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FOREWORD

Enough people have recounted the Led Zeppelin story that it has fallen into folklore. Anyone who cares about the group enough knows that Jimmy Page got the group together to keep the legendary British musical breeding ground the Yardbirds going. This same audience also accepts that Led Zeppelin got its name from the Who’s late drummer, Keith Moon, who thought the idea of a “New Yardbirds” would go over like a heavy metal blimp. Yet, as is the case with so much folklore, it ain’t necessarily so.

Keith Moon did name a band featuring Page with the comment that it would go over like a “lead zeppelin,” a more spectacular failure than a lead balloon—but that band wasn’t the “New Yardbirds.” In Pete Townshend’s memoir Who I Am, he speaks of a 1966 rift among the Who following a fistfight between Roger Daltrey and Moon, which ended with Daltrey bloodying Moon’s nose and Moon and John Entwistle threatening to leave the band. This period of discontent in the Who camp coincided with the Yardbirds’ management’s attempts to simultaneously capitalize on the band, let the members blow off some steam, and allow the members to revitalize themselves by having each musician record a solo project. Page and Jeff Beck wanted to record a rock instrumental entitled “Beck’s Bolero,” and they recruited Moon and Entwistle to provide the rhythm section. Page recollected the situation to MOJO’s Mat Snow thusly:

This goes right back to the days when Simon Napier-Bell, who was managing the Yardbirds, was trying to get solo discs from each member. Jeff Beck and I were collaborating, and in those days with these solo diversions it seemed we should use other musicians, so there was Keith Moon, John Paul Jones, Nicky Hopkins on piano, myself on 12-string electric, and Jeff—“Beck’s Bolero” was what we were doing. After that session, Keith Moon was really fired up, and I don’t blame him, and he said, “We must get a band together—how about it?” He was fed up with the Who at the time, and he wanted to take the Ox—John Entwistle—with him, with Jeff, myself, and all the rest of us … It didn’t happen. But Keith’s name for the band, Led Zeppelin, stuck in my mind.

It has also become Led Zeppelin cant that while Page and Jones were the old studio pros, Bonham and Plant had no real studio experience. However, Plant was recording singles as early as 1966.

Meanwhile, Page’s hunt for a bunch of New Yardbirds had far more to do with business than tradition. When the group ran out of steam, it had outstanding obligations to play a series of shows in Scandinavia. Both the group’s management and the only remaining member with any enthusiasm—Page—did not want to pass up this money-making opportunity, hence they had to put a band together in a hurry.

What Page could not have predicted was the way the guanine, adenine, thymine, and cytosine of him, John Paul Jones, Brummy singer Robert Plant (recommended by Page’s first choice, Terry Reid), and Plant’s long-time friend, drummer John Bonham, would combine and recombine to create a remarkable strain of musical DNA.

The band members spent a great deal of their post-Zeppelin careers trying to debunk the stories of backstage debauchery and hammered gods that followed in their wake. After the first couple of albums, they all were family guys. Plant often said that if you went to the hotel after the third album, you would be more likely to find him in his room reading Nietzsche than tossing the telly, and that stories of sharks and chain saws and the like, if they had any merit at all, were more likely the shenanigans of the crew than the band. By allowing the story to be told in the words of all four members, a clearer picture—less fettered by folklore—begins to emerge of the band and the way they perceived their history and legacy as they were creating it.

When Chris DeVito edited the second book in this series, his award winning Coltrane on Coltrane: The John Coltrane Interviews, he was faced with a monumental task: to collect every interview ever done with the jazz icon, get permission to use them, and then use the hard-won material to construct a viable biography of one of the genre’s greatest players and innovators. When I was putting together the volume you now hold in your hands, the problem was different: even after the first cut, this book was three times its current size!

This is not to say Led Zeppelin were press whores—quite the opposite. They were notoriously wary of the press, especially the American press. That attitude permeates this book. Rolling Stone didn’t really warm up to them until very close to the end of the band’s existence. More frequently, they savaged the group. As John Paul Jones told Mat Snow in Q magazine:

We got to America and read the Rolling Stone review of the very first album, which was going on about us as another hyped British band. We couldn’t believe it…. After that we were very wary of the press, which became a chicken-and-egg situation. We avoided them and so they started to avoid us … If you did an interview you’d get misquoted, and if you didn’t, they’d make it up anyway…. [W]e didn’t do singles, and a reason for that was so we didn’t have to do television or interviews.

There was interest in the members of Led Zeppelin even predating them actually coming together as a band—the dissolution of the Yard-birds was covered desultorily in the British music press. So, for the first couple of LPs (as Page liked to call them), Led Zeppelin was referred to as “Jimmy’s Band.” They caught on so quickly and with such force that they dominated the British press in a period that saw the disbanding of the Beatles and the quest for the next new thing, which turned out to be Led Zeppelin.

This brings up another point: while the other books in the Musicians in Their Own Words series have dealt with solo artists—John Coltrane, Jimi Hendrix, Tom Waits—this collection deals with a band as a single entity. But if Led Zeppelin was a single entity, a creature of its recombinant do-re-mi, then it was a beast with four heads, each with a distinctive personality that informed the band as a whole. These different personalities and perspectives need to be explored if we are to get a picture of—to torture the metaphor—how the band’s musical DNA evolved along with each member of the band.

For example, when Robert Plant started talking to the press, he did it with a hyperlexic stream of consciousness reminiscent of Robin Williams. Plant even alluded to his verbosity when he and Page reunited and sat down for a drink with, once again, Mat Snow:

Jimmy: See what happens when you’re at a loose end for too long?

Robert: You got a birdie this morning, ha ha ha! We’d be all right on talk shows after all.

Mat: A double act?

Robert: A bit like Mork and Mindy!

Jones, while regarded as “the quiet one,” also proves to be a very thoughtful and articulate fellow, especially when discussing his music and motivations. He was quiet, he maintained in an interview with Snow in 2009, because “[Robert and Jimmy] just loved to talk. Singers are like that anyway; that’s their job. And most people wanted to talk to the front men and not to me, which was fine by me. Bonzo didn’t talk much either. Believe it or not, he was shy too.”

Yet even Bonham displays a playful, homespun eloquence when he sees fit to acknowledge the press’ existence … and more often than not, he would buy them a pint.

While I did not get my hands on every viable interview that the members and former members of Led Zeppelin conducted, I did manage to find some gems from every stage of their careers, both as a band and as post-breakup legends trying to present their individual artistic visions. There are some brilliant ones that I could not use for one reason or another, like:


	Jaan Uhelszki’s “Led Zeppelin: Sodom and Gomorrah in a Suitcase,” (CREEM, July 1977) which she hopes to use in her own book soon

	Dave Schulps’s classic piece, “Jimmy Page: The Trouser Press Interview,” (Trouser Press, October 1977) which was too retrospective for the book’s purposes

	Angie Errigo’s “Ask the Answer Man: Jimmy Page” (CREEM, February 1978), which we just couldn’t come to terms on

	Andy Secher’s “Led Zeppelin the Second Coming?” (Hit Parader, July 1982), for similar reasons

	Karen Karbo’s “Stairway to Heaven: Is This the Greatest Song of All Time?” (Esquire, November 1991), which just did not fit this book’s format



There are quite a few more that I haven’t listed here. Remember, at one point this book was three times as long as it is now.

On the other hand, the material in this book is incredibly good, some of it not seen, heard, or read since it was originally published. Taken as a whole, these articles paint a vivid picture of what was happening with the members of Led Zeppelin as they experienced it in real time. This is powerful stuff—the facts as they saw them, at the time they discussed them. Now we can start to replace some of the folklore with home truth.


LED ZEPPELIN CLIMBS BEFORE ITS FIRST LP

Ritchie Yorke | January 11, 1969, Globe and Mail

Ritchie Yorke was a major voice for Led Zeppelin early on in their career (and his). His 1976 book Led Zep: The Led Zeppelin Biography was certainly one of the first books about the band. It was edited into The Definitive Led Zeppelin Biography in 1992. —Ed.

Much to their surprise—and delight—record companies have discovered that they can sell stacks of albums without getting once-vital radio exposure. They have even found that they can sell a group’s LP even if it has never made a record.

The truth of this unlikely situation is borne out by the orders for the first album by Led Zeppelin, a new English group headed by guitarist Jimmy Page.

Although the LP is still more than four weeks away from its release date in the United States, it reportedly is much in demand in California, with orders for more than 50,000 copies.

How can a group command this kind of attention when most people have not even heard of the album? The answer seems to lie with the popularity of individual musicians.

In the case of the Led Zeppelin, Jimmy Page is the attraction. The 23-year-old former art student is known for his stints as bass guitarist with the Yardbirds, and later as the group’s lead guitarist.

Although the Yardbirds have split up, their influence continues. Between the Yardbirds’ breakup and the formation of Led Zeppelin in October, Page worked as a recording session musician. One of his more memorable efforts was the guitar gymnastics on Joe Cocker’s single, “With a Little Help From My Friends.”

“I only did a few sessions, because I didn’t want to fall into that trap of playing on every disc coming out in England,” Page said from Los Angeles, where the group has started a North American tour.

“Since I split from the Yardies, I’ve been searching around for some guys for a new group, the right group.” The standing ovations received by Led Zeppelin at the Whisky a Go Go in Los Angeles indicate that Page’s search may be over.

Led Zeppelin’s other members are: John Paul Jones, 23, on bass, organ, and piano; drummer John Bonham, 20, who played with Tim Rose; singer, Robert Plant, 21, a former member of the Band of Joy.

The name, Led Zeppelin?

“Keith Moon, of the Who, thought it up,” said Page. “You know the expression about a bad joke going over like a lead balloon. It’s a variation on that; and there is a little of the Iron Butterfly light-and-heavy music connotation.”

Led Zeppelin landed in Denver two weeks ago, starting a two-month tour that brings them to Toronto’s Rock Pile on Feb. 12.

“The reaction has been unbelievable so far,” said Page, who is recovering from a bout of Hong Kong flu. “It’s even better than what we got with the Yardbirds. It’s really exciting to be back on the concert trail.

“My original concept was to put together a group in which every one was proficient enough to be able to take a solo at any time, and it’s worked.

“We cut the album at Olympic Studios in London early in November. It’s all original material, except two numbers: ‘You Shook Me,’ a traditional blues, and ‘I Can’t Quit You, Baby,’ the old Otis Rush thing.”

The album, simply titled Led Zeppelin, will be released later this month. I obtained a copy from New York this week. The LP seems to live up to claims that Led Zeppelin will be the next super group in the United States.

It’s a mixture of heavy, earthy blues (“I learned a lot from B. B. King, Otis Rush, and Buddy Guy: I used to listen to their records over and over, and then try to play exactly like that”) and wailing psychedelia.

It’s not quite as free-flowing as Cream, but in the process of adding more instrumentation and vocal harmonies, Led Zeppelin has emerged with a positive, driving, distinctive sound.

Page’s guitarwork skims across the melody with a simple joy. Jones’s organ rhythms are forceful and invigorating. The whole is a rare pop experience. Unlike many groups, Led Zeppelin has managed to maintain simplicity while striving for depth.

I find this the best debut album by a group since the 1967 release of Are You Experienced? by the Jimi Hendrix Experience.

“I’m really happy to be back into it,” said Page. “There’s room for everything on the scene; you don’t have to follow any bandwagons. You just get out there and do your own thing.

“It’s a good period for guitarists. I think every good guitarist has something unique to say musically. My only ambition now is to keep a consistent record product coming out.

“Too many groups sit back after the first album, and the second one is a down trip. I want every new album to reach out farther. That’s what I’m doing here.”


COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

Chris Grant: Okay we are in the studio with Led Zeppelin in person. First of all let us speak to Robert Plant who is a lead vocalist and also plays harmonica. How long have you been in the group?

Robert Plant: I am not sure how long it has been but I eventually got here.

—Chris Grant interview with Led Zeppelin, BBC Tasty Pop Sundae, June 16, 1969




LED ZEPPELIN: PLANT

Mark Williams | April 11, 1969, International Times

As people started to take notice of the band, people also started to take notice of the band members. For the first year or so, they were Jimmy’s group, the latest iteration of the veteran group the Yardbirds. Yet as far as the quartet was concerned, they were something else entirely. Mark Williams of the International Times, the revolutionary underground London newspaper, caught up with one of the other members of the band, Robert Plant. —Ed.

It’s not hard to suss that Led Zeppelin are well on the way to becoming a “Supergroup,” in the best tradition.

They have tremendous drive, the currently trendy “heavy” sound and they look good. They also play rather well. What does appear to be happening, even at this early stage of the game, is that guitarist James Page seems to be evolving as the dominant personality of the band, as far as publicity and teeny-appeal go. Which is sad, because all the group are excessively proficient on their own scenes and I personally don’t think that Page has sufficient character as an individual to rise above the others in terms of “Star Appeal” (ugh!). The gent who really has that mysterious something, both as an artist and as a person, is Robert Plant and I can well see him causing a severe outbreak of knicker wetting.

Robert Plant wasn’t feeling too clever last week when we went along to a soul searching, probing (finger popping?) in-depth interview, having just escaped with his life, (he said), from a crash landing plane at Heathrow. “The captain came on and told us there’s going to be an emergency landing and then, from being way up in the blue one minute, we’re suddenly going down, but very down. My scotch went up in my face and the next thing I know there’s some guy asking me to help the older cats out of the plane, and there I am doing the Boy Scout bit while everyone else is running away!”

As we got onto musical topics I remarked that I was very happy to see that after years of getting virtually nowhere fronting Birmingham groups that were well ahead of their time (for that area), he was finally starting to be appreciated. Robert’s last group, the Band of Joy, had some very interesting things going, nice arrangements of Buffalo Springfield, Moby Grape, and odd Negro pop numbers, that provided a useful background for his very distinctive, blues inclined vocals. “There were very few other groups around at the time doing that sort of thing, but eventually we were getting 60 and 75 quid a night. In the end, however, I just had to give it up. I thought ‘Bollocks, nobody at all wants to know.’”

At that time, I remembered, he was very disenchanted with the whole business and gave the impression he might give it all up.

“I met Terry Reid, who I’d played one or two gigs with in Band of Joy days, whilst I was down trying to get something together with Tony Secunda and he told me that the Yardbirds’ singer had just left and suggested that I try and get into that scene. I knew they’d done a lot of work in America, which to me meant audiences who DID want to know what I’d got to offer, so naturally I was very interested. I went down to Pangbourne where Jimmy lives, it was the real desperation scene man, like I had nowhere else to go. There I was with my suitcase getting off the train and suddenly this old woman starts slapping my face and shouting about my hair. Well, I was staggered, so I called a cop and he says it was my own fault for having long hair. So much for British justice! Anyway I got to Jimmy’s and we found we had exactly the same tastes in music.”

So Led Zeppelin was beginning and Bob managed to persuade Jimmy that the group needed John Bonham as a drummer and managed to persuade John that he needed Led Zeppelin instead of the nice steady job he had backing Tim Rose, which is what he spent most of his time doing after Band of Joy disbanded. The addition of well respected session man John Paul Jones on bass and organ got the whole thing grooving and the rest I’m sure you’ve all read about.

Plant’s style is, thankfully, pretty hard to categorise. “The first music that appealed to me, when I was at school even, was stuff like [Bob] Dylan’s ‘Corrina, Corrina’ and when you look deeper into that sort of thing you find there’s a lot of the same feelings that are in blues music, like Leadbelly’s stuff and then you realise that the blues field is a very wide one. There’s a lot of shit of course, all the old guys, such as Bukka White, who originally recorded in the late ’20s, are suddenly being grabbed a hold of and shoved into a studio to do an ethnic blues recording. They think, ‘Well it’s 200 bucks, that’ll keep me in firewood for the next three months,’ so they get into their wheelchairs, do the thing, and all the blues freaks say; ‘Well man, this is the real blues,’ and it’s really a load of bollocks.”

Onstage, Plant has a terrific empathy with the music he’s singing to, moving and flexing to every progression and chord change. He presents, I should imagine, (says he carefully), a very desirable image to young ladies with an interest in musical gentlemen. The groupie thing, whilst, by cunning contrivance, we’re on the subject, is of particular interest to Robert, never having really experienced that scene on the scale it is in the States.

“It’s an art over there, it really is. Take the Plaster Casters in Chicago, it’s the only thing they’ve got in the world man, because they couldn’t pull a fella if the fella was blind and pissed, ’cause they’re so revolting, but they can turn round and say, ‘Well, I’ve got so and so’s plaster cast.’ When they came round to see us they came in with the wooden case, suitably inscribed, all very ceremoniously, it was SO funny. So one of them starts this big plating scene, ’cause, to them, that’s all part of their ritual, and she goes on doing it for an hour, a whole hour. All of a sudden she stops, having decided that it’s just not going to work. Then she starts taking her clothes off, because she feels that she’s got to do something having wasted the last forty minutes. And she’s rather large, no doubt about it, she’s rather well built and there she is standing there as naked as the day she was born. So then she got covered in soap from head to foot, then she got cream doughnuts and then whisky all rubbed in together and there she was a moving mountain of soapy flesh. At first she dug it but soon she got rather afraid and her friend, a virgin who’d just come along for the ride, was trying very hard to disappear under the bed, like she just didn’t know where it was at. Eventually she got into the shower, grabbed her clothes and split. A few days later we heard she’d quit the Plaster Casters—had enough! It’s so sad that people like that exist, man. It wasn’t as if it was a perversion she enjoyed, which would have been OK. It was just a ritual she had to do to get herself noticed. A very weird scene.”

And so on that, decidedly unmusical note, we repaired to the Marquee where Zeppelin performed to quite the largest audience I’ve seen there since the Nice ended their residency and, apart from a little unto-getherness in the first few minutes when Jimmy had trouble with his lead, they were absolutely total. Robert was wailing and swaying, like some energetic modern ballet dancer caught in a tornado and the band swung like fuck until the audience had been whipped up to a pitch equal to that which Mr. Hendrix used to be well-known for producing. Robert was the tiger teasing his prey, quite capable of pouncing but never going quite that far. The music did that for him.


COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“Most places here they just go to have a dance or to have a drink, not to listen. They don’t care who is on … [In Cardiff] they wouldn’t let the group in because they didn’t have ties. Robert Plant and John Bonham had to call the manager to get in … We’d been told that we’d have to do an exact 45 minute spot, and if we went a minute over that was it. So we cut it down and when we started the last number, if we’d been allowed to complete it, it would have over-run by six minutes. They turned on the revolving stage as we were playing and the deejay came round. The audience was whistling and booing.”

—Jimmy Page to Nick Logan, NME, May 10, 1969




ASK-IN WITH A LED ZEPPELIN: “THINKING AS A SEX SYMBOL CAN TURN YOU INTO A BAD PERSON”—ROBERT PLANT

Ritchie Yorke | April 11, 1970, NME

Last week, I reported the sayings of bass player John Paul Jones. Continuing NME’s four-part series on Led Zeppelin, I turned to lead singer Robert Plant, who is regarded in some quarters as rock’s most provocative sex symbol since Jim Morrison (but wait till you hear what he has to say about that!).

I interviewed Robert in Toronto and his frank replies to my questions are below …

 

Ritchie Yorke: Did you expect to meet with such staggering success?

Robert Plant: Never! I don’t think anyone could expect that, really. Not Jimmy, and Jimmy already knew that American audiences were much more responsive to hard work. But none of us really expected this. Just bang! And we really never knew how big we were.

You can’t really realize it until you come to each individual town that you have never been in before and people are running down the street banging on your car windows and all that. And when you get a fantastic reception the moment you walk on stage, you start to realize just what’s happening. I could never have dreamed of anything like this.

RY: What were you doing before Led Zeppelin was formed?

RP: I was working immediately before LZ with a group called Alexis Korner and we were in the process of recording an album with a pianist called Steve Miller, a very fluid thing—nothing definitely set up. We were going to do a few festivals in Germany and that sort of thing. Before that, I hadn’t done much at all. I’d cut three singles which I prefer to forget. I want to leave them in the dimmest past!

John Bonham and I worked together for a total of 2½ years. It was a period of trying to find what I wanted to do musically. You know, you go through the initial thing where you want to get up on stage and scream your head off, and the next minute you want to play blues, and you finally find that everything is a means to an end to what you really want to do musically … once you’ve reached it.

So I feel my first four or five years were finding out what I wanted to do. You could either end up going completely into the pop field on a commercial trip, or just stick to what you liked musically.

RY: Have you now found your musical niche?

RP: I think I’m finding it. The first year of LZ has made me see a lot more of what I want to do. I think this year has been much more valuable to me than the other five because for the first five years nobody really wanted to accept what I was doing, even though we were doing a sort of Buffalo Springfield–Moby Grape sort of thing.

In England, nobody really wanted to know, they just said it was a noise with no meaning; and to me, it was the only noise with meaning. The Springfield and the Grape really knew what they were doing.

LZ has given me a chance to express that in lyrics on the second album, and when we do the third album I hope to get that thing even more to the point of what I’m trying to get into. Gradually, bit by bit, I’m finding myself now. It’s taken a long time, a lot of insecurity and nerves and the “I’m a failure” stuff. Everybody goes through it. Even Jimmy did, when he was with the Yardbirds, but now everything’s shaping up nicely.

RY: When you started though, everyone in North America thought this was Jimmy Page’s band. That was the impetus which launched you here. It must have meant you all had a great responsibility to prove yourselves individually, as both people and musicians.

RP: Yeah, but it was really good, because, well, obviously we owed a lot to Jimmy in the first place because, without him, we couldn’t have gone into the right places initially … Because people like Spooky Tooth have had such a hard time trying to get any sort of reputation in the States, and eventually all their inspiration goes.

Spooky Tooth came over here in the summer and did about seven gigs in as many weeks. It was very bad for the band.

With Jimmy’s reputation, we could go into the proper clubs, but had Jimmy been the only member of LZ who was any good at all, it would have been pointless. Fortunately each of us shone in our own little way, if that’s what you can call it, and the audiences said: “Wow, there’s Jimmy and he’s brilliant” and they look around and they take everybody else how they want to.

Obviously on the first tour, it was all Jimmy, Jimmy, Jimmy, which is fair enough because he deserved it, and then on the second tour people started taking an interest in the other members of the group and then with our stage act, well we’ve had some criticism of that.

The thing is that after a while you personally start going out on the stage and you can feel what’s going to happen. The moment you set foot on stage you can sort of let go, and the audience is like a piece of blotting paper and what makes it is what you give it, and you’ve gotta give it good.

Each of us has a different personality which comes to the fore. Like John, when he jumps into the air above his drums. Everybody now knows each member of the group for his musical ability and for himself, I think.

RY: Robert, you have been described as the most important new sex symbol in pop since Morrison. Does this really get to you? Or do you take it lightheartedly?

RP: Yeah, well, don’t you think it’s the end of your life once you take it seriously, that sex symbol thing. If any musician goes on stage feeling that; I mean, you can take in all that applause at face value and it can turn you into a bad person, really it can.

Terrible Harm

All this sort of popularity can do you terrible harm and I really thought that it would do once we started getting off. I thought, “God. If this keeps going what the hell will happen to me?”

You can go right off your rocker and you can start to think—“Here I am and I’m the greatest singer in the world” and all that. But it’s not worth doing that because there’s always someone who can come along and will sing better than me and I fully realize that, so all you can be is honest and be yourself.

If there’s some nights when I don’t want to say anything to the audience then I don’t. But I don’t make it noticeable.

I don’t really know how people think about sex symbols. If they can see your pelvis then that must make you a sex symbol … because I’m the only one of us that doesn’t have a guitar or drums in the way of mine. I suppose I started with a bit more chance than anybody else in the band.

You can’t take it seriously simply because you read all these things about it. You just get into your music and the sexual bit isn’t an apparent thing. It’s not what we’re there for.

RY: Your stage act seems to be going through some changes as compared with the first couple of tours.

RP: Yeah. I think that what we’re doing now is what each one of us wants to do. I think people expect us to be a lot more arrogant than we are. A lot of people say “Yeah well they’re alright but what about all that laughing and jumping around they do.”

There seems to be a label that goes with music that’s intense. People are expected to stand there looking as though they’re out of their minds. If ever I was to go out of my mind, I’m sure I wouldn’t just stand there like that—so it’s like a big play act and we mustn’t play act otherwise we’ll run away with ourselves like Jim Morrison did.

RY: Do you think Morrison takes himself too seriously?

RP: Oh yeah. We only played with the Doors once in Seattle and it seemed like he was screwed up. He was giving the impression he was into really deep things like Skip Spence of Moby Grape. You can get into a trip of your own that you don’t really realise what’s going on in the outside world.

