieve a different sound. The Leslie speaker of John Paul Jones’s Hammond organ also provided him with an interesting color for some of his solos. However, the effect with which Jimmy Page is most closely associated, both visually and sonically, is his violin bow, which he had been using since the Yardbirds. This was a regular bow tightened a little more than for a violin, and generously rosined. In terms of amplification, he later described using “a hodgepodge of amps—Vox and Hiwatts, mostly.”9 However, as he would confirm to Steve Rosen in the columns of Guitar Player in 1977, the main amp he selected for the sessions was a Supro combo with a single 12-inch speaker (1624T Dual Tone).

John Paul Jones plays a Fender Jazz Bass he bought at the end of 1962, which would stay with him through most of the group’s albums. He would later claim that in the studio he preferred to be plugged directly into the console, with a mic on his amp as well. But which amplifier? The question remains unresolved, John Paul having almost certainly plugged into whatever amp was to be found at Olympic Studios. It is, of course, possible that he plays through the Ampeg B-15 combo he previously used for his session work.

As an accomplished musician, John Paul Jones also takes care of the various keyboard parts, using his own Hammond M-100 organ with a Leslie 122 speaker, as well as an electric piano, the Hohner Electra-piano.

Although he switched to a Ludwig kit for the second album, John Bonham likely uses a Slingerland, the same one he took with him on the Scandinavian tour that preceded the Olympic sessions, for the first. Apparently, this kit did not belong to him, but was either leased or had been used on the Yardbirds tours. It seems to have had a 14x22-inch bass drum and 9x13 and 16x16 toms. Despite his enormous power, Bonham played a pretty simple kit: bass drum, snare drum, floor tom, middle tom. Slingerland was a brand often associated with jazz drummers such as Gene Krupa and Buddy Rich.

Finally, Robert Plant delivers some very good harmonica parts, most likely on a Hohner Echo Super Vamper—the famous Marine Band not becoming available in Europe until the mid-seventies.


FOR LED ZEP ADDICTS

In August 1968, before entering the studio to start work on their first album, the four members of Led Zeppelin helped American singer P. J. Proby to make his album Three Week Hero at Lansdowne Studios in Holland Park, London. John Paul Jones had been brought in by Proby’s producer and had roped in his bandmates as well. Jones was also responsible for the string arrangements for ten of the album’s twelve tracks. Three Week Hero was released in April 1969 to no great success. It is nevertheless of historical interest as the very first outing on disc by the Zeppelin four.




FOR LED ZEP ADDICTS

To the everlasting delight of collectors, the sleeve of the first album went through many different versions. Nine have been cataloged so far. The first has turquoise lettering on the back, and on the central roundel the copyright of certain tracks is attributed to Superhype Music or Jewel Music. After this was rapidly withdrawn from sale, a second version has orange lettering with errors in the copyright attribution. Other pressings amended Superhype Music/Jewel Music to Warner Bros./7 Arts. In short, each of the nine displays notable differences, turning some of the different versions into collectors’ items of considerable rarity.






After completing the recording of Led Zeppelin I, Glyn Johns was convinced that the rest of the music profession was going to be flabbergasted by the exceptional quality of the album. However, neither Mick Jagger nor George Harrison, to whom he gave sneak previews, got it or even took the slightest interest in the LP. Clearly, even the greats are not immune to an occasional lapse of judgment…




FOR LED ZEP ADDICTS

Originally, Robert Plant was not given a songwriting credit because he was still under contract with CBS, recording two singles there in 1967 (“Our Song”/“Laughin’, Cryin’, Laughin’” and “Long Time Coming”/“I’ve Got a Secret”).






According to certain reports, Robert Plant now possesses the Slingerland drum kit thought to have been used on Led Zeppelin I by John Bonham.