Morrison went on stage and said “F—you all” which didn’t really do anything except make a few girls scream. Then he hung on the side of the stage and nearly toppled into the audience and did all those things that I suppose were originally sexual things but as he got fatter and dirtier and more screwed up, they became bizarre.

Over all our Heads

So it was really sickening to watch. My wife and I were there watching and we couldn’t believe it. I respected the Doors’ albums, even though they’re not brilliant musicians, and, as I said, that doesn’t matter. What Morrison was doing on record was good.

The track “Cancel My Subscription To The Resurrection” [“When the Music’s Over”] was great, but now he doesn’t get into any of the things from the past, and the sexual thing has gone. He was just miles above everyone’s head. It seemed that he realized the Doors were on the way down.

He went on stage with that opinion and immediately started saying all those strange things which nobody could get into. There were one or two people there crying: “You’re God, you’re King,” and I was thinking, “Why?”

Then the Youngbloods went on stage and wiped the audience out because they were so warm. They’d laugh and the audience would laugh. That’s how music should be. It isn’t a real serious thing. We’re not over here to have a bad time. We’re over here to have a good time and people pay money to have a good time as well.

RY: But there has to be something else going down. Jimmy and I agreed on a theory about a gap in the scene for hard rock.

RP: You could say that and then again you couldn’t. There was such a difference, even on first hearing, between us and the Cream. There was an intense difference. There were other groups in the country at the time who could have filled the Cream’s place more specifically than ourselves.

RY: But you’re into hard rock?

Different Things

RP: Well, I think individually, offstage, we’re into different things but it all comes out in the music. If you noticed, we had a C&W half hour the other night.

RY: There seems to be a lot of younger kids turning up to your concerts?

RP: Yeah, the spreading of the gospel I suppose! It beats me why they come. I really think that the first album wasn’t commercial at all. You know, CS&N [Crosby, Stills, & Nash] are far more commercial than LZ in as much as the vocal thing is there to hang on to. With LZ there was all sorts of different things going on. Every member of the group was doing something different so it doesn’t strike you immediately as something …

RY: Obviously you did what you wanted and the public liked it at the same time?

RP: Yeah, that’s why I can’t see why the kids that came along got into it as strongly as we did and as strongly as the original audiences who came to see us when we first came over here. So you’ve got this stronger thing now. The audiences are really strange now. It worries me sometimes to see how it’s turning out. Go to concerts by Janis [Joplin] or the Youngbloods or Neil Young and you’ll still get the same people. So I suppose the audience is just fanning out more and more.

RY: You made it in America first and then Britain. This has got a few people uptight?

RP: Yeah it has. You can imagine that England being the conservative place that it is, the conservatism goes into the music as well. The musical journalists are still sort of dubious about this sort of music and they were thinking that it was a flash in the pan and they didn’t think it had any social relevance, which it does.

Groups who go on stage and play music at festivals that says: “Down with the establishment” are immediately in the majority now—even in England.

RY: Who are your greatest influences?

RP: There was a guy called Tommy McClellan, who recorded on the Bluebird label for RCA in the 30s. His rapport, the way he completely expressed himself on record, was great ’cause it was though he was saying “To hell with you,” all the time, and he was just shouting out all these lyrics with such gusto that even now, you could sit there and go “Corr.”

It’s the same with Robert Johnson. His sympathy with his guitar playing, it’s just like when you’re a vocalist you have to be sympathetic with the musicians you’re playing with.

RY: B. B. King?

RP: Not really. I like B. B. I like to listen to him, I like to hear him sing and I like him stalking and leading up to things like “Don’t Answer the Door,” where he does a big rap like that Isaac Hayes album, where he does a big thing for a long time. But B. B. King is a guitarist’s sort of singer really if anybody is sort of going to take things from him.

I always respected Steve Winwood I must admit. He was to me the only guy. He had such a range in the early days when Spencer Davis first became popular. They were doing things like “Don’t Start Crying Now” by Slim Harpo and “Watch Your Step,” and “Rambling Rose,” Jerry Lee Lewis, and the whole way. Steve was one of the first people who wasn’t sticking to the normal, like the Hollies and all those groups who had been “dot dash, dot dash, follow the lines” and sang all the same thing every night.

And along came little Winwood, who was only a bit older than me, and started screaming out all these things and I thought, “Gosh, that’s what I’ve been trying to do.”

RY: What do you think of John Paul Jones?

RP: What a question! As a musician, incredible. His imagination as bass player is very good. Also as a pianist and organist, because he looks at the whole thing in a completely different way to me. I mean, the five lines and four spaces were never of any importance to me because I was a vocalist and I just hung onto the fact that it was an easy way out being a vocalist. You don’t have to know much, you just have to sing.

He comes from a different angle altogether and even though it doesn’t apply to my singing he can be a definite influence on the group—if he cares he can be which is an interesting thing. Jimmy can read music and all that, but he’s more basic, more into blues and whamming out and writing the sort of thing I want to write, but John comes in and his rhythms and his whole thing from Stax and soul side of things, they give you the backbeat that you need so I appreciate that.

RY: Bonzo?

RP: He’s a good sparring partner! [Laughs]. We played together for a long time and I think this is the only band we’ve ever had, obviously, any success in. If I didn’t like him as a drummer I suppose he wouldn’t have been the drummer, because someone would have said no. So he’s got to be all right. Besides, he’s phoning his missus in the morning to send a bunch of flowers to my wife.

RY: Jimmy?

RP: To begin with, when someone comes along and says: “Come with us; you’re going to make a lot of money,” you think he’s got to be joking, so you say okay. But in the beginning I held myself a long way off from him. The more you get into the bloke, although he seems to be quite shy, he’s not really. He’s got lots of good ideas for songwriting and he’s proved to be a really nice guy.


JIMMY PAGE ANSWERS THE QUESTIONS IN THE FINAL LED ZEPPELIN ASK-IN

Ritchie Yorke | April 25, 1970, NME

The last part of our four-part series on Led Zeppelin is an interview with the man who made it all possible in the beginning, guitarist extraordinary Jimmy Page.

Jimmy’s reputation as rhythm (can you believe rhythm?) guitarist with the Yardbirds and his stupendous session work in London (Joe Cocker’s classic, “With a Little Help from My Friends” features Page’s picking) was enough for Atlantic Records to sign Led Zeppelin unseen. The intuition of Nesuhi and Ahmet Ertegun and Jerry Wexler, the fathers at Atlantic, is too incredible to be believed.

As before, I am represented by RY below and JP is Jimmy. Here is how he replied to my questions in Toronto, Canada.

 

Ritchie Yorke: Where do you think your following lies?

Jimmy Page: It’s hard to pinpoint really. At the beginning it was the underground clubs because that’s where we started. Obviously it’s spread by the amounts of people who come to our concerts. People are coming all over from schools and I don’t know where. The turnout is getting so big you wonder where everybody does come from. I suppose basically it was from the underground thing.

RY: There seems to be a lot of young people into your music now?

JP: I don’t really know why this happens, especially for our sort of music. But I do know that when the Cream did the Madison Square Garden concert there were people of nine and 11 in there. This is really quite amazing. I’m not really quite sure of their motives.

I’m sure they can’t really be into the music—they can’t understand it. But then again, you find in England, kids (I don’t like to call them that), people of 13 are buying underground music and apparently know what’s going on in the music.

I know a source, a fellow who runs a record store near where I live who keeps me up to date on who’s buying what … the English charts are so strange, such weird things get in, it often amazes me who buys what. So I do a bit of research and yes, 13 year olds do buy these records.

RY: Did you have any idea of where you were going a year ago?

JP: Yes, the whole thing at the times was hard rock core which you can hear on the first album cos it’s basically what it is. Obviously, there’s a couple of blues as well—hard rock and blues, the whole thing.

That was the whole idea of it and it still is really. But now we’ve had more acceptance, we can open up on other things which we probably wouldn’t have done to start with. Things like “Thank You.” Really there’s so much we can do, it’s just a matter of time getting it all out.

RY: Were you surprised at your tremendous success?

JP: Oh yeah. The Yardbirds at the end were getting probably $2,500 a night and I thought LZ would probably start off at $1,500 and work our way up to that and have a good time. But that was all I expected. It’s really frightening actually the way it has snowballed.

Second album

JP: The record sales of the second album … it really surprises me, it’s beyond my comprehension that things should go this well. Because it wasn’t a contrived thing. Obviously, it was time for our sort of group, what with the Cream breakup and Hendrix hadn’t been doing much. They had been the two real big ones at that time so I think it was just good luck that our timing was right. And in we came with the hard rock as well.

RY: What do you think of the American pop scene?

JP: Well, one always gets inspiration from people like Love, but I believe they’ve broken up, which is unfortunate ’cos Arthur Lee was a tremendous writer. And of course Buffalo Springfield and all the offshoots of these things will be and are great. There are groups over here doing really good things.

Blood, Sweat, and Tears aren’t my cup of tea. Spirit do some really nice things on albums. They give a nice atmosphere when they play and I always enjoy seeing them.

RY: How about the Doors?

JP: Actually, I was surprised after hearing a lot about the Doors and we got a lot of advance publicity in England about how sexy Jim Morrison was, how virile and whatever. I was surprised to see how static he was live on stage. I admire his writing ability and when he gets it together in a studio, he really does. But on stage, he’s not really for me.

He doesn’t really come across in any way like I’d like to see. Being dressed in black leather can only go so far but standing there like my father would on stage doesn’t really come across for me.

RY: What do you think of the opinion that Robert Plant copies Jim?

JP: How could he have done? They’re completely different. If you want to relate Robert to a sexual image … and a lot of people are doing that, he’s all those things one would associate with it. He’s good looking (I’m not saying Jim isn’t), he’s got the virile image, he moves very well on stage and he looks right and he sings well—his whole thing is total sexual aggression.

As far as I could see, the Morrison thing is just an embarrassment towards the audience. He would actually insult them and swear at them and his sexual thing is more of an introvert thing—it isn’t so extroverted as Robert’s.

RY: You’re doing a lot of personal appearances in North America now. How did it all start?

JP: We started off at less than $1,500 a night actually. We played for $200 one day but it was worth it because we didn’t care, we just wanted to come over and play the music. In England, we had such a bad time and bookers were saying, “LZ used to be the Yardbirds, we’ll book them but we’ll put them as the new Yardbirds.” It was just a joke in England that they wouldn’t accept you. They won’t accept anything new.

Over here, we were given a chance. Bill Graham booked us in both the Fillmores and all the underground promoters like Russ Gibb and these people all booked us and gave us a great start and it was on our own shoulders. You know, come over here, work as hard as you can, give them all you can and if it doesn’t work, go back to England and start again. But obviously no one would have had us back if we had died. It was just up to us.

RY: You’re earning fantastic money now. What’s the most you’ve ever made?

JP: In Boston we got $45,000 for one gig, which was just incredible. It just depends now—the artistic side can go so far, then the managers take over on the business and you start working on percentages above guarantees and it obviously depends on how big the place is and that was the biggest place we played. There were about 17,000 people.

RY: Some critics think your violin bit is gimmicky.

JP: It’s important to me, actually. Unfortunately, it does look gimmicky with the visual thing of the violin bow but, in fact, good things can be done with it. It’s pretty hard to do. It’s not as easy as it looks in actual fact. I would still include it whether people hated it or not.

RY: Do you think you’ve improved your guitar playing since joining LZ?

JP: I don’t know about LZ as LZ, but playing with these people has been fantastic. I’ve never played with such good musicians before in a group and I’m sure everyone’s improved within themselves.

RY: What do you think of Jeff Beck?

JP: I think he’s great. When he’s having a shining night, he’s really fantastic. He plays things of sheer genius.

RY: I’ve heard that the Vanilla Fudge is joining him?

JP: Yes, I’ve heard that. I don’t know how it’ll go temperament-wise. He’s got a funny temperament.

Eric Clapton?

RY: Eric?

JP: He’s a very tasteful player. I haven’t seen him play since John Mayall days. I didn’t see Cream, I didn’t see Blind Faith shows. That day is over isn’t it? Everybody says so.

RY: What bands do you like?

JP: Unfortunately, I haven’t seen all the bands I’d like to see. I’d like to see Crosby, Stills, Nash, & Young group. I really would. There’s a friend of mine, matter of fact he got my guitar for me, called Joe Walsh, who’s got a group in the Cleveland area called the James Gang. I heard them and they were very good and went down well. I expect we’ll hear more of them.

RY: Who has inspired you?

JP: Even now I don’t listen to current guitarists … whether that sounds right or not. I was really listening to the old blues people. I thought, “Well, they’ve got their thing out of it, I’ll get my thing out of it too.” I thought that if I started to listen to everybody else like Eric [Clapton] and Jimi [Hendrix] then I’d get bogged down with their ideas and start nicking their phrases which I probably did do subconsciously and I think everybody does.

You can hear Eric’s phrases coming out on Jimi’s albums and you can hear Hendrix phrases coming out on Eric’s records. I was really listening to acoustic guitarists like Bert Jansch. He’s my all time favorite. I was listening to that more than anything and that’s what I play a lot of at home. I would really like to develop the acoustic guitar into something much better. The finger style, not like C., S. and N.

RY: How about blues guitarists?

JP: They’re great. They’ve all got their trademarks. It’s so easy when you’re learning guitar to get all your trademarks off them and suddenly a style of your own develops out of this. I still listen to a lot to Otis Rush more than any of the others. And a guitarist who came to England called Matt Murphy. Buddy Guy, of course. I could relate to them more than B. B. King at that time. Now I think that B. B. is very up-to-the-moment.

At that time, his records were recorded in the ’30s and it was hard to relate to them. Yet, I knew that people like Rush and Guy had drawn from them but that was today’s statement of that thing. And it wasn’t till B. B. King became more well-known and more records became available that one was able to say B. B. King is there as well.

RY: Johnny Winter?

JP: I like his steel playing very much. His bottleneck Robert Johnson things. He’s really got those things off to a tee.

RY: Some people accuse you of having no taste?

JP: Maybe I haven’t. I don’t know. I just play how I feel. If I feel tasteless, I play tasteless. I’ve heard every guitarist attacked that way—it depends on what they can do. If I sat down with a guitar I could probably play a lot of things that a lot of other people couldn’t play—you know, classical things and people might say, “That’s really tasteful, man.”

RY: How about the Stones?

JP: I don’t know really. Did you see that Hyde Park film? Some of it started off really good, but then they got into things like “Satisfaction” and it sounded pretty weak. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because they hadn’t played for so long—it was such a big ordeal playing for so many people, they must have been as nervous as hell. I think it will be good because Jagger is so fantastic, and his songwriting—the words are incredible.

Beatles?

RY: And the Beatles?

JP: They just turn it out, don’t they? It’s always good and always sounds fresh whether it is or isn’t. They’ve done some good things. It’s amazing the way their guitar styles come into it.

RY: What about George [Harrison]’s playing on Abbey Road?

JP: Was it really George? It might have been Paul. It’s nice actually.

RY: In what direction are you going?

JP: It sounds corny, but we’ve got something we want to try out but I don’t want to tell you about it in case it doesn’t come off. It’s an idea for a really long track on the next album. In so much that “Dazed” and “Confused” [sic] and all those things went into sections—well, we want to try something new with the organ and acoustic guitar building up and building up to the electric thing.

It will be probably a 15 minute track and I’m really looking forward to doing it. I can’t really tell you more about it in case it doesn’t work out. But I think it will.

RY: What do you feel about the second album?

JP: It took such a long time to do … on and off—having no time and having to write numbers in hotel rooms. And hearing the initial numbers we did so many times playing them to different people by the time the album came out I was really fed up with it. That’s why I had lost confidence in it by the time it came out. People were saying it’s great and I thought, “Oh good.”

RY: Do you like being the producer?

JP: Writing a lot of it, as it’s only album tracks, it’s nice to have a free hand in what you’ve written. A producer, in fact, would probably say, “Well, I like that idea but why don’t you try this?” and he’d start taking over. So it would be a bit of a battle if you’d written it yourself. It would be different on a single because I guess the producer would know.

That’s why [I’ve] been the producer most of the time because the songs have been either written by me and Robert, or the rest of the boys. It’s more personal really.

A single?

RY: Do you have any plans for a single?

JP: Yeah, when we get back. We’ve got two ideas but then when I say ideas, an idea usually amounts to a chorus or a couple of verses or a few riffs. It’s just a matter now of going back, have a week off or so and everyone’s going to think about singles and ideas for such.

Then we’re going to come together and amalgamate all the ideas to see what comes out of it, I should think.

RY: I hear that you really can’t tolerate straights.

JP: Oh yeah. I really hate all of that narrow mindedness … But I think anyone does with long hair, or anyone with genuine feeling. Even if they’re not, even if they appear to be a straight person, if they’re sympathetic to other people, they would be fed up with hearing people making nasty comments to them.

You’re really discriminated against all of the time. If I was colored, I’d really be able to kick up a stink and I’m not, so I really have to put up with it. And I know everyone else with long hair does. It’s a bit of a drag.

RY: Any particular instances?

JP: Well, restaurants where you get a bad time. Try to check into hotels where they don’t like the look of you and they don’t want you messing up the swimming pool. You know how it is. It’s just a hostile sort of age.


COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“We are all happier now than we have ever been. And I want everyone to know it … At the moment, the four of us are enjoying making our third album and taking it easy at home between sessions … Just because we are doing it all very quietly, some idiot thinks that we have packed it in and so all those false rumors start to circulate … To put a complete end to all the breakup rumors, anyone who goes to Bath will see and hear Led Zeppelin play as they never heard us play before.”

—John Bonham to Roy Carr, NME, June 27, 1970




COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“After going down well at a concert in the States, someone wandered up to me and said in all seriousness, ‘how do you feel about being the biggest sex symbol since Jim Morrison?’ I was so amazed I just replied ‘Have you got a cigarette?’ Well … what can you say? You know, someone actually called me a sexual beacon!”

—Robert Plant to Roy Carr, NME, July 4, 1970




JIMMY PAGE: ZEP COME TO THE PEOPLE

Keith Altham | February 27, 1971, Record Mirror

Led Zeppelin made their reputation on their live shows. Even before the first album came out, they were the talk of the Bay Area because of their opening slots at the Fillmore, and word spread like warm butter on toast. After two years, they were already playing stadia around the world. So, as a treat to their fans in England, they decided to do a longer tour of smaller venues. —Ed.

“What do you want if you don’t want money?” was the lyrical question once put [to] but never answered by a certain Adam Faith née Terence Nelhams which seems more relevant to those super-stars of today who like Zeppelin can make 37,000 dollars out of one concert in Anaheim, U.S.A.

Messrs Page, Plant, Bonham, and Jones have clearly defined one priority as musicians by electing to play those clubs, pavilions, and ballrooms which gave them their initial identity and provided close contact with an audience which has been moving further into the distance with each Festival.

“The audiences were becoming bigger and bigger but moving further and further away,” Jimmy Page told me. “They became specks on the horizon and we were losing contact with people—those people who were responsible for lifting us off the ground in the early days.

“We are playing those clubs like the London Marquee for exactly the same amount as we did in the old days as a thank you to those promoters and the audiences alike. By doing this we will be able to tour the entire of Britain and not just those cities who are fortunate enough to contain large venues.

“We will establish contact with our audience and re-energize on their reaction while they will have a chance to see a group which in the accepted tradition would be appearing only at high prices in large auditoriums.

Hope

“The only aspect which troubles me is that there will obviously be a large number of people who will be turned away on the night and I get a pang of conscience every time I see someone who has trekked miles to see us being sent away. I can only hope that the club owners will distribute tickets fairly and preferably on a first come first served basis.

“We have kept our price down and we expect them to do the same with their admission charges. It is my opinion that the real excitement and life’s breath of progressive music comes from these small clubs—we hope our appearance will give them a shot in the arm and close contact will revitalise our enthusiasm.”

Was a time some four years ago when Jimmy would not say ‘boo’ to a road manager but time and experience have given the ex-Yardbird a self-confidence and assertion which shows in his positive attitude towards the group’s musical policy and direction. Having sampled wealth and fame he is better qualified to assess its worth.

“If I thought about the money coming in or the money going out I would go stark raving bonkers,” said Jimmy. “We have managers and accountants to take care of our business problems and leave us with what concerns us most—the music.”

Objective

“My ultimate objective and challenge is to excel in all spheres as a guitarist and I want to attempt all styles. Maybe it will mean I will end up as a Jack of all trades and master of none but at least I will have sampled the different sweets available. I don’t want to be better than any one particular guitarist just more versatile.”

It seems more than likely that the Press will wish to attend at least one of the smaller venues which Zeppelin intend to play and as the crush is likely to be far from comfortable for armchair reviewers I asked Jimmy if he was concerned about the reaction this might cause from a jaundiced journalist sandwiched between fans.

Message

“If they expect red-carpet treatment then my advice is don’t bother to come” said Jimmy, “Because they are taking up valuable space which someone who really wants to hear us would otherwise occupy. We are not playing for the sole benefit of the Press—or those particular critics who we all know review most of the shows from the beer tent, or the bar!

“There are plenty of new young faces on the musical papers now who would enjoy to come and hear us play and I hope they do. My message to the journalists looking for V.I.P. treatment is don’t bother to turn up.”

In addition to their tour of the mini-venues Zeppelin intend to play at least one charity show for “Release”—the organization which has done so much to help young people over drug problems.

“Release is the one organization which most young people would automatically turn to if they found themselves in trouble with drugs,” said Jimmy. “Caroline Coon and her helpers have done more to help young people in that area than anyone else—they do good work.”

What are the economics of putting a group like Zeppelin on the road?

“Oh goodness knows—for a start we have to lay out £8000 for a new P.A. system because someone left our old one out in the rain! Then we have to buy a new van which will probably mean another £2000—two roadies, a tour manager, and our personal manager. The only major difference is not having to worry about someone levelling a gun at your head as they do in the US so there is less emphasis on security.”

Difference

By playing the clubs there is a strong likelihood that the “jammers” will descend upon Zeppelin to “sit in” and play with the band. They are not likely to receive a warm welcome and Jimmy made a valid and important point on this issue.

“Let me give you an example,” said Jimmy. “A year ago I went to see Howling Wolf perform in London and I was really looking forward to hearing him. I stood at the side of the stage and the whole time the management were pestering me to go in and jam.

Potential

“‘We can get him off now if you want to go on!’’

“Now I hadn’t come with the intention of playing and the people there had not turned up in the hope of hearing me. Howling Wolf had a lot to offer and we wanted to hear him. It’s the same scene with us—we have a lot of new material and new numbers to offer. It won’t be the same kind of program that we will play in the clubs as we have been in concert.

“John Paul Jones is playing a lot more piano on our forthcoming album and we intend to feature him. There will be a new sort of dynamics about our music now. There is so much potential and so many new combinations which the group has to offer that we want people to hear them before anyone else gets into the act!”


LED ZEPPELIN: VANCOUVER 1971

Rick McGrath | Fall 1971, Georgia Straight

One of the longest running “underground” periodicals in Canada, the Georgia Straight (named for the body of water that separates the city from the rest of British Columbia; the founders figured they would get free advertising from the local weather reports “with winds coming off the Georgia Strait”) has been published in Vancouver since 1967. It was the only periodical invited to opening night of Zeppelin’s 1971 North American tour. While talking with Rick McGrath, Robert Plant finally started firing back at the press, especially in the wake of the generally lukewarm reception to the Led Zeppelin III album. —Ed.

I got to watch the concert from the stage—about 10 feet away from Page. It was one helluva show, culminating in “Dazed and Confused,” which was their big final encore number (this was prior to “Stairway to Heaven”).

After Led Zeppelin’s tumultuous second encore I waited for the crowds to disperse and then slipped backstage: Lots of cops, a few groupies (these surprisingly more sophisticated than the usual fare), and the now-familiar faces that appear backstage after every concert.

I had previously made arrangements with Led Zeppelin’s manager, Peter Grant, to get in and see the group after their show. For some reason The Straight was the only segment of the Vancouver media to obtain an interview. After waiting a half hour or so, the door opened, Peter looked out and motioned Tracey and I inside the dressing room.

They looked like they were having fun, as well they might. Vancouver was the first date of a long North American tour, and spirits are helped considerably if the first night is a winner. I guess they figure 20,000 people can’t be wrong.

Once inside the dressing room, Peter motioned me over to Page and Plant who were sitting off in a corner discussing, I thought, either a new song or part of an old one. Page was playing and singing and Plant was listening intently. Jones and Bonham were in the opposite corner, flailing away on acoustic guitars and loudly singing old rock hits like “Save the Last Dance For Me,” “The Bristol Stomp,” etc., etc. They got louder, in fact, and as I started talking to Plant, Page joined them and on occasion during the interview Plant would leap to his feet and join in on some chorus.

I did come away from the experience with a few observations. First, these people are not stupid. Plant is extremely articulate and certainly is his own man. He has definite ideas about his work, his public, and his critics, and at 23 (his birthday is August 20) he is a seasoned performer who is trapped somewhat by the wishes of his audience and the wishes of his own creativity. If pressed, he is defensive about Led Zeppelin, but that I find understandable. It is, after all, unique in a much more valuable way than the music of, say, Grand Funk …

 

Rick McGrath: It was pretty hot out there …

Robert Plant: Yeah, sometimes it gets a bit scary when we see half the stage disappearing …

Jimmy Page: It was a bit rough.

RM: Let’s talk about what you’ve been doing since you were here last.

RP: We’ve been to Italy, Switzerland, Denmark. We did a tour of England, intending to go back to all the old clubs that we played in the beginning.

RM: … around Birmingham …

RP: All those sorts of places. In some way it was a successful move, in other ways it was a bit of a dead loss, because you’d be playing in places that only hold 250 people.

RM: Isn’t that what the club trip is like in England? A lot of smaller halls and stuff?

RP: Yeah, that’s what it used to be like at the beginning. But there’s always something bigger than a club in each town, a hall or something. Not so much a Coliseum, though.

RM: And you’ve finished your new album?

RP: We finished that, and we did it in our own home. Well, how it went was that we used a mobile truck for our recording unit and we went to an old manor in Surrey. There we put up all the equipment in one room and stuck all the mike leads through a window. Straight into the recording van. So anything that we did just went straight down on tape. Bit by bit it grew up into a great collage of numbers.

RM: Do you like it?

RP: [Nodding head.] Yeah. It was another atmosphere altogether.

RM: What are your thoughts on Led Zeppelin III? It didn’t seem to have it the way a lot of people thought it would.

RP: I thought it would as well. I was really happy with it, because to me it was just one step in growing up.

RM: Well, it got some bad press. That’s something we should talk about later. But there was an incredible wave of Led Zeppelin mania, or whatever, and you had just finished a very successful tour, and then the album came out and nothing happened.

RP: Yeah, but to me, personally, that album was certainly a large step after the second one. Because you can’t keep turning out the same thing. If you do that, you can’t do anything for yourself. We know we can rely on things like “Whole Lotta Love” and it is quite easy to work within the same framework all the time. But who does that? Just people who haven’t got anything going for them in the brains, that’s who. And I think the third album was an essential thing, I don’t care if it sold any copies at all, because it showed there was a bit more attached to us and it than “Shake Your Money Maker” sort of stuff.

RM: Which leaves you in the bind of wanting to progress, when the audience doesn’t want you to.

RP: I daren’t say they don’t want you to, but it seems they’re not ready to accept, or even give it a fair try because I think if people play the third album and listen to it with the same amount of justification that they gave the second one, they might see what’s going on.

RM: What about rock critics? They seem to be the other extreme. On one hand you have the audience screaming “Whole Lotta Love,” and on the other a critic saying the opposite.

RP: Well, a critic who’s been a critic in one position for more than six months gets a bit cocky, right? He feels pretty cool. So he suddenly starts making assumptions and statements that aren’t his to make, man. You can’t condemn something just by … a critic can’t fucking state what he wants to … like if he goes to a concert, like tonight, and he goes away and writes, “Well, I don’t know what to say because it wasn’t too good at all.” For 17,000 people going it was fucking too much, but that one guy could get quite a reputation for decrying it. And unfortunately that seems to be the general system of critics … to make themselves a name. Instead of just transposing what happens, and saying it was accepted, they suddenly start becoming an entity for themselves, instead of a courier for the people.

And just as a new society is growing and moving, we’ve got to eliminate all this old crap, and we’ve got to be fair with each other. Because if we get all these blasé attitudes at an early stage where we’re still trying to prove to a lot of people that it’s a wholesome, positive thing and they keep tearing away inside it, well, it’ll be ruined before it’s even gotten halfway. Because that attitude doesn’t stop just at music, but it goes everywhere. And that attitude of somebody in a position to influence somebody else is open to somebody with no talent but a pen and a job. And it worries me, really, because I don’t just see it for us, I see it for people who I really fucking admire. They’ve given something and are working really hard. And people are digging it and going out and getting some satisfaction from it. But that guy, well, he’s on another one altogether, isn’t he?

RM: I’d have to agree, even though I’ve been accused of the same thing on a few occasions.

RP: Well, you’ve only got to be fair.

RM: Right, the way I look at it is that a critic is no good unless he’s honest with himself. And if he has constructive things to say. That’s part of criticism. It should help more than hinder.

RP: Yes, but things like Rolling Stone get out of hand. Even in England people buy it because it’s been around for such a long time. It gets to be a habit. And what they read is something else, man. Because it’s always down, down, down. Why don’t they stop all that and start being nice? Is that such a hard thing to do?

RM: Yeah, but they’re in it for the bucks and controversy always sells more than good news.

RP: Yeah, but we’re in it for a buck as well, to an extent. But we go out there and there’s no bad ones. People could throw a fucking bottle and it would still be cool because they’re there and the thing incites them to do that. So you just ride along with it.

RM: They ripped the doors off the front of this place tonight.

RP: They’ve been eating good breakfast cereals or else they’ve captured energy in long hair. I wonder if any of them were in your Gastown thing. We heard about it, but see, when you’re in our position, mate, you’re in so many fucking places in such a short time and everybody’s going look at this, and people keep coming up and saying what do you think about them saying this and what do you think about them saying that? Half the time you miss it or you just don’t even know it’s there. Because if you get affected by these things, well, you just go on stage shivering, more or less.

RM: I’ve noticed the stage act has changed since you were here last. It seems to be getting back to a hard rock and blues thing.

RP: Well, it ain’t wanting to change, it’s just how it goes. Tomorrow is another day. It’s like with albums. People say “Do you follow in the same pattern as before?” And you talking about the third album. The third album, to me, was a disappointment in the way it was accepted because it wasn’t given enough of a chance.

After “Heartbreaker” and “Bring It On Home.” And thunder, which was what it was. So we say try this for size and I thought when we were doing it that I was able to get inside myself a little more and give a little more on the album. I thought the whole thing felt like that. I was pleased with it, and I’d play it now without hesitation and dig it. And you can’t always do that to an album that you’ve played a million times. But I really thought it stood up and then everybody was saying, well, noo, and they’d leave it and then come back in a couple of weeks time and say, well, we can see … but nevertheless, we think it’s best. But that’s what people say because the simple, heavy thunder is much easier to assimilate, much easier to react to in every way. But you can’t just do that, otherwise you become stagnant and you’re not really doing anything, you’re just pleasing everybody else.

And the whole thing about the whole music scene now is that we didn’t follow Sam the Sham, we didn’t follow all those people. We came over here and nobody knew who we were and we weren’t following anything. We weren’t saying “It’s Gary Puckett for us,” and come over here … do you know what I mean? And it’s just by playing what we had to do, with all the bollocks that we got, that people said fair enough. And anything we can do new on an album I think is a good move.

RM: What direction is your new material taking?

RP: It really varies, because having that place in the country … it’s that old cliché about a place in the country … but it was really great. The mikes coming in through the windows and a fire going in the hearth and people coming in with cups of tea and cakes and people tripping over leads, and the whole thing is utter chaos. Bonzo’s drums are in the hall, in the entrance hall, with one mike hanging from the ceiling. And things like that. And everyone’s going … and we set up another set of drums and I was playing drums … and it was a good feeling, and we did it as easy as pie. So this album’s got a lot of feeling to it.

RM: You write the lyrics. How do you get them to music? Do you make them up as the music goes, or what?

RP: Sometimes, like now, there’s a few things. Like we went to Milan, and there was a big music festival with people from all countries contributing. They travel around, and we just came for one gig. And we were told that it was a cool thing and even though there was a reputation for bottles being thrown in Rome, we were assured it wouldn’t happen to us. Anyway, we started playing in a big cycle arena, and they’d been booing everybody else, and as soon as we walked onstage, I noticed some smoke at the back of the arena. And there’s all this smoke and there’s firemen behind us and I was going “Fire! fire!” in my finest Italian.

Anyway, nobody took any notice of me and we carried on for about a quarter of an hour and the fire had gotten all around us. And I turned around and looked at everybody and Peter (Grant, the manager), his eyes had all gone big and red. And everybody was suddenly coughing. People suddenly appeared with masks and things like that and suddenly there were bombs going off, everywhere. And the whole thing about what I’m doing is that I’ve been doing it seven years and I’m … what time is it?

RM: Midnight.

RP: I am now 23.

RM: Your birthday? Well, let me be the first to congratulate you. (We shake hands.)

RP: And so it’s been seven years and suddenly I find we’ve been tear gasse[d]. So I got an Italian guy to come on and I told him to tell everybody to (Robert purses his lips and blows several times). And everybody’s blowing. And everyone was just sitting down and coming around and digging it. And I was getting so I couldn’t sing, and the feeling, if you’ve ever been tear gassed, is that if you move, you’ve got 15,000 kids who are going to freak out. So you don’t move and you become so nauseated. Anyway, it finally broke up and there were kids running everywhere.

There were 250 stormtroopers there, in line, and I forgot to tell you, as we got there, there were wagons all alongside the road, and there were all these guys lined up by the front door. So I jumped out of the car and I was saluting and shouting and checking the uniforms and walking up and down the ranks going (makes faces) and I saw something I’ve never seen before, because they were completely devoid of anything human. They just looked at me as if to say “Objective number one” or something.

And suddenly everyone was running. And the kids came running over the stage, and we split and ran down a passage under the cycle arena. And then they tear gassed the passage. So Peter, who can’t run very fast, was in trouble. So we found a room and we barricaded ourselves in. Broke into a medical cupboard and had all these fucking weapons and stuff. They were bringing the roadies in unconscious. We had one nurse and some oxygen and we looked out the window into the streets and there was fighting and shooting and cars being smashed and driven into trees and the whole thing was like a war. And it was because we stood up on stage. But that was not the real reason for it all. There were 250 people who just didn’t know what the fuck was going on. 15,000 people are jumping in the air trying to escape the fucking tear gas and they don’t understand.

And as we drove back to the fucking hotel, round the wrecked cars and round the fights and all that, there were roadside hospitals all the way to the center of Milan. I’ve never seen anything like that.

And I got up the next morning and got the papers and the driver translated and just told us that the kids had caused a riot and the police had had to move in and do the fucking honours. People lost their sight. I cried for days and days and everything I think about it, or I think of something gentle, I even saw a silly film with Cary Grant in it, and he was going on about what man must do to be man, and I was fucking crying. Because it just fucking hit me and if I’m ever down in America all somebody has to do is say. “Are you a boy or a girl” and I’ll fucking dive at him. Because it’s an animal reaction. I’ve already been in a rathole once.

And I know it’s not just because we’re radicals or rock ’n’ rollers. It’s because there’s nobody understanding. And our side of the fence are going over there and saying “Fuck That,” and that side is coming over and saying “Up Yours,” and it’s the wrong thing, you know. The concerts should be in twice as big a place and everybody should bring their parents. And then we can get it together. What we need is more of a bridge between the two sides … and in Milan? What are you going to do?


COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“We were over in the States doing as well, if not better than the Stones and yet there wasn’t one line in the British music papers. It was all the Stones, “the Stones this, and the Stones that,” in every paper we looked in. We just got a bit pissed off and we might as well be in like in a bloody Lancaster, playing there, and we might as well have been in Ceylon, playing there, because the kids didn’t even know where we were, or anything. It came over a bit wrong because it might sound as though we thought the kids—we’ve been neglected as a group, not just by the papers … I think now in the beginning, nobody could say a bad word for us. Now, all they want to do is sort of find a way in which they can knock us. Like you get letters sent up in the back pages that would say “Led Zeppelin are not playing anymore, they’re too busy buying country mansions and Rolls-Royces.” There ain’t one in the group who owns a Rolls-Royce for a start, so it’s all false information that they’ve read at a different article, the people who have assumed that’s what we’re doing. You know, I’m living in that same bloody house now as I lived in from the word go, and so is Robert.”

—John Bonham to Roy Carr, A Talk on the Wild Side, July 1972




LED ZEPPELIN (PART 1): A WHOLE LOTTA ROCK ’N’ ROLL

Nick Kent | December 23, 1972, NME

The long road finally found Led Zeppelin in their home country for a few pre-holiday dates. The next two pieces take us on the road with Led Zeppelin and Nick Kent as they travel through England. Here, Kent gives lie to the fomenting of destruction that supposedly followed in the wake of Led Zeppelin. —Ed.

It’s way past the midnight hour and the room at the Angel Hotel, Cardiff, is starting to look a trifle the worse for wear since the entourage of Led Zeppelin—“a visiting pop group”—had decided to see the wee, wee hours through in its carefully antiseptic surroundings.

Stray bottles of beer, whiskey and coke are to be found strewn around the place, while redundant plates which once held sandwiches lie around the floor.

The room is comfortably full of people either talking intently, drinking, twiddling their thumbs, or staring at their feet.

Strange thing is, there’s no actual wreckage—and that’s one thing that the hotel authorities should be thanking their lucky stars for.

After all, you know as well as I do just what a travelling big-time rock ’n’ roll band can do to a hotel room in the early hours of the morning.

And this, dear friends, is big-time rock ’n’ roll …

Big money, big reputation, big business.

Those two tough, short-haired guys sitting in the corner aren’t there to look picturesque. Oh, no. They’re security, and the best at their job as well.

They’ve just finished working on the Osmonds’ tour.

“Now that was different,” says one of them adamantly. “With them, it was just young kids, y’know, but here it’s more the sort who get … uh … jealous. Y’know?”

In the middle of the room is the toughest customer of them all—Peter Grant, a mountain of a man and Zep’s devoted manager from the very beginning.

This is a character no-one messes around with. BUT NO-ONE.

He’s been around and learned a few tricks of the trade, but at the same time he was once Gene Vincent’s roadie which means he’s a rocker, so that’s O.K.

Others in the room are Richard Cole, who looks like a pirate, black beard earring et al, the slight frame of one B.P. Fallon publicist, and Messrs. Page, Plant, Bonham, and Jones.

All of which proves nothing less than the undisputable fact that rock ’n’ roll is on the road again.

While the Faces are carousing around the suburbs in a good-time Bourbon haze, their stablemates from the weightier side of the Metal Zone, Led Zeppelin, are holed up in the fair capital city of Wales for a two-day extravaganza of pile-driving rock ’n’ roll.

Tonight’s show has been “average”—no more, no less, which means that the band got the colossal response they’ve registered as a customary reaction over the last few years, culminating in a mammoth rock ’n’ roll medley, sandwiched in between “Whole Lotta Love” and three encores.

The set lasted over 2½ hours and was a constant showcase of how dynamics, musical dexterity, and sheer drive should be employed when playing hard rock.

By 1 am the band had quite forgotten about it. Page’s only remark afterwards concerned the number of guitar strings that had been broken throughout the proceedings.

Led Zeppelin are more popular and better respected than all their heavy bastard children put together, simply because they are the ace band playing this kind of music—and their audiences know it.

Yet how much do you know about Zeppelin beyond what you hear on record?

Sure, we all know the names of the members and the fact that Jimmy Page used to be in the Yardbirds. Otherwise the Zep Charisma exists almost solely in the music and the band’s on-stage persona.

We all know Page, now out-front more than ever, the intense rocker playing definitive heavy rock guitar; John Paul Jones always in the background; “Bonzo” Bonham thrashing his kit and, out in the spotlight, Robert Plant the precocious lemon-squeezer himself.

Nowadays, when an audience goes to see the Stones it is largely to wallow in the enormous mystique the band has been parading before all of us out here in Mediaville over the years.

With Zeppelin it’s the music and rock ’n’ roll spectacle that takes precedence every time.

The people come to hear “Whole Lotta Love” or “Stairway to Heaven” or “Dazed and Confused.”

You name it, the Zeps will usually always do it and what’s more, improve on the studio version.

Offstage the band seem to take on different personalities. Plant abandons his hip-shaking narcissism to become just one of the lads again.

Bedecked in luxurious Little Lord Fauntleroy golden curls, yokel velvet smock with loose-fitting jacket, and jeans, Plant looks more in keeping with the renaissance balladeer syndrome until you see the rock ’n’ roll-star-beat-up snake-skin boots on his feet.

He’s just returned from a failed attempt to repair the magnificent white elephant of a car he’d just purchased; but is still enthusing about whatever comes to mind.

Mainly, it’s music. Buffalo Springfield, the Incredible String Band, Love, Bob Dylan, Elvis Presley, Gene Vincent, Robert Plant’s tastes knoweth no boundaries.

“Forever Changes. Now there was a great album. Have you heard “White Dog” on Vindicator (Arthur Lee, ex-Love’s solo album)? Lee dedicated that for me, y’know.

“He just couldn’t believe that I dug his stuff, so much so that he wrote the song.”

Someone mentions Bob Dylan and Plant is off again.

“Those first two albums—[sighs of disbelief and sings a few tentative words to “Boots of Spanish Leather”]—I reckon it was these that brought me round to marijuana.”

Plant, a good hippy boy if ever there was one, spends his non-rocking hours close to soil farming the land, as does drummer Bonham, another bluff son of Birmingham.

The conversation next touches upon such bizarre incidents as the time Page and Plant were led on an official tour around the brothels of Thailand.

“We were taken by this guy who spoke strictly Queen’s English, y’know, and it seemed to be the policy to show all visiting rock bands the brothels. I mean, it was interesting and that [laughs] but they couldn’t understand why we didn’t do anything.

“The guy kept saying that all the other bands he’d taken round had enjoyed themselves. Eventually we were labelled as undesirables or something because we hadn’t got involved. Anyway it’s illegal to have long-hair in that country so …”

The scene changes to Texas where Plant was once cornered by the Children of God in an attempt at some sort of conversion.

“It was unbelievably heavy. I mean, they never give up. The first thing they actually said was, would you believe this, ‘We’ve got Jeremy Spencer’!”

Back to music. Plant talked about lyric-writing.

“It’s a shame that the whole solo singer-songwriter concept had to degenerate into that James Taylor thing of taking things so seriously. Actually there are a lot of good ideas going around now.

“Actually this’ll probably sound strange, but ultimately I can envisage Pagey and myself ending up doing a whole Incredible String Band–type thing together. Very gentle stuff.”

Jimmy Page, who looks as if he could still be 20 years old, looks even more rustic-influenced than Plant. His beard has now been sheared while hair has been cut to above shoulder length.

Tonight’s stage costume of a black velvet rhinestoned jacket has been concealed under Page’s obligatory Farmer Giles tweed coat, complete with elbow patches to add final touches of pastoral simplicity.

Page is one of rock’s more articulate speakers, though there has yet to appear a definitive piece framed around his words of wisdom. Had this anything to do with the known Zeppelin Rolling Stone (the magazine not the rock band) feud from way back when?

“Well, the situation we found ourselves in with Rolling Stone was purely political and stemmed from their side all along. The reasons are basically so trivial that it’s really not worth going into.”

How did Page feel about journalists’ concern with the guitarist’s past achievements in rock ’n’ roll?

“Everyone seems to ask me about my days with the Yardbirds, which I suppose is flattering but rather unnecessary, I think.”

He also hedges away from talking about his now legendary work as a session musician between 1963–66, as if bored with bringing up old details.

“It was pretty much uninteresting work, a lot of which has been made more of than it should.”

On the development of Zep’s albums he had this to say.

“The changes from album to album were roughly these. The first record was made in roughly 30 hours. We went in with some riffs and worked out a set of tracks which were functional as to the sound we were looking for, things we could get off on playing, live.

“The second was recorded in between a lengthy series of gigs we were playing in the States and so obviously the album was affected thus.

“The third album was again affected by a change of pace in that we wrote some of the songs in Wales and there were all sorts of developments then.

“And the fourth was generally more laid-back in the way it was recorded. It’s quite pointless saying ‘Oh yeah, this is the Led Zeppelin Acoustic Album’ and ‘this is the Led Zeppelin Heavy Album’ because there have been those elements in our music all along and we’ve never swamped an album with one particular style.

“People claimed that the fourth album was traditionally influenced, but then ‘Babe I’m Gonna Leave You’ is a traditional song and that was on the first album.”

And about the occasional murmurs from certain aficionados that the band have been too concerned with pandering to the tastes of our cousins on the other side of the Atlantic, Page had this to say.

“It’s complete rubbish that we concentrate our attentions on the States. If people could be bothered to examine just how much time we do spend in one country at a time you’ll find that we measure out our touring schedule to take in as many countries as we can.

“This tour of Britain is no less than the tour we did of the States this year. We tried to play around as many countries as possible and everyone ended up saying ‘Oh they’re ignoring us,’ which is rubbish.”


LED ZEPPELIN: THE ZEPPELIN ROAD TEST

Nick Kent | February 24, 1973, NME

Mayhem? Maybe just a little, but far from the legendary debauchery of Led Zeppelin backstage and in hotels. Nick Kent spent considerable time with the band and saw these scenes any number of times. In Scotland, he reports on the backstage doings of the group and practically has to shanghai the taciturn John Paul Jones into talking. —Ed.

“Robert Plant quits show business and joins National Dairies. There’s a good headline for you. Print that as a news item in your paper, O.K.?”

Now why’s a carefree son-of-the-soil like Bobby Plant saying such things to cast a sudden mood over the general bonhomie of the Edinburgh Zeppelin dressing-room?

Why, wasn’t he just a moment ago working in cahoots with Bonzo Bonham to turn the place into the usual boisterous rough-house, specifically attempting to provoke a mock fight between Bonham and the Securicor representative, rejoicing in the nickname of “Patsy” and generally indulging in a pleasant blend of cajolery and ribald banter.

That is, until one of the road-crew suddenly appeared in the midst of the jollity to throw a moody and hand in his notice on the spot.

“Oh c’mon, man. Don’t act like such a bloody queen,” shouts Plant as the guy bustles out down the stairs.

The reason for the sudden resignation appears to be an incident during the gig in which John Paul Jones, required to play a Mellotron solo as an introduction to “Thank You”, found what he says was a fault in his equipment and immediately rectified the situation by smashing it.

“God, showbusiness can really get you down,” mutters the down-home boy wonder. “This sort of situation just pisses me off so much. I mean, I’ve been really happy over the whole tour and then things like this happen to mess things up.”

John Paul Jones has disappeared, last seen looking slightly menacing signing autographs for the barely pubescent female Scottish Zep aficiandos who seem to somehow congregate around the dressing-room door, cruising for autographs and a quick look at what goes on behind the scenes in the glitzy world of rock ’n’ roll.

One of them is anxiously asking after the whereabouts of Jimmy Page. With little success, it appears, for Page, looking most dapper in white suit and slicked-back jet black curly hair, had donned his farmer Giles coat and ushered himself out of the building as quietly as possible.

By now, he’ll be on the road motoring back to his estate in mystical Inverness.

Meanwhile, back at the dressing room, the mood has reverted back to one of mirth and madness. A beer-fight breaks out among Messrs. Plant and Bonham against road-manager Richard Cole. The ubiquitous B.P. Fallon, publicist extraordinaire, intervenes and yours truly hides behind a troupe of young girls as soggy, toasted tomato-and-ham sandwiches, beer-cans, and bottles are thrown in all directions.

Finally, from the wreckage of furniture, a large bucket of ice-cold water descends over Mr. Fallon and myself and everyone leaves in a hurry. Slowly we pick up the last remains of the wine and head back to the hotel.

The Led Zeppelin British tour is in its final stages, before the grand lay-off. Robert Plant is already making plans: “First I’ll be going up to Wales to try and get hold of this farm that’s been up for sale. Then it’ll be down to planting trees and getting into the whole farming gig.”

Scotland itself has been O.K., if a little passive. Audiences are appreciative, getting more and more lively until “Dazed and Confused,” Page’s monster guitar rampage number which now has Plant throwing in a couple of verses from the [John Phillips / Scott McKenzie] flower-power classic “If You’re Going to San Francisco (Be Sure to Wear Some Flowers in Your Hair” for good measure.

From there on, the powerdrive is in full operation, working through “Stairway to Heaven” and bursting out horrendously full blown on the “Whole Lotta Love” rock ’n’ roll medley.

The most impressive numbers of the live show are the new songs, “Dancing Days” and “The Song Remains the Same / Rain Song.”

The latter is quite frightening in its power, spotlighting Page playing his twin-necked guitar with a dynamism and fluency akin to that of John McLaughlin.