PETER GRANT, THE BATTERSEA GIANT

A force of nature with a beard that devoured half his face, a penetrating gaze, a bluntness mitigated by a certain way with words, and, most of all, an unshakable faith in the future of those in his care, Peter Grant will be remembered as one of the most important managers in the history of rock. A Rabelaisian or Shakespearean figure, Grant’s contribution to Led Zeppelin’s worldwide success is almost as integral as the musicians themselves, and comparable to that of Andrew Loog Oldham at the start of the Rolling Stones’ career or to Brian Epstein’s importance to the Beatles’.

Born in the south London suburb of South Norwood on April 5, 1935, Peter Grant was the son of Dorothy Louise Grant, a secretary. He never knew his father. Evacuated during the Second World War, he was eventually reunited with his mother and they lived in a small flat in Battersea during the second half of the forties. At the tender age of thirteen, Peter left school to work in a sheet metal factory in Croydon. He survived for only five short weeks. After that he got a job as a stagehand at the Croydon Empire Theatre and then as a waiter at a Soho restaurant before being taken on as a runner for Reuters news agency on Fleet Street.

In 1953, Peter Grant was called up for two years in the National Service, not the happiest time of his life. Upon returning to civilian life, he got a job in a resort following which he worked as a doorman and bouncer at 2i’s, a coffee bar at 59 Old Compton Street that was soon to play a key role in the explosion of rock music in the United Kingdom. In the meantime, Peter Grant made the acquaintance of Mickie Most at the coffee bar. “I had known Mickie Most since 1957,” he would later divulge. “We used to work together at the 2Is. Mickie poured the coffee while I sold the tickets at the top of the stairs.”7

“The Masked Marauder”

Paul Lincoln, the owner of 2i’s, was a wrestler in his spare time. He took the young Peter Grant (6.5 feet, 287 pounds [1.96 meters, 130 kilograms]) along to watch and then, under outlandish pseudonyms such as “His Highness Count Bruno Alassio of Milan” or “The Masked Marauder,” into the ring. From wrestling to the movies was but one short step, which Grant took at the start of the sixties as Anthony Quinn’s body double in The Guns of Navarone (1961), directed by J. Lee Thompson (1961), but also as a bit player in Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s Cleopatra (1963), several episodes of the television series The Saint, and even The Benny Hill Show. The fees may not have been especially high, but they did enable him to purchase two minibuses. This was another step forward. He started driving for the notorious concert promoter Don Arden, and then became tour manager in the United Kingdom for American stars such as the Everly Brothers, Little Richard, Bo Diddley, Chuck Berry, and Gene Vincent. In short, rock ’n’ roll entered his life.

During the early sixties, while organizing tours for Gene Vincent, Peter Grant once again crossed the path of Mickie Most, who, after forming a pop group in South Africa with his wife Christina, had returned to England, this time as a producer. It was Most who discovered the Animals in a club in Newcastle upon Tyne and produced their first singles, “Baby Let Me Take You Home” and, more importantly, “The House of the Rising Sun,” which topped the charts in the United Kingdom and the United States in 1964. He was also behind the enormous success of Herman’s Hermits and numbers like “I’m into Something Good” (1964) and “No Milk Today” (1966), which he produced and took to numbers 1 and 7, respectively, in the United Kingdom.

155 Oxford Street

Most and Grant became affiliated and opened offices on the second floor at 155 Oxford Street (headquarters of the future RAK Management). After acting as tour manager for the Animals, Grant made his management debut proper with the Nashville Teens, a Surrey band that made it into the UK top ten with “Tobacco Road.” He also presided over the fortunes of the all-female band She Trinity, the New Vaudeville Band—which in turn entered the UK charts with “Winchester Cathedral” (number 4 in September 1966)—Terry Reid, and even Donovan. In short, the dynamism and prosperity of their undertaking lived up to the expectations of Most and Grant, who then hired Richard Cole—another important figure in Led Zeppelin’s future rise to glory. An indication of the financial success of the management company was Grant’s 1966 acquisition of Simon Napier-Bell’s shares in the Yardbirds, whom he also took over as manager. “I had known Jimmy Page for some while when I took on The Yardbirds,” he explains. “He’d done loads of session work over the years and had become involved with the band only just before I was approached to take over their management. What happened was that Simon Napier-Bell wanted to offload the band, because he was keen to become a film producer. So I took them, along with Jeff Beck.”7