The new album has yet to reach your local record-store, for numerous reasons. The actual product has long since been completed, but numerous trivial set-backs have occurred to delay its release.

Details are cloaked in secrecy, with the title and other such valuable information being held back until a week before release. Everything is being handled in typical Zeppelin style—an innate sense of laid-back subtlety and studied professionalism that has held the band together as a musical institution for the continuing survival of rock ’n’ roll.

During one particularly listless night in Dundee, after an Edward G. Robinson Midnight Movie, the Zeppelin entourage started dispersing to their rooms, leaving myself and John Paul Jones alone to rap away the hours.

In certain respects, Jones is the most intriguing member of the band.

On stage he fits himself into the role of musician with a capital M, coming on as the most consciously studious member, seldom moving, and acting almost as an alchemist, mating the dynamics and energy output of Plant, Page, and Bonham, while constantly adding a new dimension to sound textures with his keyboard work (pay particular attention to his electric piano embellishments on the Zep blues epic “Since I’ve Been Loving You”).

Offstage he appears almost obsessively quiet, particularly when compared to Plant and Bonham’s raucous joviality.

In this respect, his personality complements that of the subdued Mr. Page and, on further examination, the two have a great deal in common.

Their past musical experience coincides in that both were professional session musicians. Page was particularly well-known for his work, becoming one of England’s very best before he was associated with the Yardbirds.

His age had a lot to do with it—he was only nineteen when he was working regularly in the studios earning up to £80 a week and making a name for himself from such performances as the weeping guitar solo on Dave Berry’s “The Crying Game.”

John Paul Jones was a more anonymous session-player, simply because his instrument—bass—was a more anonymous instrument. Yet his list of performances is quite staggering.

He played an integral part in producing whole areas of ’60s English rock music—everything from working for Andrew “Loog” Oldham (who was then the Stones’ Svengali and the golden boy of English rock) on his more bizarre efforts, the early Cat Stevens tracks, most of Mickie Most’s productions (all Herman’s Hermits’ greatest hits, Jeff Beck’s “Love Is Blue,” and even some work with Jimmy Page’s Yardbirds—remember “Ha Ha Said the Clown” and “Ten Little Indians”?) and on to arrangement work for almost every English pop producer around, whether it be Mike “Gary Glitter” Leander or Steve Rowlands.

Jones also flirted with the gig of playing in a back-up group, working behind [Jet] Harris and Tony Meehan and even such luminaries as Carl Perkins.

“By the time Jimmy came along with the idea for Led Zeppelin, I was in a position as top fee session arranger where I was completely snowed under with work.

“Being a session arranger is literally a 24-hour job—working out individual scores for horns and strings the night before, handing them out the next day, and knocking the finished product out whenever.

“That’s how all the Tamla-Motown arrangers work—I mean, the things they do for the string parts are quite unbelievable.

“But eventually I became quite satiated by the work, which coincided nicely with Zeppelin. I left when I was on top though, which was good.

“But I’ve worked on some quite ludicrous sessions. Things like Alma Cogan’s last work, after she had died. I came into the studio and all the musicians were in tears, having to put the backing tracks on. I couldn’t believe it.

“And then there was another which had Mike Leander and this grandiose scheme of bringing a huge orchestra, something like twelve guitarists and seven bass-players. Jimmy was there, and Big Jim Sullivan—all the established musicians. And Decca [Records] decided to scrap the project after they’d heard the tapes.

“My reasons for joining up with Zeppelin were purely musical. Led Zeppelin have really only ever existed for the music—I can’t really see anything image-wise that one can attach to the band.

“I suppose that’s why we’ve stayed together—each of us fulfills a function. Also, we have very strong management—I mean, Peter’s been with us on almost … well, actually, every gig we’ve ever played.

“As far as I’m concerned, the key Led Zeppelin gig—the one that just put everything into focus—was one that we played on our first American tour at the Boston Tea Party.

“We’d played our usual one hour set, using all the material from the first album and Page’s ‘White Summer’ guitar piece and, by the end, the audience just wouldn’t let us off the stage.

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

“So we’d go back on and play things like ‘I Saw Her Standing There’ and ‘Please Please Me’—old Beatles favorites. I mean, just anything that would come into our head, and the response was quite amazing.

“There were kids actually bashing their heads against the stage—I’ve never seen that at a gig before or since, and when we finally left the stage we’d played for 4½ hours.

“Peter [Grant] was absolutely ecstatic. He was crying—if you can imagine that—and hugging us all. You know with this huge grizzly bear hug. I suppose it was then that we realized just what Led Zeppelin was going to become.”

“America has always been very good for us. I can’t really recall a place that hasn’t accepted us, in the sense that we’re absolutely loathed in that area.

“I remember reading in what I suppose would be termed the Underground Press some very derogatory remarks on our so-called ‘capitalist rip-off’ tactics, which I find highly offensive simply because I’ve always thought that we give an audience its money’s worth in playing time, while keeping an eye on ticket prices.

“There was a time when it was us, the Rolling Stones … I think … Deep Purple who got this thing thrown at them.

“Compared to the way the Stones operate as a touring entity, we’re very different. Unfortunately the band found itself appearing at gigs in the States that the Stones had played some two weeks before, and it was just total devastation.

“We always keep down the entourage to a minimum, simply because it’s easier to transport a small number of people around. One has to either go completely crazy or else work very strategically at touring.”

Among Jones’ tentative plans as a musician are to work on a score for Stranger in a Strange Land (though David Bowie has already purchased the film rights), while he’s also been working on an album with Madeline Bell back at his home.

“I’m really not over-enthusiastic about anything currently going on in music. People seem to expect me to say something grand, but there’s no-one who really moves me to any heights of ecstasy. I used to quite like the Pink Floyd, but then they somehow started to go off.

“My influences as a bass-player? Actually I was asked this some time ago on KSAN radio and I answered Mozart, which seemed to put the interviewer off so much so that he never really recovered.

“I think I also said that I like Tamla-Motown bass-players as well, which seemed to disgust him even more.”


COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“In this band we’re very lucky that everybody is more enthusiastic as time goes on. There is not fatigue or boredom musically at all. There’s a bit of boredom when you’re stuck in Mobile, Alabama, or places like that. A few lamp standards may fall out of the windows—things like that—but we move on and we keep playing that music … You see, my little boy’s just started to walk, and I haven’t seen him bloomin’ walk yet. Those are the things that upset you about being on the road. The very fact that you miss fantastic occasions like that. I mean, the kid just stands up and starts strolling around—and here I am in Tuscaloosa or wherever.”

—Robert Plant to Charles Shaar Murray, NME, June 23, 1973




ROBERT PLANT: RECORDING’S NO RACE FOR US

Chris Charlesworth | February 8, 1975, Melody Maker

Led Zeppelin spent 1974 in and out of the recording studio, preparing their Swan Song debut. Sessions were separated by breaks during which Plant and Page began their explorations in Asia and the Middle East. The epic “Kashmir” was conceived during these adventures. Even before Physical Graffiti came out, the band was back on the road. After the two European warm-up gigs, the mighty Zeppelin was cruising the States, including three (nonconcurrent) nights at Madison Square Garden and a show across the East River in Long Island. —Ed.

With weeks of the current Led Zeppelin tour under his belt, Robert Plant is feeling the strain. One show has been cancelled because he caught the flu and he’s still sniffing and talking like he’s wearing a nose-clip.

Robert blames it partly on his particularly enjoyable Christmas festivities and the changes in climate involved in traversing the Atlantic.

We’re talking in his suite at the Plaza Hotel in New York, the same suite just left by the Chairman of Sonesta Hotels, the chain that owns this particular chunk of Americana.

Love’s Forever Changes album is playing on a tiny portable record player and Plant spreads out on a couch, bare chested as always, golden hair curling everywhere, and sipping a fruit drink (he needs his Vitamin C) between assaults on a paper handkerchief.

We begin by talking about the new album, Physical Graffiti, due to be released anytime. It’s Zep’s first double album.

“I suppose it was about a year ago when we started if I can cast my mind that far back,” he says. “It’s always a case of getting together and feeling out the moods of each of us when we meet with instruments for the first time in six months.

“We began as always, playing around and fooling about for two days, playing anything we want, like standards, our own material, or anything that comes to us, and slowly but surely we develop a feel that takes us on to the new material. Some of the new stuff came directly from this approach, like ‘Trampled Under Foot’ which was just blowing out, and some comes from Jonesy or Pagey or myself—seldom myself—bringing along some structure which needs working on. Then the four of us inflict our own venom on it to develop the idea.

“We intended to record as much new stuff as we could before we started losing the fire, because we’ve always believed in not prolonging periods of recording or composition to such a degree where we know we are not up to our best. So we recorded as much fresh stuff as we could before looking back at some things we hadn’t recorded. Then we saw that there was a lot of stuff we’d put down and we thought ‘Why not put a double album out.’ There’s a lot of variation of material so it gives people a whole spectrum of style which is contained in one package and I think that’s very good.

“It goes from one extreme to the other but at the same time it’s very evident that it’s Zeppelin. You could play a track on the radio that you’d think would never ever be us, but then when you listened you’d hear little things that couldn’t be anyone else.”

Recording took about four months which was strung out over a much longer period. “It sounds a long time but the whole essence of the band is that we do what we want to do when we want to do it. It’s no race for us. We’ve got no deadlines to meet and when we finally do give something then it’s got to be just dead right. We have a stride, a gait, that, if it was adjusted, would be very detrimental to the way we are.”

Robert agrees that 1974 was a year of little public activity for the group, but maintains that setting up their own label, Swan Song [Records], took up much of their time.

“After the last American tour I was so relieved to be home again because I’d missed a season and I really need each season as it comes. I like to feel spring and I got back in August after that tour and realized I’d missed spring going into summer that year. I don’t want to lose these perspectives in what I consider to be important for the lyrical content of what I write. I want to take stock of everything instead of going on the road until I don’t know where the f*** I am and end up like a poached egg three days old.

“But the time comes, as it does in recording and the record company and every move that we make, when we know it’s time to go out on the road again. We all met and thought ‘what have we been doing?’ We all needed that time off but we cursed each other for having it and agreed at the same time that we’d been physically idle.”

The group hates rehearsing, says Robert, but they realize they have to limber up to approach playing in the way they want. “The first hour is usually great, but then we think how much better it would be if there was an audience there. A lot of the construction that we do on stage is fired by the atmosphere of the actual instant.

“Obviously we had to rehearse the stuff from the new album to get it into some viable shape. We played all the new songs at the rehearsal but some of them take such a direction that it would be difficult to employ them live after being off the road for 18 months.

“We do ‘Sick Again’ which is about ourselves and what we see in Los Angeles, but it’s a pity you can’t hear the lyrics properly live. The lyrics say: ‘From the window of a rented limousine, I saw your pretty blue eyes. / One day soon, you’re gonna reach sixteen, painted lady in the city of lies.’ As much as it’s pretty, it’s sour really. That’s exactly what L.A. stands for. Joni Mitchell summed it up best when she called it ‘City of the Fallen Angels.’

“We do ‘In My Time of Dying’ which is a really old, old standard thing. ‘Gallows Pole’ was an old traditional thing too, and ‘When the Levee Breaks’ is something I have on an old album by Kansas Joe McCoy and Memphis Minnie in 1928*. There are so many classics from way, way back which we can give a little of ourselves to take them through the years.”

It’s now over two years since Zeppelin have appeared in Britain. Well Robert … “We shall definitely play England by hook or by crook before Midsummer Day this year. To say where and when at the moment is impossible as we haven’t found out anything. All being well we shall definitely be in England soon during the summer.

“I play guitar now and again around Worcestershire but it isn’t met by such tremendous outcries as it is when we all get together on stage.

“I’ve been 75 percent pleased with the shows we’ve done so far even though we’ve got a new stage set-up to get used to. It’s quite hard to go out and confront thousands of people with a new stage, so we have to compensate for these new things.

“At the beginning of the tour I always feel nervous because I’ve got a lot to stand up for over here. If ever I’ve given all that I’ve got to give, it’s been to an audience and the audiences here can really drain you until you’re almost in tears.

“It’s not as if these kids are all 17 or 18 and going barmy. These people have been going along with us for seven or eight years. Now I know there’s people in England who’ll say they’ve been standing with us for seven or eight years, but over here the whole motion is like a seven year trek that’s charged with the energy that these people give. My nerves are really through hoping that I can re-establish the contact that I had before.

“The English promotion side of things has always been archaic. They didn’t want to know us as the New Yardbirds in the early days, so we had to come over here and make a statement that no-one else had made before. Then everybody wanted to know.

“I can see this happening again with the Pretty Things who have achieved so much ability with their writing and playing. They get much more coverage here than in England, but how much coverage can you get in England, anyway? It’s not too hot, and the promoters are a little reserved in what they can promote.”

Zeppelin have always maintained a reputation as outlaws of the road in the US. Talk of their excesses in hotel rooms ranges far and wide, and the faint of heart have been known to cower when they approach with the twinkle in their eyes that spells havoc.

“Like the music, the legend grows too,” said Robert. “There are times when people need outlets. We don’t rehearse them and, let’s face it, everybody’s the same. Over the last few years we’ve spent some of our time at the Edgewater Inn in Seattle where Bonzo fishes for sharks in the sea from his bedroom window. Hence the mudshark thing on the Zappa album.

“No, we’re not calming down yet. Calming down doesn’t exist until you’re dead. You just do whatever you want to do when you want to do it, provided there’s no nastiness involved then the karma isn’t so good.”

Moving on to more serious topics, I asked whether Robert thought “Stairway to Heaven” was becoming heavily identified as the group’s signature tune. “I don’t know about that. We’ve always intended to try and create a spectrum of music that captures as many aspects of us as we could, although we never realized it at the beginning. We try and do this on stage, too. We start off like songs of thunder and then we take it down with a song like ‘Rain Song’ so you tend to develop a rapport rather than just a blatant musical statement. It ebbs and flows through two and a half hours or so, and we feel it would be unfair for the climax to be ‘Whole Lotta Love’ now, because that isn’t where we climax anymore.

“It’s quite a moving thing. I remember doing it at the Garden last year and I sang well away from the mike and I could hear 20,000 people singing it. I mean … 20,000 people singing ‘High Heeled Sneakers’ is one thing, but 20,000 people singing ‘Stairway to Heaven’ is another. People leave satisfied after that, and I don’t think they leave satisfied because of the violent aspects of the music, which I don’t think exists anyway, but because they feel a satisfaction with the music they’ve heard.”


COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“Oh heavens, there’s so much to do. As diverse as the first album is from the second, and the second from the third, and the third from the fourth, and the fourth to Houses of the Holy, and Houses of the Holy again to Physical Graffiti, there is just a universe. There, I used one of Jimmy’s terms. We should probably spin off into the whirling vortex.”

—Robert Plant to J.J. Johnson, NBC Midnight Special, March 30, 1975



[image: image]

*“When the Levee Breaks” was actually recorded in 1929.


JOHN BONHAM: OVER THE HILLS AND FAR AWAY …

Chris Welch | June 21, 1975, Melody Maker

Page and Plant, as you can tell, became the voices of the group as far as the press was concerned (it took Nick Kent enduring an Edward G. Robinson film festival to get some face time with John Paul Jones in 1973). This is not for John Bonham lacking in affability, just his lack of desire to deal with the press on any extended basis (with the possible exception of Roy Carr). Yet, as they settled into some fallow time between touring and recording (and touring again), Plant and Page decided to spend some time in North Africa exploring for new sounds (perhaps William Burroughs’ power of suggestion). John Bonham settled into his bucolic homestead to await the arrival of his new child. Here, he takes Melody Maker’s Chris Welch on a walking tour of his life. —Ed.

Gossip in the village was running riot. John up at the farm was going to buy The Chequers. The American in the bar of another pub a few miles distant was adamant. So was the landlord, and a few grizzled farmers, as they downed pints of the finest beer known to men of science and agriculture.

But the object of the debate emitted a stentorian bellow that scotched the rumors once and for all. “No I’m not buying the bloody Chequers! Mind you … I was interested.”

John Bonham, farmer, stockbreeder, and drummer with the world’s heaviest rock band, was supping in a Worcestershire haven of low beams and convivial company.

The day before, his wife Pat had given birth to a baby daughter, Zoe, and there was plenty of cause for celebration. And apart from a small matter of being banned from driving for six months (no rumours here—it was all in the local paper), John was feeling that contentment and satisfaction most enjoyed by a self-made man.

A few weeks before, he had been pounding his massive drum kit in another world again. The world of thousands of admiring rock fans, enormous record sales, and marathon, sell-out concerts. He seems equally at home in both, and he applies the same direct, furious energy.

At the historic Earls Court concerts, Bonham’s bombastic, metronomic drumming was an essential factor in a band that needs a regular supply of adrenalin. Bonham summons his reserves of strength from a tough, well-built body that was honed in the building, as much as the music, industry.

John pours out his ideas, opinions, and thoughts in a tone that brooks no argument, and yet he has a fearless warmth and humor that commands respect. He looks the world straight in the eye, and expects the same treatment. No shrinking violet then, this man who was once told there was no call for his kind of loud, aggressive drumming.

And yet it’s hardly a coincidence that when the men of rock, who deal in volume, flash, and fame, reap the rich rewards of their craft, they head for the hills and vales, far from the stink of the city, there to enjoy the animals, earth, and silence.

Bonham’s spread is a bit like the Ponderosa in Bonanza. After driving on stilted motorways through the smog of Birmingham (a living memorial to Sixties “planning”), the country’s scars gradually heal, and the Worcestershire countryside blossoms.

A ranch style nameboard appears around a bend in a B-road, and twin white fences accompany a long, straight driveway to the modern brick farmhouse, where the gaffer and his family are ensconced.

Had John always intended to go into farming? “Never, I was never into farming at all. I wasn’t even looking for a farm, just a house with some land. But when I saw this place, something clicked, and I bought it back in ’72.”

John seems to have been cheerfully accepted into the farming community, and is anyway guaranteed of one friendly neighbor.

Robert Plant lives just a few miles away, surrounded by goats that John avers “eat everything, old boots, you name it.”

John gave a great guffaw that could probably be heard halfway round the hundred acres of sheep and cattle that surround the house.

We set off for a stump round the fields. The view was breathtaking, apart from a line of recently constructed electricity pylons.

One of the old barns has been converted to the needs of the modern rock and roll farmer.

“This is the hot car shop,” said John with a chuckle, leading the way past a coven of cats who had been following us at a discreet distance. And there, squashed together in the darkness, stood a trio of highly improbable vehicles.

An elaborately painted contraption that resembled a pre-war taxicab, mounted on wheels a yard wide, was, John explained: “a show car. I bought her in L.A. She can do 150 mph. And that one is a ’67 Corvette with a seven litre engine.

“This one is a 1954 two door Ford with an eight litre engine. You get guys coming past in a sports car who think it’s an old banger, until I put my foot down.

“It’s an amazing car, look at all the chrome inside. She’d only done 10,000 when I bought her.”

Like many enjoying success for the first time, John once bought himself a Rolls-Royce.

“It was a white one. I went to a wedding reception in Birmingham. When I came out it looked like a bomb had hit it. All these skinheads had jumped on it. They kicked in the windscreen, smashed everything. If it had been any other car they would have left it alone.”

Red rags to the bull obviously. But John has worked and still works hard for his seven-litre crust.

Back in the house we talked about his early days and the drumming career that has earned him world renown.

“This used to be just a three-bedroomed house. My father did all the wood panelling, and I did a lot of the work with my brother and sub-contractors.

“If you have builders in they’ll make excuse after excuse about delays during the summer so that they can have work inside during the bad weather.

“I know, because when I left school I went into the trade with my dad. He had a building business and I used to like it.

“But drumming was the only thing I was any good at, and I stuck at that for three or four years. If things got bad I could always go back to building.

“I had a group with Nicky James, an incredible lead singer. But we had so much of the equipment on hire purchase, we’d get stopped at night on the way back from a gig and they’d take back all the PA.

“Nicky had a big following then, and he could sing any style, but he couldn’t write his own material.

“We used to have so many clubs we could play around Birmingham in those days. Lots of ballrooms too. All those places have gone to the dogs—or bingo.

“I was so keen to play when I quit school. I’d have played for nothing. In fact I did for a long time. But my parents stuck by me.

“No, I never had any drum lessons. But I remember Carl [Palmer] went, he had a lot of lessons. I just played the way I wanted, and got black-listed in Birmingham. ‘You’re too loud!’ they used to say. ‘There’s no future in it.’

“But nowadays you can’t play loud enough. I just wish there was a way of wiring a drum kit to get the natural sound through the PA. I’ve tried so many different ways, but when you’re playing with a band like ours you get so many problems with sound.

“With Jimmy and John Paul on either side playing lead, they can leak into the drum mikes, and if you have too many monitors you start to get feedback. I never get it the way I want.”

And yet Bonham’s drum sound was fairly fantastic at Earls Court I thought.

“I enjoyed those concerts,” said John. “I thought they were the best shows that we’ve ever put on in England. I always get tense before a show, and we were expecting trouble with such a huge audience.

“But everything went really well and although we couldn’t have the laser beams at full power, I thought the video screen was well worth doing. It cost a lot of bread, but you could see close-ups you’d never be able to see normally at a concert. It was worth every penny.”

———

Did the band rehearse for weeks before the concerts?

“Nah, three days. Mind you, it was only a few weeks before we got back from the States. We just needed a bit of rust remover.

“We had already done a lot of planning for that States tour, because we like to change the show each year. There’s nothing worse than playing the old numbers over and over again.

“You’ve got to keep in some of the old songs of course. I don’t know what would happen if we didn’t play ‘Stairway to Heaven,’ because it’s become one of the biggest things we’ve ever done.

“When Jimmy plays the first chord in the States, it’s like instant bedlam, until Robert comes in with the first line.

“And we always play ‘Whole Lotta Love’ because people want to hear it, and I still get a great kick out of ‘Dazed and Confused.’

“I always enjoy the number because we never play it the same. With the other stuff, we’ll put one in, or take one out.

“On the last night at Earls Court we played ‘Heartbreaker’, ‘Black Dog,’ and a bit from ‘Out on the Tiles’. With the songs from Physical Graffiti we’ve got such a wide range of material.

“It wasn’t done on purpose. It’s just that we went through a stage where we were very conscious of everything we played. We felt it had to be a certain kind of thing for Zeppelin.

“Now we record everything that comes up and, of course, in the States they play it on the radio so the people know what we’re doing.

“In Britain we never get any airplay except from John Peel and Alan Freeman. In the States they’ll play ‘Trampled Under Foot,’ all day.

“When we first ran through it, John Paul and Jimmy started off the riff, but then we thought it was a bit souly for us. Then we changed it around a bit. It’s great for me. Great rhythm for a drummer. It’s just at the right pace and you can do a lot of frills.

“But compare that to ‘Dazed and Confused’. The speed of the thing! While we’re playing, I think ‘Christ if I drop one, knit one, and purl one—that’s it.’ You’ve gotta be fit to play that one, and if I don’t feel too good, it’s very hard.

“We keep tapes of every show, and it’s very useful afterwards, especially for my drum solo, because then I can hear what works best.”

Despite John’s burly appearance and confident mien, it’s a fact that he suffers from doubt and worry just before every Zeppelin concert. He’ll sit backstage, nervously tapping sticks, anxious to get on stage and stuck into their exhausting three hour show.

“I’ve got worse—terribly bad nerves all the time.

“Once we start into ‘Rock and Roll’ I’m fine. I just can’t stand sitting around, and I worry about playing badly, and if I do, then I’m really p——off. If I play well, I feel great.

“Everybody in the band is the same, and each has some little thing they do before we go on, just like pacing about, or lighting a cigarette. It used to be worse at festivals.

“You might have to sit around for a whole day, and you daren’t drink, because you’ll get tired out and blow it. So you sit drinking tea in a caravan, with everybody saying ‘far out man.’

“We don’t do festivals so much now because of the amount of equipment we have. There’s all the PA and lights and the black floor for the stage. Imagine the changeover between us and the Floyd? It would take hours! The Bath festivals were the only ones we ever played here, and they went really well.”

One of the features of Bonham’s marathon drum solos during the Earls Court concerts was the special effects employed on the tympani. Had he been using a synthesizer?

“No, it was just phasing on the pedal tymps. I was using them in ’73. It’s just a different sound.

“Not everybody likes or understands a drum solo, so I like to bring in effects and sounds to keep their interest. I’ve been doing the hand drum solo for a long time—before I joined Zeppelin.

“I remember playing a solo on ‘Caravan’ when I was 16. Sometimes you can take a chunk out of your knuckles on the hi-hat or you can catch your hand on the tension rods.