Captain Grant and His Charges

When the Yardbirds split up, in summer 1968, Peter Grant and Jimmy Page threw themselves into the New Yardbirds, which became Led Zeppelin after they returned from their Scandinavian tour in September 1968. Grant’s job was to manage the band. That is what his job remained, and that is what the four members of the group appreciated. “Peter didn’t interfere at all,” explains John Paul Jones. “He had no say about the music. We always thought he deserved to be called ‘executive producer’ of the albums, because he’d cleared a space for us to do what we liked.”7

Peter Grant was no less essential for that, not least in getting Led Zeppelin signed to Atlantic at the very outset, and then organizing tours throughout the entire world, liaising between the four musicians and the media, protecting them as best he could from the ruthlessness of the star system, and, most importantly, looking after their financial interests (waging a merciless war on bootlegging, for example)—and all of this without a contract ever being signed between the manager and the group. From 1974 to 1983, Peter Grant was also the president of Swan Song Records, the label founded by Led Zeppelin, which, in addition to the group’s albums, would also release records by Bad Company, Maggie Bell, the Pretty Things, and Dave Edmunds.

An Honest Soul

Peter Grant was every inch the rock manager, with all the excesses: alcohol, cocaine, excess weight, diabetes… On top of all this, personal difficulties and an infinite sadness at the death of John Bonham (on September 25, 1980) wore him down, and his health gradually declined. In 1983, while curing himself of his addictions, he quit the music scene and entered well-earned retirement at his manor house at Hellingly, East Sussex, before moving to nearby Eastbourne. In 1992 he agreed to play the cardinal in Gerald Thomas’s movie Carry On Columbus and started to give talks on his life’s work, on his vocation.

On the afternoon of November 21, 1995, while driving his car in the company of his son, Peter Grant suffered a fatal heart attack. A few months earlier, on July 26, he had made his last public appearance at the Wembley Arena concert of Jimmy Page and Robert Plant. His funeral was held on December 4, 1995, at the Church of St. Peter and St. Paul, Hellingly, in the presence of Jimmy Page, Robert Plant, Jeff Beck; Paul Rodgers, Boz Burrell, and Simon Kirke of Bad Company; and Phil Carson (vice president of Atlantic from 1968 to 1985). The funeral oration was given by Lord Philip Gould, Baron Gould of Brookwood, a friend of Peter Grant (and Tony Blair). “He was proud of what he’d achieved in helping to revolutionize the music business. Some thought he had a reputation for being rude. Not really! He was just totally honest. With Peter there was no front, just an honest opinion.”7

Peter Grant rests in peace in Hellingly Cemetery. He had been married to Gloria (they divorced in 1977) and was the father of three children, Warren, Amy, and Tiffany.







GOOD TIMES BAD TIMES

Jimmy Page, John Paul Jones, John Bonham / 2:43

Musicians

Robert Plant: vocals, vocal harmonies

Jimmy Page: guitars, backing vocals (?)

John Paul Jones: bass, backing vocals (?)

John Bonham: drums, backing vocals (?)

Recorded

Olympic Sound Studios, London: October 3, 1968

Technical Team

Producer: Jimmy Page

Executive Producer: Peter Grant

Sound Engineer: Glyn Johns

Genesis

Led Zeppelin launch their discographical journey with a chord from Jimmy Page on electric guitar, and within seconds the machine is running hot. The chord also announces the quartet’s mission: to write an explosive new chapter in the history of rock, continuing the work begun by Cream between 1966 and 1968.