“I try to play something different every night on the solo, but the basic plan is the same, from sticks to hands and then the tymps, and the final build up.

“It would be really boring to play on the straight kit all the time. On the last States tour I was really chuffed when I had some good reviews from people who don’t even like drum solos.

“I usually play for twenty minutes, and the longest I’ve even done was under thirty. It’s a long time, but when I’m playing it seems to fly by.

“Sometimes you come up against a blank and you think ‘how am I going to get out of this one?’ Or sometimes you go into a fill and you know halfway through it’s going to be disastrous.

“There have been times when I’ve blundered, and got the dreaded look from the lads. But that’s a good sign. It shows you’re attempting something you’ve not tried before.”

Was there any danger of John losing power in time in view of his arduous years on the road? “I’m not losing strength. I’m less tired after a solo than I used to get in the early days. Of course we didn’t have a break for the acoustic numbers then.

“But it was so cold at Earls Court, we had to have an electric fire in the dressing room. The unions wouldn’t let us use blow heaters. I had a run through on the Friday night before the first show, and I was playing in an overcoat.”

One of the mysteries of Zeppelin is that they have never put themselves out for a hit single, and [Physical] Graffiti had obvious singles chart potential. Didn’t they want one?

“No, not really. It’s because of the length of a piece like ‘Trampled Under Foot.’ It’s not worth cutting something out just for the sake of a single. And if people like Led Zeppelin they would have bought the LP anyway. No—it would be pointless to put a single out from the album.”

After a sojourn at the pub, we returned to the farmhouse to sample some brandy and the delights of a quad sound system that threatened to stampede the sleeping herd of Herefords.

“Listen to this. It’s great.” John put on the Pretty Things’ new single “I’m Keeping.” They’re a band who seem to be enjoying a whole new lease of life since they signed to Swan Song, Zeppelin’s own label. He was also raving about Supertramp’s album and admitted a new interest in country music.

“I wish there were some more live bands around here I could have a blow with,” sighed John, tossing back a brandy, and barely audible above the thunder of speakers.

“There’s nowhere for them to play—now it’s all discos. God, I hate those places, all those flashing lights. It’s all right if you’re out for a night on the tiles. But I like to hear a good live group. You’ve gotta remember—they’re the backbone of the business.”

But in case the rock business does start to dry up, John is setting his nine-year-old son Jason on the right path. He has a junior drum kit set up in front of dad’s juke box, and pounds away to Gary Glitter.

But John is not sure if he’ll take the right path to becoming another drumming rock superstar. He came home from the Cubs during the afternoon clutching his latest single, “Whispering Grass” by Windsor Davies.

“You can’t teach him anything,” warned John. “He’s got a terrible temper.”


LED ZEPPELIN TO RECORD NEW ALBUM IN MUNICH THIS NOVEMBER: NO TOUR PLANS UNTIL PLANT’S ANKLE FULLY HEALS

Danny Goldberg | November 13, 1975, Swan Song Records Press Release

It was probably a good thing that the group played the series of five shows at Earls Court that Welch and Bonham discussed, or else they probably would have had to renege on Robert’s promise to play England by midsummer. After chasing around for more rock ’n’ roll in Morocco, Robert Plant met his family in Greece for a proper holiday. While driving around the islands, he and his family were in a terrible but nonfatal automobile accident that left Robert with a badly broken ankle as the most serious of his injuries (more on this anon). At first, no one was sure if he would ever walk, let alone perform, again. However, after three months of recuperation, he felt well enough to record (sitting down). So rather than hitting the road again, Led Zeppelin went back into the studio. —Ed.

November 13, 1975—Led Zeppelin are recording a new album this month in Munich, Germany at Musicland Studios. The album is expected to be released sometime in the early part of 1976. The group has been rehearsing material for the new album over the summer at Studio Instrument Rentals rehearsal studio in Los Angeles.

Meanwhile, it has been announced that while Robert Plant’s ankle has healed substantially since its multiple fracture in a car crash on August 6th, he still is unable to perform and no Led Zeppelin tour anywhere in the world is currently scheduled. The cast on Plant’s right ankle has been removed, but he still cannot put any weight on it. Another medical report on Plant’s ankle is expected in February—but under no circumstances would any Zeppelin tour be scheduled before the summer, and no plans or arrangements of any kind will be made until Plant’s ankle is fully healed. Plant’s left elbow, which was also fractured at the time of the accident, is almost completely healed now, and he was seen throughout the summer at various concerts in L.A. and was universally considered to be in very good spirits. Plant said just before leaving, “Staying in California helped me to recover months earlier than I otherwise might have—in coming from the old world to the new world, I felt renewed.” Plant wrote the lyrics for the new Zeppelin album in Malibu this summer.


COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“There is a lot of urgency about [Presence]. There’s a lot of attack to the music. I think that’s reflecting a state of mind of actually being constantly on the move. You know, no base, because of the situation then. That definitely is reflected. I know it’s talking in a pretty nebulous fashion, but I think people will know what I mean when they hear it … There’s a hell of a lot of spontaneity about it. I think that’s the element, really. That aspect of it has to be taken into account when you start talking about the actual development of it, because that’s the whole key to the theme of it, the level of spontaneity … We’ve done a lot of constructive work in the period off the road. It’s not as if we’ve retired.”

—Jimmy Page to Harry Doherty, Melody Maker, March 20, 1976




COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“I was sitting at rehearsals … in a big, soft fuckin’ armchair, rocking along-facing the group in a fuckin’ soft armchair! I mean, if you want to really feel stupid or totally out of it, sing with Led Zeppelin sitting in an armchair. In the end, they got me a large stool and every time I really started hitting the notes, I’d sort of raise myself off the stool on one leg and do a Rudolf Nureyev.”

—Robert Plant to Jim Jerome, Crawdaddy, April 1976




JIMMY PAGE RADIO INTERVIEW

Alan Freeman | 1976, Capital Radio/DIR

One of the things that took up Page’s time during Plant’s recovery was tackling the movie, The Song Remains the Same, they had been making for nearly half a decade. Rather than making it a documentary as such and using live footage from throughout their career, the group decided to make it more of a “musical,” a live performance with other elements. The film was shot primarily during a show in Baltimore and three nights at Madison Square Garden during the 1973 tour. That it took three more years to see the light of day is a story worthy of a movie of its own. Here, Page sits for an extensive interview with Alan Freeman—one of the first BBC announcers who played the band’s music early on—talking about the film and the band in general circa 1976. —Ed.

Alan Freeman: Jimmy, this is your seventh album, is that right?

Jimmy Page: Mmhm, sure.

AF: And a live album, how do you feel primarily about—

JP: Wait a minute! Eighth!

AF: It’s your eighth album?

JP: Yes, eighth.

AF: If you take … yes, this is your eighth album.

JP: Eighth album, yeah.

AF: This is your first live album, isn’t it?

JP: Sure, yeah.

AF: Was there any kind of particular courage needed by yourself or Robert or Bonzo or John in putting out a live album as against—

JP: Well, let’s say this: it is a live album primarily, but it is a soundtrack as well—

AF: Mm.

JP: Because we’ve got live recordings of concerts going back to ’69.

AF: Mm.

JP: And Albert Hall and Madison Square Garden again, Forum in Los Angeles … and yet we haven’t put them out before. In fact that there was a plan at one point to put out a chronological live LP which would’ve been fun, you know?

AF: Yeah.

JP: But what happened was the film came to be and obviously a sound track was needed so that’s why it’s come out.

[“Rock and Roll” live version plays.]

AF: Jimmy, as apart from being a rock musician, how do you feel about almost primarily being a film star virtually overnight?

JP: Oh! [Laughs.] I haven’t even thought of it in that way at all. Just this sort of an appearance every now and again, really, because to me the whole thing’s basically a musical.

AF: Mm.

JP: And there are different sequences, that make-up montage or whatever, but it’s not acting as such, is it really? It’s just appearing and showing your face, y’know?

AF: Tremendous, tremendous things have happened to you since 1968, really, haven’t they?

JP: Oh did you, did you hear?

AF: Are there any, are there any particular moments between 1968 and ’76 that you qualify as being the highs of your total career at this particular stage?

JP: Well, there seems to have been a build all the way through really, which sort of overwhelmed one. But I do remember one particular point that sort of knocked me flat on the backside, so to speak. We went to the States after not having put out an album for, oh, 15 months or something, and not having been there for a year and the very first two concerts—the first one being Atlanta, had like fifty three thousand people there, and the next one Tampa, Florida, fifty seven—and suddenly I thought, “My goodness, what’s going on?” You know, it’s crazy.

AF: Mm.

JP: You know, it’s the way that people would really just flocking to us, this great royalty. And the promoters that were saying, ‘Oh, they’ll never do it. Nobody’s gonna turn up because they haven’t put out any product.’ And then suddenly it occurred to me that we had a different sort of following to most people. That sort of thing is obviously very warming to the heart and soul.

AF: Were you very happy initially of having a very different following from the usual following that follows rock musicians?

JP: I think really, it’s—as far as groups and audiences go, groups—especially on live shows—they’re as good as the audience, really. I’ve seen some shows were the audience has been better than the group. They’re fun to see sometimes.

[“Whole Lotta Love” LP version plays.]

Let’s put it this way: pacing the history of the group, so to speak, an album will come out say its the third LP, and there was a lot of more acoustic numbers, there’s more of a total mellow mood than, say, on the second LP which is like a rock ’n’ roll one, really. And the critics gave it a bad time because they expected us to be in sort of groove that they could relate to, and it was too much of a shock. But we’d gone through changes within our own lives and it reflected in the music, as it has up to now, sort of thing. It’s very encouraging to find that the audience as such can relate to those changes and still be with you, you know that’s really great.

AF: Do you ever worry about an image that you have of being extremely heavy?

JP: What, that sort of heavy metal thing? I think we managed to erase that sort of tag and cliché that got put on us, round about the fourth LP, to anybody that was still doubtful about us and wondering, really, where we were at and everything. When “Stairway to Heaven” came out, they realized that we were a group that was intent on change, and there was far more of a dramatic quality within our particular brand of music then say the, so to speak, heavy metal groups. You know, there was more going on within it, within the framework.

[“Stairway to Heaven” plays.]

AF: At the advent of Led Zeppelin, did you feel that it was—that in fact when you developed some kind of musical policy that it was very important that your audiences came along to identify with the particular thing that they thought Led Zeppelin was? Was that a worry at all?

JP: Well no, no. In putting the group together in the early days, you know, I had an idea of what I thought was right within those days. And it didn’t really matter whether it was going to happen or not within one’s mind because it was so enjoyable to be playing. One could feel the chemistry was there even from the very first day of rehearsal, that there was something there that was definitely gonna be really good and really enjoyable to be part of. We never really bothered to purposefully engineer situations which we knew would be acceptable to audiences.

AF: Yeah, surely.

JP: In fact, it’s been quite the reverse, because we’ve come under the hammer a number of times just by sticking to one’s guns, and I mean, if one is to compose a certain amount of songs at one time and they’ve gone on an LP—because basically an LP is only where you’ve been, collected at that time—obviously one knows if it’s got a change of direction or something. Maybe a group could say, “Well wait a minute. Wouldn’t it be better to sort of stick to the usual policy?” To keep it—keep the identity and everything there. But we’ve never done this. It’s obvious we’ve been very highly critical of what we do. But, as I say, the band is a band highly intent on change and ever onward pressing as far through the boundaries as one can possibly go.

AF: Yeah, sure. Jimmy, do you think there was any kind of reason why audiences developed almost overnight for Led Zeppelin, particularly in America? And America happened first, didn’t it really?

JP: Well, yeah. I think the fact was, we were a really, really a very earthy group and as I’ve said, there was this exploratory thing going on within music and at that time there was a lot of apathy setting in. And—

AF: What kind of apathy actually?

JP: Well, it was just at the end of the San Francisco phase, well at the end of that. And I remember that’s in fact where we really took off, in San Francisco and Country Joe was on the bill and one of the other San Francisco groups. But they’d been like a sort of—almost like a brotherhood of groups over there and they just knew these people inside out and suddenly somebody was there really laying it down and of course they just reacted to it. The news of that particular night just spread like wildfire over the States and suddenly we’d made our mark.

AF: Did you have any particular plan of attack—of musical attack or musical structure?

JP: No.

AF: On your very first night in America, before an American audience?

JP: Well no, only the amount of stuff that we’d written. I mean, to be quite honest, I’d been in the Yardbirds before and obviously I had a lot of ideas that I’d built within the Yardbirds that hadn’t gone down on record or anything. And I worked on those a little bit as a framework, ’cause obviously when you start a group, you’ve got to have a certain amount of framework unless you’re going to do other people’s numbers.

AF: That’s right.

JP: And there was obviously overtones of that. And of course that erased itself as we continued.

AF: As a member of the Yardbirds, were there burning musical policies within you, itching to get out that you that you couldn’t fulfill with the Yardbirds?

JP: Only at the end. Keith Relf, bless his soul now, he got so … just generally brought down with things. I don’t know what it was, really, underlying everything. I remember him saying one day that the magic of that group left him, or it had disappeared, when Eric Clapton left the group, and that had been many, many years before I joined. Obviously that was the way he saw it, the band, and it was just very, very difficult. It was an uphill struggle to keep the message and they just didn’t want to know anymore. So, eventually that band split.

AF: Yeah, sure. How did you actually physically go about the formation of Led Zeppelin? The finding of them?

JP: Well, I wanted to carry on, for sure, because I had a certain amount of faith in what—there were certain reactions that we had experienced in the States, with the Yardbirds—and other places: Australia, too. And England, too. Terry Reid was a singer that I remember having worked with on a bill—the same bill, I should say.

AF: And an enormous singer, too.

JP: Yeah. It was the Rolling Stones’ tour. When you think about the bill now, it’s amazing. There was Ike and Tina Turner Revue, Terry Reid with a band then called Peter Jay, Yardbirds, and Rolling Stones! I mean you just don’t get bills like that.

AF: You’re right.

JP: But anyhow I tried to track him down and lo and behold he’d just signed with Mickie Most! But he suggested Robert, so I tracked up to Birmingham and saw him and I was amazed! Then suddenly it all started to come together in a very short time. It wasn’t like a year’s process of getting it all together, which seems to be the usual thing. I mean, the whole thing came together within a matter of weeks.

AF: When you—when you first saw Robert, can you remember your immediate reactions?

JP: Yes, I do! I do! It’s very strange actually. I thought there must be something wrong with this chap because if he hasn’t got on, because the quality of his voice was really striking. I thought it must just be a personality thing, you know what I mean? He’d made records, and this, that, and the other in Birmingham, and I just couldn’t understand what it was that had held him back.

[“Good Times, Bad Times” LP version plays.]

AF: When you actually first approached Robert Plant, and spoke to him, can you remember what you said to him?

JP: Well, I made reference to Terry Reid and I said, “you know, I think we should get together. If you’re interested come down and spend some time at my place. We’ll go through some sounds and records, see if we’ve got the same idea, if we’re sympathetic, and take it off from there.”

AF: He was very aware of you of course, was he?

JP: Yeah, yeah, he knew … that there was this thing of forming a group. And then, well, we seemed to get on pretty well. He was very blues orientated and of course I’d been through that as well. And then I played him a lot of other things which I planned to sort of attempt. Like “Babe, I’m Going to Leave You,” and things like that, which, you know, had a totally different approach to the way that it had been originally done by Joan Baez. And he seemed to be into all of these things, so it was definitely on.

AF: It was a real jelling of—

JP: Yes, it was, for sure.

AF: Apart from his ability as a singer and obviously as a musician, did your personalities jel? I mean, did you like each other, or—

JP: Yeah, it was that. The only thing was I remember is he was doing a lot of West Coast music which I had an aversion to, [laughs] a lot of Buffalo Springfield …

AF: What didn’t you like about it?

JP: Well I just—you see, there was an image over here of the West Coast scene and actually, a lot of the bands were very, very poor. The quality was terrible. I could understand how he’d become involved in the whole—you know, this great sort of family image of groups, all together and everything. But I wasn’t about to tell him that in fact the music was awful—

AF: [Laughs loudly.]

JP: —when you actually heard it live.

AF: When you had this feeling yourself about the quality of West Coast music—

JP: Ah, now what you’re saying, you see, what you’re saying is broadcasting an opinion where I wouldn’t normally do that. I’m only doing that [laughs] within conversation here. For instance, say—I’ll give you two examples: Buffalo Springfield; I saw them and they had this sort of balance, obviously the musical content was totally different. But say, the Hollies, if one of us saw those in the old days, perfect balance, perfect harmonies. Everything was completely routine, right down to the line, and that’s how they were.

AF: Yeah.

JP: Now I went to see Jefferson Airplane, and they began their set with a bass solo which was absolutely phenomenal and these were in the days of the whole apex of the San Francisco scene and I thought, “Oh my God, this is going to be just the end of the world when they start!” And then they began playing and I couldn’t believe it! They couldn’t keep time and it was awful.

AF: [Laughs.]

JP: It was just a great shock, you know. It was only a personal opinion. You see, as far as the social importance of it, the social attitude, it was very important, and so I’ll really only speak to you on the musical point …

AF: Yeah, sure. After Robert, you gathered … ? For Led Zeppelin, for the completion of Led Zeppelin?

JP: Well, John Paul Jones is somebody that I’ve worked with many times before—

AF: Yes.

JP: —on studio dates, and John Bonham, Robert had played with … and fought with, in the past and he was playing with Tim Rose at the time. So we went to see him. He was—well there were two people, actually. It was B. J. Thomas* from Procol Harum and Bonzo. Those were the two possible drummers, you see. But when I saw Bonzo, I knew it was definitely on, you know.

AF: When you think back … when you think back to your very beginning of a thinking human being, [laughs] which is sometimes very hard, and sometimes—

JP: Yesterday.

AF: —sometimes, yes, sometimes very clear, and very easy, to assimilate almost immediately. I mean, I remember you being musically sparked off by Chuck Berry, etc. Is there something even before that?

JP: Yeah, yeah, “Baby Let’s Play House” by [Elvis] Presley.

AF: Yeah.

JP: That was the record.

AF: Even before Elvis Presley? Can you remember the musical thing—

JP: Oh, what, the first sounds that I ever heard?

AF: Yes, exactly.

JP: Oh, um …

AF: Do you get upset (inaudible question)?

JP: Well, obviously I feel for the people that who have made the music [indecipherable]. It’s just a shame because you know that those people got something going for them and sooner or later it’s gonna die out because they cannot sustain themselves. I mean, I liked, still do in fact, Bert Jansch. At a particular point of time, he was such an innovator and unsurpassable. But he just didn’t get that general acceptance that you needed to really fire imagination and creative stability that can keep you really going. He took the backseat. That happens many times. I was a bit disappointed in the group Kaleidoscope in the States. They were brilliant, probably the best band I ever saw in the States. And another one, Spirit. They just didn’t get as big an audience. Sooner or later, it’s just going to filter out. [Inaudible.]

Stan Kenton, I should think.

AF: Yeah.

JP: Those sort of things. But the … but the first rock ’n’ roll thing that really turned me on, when I went, “Wait a minute, what was that?” was “Baby Let’s Play House.”

AF: It was the very first time you’d heard it—

JP: Yeah, and that’s when I wanted to play, after hearing that. I thought, “I want to be part of this.”

AF: What did it do to you and—

JP: It just sent shivers up my spine.

AF: And how did you devise in your own mind, how were you going to become a part of this?

JP: Well I didn’t know. I didn’t know at all. But I was just determined to sort of be part of it, y’know?

AF: Yeah.

JP: Because in those days, there just wasn’t anybody playing.

AF: That’s right.

JP: You know, you may find one other guitarist, but he’d live about thirty miles away somewhere.

AF: Had you at that particular—

JP: There was no textbook, let’s put it that way.

AF: There was what?

JP: No textbook, which there is now.

AF: Sure. And you at that stage picked up any kind of instrument?

JP: No, no, not really. No.

AF: And you had been—

JP: Not at all. I would say no, not at all, no. And I think somebody had given a guitar to the family, just soon after hearing that record and then I … you know … it just sort of happened, this obvious sort of process, of one day finding somebody who knew how to tune it and then one was away. And then went through the rock ’n’ roll phase, you know, Rick Nelson’s guitarist James Burton being a great influence, Chuck Berry, and then B. B. King …

[Twelve-bar blues montage, ending with Led Zeppelin’s “You Shook Me” plays.]

JP: All these things started to unfold. The different styles of guitar, electric styles anyway, and then becoming involved in classical music and really seeing the guitar as such an important instrument and the so many different approaches and styles that could be employed upon it.

AF: When you got your first guitar how did you go about developing some kind of style?

JP: Well, I don’t know ’cause I wasn’t really doing very much at that time.

AF: Did you buy a book with chords on it or did you figure out runs and work things out for yourself?

JP: I don’t know! I think I probably just used to take all my frustrations out on it, like some people smash plates against walls you know—

AF: Yeah.

JP: Uh, it mainly it was just trading things with other people. And then once one got an ear, you could hear it from records. You heard a record and you think, “Well, [I’ll] try and play that solo.” And that’s really how it started, and I think all the other guitarists are the same way too. You started to try and emulate what you heard and before long you could play those solos note perfect. So then you started to follow these good guitars so to speak, that could play, in your own mind, well—

AF: Yeah.

JP: And each time that next record came out, you’d buy it, and a day later you’d have the solo off. So bit by bit, that’s the way one taught themselves.

AF: Can you remember some of the frustrations that made you want to play the guitar?

JP: All I remember about it was taking it in school and having it taken away every time it was seen.

[Both laugh.]

JP: Yeah, I tried to hide in the corner of the field to practice. I used to try to play the thing all the time, to improve. It was sort of confiscated and given back at the end of the day. [Laughs.]

AF: Do you, do you think it detracted from, let us say, your possible academic skill?

JP: No, no not really. Certainly not to the degree that obviously that the staff would have thought. Nevertheless, I would’ve thought one of the most important things about this music is the fact that it wasn’t taught, that it is self-taught, almost like a craft, and it has evolved through the young folk in the street and it’s been a social statement, and so it should really go hand in hand with any academic subject.

AF: When you started playing a guitar, when you first heard Presley, was it the start of a personal rebellion against society? Against rules laid down as to what you should—

JP: No, no. No, no. It didn’t really occur to me at that point that that’s what they were—that’s what was going on within the lyrics and everything. That became evident to me through Chuck Berry, and what he was singing about. And … suddenly the coin dropped and I thought wait a minute, this is what he’s saying on “No Money Down” and things like that. Incredible, incredible stuff.

AF: When you heard “No Money Down,” when you heard your first rebellious lyric—

[Jimmy laughs.]

AF:—as against all you’d been taught to accept—

JP: “Oh baby let’s play house, come on come on move in with me.” I mean that was 1956 or ’57 or something. You just didn’t do those sort of things—live in sin. You would almost be excommunicated, won’t you, from society! [Chuckles.]

AF: Right. And you thought what?

JP: Well I—more so than actually the lyrical content, which hit me later, it was the whole the musical thing, the fact that it was so vibrant and that you could feel that they were … I can’t just say they were enjoying what they were doing. It was just a total commitment and involvement.

AF: At a cost—

JP: I mean I’ll tell you one thing—at the end of “Mystery Train,” of Presley’s, you can hear him laughing, just on the fader. And it’s just things like that where you—it’s like they know that they’re doing something which is revolutionary, almost, within musical fields, and they’re just so into it and committed to it. That sort of dedication and conviction, I can sympathize with it. Especially when I viewed what was going on around me in other sort of music. The Guy Mitchell days and things like that. It was just—it just had nothing going for it at all.

AF: Because it is quite amazing, you know, when I interviewed Robert at one particular stage of my career, I asked Robert about music and the initial spark that made him go “What hey? What?” He talked about Rosemary Clooney and “Where Will the Baby’s Dimple Be,” which, I think that if you actually played to a public in 1976, and people associate with it being in the initial spark for Robert Plant, they would be absolutely, totally blown away. I couldn’t believe it!

JP: I’m blown away, too, to be honest.

[Alan laughs loudly.]

JP: Yeah, that’s incredible. [Laughs.]

AF: It really is very odd indeed. Do you ever look back upon old records that in fact you liked, say, in your very early childhood—do you listen to them now and say to yourself “My God, what was that all about?”

JP: No, I don’t actually.

AF: Or do you—do you still find validity in them?

JP: Yes I do, especially in Jerry Lee Lewis and people like that, Eddie Cochran. You’ve gotta remember how young they were at the time and you, say a record like “Mean Woman Blues,” something like that by Jerry Lee Lewis, seventeen, eighteen years of age. Who’s doing anything as good as that nowadays at eighteen years of age? No one! That’s the point. And they were innovators, they were doing something new. They weren’t relying on a whole textbook that’s been laid down for them. Now these people, something just happened to that particular point of time. This whole thing blossomed within a whole collective number of people, and it just came out. And that that’s the thing that knocks me out: when you think that the ones that we sadly lost, like Eddie Cochran, Buddy Holly, died before they were, what were they twenty-two when they died?

AF: Yes. Very young.

JP: I mean the amount of stuff that they laid down! And then when you think of the music that, say, has been laid down in the time between, and you look at the younger ones, say the pre-twenties, there’s not that much there that hasn’t—that hasn’t really been really cribbed right from blues or from rock and that’s the thing that impresses me.

AF: Jimmy, is there a danger, let’s say in 1976, of trying to be, or in fact not even trying but being overcreative?

JP: No, I don’t think so, no. I think that from this point on there’s gonna be some amazing composers coming through, which will be on a par with Wagner and Stravinsky. It’s going to come, but the thing is we needed this breakthrough to take away the confines of what is being laid down as this discipline that must go with the … I call it the intellectual classical music.

AF: Yeah sure.

JP: And there’s a great point that’s been forgotten that, before the Victorian times, when the copyist, who wrote the music down, chopped out these very important parts there, there were basic steps for improvisation [inaudible]—

AF: Yeah.

JP: But as we know it now, classical musicians don’t improvise. They lay down as the textbook. Well this is it, these barriers are being broken down and I think you know we’re ready now to see some really fine, superb, lyrical composers coming through.

AF: And in fact, I think in—in the coming years very important major works.

JP: Well, this is what I mean.

[Modern classical montage plays.]

JP: Well, this is what I mean. It’s scratching the surface, almost at the moment. I reckon another five years it’s gonna be—the younger people are gonna be coming through, and then it’s really all gonna happen you see. Obviously it’s gonna be an exciting musical heritage to be looking forward to.

AF: Yes, um—

JP: And it’s needed, all this sort of this great fight that went on in the ’50s and the ’60s and everything else to open up the doors, almost, to let the flood come through. To break down the barriers.

AF: Right. How much influence do you think that the Beatles exert on today’s breakout of rock music generally?

JP: Um, I don’t know about today. Certainly at the time that, you know, the social question posed by the Beatles, the long hair and stuff … it was called long hair then, um …

AF: But of course, with long hair we’ve only recycled again, haven’t we, in fashion?

JP: Well exactly, yeah—

AF: Yeah, sure.

JP: And it got cut off because of the wars and lice and things like that—

AF: That’s right, yeah.

JP: But I think at the time, certainly a lot of change went down, a lot of social barriers … again, they broke down and crossed barriers even though it may have been resented afterwards. But nevertheless, they helped to do that and over the years that they were very musically prominent and productive—and I think there’s a classic example of a group who shows so much development and maturity within their music within the years that they were together. I mean, let’s face it, the early records aren’t, you know, they’re nothing to really write home about. But by the time they were at Magical Mystery Tour, I mean it was really going somewhere. Really.

[“I Am the Walrus” (by the Beatles) plays.]

AF: Would you, as an eminent musician of the ’60s and the ’70s, advocate that in fact there is possibly room in our educational structure where people who are gifted, immensely, musically, have no need to go through all the academic studies that they may never use? Stick and tie to the music, really from the moment it’s discovered that they have ability?

JP: Well, you see, now you’re posing your own question of education, the whole system of education—and let’s face it, as it is, it’s pretty much a waste of time. As far as my own education went, I didn’t really receive any education, as far as I’m concerned, until I went to an art college. Then somebody sort of started to talk to me as an individual, as opposed to a number in a room. And—

AF: What did that do for you, Jimmy?

JP: Well the point was, you see, at that time, within art college, there was debates and people could discuss between themselves and with the staff certain aspects of what you were doing. Whereas in the classroom or school, you shut up! That was the sort of thing that was just totally hopeless and it wasn’t long before you realize that the people that were supposed to be teaching you were fools. However, in these times now, I know it’s changed quite considerably. You’ve got some damn good people within the education system. But as I said, as far as my own education, that’s how it was. And as far as just concentrating on one particular thing, no, I don’t think it’s a good thing. I think that one should be versed within all subjects but not necessarily to the degree where it’s almost a specialist degree. Like I’ve said, trigonometry, calculus, I’ve never used any of that since I left of school, nowhere at all.

AF: Do you—do you feel, though, it was a waste of time learning? Has it helped you at all musically?

JP: Well, no, not in the way that it was taught, though I have in fact become familiar with Pythagoras’ approach to music and scale which relates to mathematics. But that, I mean, I could’ve approached that with possibly two or three years of school tuition in mathematics—

AF: Yeah.

JP: The whole thing was just a silly status game to get as many G. C. subjects as you could, and if you were a bright spark you’d get on to university at the end. It’s difficult. Obviously this is the sort of thing that can be debated, somebody could raise or throw a lot of points at me to poohpooh the argument. I’m just thinking about friends of mine who were at school and the ones that carried on through university, most of them carried on through a very, very heavy academic system and went through the whole bit but at the end of it, they ended up doing something entirely different that didn’t relate at all, in one possible way to any of the education that they’d received.

AF: When you think back on going into music, do you feel that you’ve missed anything else by being so preoccupied with it?

JP: Well, no. I’ve been too lazy, that’s the only thing, the honest thing. [Laughs.] I should’ve been more dedicated to it. I mean it would’ve helped a lot if I learned to read music in the early days—so that I could write it down and tabulate it, so that when one started to explore, say, Indian music, which has a totally different concept of tabulation to Western music, one could have been able to relate to that instead of having to fight one’s way through it.

AF: Jimmy, in relation to our previous talking about the composers of today and, in fact, the sprint towards, in the future, major works that will be acknowledged by the public at large right around the world, what kind of part do you think Led Zeppelin can take in this in the future?

JP: Well I don’t know that they can take any at all!

AF: You don’t?

JP: No, but I’m only thinking of the sort of experience that they must’ve felt the first time of seeing or experiencing like, uh, the Ring Trilogy*, you know, Wagner, or [The Rite of Spring] or the Ballet Russe and all these sort of things all tied up together. You know it’s a whole environmental experience. I mean let’s face it, we’ve lost a lot that we’re not really aware of. In the old silent picture days, it wasn’t a jangly piano, it was an orchestra in the big cinemas and there were sound effects. Now if you imagine some of those old Cecil B. DeMille epics, with orchestras and sound effects, it must’ve been amazing! But we just think that they had jangly pianos, but that was when it reached, you know, the suburbs. Hay-on-Wye. [Laughs.] What I mean to say that is this environmental experience with group musicians, this needs some sort of tablature and yet again it also needs a freeform expression of the individual where he can improvise, which has come through from jazz in the old days. As I say, it’s gonna be coming, these major works. There’s only a few us. There’s only four of us.

AF: That’s right.

JP: I’m talking about like orchestras.

AF: What caused me to ask you that: can you see an enlarging of even the Led Zeppelin complement in order to take part, in the future, in major works that may be written by yourself or Robert?

JP: Well, I’m not so sure that’s it’s gonna be coming from us, I wouldn’t imagine. If we can make any dent within that road that would be very rewarding. But the sort of scene that I’m thinking of is on the scale of great composers, and the way that I view the musical situation at the moment, I just don’t think that there’s anybody that’s capable of doing it right now. But I think that it will be coming from the ones who are doing their dues at the moment.

AF: Do you have any idea how long duration this may take?

JP: Ah, I’d say about five years!

AF: About five years?

JP: Yeah! I might be totally wrong—

AF: And you may well be totally right because …

JP: I mean you found the jazz greats, Miles Davis, people like that, have used basically rock ’n’ roll soul rhythm sections.

[Miles Davis fusion plays.]

JP: —Bernstein was getting very, very close to being very involved with rock musicians, and Stockhausen … It’s all there it is this fusion going on …

AF: That’s right.

JP: … and it just needs those sort of people, like we’ve been talking about, the ones that can really crystallize things and comes through those fields, [Leonardo] DaVinci, [indecipherable audio]. But take somebody like [Jimi] Hendrix, for instance, who tied up all the loose ends of, say, the different approaches of rock guitar, at least, and blues, and recording too, recording facilities and what could be done, and really, really laid it down. There’s somebody that it’s very sad we lost as far as I can see, because he was really doing some amazing work. Not ahead of his time, but intellectually way ahead of the others.

[“Purple Haze” by Jimi Hendrix plays.]

AF: Very ahead of his time, yes. I think that when the people view the film, The Song Remains the Same, there’ll be many things they’ll want to ask themselves. And the one that I’d like to ask you, and I hope you can answer in some degree, is what you think about whilst you’re onstage playing incredible, intricate guitar.

JP: I don’t.

AF: You don’t?

JP: No. It sounds really pretentious—

AF: No, it doesn’t sound pretentious.

JP: It’s like a trance state. You don’t think. The more you try and plan something, the more you’re likely to make a mess of it. It’s just like, you almost have to cleanse yourself almost of all thought and everything and then you start playing and it starts to jell with everybody else.

There is obviously certain amounts of direction that go on, but the more programmed it becomes, before going on especially, that the more plastic it would appear. There’s so much improvisation that goes on and so many times where you’ll just be playing something and the staccato rhythms will just fit … in total synchronization. And you’d have no idea that it was ever going to be doing. You’d look at each other and wink and you know that it’d never going to come again, but there it was. It’s just one of those things.

AF: It’s amazing that watching you visually in a performance, it is amazing that you are all so totally obsessed with the performance, and as you say, you seem to be in another world and then all of a sudden there’s the sly wink and the sly smile and …

JP: Yeah. But don’t you think that most actors themselves, when they’re—I mean, I’ve always had the impression that an actor, when he takes on the part within a play, he becomes that person. I mean, it’s just a total involvement within it. That’s just how it is with your instrument, you’re just totally involved in it. It’s just a part of you, an extension of you and yet sometimes maybe you’re an extension of it. It’s like driving a car, you’re part of the machine.

AF:
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Robert Plant and his family took close to two years to mourn Karac. By the late fall of 1978, the band got together in ABBA’s Polar Studios to record. Though Plant had achieved some clarity, and the ever-taciturn Jones maintained his equilibrium, Bonham’s drinking had become a problem, as had Page’s dalliances with drugs. Where Page had been the linchpin of all the previous Led Zeppelin recordings, Plant and Jones found themselves alone in the studio with Jones’ new synthesizer. The resulting album, In Through the Out Door, featured the first hit Jimmy Page had not written or cowritten for the band: “All My Love.” It was a ballad awash in synthesizers that sounded like Led Zeppelin mostly because of Plant’s unmistakable voice. By the summer of 1979, they were ready to play live again. They played two shows in Denmark towards the end of July in preparation for headlining a massive festival gathering at Knebworth, England during the early days of August. —Ed.

Of all the old superfart bands it is certainly Led Zeppelin who have been and still are the most reviled by the New Wave.

Whatever jerk-off socialite absurdities Jagger may have got himself into, The Rolling Stones have at least always had one of the prime punk archetypes in Keith Richards. The Who, meanwhile, have the ever perceptive Townshend, a man who appears to have gone through something of a personal rejuvenation that seems to be a direct result of his encounters with Punk.

For whatever reasons, though, the manner in which Led Zeppelin have consistently presented themselves has made the band’s name synonymous with gratuitous excess. Even the almost equally guilty Pink Floyd have at least had the decency and sensitivity not to quit these shores just for the sake of saving money.

Don’t sell your soul for silver and gold, as Lee Perry once said. If rock ’n’ roll is essentially an all-encompassing roots culture, then obviously any musician who isolates himself away in some anal retentive tax exile life-style is neither responding to his obligations nor in harmony with those roots. Also, his initial purpose and motivation must be doubted.

The Clash’s Paul Simonon summed up pretty well the total lack of respect that the new bands feel towards Zeppelin. “Led Zeppelin??? I don’t need to hear the music—all I have to do is look at one of their album covers and I feel like throwing up!”

In some ways part of the reason for the venomous loathing directed at the band is not just because they’ve let themselves down, but also because you know damn well that Jimmy Page at least—like many of the new Punk icons a former art student—certainly knows better.

“I’ve read about many records which are supposed to have turned me on to play rock ’n’ roll,” the guitarist told Trouser Press in September, 1977, “but it was ‘Baby, Let’s Play House’ by Presley … I heard that record and I wanted to be part of it; I knew something was going on. I heard the acoustic guitar, slap bass, and electric guitar—three instruments and a voice—and they generated so much energy I had to be part of it. That’s when I started.”

Yet, in the same way that the death of the original, classic rock ’n’ roll punk the previous month to the publication of that article could have been seen as a serious warning of the false paths and box canyons into which Babylon could misroute rock ’n’ rollers, it also appeared at the time that perhaps the whole mighty edifice which Led Zeppelin had created itself to be was starting to crumble away as inevitably as the Malibu Beach Colony will one day slide into the Pacific Ocean.

By the middle of the year when the two sevens clashed, the belief that the whole Led Zeppelin operation had got it all more than a little bit wrong appeared to be being backed up by concrete facts. The band appeared to be in a state of crisis. In artistic terms they seemed to have reached an absolute nadir. Following the turgid Presence LP released in the Spring of the previous year there’d then been, six months later, the critically lambasted The Song Remains the Same film and double soundtrack album. Even this emphasis on double records—two out of the three LPs the band had put out since they’d formed their own Swan Song label had been two-record sets when none had been released before—suggested attempts to milk their market for all it was worth while fighting a rearguard action to forestall an inevitable end.

Perhaps more to the point, though, a general atmosphere of personal doom and gloom appeared to surround the once invincible Zeppelin. The lengthy US tour undertaken by the outfit in the Spring of ’77 seemed ill-fated from the outset. It was to have been the band’s first live work since 1975 when vocalist Robert Plant had been severely injured in a car smash on the Greek island of Rhodes during a year of British tax exile. It was ominous then that the first dates were cancelled when Plant developed a throat infection.

Jimmy Page himself was also believed not to be in a good state, an assumption fuelled by the news that the full time services of a doctor were being employed to care for the guitar hero. Now Page denies that the medic was there to look after him alone—“We had a doctor to look after all of us, period. It was a bloody long tour”—with the same ease that he dismisses reports of his having been wheeled around between gigs in a wheel chair—“I may have done that for a laugh—not seriously. No, no. That wasn’t happening at all.”

In addition, manager Peter Grant was said to be severely depressed following a divorce. Matters appeared to reach what seemed to be an inevitably unpleasant culmination when, following a Bill Graham–promoted San Francisco gig, one of the promoter’s security men was badly beaten up by Grant, drummer John Bonham, and one John Bindon, a Zeppelin employee.

If some form of near-tragedy during the tour had seemed unavoidable, however, it was yet to wreak its worst toll. This happened some two weeks later when Robert Plant’s five-year-old son died of a sudden mystery virus infection and the tour was abandoned while the grief-stricken singer flew home.

Now, of course, all these incidents may be seen as random happenings, as the chance intervention of fate. However, if you believe that you create your own fate and that human beings do not exist in isolation from one another and from the universe but are part of a far greater, interacting scheme in which actions and activities of the past create those of the future, then all this begins to look rather different.

Certainly, Jimmy Page’s interests in the occult suggest that he should believe in such a cosmic overview. Indeed, there are those who would claim that it is solely down to Page’s interests in these matters that such a tragic atmosphere has surrounded Led Zeppelin in its latter years. Personally, though, I don’t think that Jimmy Page has inked a pact with Satan. To think like that is mere superstition—and that’s taking into account certain rumors which have floated about the music business the past 18 months or so that there are even certain members of the Zeppelin entourage themselves who lay blame for these assorted misfortunes on Page’s fascination with Aleister Crowley.

When it comes down to it, though, I don’t really think that there’s been some clear-cut metaphysical holy war of good and evil waged on the rock ’n’ roll boards the band has been treading the past ten years. In fact, it’s probably that outside interest which has kept the guitarist’s head relatively together during the most successful years of the band. The occult, after all, is concerned with knowledge and plumbing one’s own mystic depths for certain truths that are beneficial to the whole of humanity. Yes, of course, it can be used in a malevolent manner, but to view all occult activity as the work of the Devil is a red herring laid down by Babylon and therefore is the work of the tricky Devil himself.

I think, though, that Jimmy Page is very confused. His confusion doesn’t spring from his occult interests but, I feel, from the very nature of Led Zeppelin itself and his position with regard to the band of which he is indubitably the leader. Indeed, when we met in Swan Song’s London office on the hottest day of the year, it became glaringly obvious that Jimmy Page was totally comfortable and, at times, positively exhilarated when talking about these extra-curricular activities.

It was noticeable, however, that when the conversation changed to the subject of his band he appeared frequently to find eye contact exceptionally awkward. Now, it’s quite possible to blame that on the fact that in the isolated, self-enclosed existence in which Jimmy Page dwells he probably doesn’t have that much verbal interchange with people outside his own sphere. Also, like many musicians who’re far more at ease when living out their fantasies onstage, he may well be slightly nervous. Mind you, although a hermetic, fairly newsless lifestyle is part of the whole Led Zeppelin problem anyway, Page’s behavior does suggest that he is not always totally convinced by his arguments—and Page is an adept in the art of being a media salesman for his band while at the same time revealing little about himself; check how many times the word “Knebworth” gets mentioned in this piece.

It’s the very nature of Led Zeppelin itself that is the problem. Let’s not mince words, it’s always been regarded as a “heavy” operation. There has been a slightly odd vibe about it.

Now, of course, part of the nature of rock ’n’ roll is the manner in which it allows people involved with it to live out their childhood Cowboy & Indian fantasies. So I don’t know whether Peter Grant really is a figure from the fringes of the underworld or whether he just enjoys people thinking that he is. I suppose it doesn’t really matter (though in a way it does) because I’ve no doubt, as Page himself comments later on, that certain of the behind-the-scenes music industry figures with whom he has to deal, particularly in the States, actually are dodgy characters. So maybe it gives him an edge over them. (Unless they’re also all just living out their fantasies—in which case it all gets a bit complicated and self-perpetuating, and a bit pointless too.)

“The whole point of the bit in The Song Remains the Same film,” Page tells me when I ask him about this, “where Peter plays a gangster, was just to send up all that and show how it was just a joke anyway.”

Nevertheless, I counter, there was the slight problem with the security guy in San Francisco. There’s certainly concern in his voice when he replies, “I didn’t see it, you know, so I can’t say exactly what happened. There were no million dollar law-suits put out on me, y’know.

“But,” he continues, “you must remember that Bill Graham has a very heavy reputation, that all his security people have a reputation for heaviness. As for Peter … well, he’s a very big guy and, if people are coming up to him all the time and calling him a bastard and telling him to piss off to his face, then he’s probably going to react accordingly.”

Alright, fair enough. But let’s not forget that John Bindon is currently in Brixton either awaiting or serving a sentence for a subsequently committed manslaughter—an incident which wasn’t connected in any way with Led Zeppelin. Once again, judging from his reply to being reminded of this, there’s no doubt that this genuinely troubles Page, much more out of real concern for Bindon, I feel, than for any unhappiness about him being linked with Zeppelin. It’s a pity I forgot at the time, but I’d like to have also got his reaction to Nick Kent’s claim that John Bonham once threw a drink over the hapless writer for a negative review.

But that’s by the by, I suppose. It seems more important to tell the guitarist that, whether he’s aware of this or not, an oft-expressed opinion on Led Zeppelin has been that the problems Robert Plant has faced have been something of a karmic backlash that Plant, as the most accessible and open band member, has had directed towards him.

Page seems very shocked by this. “I don’t think that’s so,” he replies slowly, almost as though slightly dazed, “if what we were doing was really evil then … then I suppose we’d just put out lots of records and try and make loads of money … I hope that’s not so.”

Sometime about the middle of last Friday morning I’d had a call from the Swan Song press office. Could I arrive maybe an hour before the interview was due to begin? That way I could be given an earful of the new Zep waxing. I can’t pretend the idea exactly thrilled me to the bones, especially in the light of the last studio album, Presence, which I find utterly unenjoyable. If I felt the same way about the new, as yet untitled, LP, it could mean a chilly start to an interview.

By lunchtime, however, this potentially awkward situation had been resolved by Jimmy Page himself. A further phone call passed on the information that the guitarist felt it pointless for me to hear the record as it was, apparently, “a separate entity”—from what I’m not certain. Obviously it did cross my mind that maybe he was thinking the same way as myself and saw a little gain in the songs being numbered some time before the record was even released.

Perhaps predictably, when the record did come to be mentioned he was full of enthusiasm for it. The titles of the new numbers are: Side 1—“In the Evening,” “South Bound Suarez,” “Hot Dog”; Side 2-“Carouselambra,” “All My Love,” “I’m Gonna Crawl.” The Knebworth bashes will feature “at least two songs from the new album plus several numbers from previous LPs that haven’t been performed live in the past. What can I say?”

I was also asked for some idea of the sort of questions I’d be asking. As I was at that time deciding on these for myself I couldn’t really help out there. Besides, would this not have detracted from the natural spontaneity of the occasion? I was, however, informed that questions about the death of Plant’s son and about Aleister Crowley were strictly taboo. This did not augur particularly well, especially when, while waiting for the assistant editor chap from the Melody Maker to finish his rap with Jim, photographer Adrian Boot emerged from that session to inform Pennie and myself that Page was “doing a Chuck Berry” and ignoring most of [Michael] Watts’ questions. The guitarist was also apparently none too happy about Boot’s snapping needs.

In the event, of course, Page gave Pennie plenty of pix-taking time prior to our encounter. Also, as far as our interview went, Page and I just started talking conversationally (but not before he made a rapid attempt to flog Knebworth) rather than adhering to any strict question and answer form. This situation lasted for much of the interview.

Page was drinking pints of lager from a straight plastic glass and chain smoking Marlboros. So was I. It was probably down to a combination of the booze and the hot weather, but the conversation quickly became very speedy. Maybe we were also blocked on the carbon monoxide fumes wafting through the open window from the early evening rush-hour traffic three floors below on the Kings Road.

What with the roar of London Transport Roadmasters stopping just past the offices and the constant rumble of jets on their way to Heathrow overhead, it was often hard for either of us to make out what the other was saying. Though his enunciation is very clear indeed, Jimmy Page’s soft Surrey accent—the family business is Page Motors in Epsom—makes him perhaps the most quietly spoken interviewee I’ve ever come across. Even so, I was pleased that he didn’t pull the slumped-out whispering wimp number that I’m told is one of his favorite interview techniques. Not once, I think, did he lean back on the couch on which he was seated next to the window.

No doubt exacerbated by the booze intake—Jim is fond of the odd tipple, I’m told—perspiration poured off of his forehead in large drops, frequently lodging for a few moments in his close-to-shoulder-length hair. Coupled with the collarless striped shirt he wore, he didn’t look very different at all from when in the late ’60s he laid down the ground rules for the classic pre-Raphaelite, faintly androgynous British rock star. He actually looked younger than when I’d encountered him a couple of years back. Only the lines around his sometimes troubled eyes gave any indication of age.

The Selling of Knebworth began right from the very outset. I don’t think you really like doing interviews, do you, I ask?

“Well [laughs] it depends. I don’t mind if the questions are alright.”

You look incredibly well.

“Well, I was looking forward to … to Knebworth, actually. We’ve done a lot of rehearsing and checked things out. We’ve actually been down there and worked things out relative to the actual site.”

It must seem odd with it being such a long time since you’ve played onstage …

“Well, it did at first … But then again it’s like a natural amphitheatre, so I should imagine it’s actually quite a good gig to be at. I went to Black-bushe, but that was a bit of a sea of bodies. But it was great to see Dylan.”

Phew, that was close. The Zim to the rescue. At least we can talk about Bob Dylan for a while. This might be handy. Maybe if I mention to Jim that I met Dylan last year when he went to an Alton Ellis gig at the 100 Club and that he told me how he preferred the vibe in England to that in the States, and also in Germany from where he’d just returned then we can get on to this matter of Punk and The New Wave without too much discomfort.

Instead, though, Page mentions his surprise that Dylan had played in Nuremberg. “I couldn’t believe him doing that. They played the place where they had all the big rallies. He must have come out of there feeling very strange. I know I would and I’m not even Jewish.”

He hasn’t heard of Dylan’s conversion to Christianity. “Oh, that’s very interesting. Especially after that Nuremberg thing. When did that happen? Quite recently?”

Oh, about six months or so ago, I think.