“Good Times Bad Times” (initially called “A Man I Know”) was composed shortly before the start of the sessions for the group’s first album, around the time the Yardbirds became the New Yardbirds. It is believed they may even have played it live a couple of times, along with “Your Time Is Gonna Come.” However, other than the intro, which can be heard being performed at the Olympia in Paris, but on this occasion attached to “Communication Breakdown” (recorded on October 10, 1969, and released on the deluxe edition of the album in 2014), there is no live recording of the song. What is certain is that it is the fruit of a collaboration among Jimmy Page, John Paul Jones, and John Bonham. “John Paul Jones came up with the riff,” explains Jimmy Page. “I had the chorus. John Bonham applied the bass-drum pattern. That one really shaped our writing process. It was like, ‘Wow, everybody’s erupting at once.’”16

The lyrics evoke the passing of time. The protagonist of the song remembers his past. I tried to do all those things the best I can, sings Robert Plant in the first verse. But he’s forced to admit that there have been many dark periods—his woman left him for a brown-eyed man and well before that, when he was sixteen, it only took a couple of days for his girlfriend to be rid of him. Bleak and lonely times, in other words…

This opening track on the first LP remained on Led Zeppelin’s set lists until 1970. It was released as a single in the United States on March 10, 1969, with “Communication Breakdown” as the B-side.

Production

It is impossible to write about “Good Times Bad Times” without emphasizing John Bonham’s mind-blowing drums. With the group’s very first outing on disc, he achieves a remarkable feat: not only does he lay down a sensational groove from the first few bars but also he distinguishes himself by executing triplets of fearsome technical difficulty on his bass drum! Jimmy Page is tireless in his praise of Bonham: “The most stunning thing about that track, of course, is Bonzo’s amazing kick drum. It’s superhuman when you realize he was not playing with a double kick. That’s one kick drum! That’s when people started understanding what he was all about.”9 And the technique did not go unnoticed by Carmine Appice, the drummer of Vanilla Fudge, for whom Led Zeppelin opened during their first North American tour (at the beginning of 1969). Listening to “Good Times Bad Times,” Appice congratulated the performer of the stunning triplet. But Bonzo pointed out that it was from the Vanilla Fudge drummer that he had got it in the first place. Surprised and uncomprehending, Appice assured Bonham that he had never played a rhythmic figure like that. “He proceeded to tell me where I did actually do that on the first Vanilla Fudge record,”17 on “Ticket to Ride,” the Beatles cover that opens the album Vanilla Fudge (1967). What Bonham never suspected is that Appice played his triplet not only with his foot but with a little help from his sticks too!

In addition to the bass drum, Bonham also plays an excellent cowbell, which he subtly brings into dialogue with his hi-hat, lending the rhythm an explosive pulse and an incomparable groove. This opening track can be seen as one of the best of all displays of his technique and talent, as a kind of calling card, perhaps.

And what better support to have than John Paul Jones? The bass playing of the former arranger and session musician is nothing short of brilliant. Jones simultaneously supports the riff, follows the bass drum like a shadow, delivers a number of solo phrases, and provides a certain R&B color that is reminiscent of Motown, one of his major influences. The sonority of his Jazz Bass is both rounded and powerful. Does he combine plugging directly into the console with a mic on the amp, as he has suggested? One way or the other, the results are striking, and together, Jones and Bonzo form one of the most effective rhythm sections in the history of rock. The bassist, however, was not confined to his instrument but also contributed to the songwriting. “I remember there was a Hammond organ in the studio, which I used and I wrote the riff to ‘Good Times Bad Times.’”7 Nevertheless, Carmine Appice has said he seems to remember being told “by a member of the band that the ‘Good Times Bad Times’ riff came from Tim Bogert’s bass line”17 (Tim Bogert being the Vanilla Fudge bassist).

Jimmy Page opens the track on his 1959 Telecaster accompanied by bass and drums. He produces a rock sound with fuzz courtesy of the Tone Bender and is amplified most likely through the Supro combo. The opening power chords lead into the riff, which is extremely guitaristic despite having been composed on the organ. The organ also doubles the guitar in order to reinforce the sound. At 1:30, Page plays a twenty-second solo that recalls some of his contributions as a Yardbird. “I’m using a Leslie on the solo on ‘Good Times Bad Times,’”18 he explained in 1977. This cabinet fitted with a rotating loudspeaker system is generally used to amplify Hammond organs. But Page takes the studio Leslie and uses it to color his Telecaster. His phrases are radiant and punchy with numerous string bends, while his licks are inspired by the blues. This solo takes the form of a veritable adrenaline rush and is all the more effective as he has Jones and Bonham laying down the ideal rhythmic basis for him. Finally, in the coda, he fires off a series of short phrases that answer Plant’s vocals. He would later regret one or two of these. “There’s not too much wrong with it, apart from a couple of dodgy guitar phrases at the end.”15 Possibly the ones that can be heard between 2:28 and 2:32…

Finally, it was through “Good Times Bad Times” that the vast majority of listeners discovered Robert Plant’s voice for the very first time. Page would never tire of showering praise on him: “Robert was absolutely extraordinary in those days. He was so bombastic and fearless that neither the songs nor the studio intimidated him. He very quickly got to a point where no other singer could touch him.”15 It is certainly true that from his very first bars his voice immediately commands attention. High-pitched, with incredible energy and distinctly blues phrasing, his voice can almost be said to have established the vocal canon of the hard rock or heavy metal bands of the future all by itself. It is worth noting that Plant harmonizes with himself in the verses and doubles himself an octave higher in the refrains, where he also seems to be joined by vocals from his bandmates.




“Good Times, Bad Times” (with comma) is also the title of an acoustic blues ballad by the Rolling Stones. Written by Jagger and Richards, this is the B-side of their single “It’s All Over Now,” released in 1964. Other than the title there’s no connection between the two songs.




FOR LED ZEP ADDICTS

At the famous “Celebration Day” held at London’s O2 Arena on December 10, 2007, “Good Times Bad Times” was the first song performed by Led Zeppelin, with Jason Bonham (John’s son) on drums. Twenty million fans had applied over the Internet for tickets to this tribute concert for Ahmet Ertegun of Atlantic Records. Just twenty thousand were successful!




COVER

The Massachusetts heavy metal band Godsmack include a highly successful version of “Good Times Bad Times” on their album Good Times, Bad Times… Ten Years of Godsmack (2007).
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In case you’re wondering what exactly are those much-discussed triplets played by John Bonham on his bass drum, a good example can be found at precisely 0:30.









BABE I’M GONNA LEAVE YOU

Anne Bredon, Jimmy Page, Robert Plant / 6:40

Musicians

Robert Plant: vocals

Jimmy Page: acoustic and electric guitars

John Paul Jones: bass

John Bonham: drums

Recorded

Olympic Sound Studios, London: September 27 and October 3, 1968

Technical Team

Producer: Jimmy Page

Executive Producer: Peter Grant

Sound Engineer: Glyn Johns

Genesis

There is a curious story behind this cover. “Babe I’m Gonna Leave You,” a folk song in spirit, was recorded in 1962 by Joan Baez (on the album In Concert) after she had heard it sung by Janet Smith, a student of Oberlin College. Smith had previously been a fellow student at University of California, Berkeley, of Anne Bredon, the real author and composer of the song. Ignorant of this, Joan Baez and her record company Vanguard merely described the song in the album credits as “traditional.” Led Zeppelin I does not go a lot further, stating, “Traditional, arranged by Jimmy Page.” This remained unchanged for twenty years until Anne Bredon, alerted by Janet Smith, who had heard the Led Zep version by chance, got in touch with the four musicians and the senior management of Atlantic. The record company then rectified the issue by adding her name to the credits.