“We met his mum once, actually,” Page tells me, “it was about the third tour and we were in Miami and this typical Miami woman comes up with the spectacles and tinted hair bit and she says, ‘Oh, I hear you’re a group. My son’s a singer. You’ve probably heard of him—Bobby Dylan. He’s a good lad,’ she said.

“The strangest thing she said of all was that he always goes back to his … you know, the school turn-out when they got their degrees and things. He always goes back to that … Which is obviously a side of Dylan that many people would be actually shocked about. He’s probably very orthodox in some areas where you expect him to be very bizarre and anarchistic.”

Logically, I suppose, the matter of meeting Dylan at a reggae gig leads to discussion of matters Rastafarian. Jimmy Page is far more au fait with it than I would have expected.

“Yeah, it’s very interesting: the Lost Tribes of Israel and all that. It was at the time when Haile Selassie died that I wondered ‘What’s going to happen now?’ because there is this big thing that he’s invincible and that he would never die but obviously,” he chuckles, “he could give up his bodily form if he wanted to, that was the loophole.

“But it is fascinating.”

We talk about Egypt for a minute or two. Page’s trip to Cairo had, indeed, been the subject of some quite splendid rumors. On the first leg, I think it was, of that last ill fated Led Zeppelin US tour it was said; that one night he’d been watching TV when the screen became filled with flashing lines. Immediately, so the tale went, he cancelled the next dates and flew off to Egypt. The conversation didn’t lead into my mentioning that and, besides, I’m fairly certain I once read a fairly thorough refutation by the guitarist of that story.

Thoughts of Cairo seem to make Page feel very happy. “I didn’t want to come home,” he smiles, “it was so good. I didn’t go for long enough, though. I went at the end of an American tour and with every day I was there family ties in England were pulling more strongly. I just thought ‘Oh, I’ll be back soon’ and haven’t made it yet. I’d certainly like to see The Valley of the Kings near Luxor.

“I haven’t been to many Arab countries, but I’ve been to Morocco and there and in other hot countries there’s this constant hub-bub, but in Egypt it’s just so tranquil. It really is quite an experience. Let alone the pyramids.”

Equinox, the Kensington occult bookshop that Page owned and which specialized in the works of Aleister Crowley, is closed these days. The lease expired and besides, “It obviously wasn’t going to run the way it should without some drastic business changes and I didn’t really want to have to agree to all that. I basically just wanted the shop to be the nucleus, that’s all.”

His interests in the occult haven’t in any way diminished, however. “I’m still very interested. I still read a lot of literature on it.”

I mention the last time I’d gone past Equinox a small sticker that someone had placed on the door had attracted my attention. “For the real truth about the changes in the Church of Rome,” it had read, “write to the following address.” The name and address of a priest in Mexico was given. We talk about the Rasta belief that it was at the Pope’s insistence that Mussolini invaded Ethiopia in order to prevent Haile Selassie organizing the Christian church in such a way that would have reduced the Catholic Church to the second largest Christian church in the world.

“I know the Pope definitely blessed the bombers going to Ethiopia,” says Page, “that’s a fact. My lady went to the Vatican. She said it’s like Fort Knox, a completely separate state. A highly guarded treasury. And they have all these links with suspect organizations …

“The whole image of the Pope being borne around St. Peter’s on a throne doesn’t even bear thinking about. They had some program on TV about the Vatican and they got through to one of the heads of the business division. And he was asked if it wouldn’t be an act of faith to give all this wealth away—if your faith was sufficiently high and strong then obviously this wouldn’t really affect the church. But he was dumbstruck. So obviously,” he laughs, “he didn’t have the faith.”

Jimmy Page has had some involvement with the community politics up in Scotland where he owns Crowley’s former home, Boleskine, on the shores of Loch Ness. After, against much opposition on the local council, a harbor wall utilizing raw materials had been built under the guidance of the local job recreation scheme. Page, largely as a result of previous similar activities within the community, was involved in the final unveiling ceremony. The local Labour man, he said, jumped on the platform at this event in a predictable attempt to make political mileage.

“I just got up and said ‘I’m not here for any political reasons whatsoever but just from my own endeavors as an untrained musician. And it’s just sheer determination that’s been employed here against a good eighty per cent of the council who wished them to have no encouragement whatsoever.’”

One is not particularly surprised that the politician appeared to milk the event for his personal aggrandizement; it is the nature of such a breed of people to behave in that manner, no matter what political party they belong to. It does seem interesting for a moment, though, that, when I inquire as to whether the council members were operating in a truly reactionary manner, Page seems a little uncomfortable when he realized that I regard “Reactionary” as being synonymous with “Tory.”

Maybe that’s by the bye. Page has, after all, been involved up there in other battles with officialdom. “The Hydro board in Scotland were putting in this scheme which wasn’t of benefit to anyone except for a small percentage of local laborers—although, in fact, most of them were being brought in from places like Manchester and Liverpool.

“What it was going to do was pump power at peak times to the South. It wasn’t going to benefit the Scots at all. And for this they were going to put pylons up all over the place and mess up the loch. There were no pylons there whatsoever before. And I just didn’t think it was on. For them, of course it was purely a financial investment. It was really a revelation to see how these things go on. So corrupt.

“But we managed to force a public inquiry whereby it was put under the Secretary of State. They really put you through it at those things. It’s like a court of law. They try and throw so much mud at you. Although it does seem that in London these days if they’re pulling down buildings to put up new ones they are trying to keep the old facades. It makes it much more palatable. At least you don’t get things like that too much,” he waves in the direction of the World’s End council housing project.

“But,” he continues, “so often people just get apathetic and think there’s nothing they can do. At least sometimes you can uncover a bit of unsavory business that’s going on. I do really care about these things. I don’t particularly go around doing a load of public campaigning, but both those things were there on my doorstep. On the other hand it can help if it is on your doorstep because it gives your protest much more credibility.”

By now I’m feeling a bit confused by Page. I rather like him. Even though I have the reservation that when he pointed out of the window at the housing development he was perhaps more concerned with aesthetic niceties than with the bureaucratic contempt and condescension with which it is decided that human beings should have to live in such monstrosities, it still seems that his spirit is very definitely in the right direction. Yet how is this compatible with the lumbering dinosaur that his rock band has become?

Well Jimmy Page is essentially a conservative person. He is also a Conservative person. A Capricorn, he has much of the rather hidebound love of tradition and status that can be a characteristic of that sign. He could do with a bit of overstanding of things. He voted Tory at the last election, he says. “Not just for lighter taxes—I just couldn’t vote Labor. They actually stated that they wanted to nationalize the media—so what possible criticism of them would you be able to have?”

Although I believe all politicians of whatever creed to be largely self-seeking egotists, I point out that, as the City already has effective control of both Fleet Street and ITV, then the Tories already control the media. Page doesn’t seem that convinced.

He voted Tory at the previous election too, he tells me. “I voted Conservative then because I believed in Heath. And I still believe that Edward Heath was a very honest man. He was too honest to be a politician. But I suppose that’s politics.”

Actually, I’m not surprised Page rates Heath, a man who was certainly superior to the deplorable [Margaret] Thatcher. Page has much of that same laissez-faire mercantilist attitude to life that Heath favored. The only problem with espousing that particular political philosophy is that it can permit you to piss on a lot of people in the name of freedom. I’m not suggesting that Page necessarily behaves in such a manner, of course. A better clue to his attitude to such matters comes in the same series of Trouser Press articles from which I took the Presley quotation.

He’s talking about the song “Hats Off to Harper,” on the third Zeppelin album:

“[Roy](Harper’s) Stormcock was a fabulous album which didn’t sell anything. Also, they wouldn’t release his albums in America for quite a long time. For that I just thought, ‘Well, hats off to you.’ As far as I’m concerned, though, hats off to anybody who does what they think is right and refuses to sell out.”

In the light of this quote, and another, more ambivalent one relating to the New Wave, I ask him if he’d ever in younger days inclined more to anarchy.

“Well,” he replies with due deliberation, “anarchy’s alright if you can see where you’re going afterwards. Although I don’t see any point in destroying things just for the sake of it. It’s the easiest way out. It’s hard to have an optimistic goal and strive towards it—that’s really hard work. But, yes, anarchy can certainly be an answer to a situation if there’s no other answer.”

Quite understandably the Establishment always presents anarchy as being very negative when, in fact, it’s more concerned with a positive spirit …

“It’s difficult,” Page nods, “at the time when Hitler came into power in Germany during the ’30s, he appeared to be stabilizing the economy and giving people more work and was emerging as a very patriarchal figure. The Germans felt that everything was going to be alright. Yet underneath was this fundamental plan—be it evil or whatever.

“And at the time when Hitler came in there’d been a form of anarchy existing. So, yes, you just have to see at the end of the day what’s really gone down.”

And so, boys and girls, we come to that section of the interview when we talk to Jimmy Page about New Wave music. Even though he seems to consider Dire Straits a New Wave band, Page is perfectly aware that there are punk bands and punk bands who aren’t really punk bands. He has heard The Clash and appears to rather like them. He warms very much to the mention of Ian Dury. “Yeah, he really imparts such a great feeling, doesn’t he? Makes you feel so good. That was certainly the first thing that struck me about New Wave music—that it was sheer adrenalin pouring out. Real energy just tearing to get out.”

But how did the beat group Led Zeppelin relate to it? They were presumably aware of what was going on. I remember Page and Plant going down to the Roxy to check out The Damned once.

“We were aware of it,” he nods, “but it’s not … I mean, music is like a 360 degree circle from which some people may drop out to let others come in. And there are obvious examples of that—say, the feeling that Free generated and which was replaced by Bad Company. Also, the raw blues, going back to the early Fleetwood Mac days. Well, now you have George Thorogood. And Herman’s Hermits are replaced by The Bay City Rollers.

“Bands like us and—I hate to say it but … The Floyd … we’re off in our own little bits. It’s always open for anybody who’s really raw and earthy and who makes sheer rock ’n’ roll music. Even though much of the New Wave had the political content … I mean, The Damned—I was absolutely amazed by the power that was coming out of them. Though they didn’t really fit into the New Wave movement, as such.

“Nevertheless, there are categories. But it’s all relative; anyone who plays good music and is expressing themselves with an instrument or on vocals has got something to say. It just depends whether you can relate to them or not. And that also depends on whether your musical tastes are narrow or very broad.”

And certainly from what you’re saying you would claim to be able to relate to New Wave …

“But I can also relate to classical music—and you wouldn’t find them saying that …”

Oh, don’t count on it. I’d think you’d be very surprised.

“Oh … well … good … well, they ought to.”

I think if you went round to the places of a few punk musicians you’d be very surprised by the width of listening material you’d come across …

But equally, and I think this must be said, of all the Old Fart bands certainly Led Zeppelin, for whatever reasons, are the most loathed …

“Really????” Jimmy Page sounds quite startled.

’Fraid so …

“We-e-ell …” he pauses for several moments, “… people write to us, you know, and a lot of younger people who I’d never have expected to have got into us have said that they got really fired up by the energy of New Wave bands—and they still like New Wave bands—but they got interested in the actual musical content and wanted to go one step further which is how they discovered bands like us …

“And … uhh … I’m not sure whether that’s going to last or not,” he laughs, not altogether confidently, “but it’s quite good if you can keep turning people on.”

Didn’t you ever worry, though, over the past months while you were making the new record and planning the Knebworth thingy that it might be like throwing a party for which no one turns up?

“Yeah,” he laughs again, more confidently this time, “but no—because when we’d finished our album I knew at the time that it didn’t matter if it didn’t come out for nine months afterwards because I knew that I could rely on the fact that Led Zeppelin hadn’t dated—the actual identity of the band is still there. There’s a fresh approach which can still give it an edge.

“I had my reservations at one point about playing a date like Kneb-worth. But in the end it all went hand-in-hand with the LP. When that was finished I did actually stop and take a breath and I thought ‘No, it’s alright. We’ve moved on sufficiently to be able to see the next horizon’ …

“We’re not sounding complacent, I hope. There’s a lot of hard work still to come obviously. It’s not like we’ve felt we had to change the music to relate to any of the developments that’ve been going on. There’s no tracks with disco beats or anything. But I think some of the numbers are some of the most immediate we’ve done anyway.

“Like I say it’s not a new musical form but there is still something very fresh about it.”

But, prior to doing it, were you not perhaps apprehensive? I’m not talking about how you’d do in the States, where obviously you’re still going to sell loads of records. Presumably it still does mean something to be still respected in your own country …

“No, sure. We were concerned about it being good. And we were pleased to hear that the actual environmental area of the stage was good. But if the playing hadn’t been feeling right, I would’ve worried. But that feels alright so I’m pretty sure it’ll be good …”

But I wasn’t really talking about Led Zeppelin To Play Gig Shock Horror. I was actually wondering whether maybe you were concerned you might make this platter and no one would buy it in Blighty …

“Well, we were worrying about too many other things at the time. I was worried more about whether we were still going to jell. Having felt something special towards the band for that amount of time and still wanting that feeling to be there without … without being quite sure it would be. But then we got together a few times to play and could see that it still was … well, it was a very good feeling.

“The LP really is a bit of a by-product. To me Knebworth is far more important … Because people can buy the LP and we won’t see how they’re reacting to it. But, he laughs, “I will at Knebworth. The LP’s a frozen statement which can be always referred to, but Knebworth’s going to be different.”

Do you actually see much of each other?

“No, not really.”

Robert Plant and John Bonham don’t live in London, do they? They live up in the Midlands, yeah?

“Yeah, they live pretty close to each other. No, I mean, we don’t have monthly get-togethers for the sake of it.”

Now look, you’ve been involved in community politics up in Scotland, but should it necessarily stop there? For whatever reasons, Knebworth is a huge gig. But a couple of weeks back The Clash—who are quite a big band these days; their last LP entered the charts at number two—did a couple of gigs for orphans. Have you ever thought of doing something like that?

“We did that—about the third year of the band. And we got fucked for it. Previously we’d played places like Manchester Free Trade Hall and the [Royal] Albert Hall and we’d had all these letters saying ‘Why do they let their fans down? Why don’t they play the clubs anymore?’

“So we said ‘Yeah, let’s play clubs!’ And it was chaos because people couldn’t get in. So the next barrage was ‘Why are they so selfish doing small clubs?’ So the supply-and-demand thing becomes a problem. So from then on we were faced with a sort of dilemma. But then again it became a challenge to see if we could try and make it work on a large scale.

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m the first to admit it can get too large, but something like Knebworth can be a challenge because you know it’s worked in the past. But we couldn’t do that. We tried—when we’d done the LP, we were trying to work out where we could get in and play. But then we thought, ‘Are we running away from something?’ And we weren’t.

“It was almost like denying what you were. And you’ve got to be true to yourself.”

Hmmm …

“I know what you mean, but it just gets impossible to do unless you play four weeks at the Marquee.”

But you’re supposed to be a rock ’n’ roll band. Why don’t you just play? Look, it’s not that hard: The Clash did two dates at the Notre Dame off Leicester Square. It wasn’t publicized—only by word of mouth. They played new songs, tried out new sets, made money for charity. So it obviously is feasible …

“I’ll give you an example of a band that I don’t think could play the Marquee: Status Quo.”

What an odd thing to say. I’d rather have hoped that Page would consider Zeppelin to have a slightly different awareness to the dandruffy riffers. But of course, I counter, they could play it if it wasn’t announced as such …

This is ignored. “And I know they’ve played Wembley—so, if fifteen percent of those people tried to get in, it would be chaos. So you see the problem.”

Not really …

My next question is inter-related with a lot of things about which we’re talking—just how important is the institution of the music business to you? Do you feel that Led Zeppelin is part of the great corporate conglomerate?

“Obviously. Yeah. But to them you’re only a matrix number. We sweat the songs out, though.”

But is it down to just letting the shareholders have bigger dividends? You’re a musician, right? I think that’s what you feel you are …

“Yeah, but don’t you see that we’re only as good as whatever we come up with? Say we didn’t put out another LP … Well, we’ve probably done really well for our record company but, if we did that, they’d probably come right down on us. I think it’s probably really ruthless behind the scenes. It comes down to things like Kinney owning car-parks and things.”

You imply, I suggest to Page, you don’t care about the record company. But, by acceding to those demands to play those huge venues—and in a way they’re just perpetuating the whole thing …

“I see what you mean—though I’m not sure you see what I mean. The problem is trying to supply the demand of the people who want to see you. You can only gauge that. I mean, it is a rather nice feeling deciding on this huge date and not being quite certain that there’s enough demand and then finding you can play a second one the same size.

“Anyway, at this point in time we just want to get back into playing music. And we will be doing other dates. I don’t know where: not necessarily in England. We’ve been talking about playing Ibiza—just getting in there and playing. Just so we’ve got a chance of trying out new ideas and new riffs and arrangements and songs.”

So do you not think that Led Zeppelin has become part of some huge thing that’s got totally out of hand?

“Well, if it has it certainly won’t in the future because we’ll be playing places like Ibiza.”

Was there a stage that you reached with Led Zeppelin when it became important just to make money?

“No. Never. No, because we’ve been our own worst enemies over that. But you wouldn’t see it like that now. But at the time we put out our fourth LP we had the worst reviews of anybody. And to put out an untitled LP at that time was considered professional suicide. It probably doesn’t seem it now. But then …”

Are you very materialistic?

“Well, I dunno. Yeah, I suppose I am a bit. But on the other hand, even though I have material possessions, the most important things are books, studios, and records. If I had to get up and run that’s what I’d try and take,” he laughs.

Do you think that you personally have perhaps unavoidably become caught up in the Whole Great Swell?

“I don’t think I have. No, no. I haven’t. Otherwise I wouldn’t have opened up a bookshop. I’d have opened a boutique or something where I could really make money. Equinox was never designed to make lots of money but just to tick over so it could publish books.”

Do you think people have ever taken advantage of your having such desires?

“Quite probably. Yes,” he replies in a certain tone.

But you’re a reasonably happy human being?

“Well,” he seems momentarily uncertain now, “as happy as the next one.” Then he gives a spirited chuckle. “I think I’m pretty fortunate in that I’m able to do what I’m best at. It’s a pretty fortunate position to be doing what you really want to do and turning people on.”

But you’ve made tapes with people like Keith Richards. Obviously you must have wanted to make records with other people …

“Yes, I did. But in the end it comes down to playing with the people who I really like to play with.”

Jim now tells me that he must leave in a few minutes as he has to meet Charlotte, the lady with whom he lives and by whom he has a five-year-old daughter, Scarlet. This is unfortunate. We were just getting going, it seemed to me. It’s a pity also that interviews with members of Led Zeppelin are inevitably set in the anonymous Swan Song offices, thus providing writers, and therefore readers, with little comprehension as to how the band members actually live. Even the Stones seem to have woken up to the fact that both journalist and band benefit from less clinically set-up situations. But I suppose that’s all part of the Led Zeppelin problem anyway.

There were many other things I’d like to have asked Page: what have he and the other three band-members done for the last eighteen months or so, for example? Whose records has Page been playing recently? Why doesn’t Swan Song sign any hot new acts?

As it is, though, I only have time to touch on some of the more, uhh, “controversial” topics that are raised in the first section of this piece.

A large part of the original strength of Led Zeppelin surely stemmed from the energies and ideas Page derived from his lengthy session work in the ’60s. Now, though, it seems that all that has been exhausted and there is little new creative input to replace it. Page’s views on the music business show a startling lack of original thought and clarity. Mainly, though, they suggest, as I mentioned earlier, confusion. And it’s by perpetrating that state of chaos and confusion that the music business is able to persist in its Babylonian and fatuous desire to be part of the vast dehumanized, cynical corporate state. Grrrrr …

On the other hand, compared with certain of his contemporaries, maybe he’s not faring too badly. I ask him if he feels isolated and cut-off. He claims not to feel that now, though admits to having been in a pretty weird state round about the time of the band’s fourth LP.

“Of course,” he adds, “it can do very odd things to you, the whole guitar hero bit. Look at Eric Clapton. Peter Green … Well, that’s the obvious example. Jimmy Page: well, I don’t think I’m doing too badly,” he laughs, with a fair amount of confidence.


COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“We did nothing for a year and a half…. I tinkered on the village piano and grew so obese drinking beer that nobody knew who I was … With what happened to me, I thought I might not have anything left to give … But I found out I’ve still got it—from here to the moon.”

—Robert Plant to Jerene Jones, People, August 27, 1979




COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

[The pre-Knebworth articles were the last any member of Led Zeppelin did for a long while. On September 25, 1980, as the band prepared for their first extended tour of the US in three years (after a summer tour through Europe), the lead zeppelin dropped suddenly from the sky. As the music critic for the New York Times reported:]

“John Bonham, drummer for the rock group Led Zeppelin, was found dead in bed yesterday in Windsor, England, near London. He was 32 years old.”

—John Rockwell, New York Times, September 26, 1980




COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“We wish it to be known that the loss of our dear friend and the deep sense of undivided harmony felt by ourselves and our manager, have led us to decide that we could not continue as we were.”

—Swan Song press release, December 4, 1980*



[image: image]

*Since a lot of hard rock magazines had three-month lead times, Led Zeppelin reportedly remained on tour in several publications. News items about how well the tour was going appeared in publications like Hit Parader as late as spring 1981.
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PART III

RAMBLE ON

“When Led Zeppelin expired, I was left petrified—alone—thinking, ‘What on earth should I do? Is there even a need to do anything, and can I work being inspired by only those guys?’ … [The first tour] was the ultimate boost, not so much to my confidence as to my raison d’être. It made me see I could now carry on.”

—Robert Plant to Philip Bashe, International Musician and Recording World, September 1985
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ROBERT PLANT WITH DENNY SOMACH, FIRST US SOLO TOUR

Denny Somach | August 1983, NBC Friday Night Videos

About a year after Robert Plant released Pictures at Eleven, he released a second solo album, entitled The Principle of Moments. Although recording was not a race for him, as he had told Chris Charlesworth years earlier, he did have incentive: with two albums’ worth of material, he could do a serviceable live show. To blow the cobwebs out of his voice, he warmed up onstage during the December 29, 1979, benefit Concert for Kampuchea. In anticipation of his 1983 tour, Robert spoke with Friday Night Videos’ Denny Somach; this portion of the interview ran on the program. —Ed.

Robert Plant: I’ve been very fortunate. I have quite a reputation which allows me to please myself whether I want to talk to the media or be a part of the whole circus or not. I don’t think I ever tried either to make myself a public figure or to avoid the publicity. I think my philosophy, for what it’s worth, and I’m not particularly a wise or versed character, is that my true worth to anybody at all or even to myself as far as anybody knowing who I am, or where I am, or what I do, is really only relevant when I am onstage singing.

[Photograph montage of Plant performing in concert plays.]

People have often said that my voice sounds, or has been made to mimic instruments and to sympathize with instruments and in fact extend the art of singing on that level. I’ve found personally that I had to do that because there was so many instrumental sections with Led Zeppelin that I might easily have taken a break and had a can of Mountain Dew while some of the solos were going on, so I guess to remain part of the band I used to extend the vocal, in as much as I could.

I started playing R&B and singing R&B in clubs and bars and stuff which most English people did who were in their midtwenties like me. And then, it was only a matter of time before I was a member of different blues bands and stuff or playing the American black R&B.

[Photograph montage of Plant performing in concert rolls while “You Shook Me” plays.]

All of a sudden I teamed up with Jimmy and Jonsey and Bonzo and just kept playing the sort of stuff that had always influenced me. I came over to America and found that it was like bringing coals to Newcastle really, as we say. It was like taking the goods and taking them back again.

My involvement in the Kampuchea concerts was completely out of the blue, really. I just went along to see the show, had a chat with Dave Edmunds, and was seduced into singing “Little Sister.”

[Footage of Plant performing “Little Sister” at the Concert at Kampuchea plays.]

It was also funny to come off stage and Elvis Costello turned to me and he said, “I never, ever thought I’d hear Dave Edmunds do ‘Stairway to Heaven,’” which was quite funny.

I was going to say there was a conscious sort of pattern of thought to incorporate video as you actually write the song, but it would be sacrilegious to do that because the song is all powerful whereas the video is a delicacy.

[Footage of Plant’s video for “Big Love” plays.]

If I were to think back to all the antics and the sort of good times I’ve had and all the experiences that I’ve gone through, and try and compare myself in 1968, when I first came to the States, to now, in 1983, I would say that right now, I’m probably a lot calmer and a lot easier going. A little more studious, but equally as eager to make my point.
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JIMMY PAGE ON STAGE ’85

Chris Welch | April 1985, CREEM

Plant predicted Page would not go out with his first record post–Led Zeppelin, and he was partially right. Jimmy had done the sound track to Death Wish II. His next recording was with Paul Rodgers from Bad Company, the first band signed to Swan Song all those years ago. Together, they merged into the Firm, its name a shot at anyone who dared call them a corporate entity. And so, a year and a half after Plant made his post-Zeppelin debut, it was Page’s turn, and like Plant, he did it without evoking Led Zeppelin–or at least their songs. —Ed.