In an interview with Daniel Rachel, Jimmy Page explains how he developed the Led Zeppelin version of “Babe I’m Gonna Leave You”: “I worked out this arrangement using a more finger-style method and then having a flamenco burst in it. Again, it’s light and shade and this drama of accents.”19 “Babe I’m Gonna Leave You” also reveals the close connection between Jimmy Page and Robert Plant: “We had an empathy. ‘Babe I’m Gonna Leave You,’ I knew exactly how that was going to shape up. I set the mood with the acoustic guitar and that flamenco-like section. But Robert embraced it. He came up with an incredible, plaintive vocal. When you’re in a group, you’re trying to bring out the best of each member, in that moment. We managed to bring something good out of each other.”16

The lyrics describe a breakup. Robert Plant plays the part of a man who remains fond of his lover. (I know I never gonna leave you babe, he sings in the fourth verse, and he repeats babe or baby almost thirty times.) All the same, he has to go. The lure of adventure has become irresistible…

Production

Clearly, anyone looking to compare Joan Baez’s version with Led Zeppelin’s will be at something of a loss… Jimmy Page explains: “The reason they are different is because we were able to fuse her acoustic approach with heavy guitars, which was something that hadn’t been done.”15 The English group’s version is richer harmonically, with numerous variations that enable them to make the number their own and transform it pretty well into a new song. Hence the justification for Page and Plant being credited with the arrangements. The Baez version has obvious charm, with a gentleness and a ballad-like feel that are typically folk. Led Zeppelin’s, by contrast, is dark-hued, raging, bewitching, theatrical.

It is Jimmy Page who opens the proceedings, with an arpeggiated passage that, by his own definition, is “a cross between fingerstyle and flatpicking,”18 in other words combining fingers and pick. He is playing the Gibson J-200 he borrowed from Mickie Most, the producer of the Yardbirds (not from Big Jim Sullivan, as is often claimed). “He graciously let me use it for the first album but didn’t let me use it for the second album, because, I think, by then he knew he wasn’t going to be the producer. [laughs]”15 The guitar is positioned on the right with superb reverb from the EMT 140 plate, which is in stereo and resonates particularly well in the left-hand channel. A second acoustic part is overdubbed on the opposite side of the stereo image, doubling both the arpeggiated and the strummed parts. Page also uses this guitar to add some very good phrases in a more or less flamenco style, but at the same time with a good blues flavor in the well-judged bends (listen around 4:51). He does not come in on his Telecaster until 2:23, when the Tone Bender fuzz creates more of a hard-rock than a blues feel. He only plays solo on it (with bottleneck) for a few bars from 4:10, with ample reverb, but uses it for the rapid slides that can be heard at the end of the track. Finally, it is worth highlighting a slide phrase he plays during the instrumental bridge, which he uses to create a highly dramatic atmosphere (at 2:08). Wide panning from left to right reinforces this effect.

Robert Plant gives an excellent interpretation of this text written by the folk singer Anne Bredon, offering a simultaneously grandiloquent and bluesy rereading of it. His voice commands the listener’s attention with its powerful swoops, taking it close to the breaking point, and perfect control in alternating between melancholy and angry moods. John Paul Jones would corroborate this in April 1970: “Robert is unique. […] Robert is really something. I couldn’t imagine any other singer with us. I just couldn’t.”20 On this track Plant also employs for the first time a vocal gimmick he would make his own, repeating the same word (in this instance baby) several times in a row. Finally, from 5:13 he can be heard holding on to a single note (not always perfectly in tune!) in order to harmonize with the instrumental arrangement.

John Paul Jones is worthy of nothing but praise for his superb bass line, whose entry is delayed for forty-three seconds into the track. His sound is soft and velvety and accompanies Page’s acoustic guitar with considerable subtlety. During a particularly tender moment in the second verse, he even seems to play four harmonics (from 1:27). During the harder rock sections, he displays an efficient sense of rhythm that is in perfect symbiosis with Bonham’s drums.

Although the latter plays on relatively little of the track, his interventions are always subtle (for example the toms in the instrumental breaks at the end of the verses) and powerful (his inordinate use of crash cymbals in the rock parts).

“Babe I’m Gonna Leave You” is a surprising choice of cover that helps to give a more rounded picture of the group’s potential, Led Zeppelin having been in existence for only a few months at the beginning of autumn 1968.


[image: image] IN YOUR HEADPHONES

At 1:41 a phantom voice can be heard in the background (I can hear it calling me). This is Robert Plant’s, having been either caught by another instrument’s microphone (“bleeding”) during the previous take or else copied onto other tracks by means of a phenomenon known as “magnetic echo.” The same effect can be heard more softly at 5:54, this time with the guitars rather than the voice.






In 1968, Jimmy Page recorded a version of “Babe I’m Gonna Leave You” with Steve Winwood. The disc has never been released.









YOU SHOOK ME

Willie Dixon, J. B. Lenoir / 6:30

Musicians

Robert Plant: vocals, harmonica

Jimmy Page: guitars

John Paul Jones: bass, organ, electric piano

John Bonham: drums

Recorded

Olympic Sound Studios, London: September 27, 1968

Technical Team

Producer: Jimmy Page

Executive Producer: Peter Grant

Sound Engineer: Glyn Johns

Genesis

“You Shook Me” has its origins in “Blue Guitar,” an instrumental recorded in May 1961 at Chess studios by the guitarist Earl Hooker, accompanied by A. C. Reed (tenor sax), “Big Moose” Walker (organ), Lafayette Leake (piano), Ernest Johnson (bass), and Bobby Little (drums). Won over by the record and keen, at the beginning of the nineteen sixties, to relaunch the career of Muddy Waters, Leonard Chess reached an agreement with Earl Hooker and led the father of modern blues back into the studio. All Waters had to do was sing the words, freshly written by Willie Dixon and J. B. Lenoir, onto the recording. The disc was released in 1962.

The scenario is that of a boyfriend (or husband) deserted by a straying lover (or wife). The jilted man is devastated and begs her: Baby, baby, please come home. And in order to make her understand that he is not without certain qualities, he resorts to a metaphor much used in the blues: I have a bird that whistles/And I have birds that sing…

Production

It is on a Gibson Flying V that Jimmy Page launches “You Shook Me.” The guitar has a harsh, raw, saturated (courtesy of the Tone Bender) sound that is perfect for the blues, and this was to be the one and only time on the whole album that Jimmy is unfaithful (on electric at least) to his Telecaster. Even so, he did not particularly want to play it. The vendor was keen to sell it to him, and in the end he agreed to give it a try: “With those big humbuckers [guitar pickups], it was so powerful you can hear it breaking up the amp in the middle of the song. I could’ve tidied it up, but I really liked hearing the amp really struggle to get the sound out.”15 He plays bottleneck with plenty of reverb, and is joined before long by the rest of the group, including Robert Plant, who gives some excellent harmonica, almost certainly a Hohner Echo Super Vamper, with wonderful phrasing. As soon as he launches into the vocal line, Plant is joined by Page on the Gibson, doubling, in unison, the singer’s every other phrase with a highly effective glissando effect. Plant’s voice can be heard reaching up for the highest notes like a ferocious wailing.

The rhythm section is sluggish, stretching out the beat to the max and creating an impression of instability and tension that is in perfect keeping with the lyrics. As well as delivering a solid bass line on his Jazz Bass, John Paul Jones overdubs a very good electric piano part (on the Hohner Electra-piano), which can be heard on the left of the stereo field.

Everyone in turn except Bonham takes a solo. John Paul Jones goes first (starting at 2:08), switching to his Hammond M-100 organ. Contrary to his usual practice, he exchanges the Leslie speaker for the keyboard’s internal vibrato/chorus, with which he achieves a similar effect. His soul-drenched playing recalls that of Jimmy Smith and Ray Charles. Jones would later announce that “organ, in fact, was always my first love, but for session playing I found it much easier to carry a bass guitar to work than a Hammond organ!”21 Robert Plant then takes over on the harmonica. The sound he draws from it marks him out as a master of the instrument, with a technique most likely polished during the short time he spent with Alexis Korner just before Page came to audition him. Although he has often cited Sonny Boy Williamson as one of his influences, what comes across here is more that of the brilliant harmonica player Sonny Terry, who liked to mix more or less sung vocalizations into his solos, something Plant also does (listen at around 3:37). Finally, Jimmy Page brings the round of solos to a close with an excellent and highly spirited solo on his Gibson Flying V, colored by strong delay from his Vox CO2 Deluxe Echo. The group can be seen lip-synching the song on German television on the edition of Beat Club from March 27, 1969. During the second break of the guitar solo, at 4:25, John Bonham can be observed launching into a relatively complicated rhythmic figure with a single stick while executing a highly adept helicopter roll with the other (in his right hand)!

In the last part of the track, Jimmy Page wanted to use a particular effect: “Later, when we recorded ‘You Shook Me,’ I told the engineer, Glyn Johns, that I wanted to use backwards echo on the end. He said, ‘Jimmy, it can’t be done.’ I said ‘Yes, it can. I’ve already done it.’ […]”9 And Page proceeded to explain how to turn the tape around, record the reverb from the sound source in question on a free track, put the tape back to the right place, and listen to the same reverb, which is reversed as a result. This is exactly what Page had done on the Yardbirds’ “Ten Little Indians” in 1967. Glyn Johns complied, with evident bad grace, and refused to bring the potentiometer up to listen to the results. “Finally, I had to scream, ‘Push the bloody fader up!’”9 The resulting effect is perfect. “When Glyn heard the result, he looked bloody ill.”9 This backward echo can be heard at the end of the song, starting at 5:38 and continuing throughout the voice/guitar duel between Plant and Page that serves to highlight the Led Zeppelin singer’s extraordinary vocal skills—including the ability to reach ultra-shrill notes with apparent ease.

There can be no doubt that Led Zeppelin have taken liberties with the original version. Where Muddy Waters’s is traditional and serene, the English band’s is harder edged, more “British,” but also more tense and anguished, and less predictable in terms of its structure. However, Jimmy Page and his men need in no way hang their heads in shame before their illustrious elder.


FOR LED ZEP ADDICTS

The Jeff Beck Group had already recorded a cover of “You Shook Me” during the Truth sessions in May 1968, resulting in accusations of Jimmy Page stealing other people’s ideas. In his book Hammer of the Gods, Stephen Davis writes that when Beck heard the demo, “His heart sank,” adding that “the tears were coming out with anger.”3 For his part, Jimmy Page has claimed not to have known about Jeff Beck’s recording until the release of Truth. This is difficult to believe, given that John Paul Jones plays keyboards on Beck’s version.






In 1999, Jimmy Page performed “You Shook Me” with the Black Crowes at the Greek Theatre in Los Angeles.






Earl Hooker’s recording of “Blue Guitar” was released in 1961 on the label Age Records, a subsidiary of Mel London’s Chief Records.




J.B. LENOIR

J. B. Lenoir is credited as co-author alongside Willie Dixon of “You Shook Me,” but never recorded the song. Born in Monticello, Mississippi, on March 5, 1929, and living in Chicago by the end of the forties, J. B. Lenoir became an important figure in African American music, combining urban blues with big band swing. He is also remembered as a politically committed musician, opposing Eisenhower’s economic policy and US involvement in Korea and subsequently Vietnam—as testified by his “Eisenhower Blues,” “Korea Blues,” and “Vietnam Blues.” Lenoir died on April 29, 1967.
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Led Zeppelin seem to have enjoyed performing “You Shook Me.” The highly suggestive words never failed to amuse them, as indicated by the laughter that bursts out at 1:46 at the end of the phrase and I have birds that sing.
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