A green pyramid of laser light forms around the figure in white. A violin bow is held aloft and then swishes wand-like across the guitar, its strings howling in protest. It is the moment rock fans around the world have been awaiting. An emotional, historic moment that marks the return to the rock battlefields of one of its most heroic figures … Jimmy Page.

All the years of crisis, rumor, and anticipation roll away, and Jimmy, master guitarist and rock ’n’ roll legend is back where he belongs, playing for the people! He is back with a great new band, the Firm, and teamed with a singer worthy of the same respect, Paul Rodgers.

The launch of the Firm with concerts in Europe marked the end of months of speculation, and the boys will be going around the world, hopefully in the summer. The Firm swiftly proved itself a vital force as it barnstormed around Stockholm, Frankfurt, and London. Says Jimmy: “The main aim is to play some rock ’n’ roll and have some fun.” And he achieved that with a mix of fine new songs and the sort of showmanship many thought they would never see again from the man who launched Led Zeppelin on the world.

It’s been difficult for Jimmy in the years that followed the sad end of the old group. “How do you follow that?” is the obvious question—and Jimmy admits it was a long time before he could even contemplate finding an answer. But the cheers of the crowds and easy acceptance of the new band brought Jimmy a delight and renewed confidence that cynics could not dent. I saw the Firm in action on their fourth gig, in Frankfurt, which was an exclusive preview.

Jimmy told me how he formed the Firm, talked about the making of their album, and about his crisis in confidence until fans helped him back to playing in public. He paid tribute to folk singer Roy Harper and the work they had done together. Jimmy, who appeared so uncertain on the ARMS [Action into Research for Multiple Sclerosis] charity concerts, is now positive, together, and playing a storm.

I arrived in Frankfurt under grey, cloudy skies on a cold Monday morning. Something about the mission and its potential pitfalls had put me on edge. What would the Firm be like? Would it be a rambling jam band or something, literally, to write home about? And would Jimmy be willing to talk about the project after so many years of silence?

Phil Carson of Atlantic Records in London has been looking after the Firm. An old friend of Jimmy’s from Zeppelin days, he once played bass with Zep at a concert in Japan, and was booed offstage! Phil told me that the Firm had been socking it to the Euros. “Obviously we didn’t want to play up in the promotion that it was ex–Led Zeppelin and ex–Bad Company, and of course a lot of the kids didn’t know who was in the Firm. Then the word spread. Ticket sales were slow at first, but the walk-up at Copenhagen was three times the pre-sales. The shows have been great and they are a really exciting band.”

Later it was said that some promoters doubted the drawing power of the band and wanted to switch shows to smaller venues, which would have been a great blow to morale. But the Firm held firm and the fans turned up on the night in thousands. Astonishingly—and much to the band’s delight—there was no insistent shouting for old numbers. Instead they listened and accepted the new material as it came up.

That night’s show was at the Kongresshalle. Jimmy was in a white satin suit, but he soon took off the jacket to get down to work. Gone was the tentative Page who emerged earlier this year in charity shows and sit-in sessions with friends. He plays with all his old zest and command, as the band opened up with “Closer,” a cut off the new album, followed by “City Sirens”—a tune from the Death Wish II soundtrack Jimmy wrote in 1982. The Firm’s material was divided between songs from The Firm album, some of Paul’s recent solo LP, and a couple of unexpected standards.

Paul’s voice caressed the lyrics with that honeyed, understated restraint that sounds so much more melodic than endless screaming. Paul’s role in the Firm serves to remind us just what a fine singer he is. Already Jimmy is blending his guitar with Paul in the way he used to with Robert Plant. Jimmy stuck a cigarette between his lips and stripped down to a white T-shirt. He rocked back on his heels as he stomped into riff sequences or constructed brief solos in that extraordinary, cliff-hanging way that often defies logic and always follows an unpredictable path, even on the most basic blues.

“Do you feel alright?” demanded Paul. The answering roar showed that the Firm were winning over audiences probably too young to have known Bad Co. or Led Zep in their touring days. Jimmy Page stamped both feet to count in the tempo to “Make or Break” and “Together.” Tony [Franklin] played some keyboard while Jimmy picked out some simple notes that sent shivers down the spine, ankles, and kneecaps. This was during “Prelude” from Death Wish II, which moved into another new song, “Money Can’t Buy.”

“Radioactive” came next, which will be their first single release. It was a fast, simple, stomping tune, with Jimmy stoking up a powerful beat while Paul strummed his blue acoustic. The band caught fire—showing how they have fused together as a tight unit in a remarkably short time.

Next came Paul’s song, “Live In Peace,” on which he played a keyboard wheeled out on rollers and bathed in the first laser light of the night. A slow ballad, it gave Paul a chance to wring forth every drop of emotion. Jimmy soloed next on a piece called “Midnight Moonlight” with Chris’s sizzling gong heralding more impassioned vocals. It was a magic piece and one of the high spots.

To provide contrast, Paul next chose to sing the Righteous Brothers’ hit “You’ve Lost That Loving Feeling” with some doomy bass work from Tony underpinning Paul’s moody, almost sinister treatment of the lyric

Onwards now the major work of the night—“The Chase,” first composed for Death Wish II and now turned into a 20-minute vehicle for the band’s full instrumental power. The Firm had taken pains not to stand accused of being long-winded, one of the criticisms leveled at the great virtuosos of their generation. But on “The Chase” they cast restraint to the winds. Tony began proceedings with an amazing solo which showed the youngest member of the band doesn’t have much to learn. “A new star is born,” muttered someone in the balcony, as Tony started playing first a few desultory notes. This was a subtle way to establish credentials. Suddenly he let fly with myriad hammering notes and chunky, funky licks that brought roars from the crowd. They loved every minute, as Tony—his blond hair flying over the strings—created a crescendo of excitement. Jimmy patted him on the back. Now it was his turn, and it was obvious nobody in the band was going to lay back and give anybody else an easy ride.

This was Page getting down to business and exerting all his powers. Chris Slade played a blinding drum solo and Jimmy watched with approval. He had found a worthy successor to John Bonham. The instrumentals were very welcome, although Paul must have felt a bit out of things. “Hello there,” he said, bouncing back on stage after a long absence. He led into “Found Someone To Love” off The Firm—and when Jimmy’s guitar broke down for a few minutes, Tony covered on bass. The crowd cheered anyway. Above the roar Paul could be heard shouting, “We haven’t got any more tunes, what can we do?” The band disappeared to think about it, then returned for a slow blues, “Mama Boogie,”—with sizzling interplay between Paul and Jimmy. No, it wasn’t Led Zep, but it was a whole lotta fun and feeling. And it was just great to see them again.

“I’m so glad to be here tonight,” exclaimed Paul as the Firm grooved into the stomping old soul riff “Everybody Needs Somebody to Love,” the Solomon Burke hit from 1964, once covered by the Stones and every other group you could remember. It was a good humored way to end the show. Tony grinned at the front rows as they sang along. The band faded out on a chant of “You, you, you,” as they lined up, abandoning their instruments to point Jagger-style at the crowds. The Frankfurters danced and sang. I spotted a pair of legs waving in the air as one German kid danced on his head, with a little help from his friends. The Firm threw their arms around each other as the house lights went up. It was a gesture of togetherness that spoke volumes. The success of the band meant a lot to all of them for any number of reasons. And they could all feel … it was working!

A few days later the band played a concert in Middlesbrough, Paul’s home town, then two nights at the Hammersmith Odeon in London.

The day after the gig I waited for Jimmy in the hotel bar. Suddenly he appeared, chatting to some fans. “You want to talk?” he said. “Right, let’s sit over here away from all the noise.” I wondered what mood he was in. After all, he hadn’t talked to the press for four years and he was supposed to be a recluse. Instead of being monosyllabic, he was charming, cheerful, and anxious to talk. Occasionally, he betrayed signs of impatience—but he gradually thawed out as he sipped iced whiskey with a beer chaser. I congratulated him on his new band. “Well, they are all good musicians, aren’t they? If you’ve got them, you’ve got no problems,” he rejoined.

When did Jimmy start piecing his band together? “Well, I tried to get together with Paul earlier, but it was difficult because he was doing a solo LP. But when the ARMS charity shows came up in America, Paul came with us. Stevie Winwood—who sang in London—had pulled out. So we went to the States and had a very good tour, singing songs like “Bird on the Wing” which we did on the album. At the end of the tour I asked if he fancied carrying on and doing something else, because I really love his singing. He’s such a brilliant singer. If I do a guitar solo I have to warm up and do three takes. He does it in one take. Note perfect. No problem! He’s an amazing man.”

Jimmy didn’t want to lose the momentum gained by doing the ARMS concerts. These had been arranged to raise money for research into Multiple Sclerosis, the wasting disease that has stricken singer Ronnie Lane. The concerts brought together the cream of the ’70s brigade—including Jeff Beck, Eric Clapton, and Jimmy, the [last] making his first public appearance since the demise of Zep.

“I thought if I stop now, I’m just a bloody fool. I had to carry on—but the only vehicle I had was playing with Roy Harper, and also with Ian Stewart [Stu of the Stones]. Those were the only things I’d done. I really wanted to get a band together with Paul, and thought some fantastic things could happen. I played on some Alexis Korner cancer benefits with Ian, and there were the ARMS things, which I hope we’ll be doing again.” Jimmy agreed with Paul he would get the rhythm section together for the new band, and rehearsals began at London’s Nomis Studio. Rumors spread, and it was thought the band would be called the Mac. Jimmy had been appearing with Roy under the pseudonym of Jimmy McGregor. “There WERE a lot of rumors, but I didn’t want it to come out until it was really together,” explained Jimmy.

“People would have said ‘Oh, Paul and Jimmy are getting a group together,’ but it wouldn’t have BEEN a group. There was nothing concrete. Paul came down and sang and he really liked Chris. Tony came in after that. It got together very quickly actually. We just wanted to have to go and play on stage.” One of the first numbers they played was a new ballad they wrote called “Bird on the Wing.” Said Jim: “That was a bit of a test. If anybody can handle that, they can play!”

Jimmy was on tenterhooks for three months while he waited for Slade to finish touring with Floyd man Dave Gilmour. “I kept playing with lots of people, just to keep myself going. Am I rambling? I’m trying to remember what happened! The main thing was, after ARMS I thought ‘I’m not going to stop playing now. I want a group.’ At the back of my mind, I wanted to engineer it so that Paul would want to come in. For a while I did a lot of jams. Everyone was invited. On drums I had Rat Scabies, who is absolutely brilliant, by the way. He handled everything beautifully, and he’s got a lot of heart, that man. I used to love the Damned—and I wanted a real rock ’n’ roll drummer. From Rat it went to Bill Bruford from King Crimson. One extreme to the other! Then Chris came back and was absolutely brilliant. So I said to him ‘What are you doing?’

“Tony was on the dole. He’d been playing on Roy’s album. Maybe that’s why he was on the dole! I called Roy and asked him if Tony would like to come and have a play with us. Then we said, ‘Right, Tony is the bass player.’ The amazing thing is, prior to this tour Tony has never played a solo onstage. Now he’s a star!”

How committed was Jimmy to the long term future of the Firm? “Well, it started out as one-off project, but now we’ve seen how it has gone down, who knows? I’ve got an idea anyway,” he added mysteriously. “I’ve got so many projects. That Ronnie Lane thing did me the world of good. You can’t imagine. It gave me so much confidence. I realized people DID want to see me play again. So I thought, ‘Blow it, I’m not gonna let things slip now. I wanna get out there.” At the moment, it’s fun. The business aspect is a bloody bore, but yeah, it’s fun. That’s the main thing we want out of it.”

The sad end of Led Zeppelin following the death of John Bonham in 1980 is still a sensitive subject for Jimmy—and his signals warned not to probe too deep too soon. But in the aftermath, how did he feel?

“I just felt really insecure. Absolutely. I was terrified. I guess that’s why I played with Roy whenever I could, because I knew his stuff and I knew him well. After the split, I just didn’t know what to do. I lived in a total vacuum. I didn’t know what I was doing. In the end, I went to Bali and just thought about things. And I wasn’t sitting on the beach because it was the rainy season! I sat in my room thinking. Then I thought, dammit, I’m going to do the Firm and see if it works. At my time of life I should just do what I enjoy.

“This will be the first of many projects. Some of them are going to be pretty bizarre. But at least I can still rock ’n’ roll, even if everyone thinks the other things are a load of shit. I used the violin bow again with the Firm because it’s fun—and I know everyone in the audience enjoys it. They’re not thinking, ‘What’s that wally doing?’ It’s all right. A lighthearted, tongue-in-cheek thing. Showmanship? It’s great. I’ve always gone to concerts to be entertained. So lasers and the violin bow all help out.”

The concert I saw in Frankfurt presented a total contrast to the Page I saw with Harper at Cambridge Folk Festival, when they strummed gentle songs in the sunshine. “Yeah, this is rock ’n’ roll, isn’t it? I love rocking and having a dance. It’s just good fun, and that’s the way it should be viewed. The rock music I learned from was always exhilarating stuff. Whenever I feel miserable, I put on old rock records on my jukebox. You feel so much better. It makes the adrenalin rush. Roots music always has that effect on me. When I play a gig to an audience, it’s there only for the moment, a thrill lost in time … unless it’s bootlegged!

“I thought last night was a good gig, because it was only our fourth and every night has got better.

“All I remember was raw nerves and shaking arms and legs. But it got to the point where I could relax and actually remember what the set was supposed to be. I remember we finished the first number and the stage blacked out. I shouted, ‘Paul, what’s the next number?’ the next night I actually remembered the set.”

Couldn’t Jimmy have taken a list with him?

“I couldn’t remember where mine was—ha ha! That’s how bad it was. The set is actually a mix of the new album, some of Death Wish II AND Paul’s solo album, plus some things that didn’t go on our album. The LP is all ready and finished and ready to go. It was done in November, and should be out soon. We’re gonna put ‘Radioactive’ out as a single—which is new territory for me.”

Jimmy wants to make a video of the single and tour America and Japan. But releasing a single is a new departure. He wouldn’t touch them in Zeppelin days. Times have changed. “It’s all down to supply and demand,” said Jimmy. “I don’t know what will happen in America, if people will come and see us. I hope things go well, but the problem is … OK … the band is called the Firm. But no one knows who’s in it! So Paul and I have agreed to do a ‘live’ video of us doing ‘Radioactive.’ I know Zeppelin wouldn’t do a single, and now I am, and a video too. People will say ‘Well, there’s the hypocrite.’ It’s not that. The idea is to go out and have a play and show people who have had a lot of faith in me that I’m ready to work.

“Believe me, some of the fans touch your heart. Especially on the ARMS tour of America. I realize then the fans wanted me back. And I don’t want them to see me playing in an empty hall! So I’ll do a video and everyone can see this band is having a go.”

“I don’t want to pretend to be an actor—because I’m not. I remember in The Song Remains the Same, when we did all our fantasy sequences. Nobody was allowed to be around the others while we did them, because they’d all take the piss. All you can do is be what you are.”

The Song Remains the Same is now available on video—and Jimmy is not pleased, because of certain deficiencies in the soundtrack. “In the violin bow piece, it’s supposed to repeat and come back. There’s no coming back! I screamed about that, because on the original soundtrack it was done on four tacks for cinema speakers. I insisted they went back to the original negative if they were going to put out a video. Actually we are in a bit of a hole over that, because Swan Song [Zep’s record label] went bust, and the film was one of its assets. I haven’t got the time to sort it out, because I am involved with this.”

So Swan Song is no more?

“No. It’s a shame. The idea behind it was good. Peter Grant was not as much a part of the vitality of it as one would have hoped. Because of that, and he was the one delegated to make major commitments and decisions about getting artists in, he wasn’t following things through and it was a shame. At one point it had the momentum to do a lot, and it didn’t. I know Robert feels bad about it, and I feel bad about it, because it wasn’t just a pipe dream. It could have been a reality.”

Robert has his own label now and Jimmy did some work on Plant’s Honeydrippers album. “Yeah, I overdubbed guitar solos on a couple of tracks. Then I heard Beck’s solo on ‘Rockin’ At Midnight’ and thought bloody hell, that’s good. It’s beautiful, his solo. I was happy with my ‘Sea of Love’ solo, but I didn’t get the other one together. I felt it was a bit labored. I can’t remember the title.”




Led Zeppelin on Led Zeppelin







PAGE AND PLANT
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Inevitably (or so it seems in hindsight), Plant and Page decided that maybe they were better together than apart. This far ranging interview is equal parts informative and hysterical, which just shows that, at the behest of MTV, Page and Plant were able to hit their old Led Zeppelin balance running. The resulting live album, No Quarter: Jimmy Page and Robert Plant Unledded, sounded like they had grown massively musically but never lost a step in the interim. Yet it was not meant to be a Led Zeppelin album. Page and Plant sought to work with two kinds of musical capital instead: the classic material fused with their new chops and interests acquired in the decade plus since the band broke up. They did not want to sound like Led Zeppelin, which is why they didn’t invite John Paul Jones to the party. —Ed.

THE DATE: Thursday, September 29, 1994. THE PLACE: a table outside a café in Tottenham Street, London W1. THE CAST: Robert Plant, Jimmy Page, Mat Snow.

Mat Snow: Is this the first time you’ve been interviewed together since talking to Rolling Stone’s Cameron Crowe in 1975?

Robert Plant: It probably is, isn’t it?

Jimmy Page: Yeah.

RP: If I’d known that last night I probably wouldn’t have got any sleep, like on A Question of Sport*. We’ve never had anything new …

JP: Since 1975?

RP: We had nothing to talk about—

JP: We must have had something.

RP: We didn’t have anything that—

JP: —was futuristic to discuss.

RP: If you say so. So this is it—quite an important moment, I suppose. Especially for the waiter.

MS: Who was it who actually popped the question?

[Meaningful looks are exchanged. A pause.]

RP: Well, Jimmy had been sending me signals through various publications. Ha ha ha ha.

JP: People were always asking me what the story was, and all I had to say was, “I guess the time is not right at the moment.”

RP: The thing to avoid was us being gotten into the wrong hands and manipulated into ending up like a sort of animated Pink Floyd, if you like, roll out the barrel, the same old shit.

JP: That worry surmounted the possibilities of how good it might be if we got back together. Once we got back together we started vibing each other up into getting on with what we really ought to be doing, which is making music and writing new stuff, back to square one. And it all started coming into place, which became very apparent. A new focus on our old stuff and everything.

RP: The pressures that I wanted to avoid we’ve been able to. Like a Rolling Stones situation where the lads get back together and it’s like, “Well, I remember back in so-and-so, and they’re still pretty good …” Just being candyfloss for some total retro occasion.

JP: Once you do that you’re caught, aren’t you? Because that’s what everyone is always going to expect.

RP: What we have is four new songs. Admittedly, they’re totally out of context with how people would have expected us to write and present new songs.

JP: Not necessarily “Yallah,” Robert …

RP: “Yallah” is a loop put together by Martin Meissonnier. He’s married to Amina, the Tunisian singer, and he worked with Khaled and Youssou N’Dour and so on. I met him when I played in Paris last year and I told him that Jimmy and I were thinking of working together, and could he come up with some drum loops from stuff that he’s recorded in Mauritania? He’s got access to all sorts of stuff, and I said, “Let’s get some real slinky loops which are coming from an African or a desert sound.” He did, and that gave us the opportunity to have rhythms which we could slow down, so it’s got real sleaze, and all the drums open up so it has much more of a hangover sonically. And we just started writing around loops. We started kicking into this guitar/vocal talk against these Arab loops, and that was it.

MS: Would you start off with a rhythm groove back in the days of Led Zeppelin?

JP: We’ve never done anything like that before. Well, I certainly haven’t but maybe you have …

RP: I’ve done a bit, but not with such fluidity.

MS: Did the MTV offer to do Unledded concentrate the mind or was it irrelevant to the decision to work together again?

JP: It might have been a catalyst in such a way that it was presented from their end: it would be nice to have Led Zeppelin in an intimate situation. That’s the way it was presented to us. But, of course, being us, it was, “Well, how shall we really do it?” The acoustic versions of songs, after so many of them, you’d start to lose the character of things …

RP: A compromise.

JP: So we just thought we’d rethink everything and do it properly and show people we’d really thought about this whole thing.

RP: Really, the cuteness of having a whole acoustic program wears quite thin. There are certain people who can pull it off because their music is totally acoustic …

JP: We could have done it! But this was far more of a challenge to try and go over the horizons again.

RP: I wanted to call it “Unhinged” …

JP: Yeah, haha.

RP: Because I felt we should begin to open up our whole account again as two guys. As soon as we started working on Meissonnier’s loops we knew that it was a good blend and nothing had really changed. In fact we’d gained quite a bit of experience from doing all the other things, obviously, and that would give us some focus on working together again. I’m certainly a lot different to the guy who sang on In Through the Out Door. So it meant that we would be working together in a different form of partnership. The whole idea of being able to brandish the Arab link was so important to me, and really crucial because, outside of Raï music and the whole WOMAD [World of Music, Arts, and Dance] politeness, there’s something round the corner that we’re just touching on now and we’re going to expand on, where if you bring these two musics, these two cultures, these two—well, I don’t know about our side—aesthetics, on the Arab/Berber/Gnaoua thing, and you don’t modify it, you don’t present it in hushed tones in the Royal Festival Hall—you mix it with the way we are, a pair of questionable characters of ill-repute, you make a totally different form. Do you know Dimi Mint Abba, a Mauritanian singer? She’s amazing. Her band has just started using electric guitars and stuff. It’s so reckless! It’s got nothing to do with Youssou N’Dour and that sort of smooth, Senegalese, polite African thing. It’s, like, really radical.

MS: Africa is a big place.

JP: Yeah, hahaha.

RP: Haha. I’m glad you said that. So, the idea was MTV calling and us saying, “Unplugged? Sure,” then leaving it another couple of weeks and then saying, “If we’re going to do it, we’re going to do it electric with all sorts of different things …”

JP: It’s really totally plugged. Even the acoustic guitars are plugged in.

RP: It would be silly to linger on the terminology too long because it’s worked for them for a period of time and is working for us in its antithesis.

MS: The new approach is a shorter step for Robert from his last album, Fate of Nations, than for Jimmy with Coverdale/Page—true?

JP: It certainly was an adventure. But I’ve been looking forward to working with Robert for so long, and have been looking in that interim period for someone I could have the same rapport with as I had with Robert. And it’s certainly come back.

RP: If anything I was frightened off from working with Jimmy for the reason that we’d instantly get manipulated into a compromise in the general tone, and people’s general will—“Aaah. Why isn’t John Paul Jones playing? Aaaaah. Will they do ‘Stairway’?” All that crap. If we’re going to have a life together musically, creatively—which we have, more than we’ve had for twenty years, I think—then we’ve got to do it this way. I knew at the end of Fate of Nations that even if I ended up busking on street corners in Rabat, that I’d have to go and work on a much more Arabic level …

JP: Plus, putting it in context on my behalf, we went to Bombay in the ’70s, around ’72, and we did some early recordings then with Indian musicians to see how that would go. That was really successful for what it was over the course of an evening …

RP: There’s a great bootleg out of it. [The March 1972 version of Friends with Plant, Page and the Bombay Symphony Orchestra.]

JP: The bootleg does really well, apparently. It was quite an historic occasion. So we knew it could work. There was a reasonable amount of danger, though.

RP: Yeah, and I think that was a good thing.

MS: What’s the worst that could have happened? The musical partnership might not have worked after all?

RP: If we hadn’t started with the loops, then we’d have had to have started as a four-piece, which would have been a bit “roll out the barrel” for me.

MS: Is that why John Paul Jones was not asked? It would have thrown out the chemistry?

RP: Apart from the fact that it would be virtually Led Zeppelin and the next person you start talking about is Jason Bonham, which is just so cheesy and ridiculous, the fact is that our thread was this North African thing, was India, was the Howlin’ Wolf riffs. We focused together on those mutual points, so rather than confuse the issue let’s see what we’ve still got. So it’s nothing at all personal. It’s just that at this point in time you’ve got to get a result quickly to know if it’s worth it.

JP: We were gaining so much momentum from the loops and working with Charlie [Jones, bass] and Michael [Lee, drums], that quite honestly I for one wasn’t thinking John Paul Jones. I was thinking about what we were getting together between the two of us and the rest of the band. It was its own thing before all of that started to become an issue.

RP: Jonesy, I really like what he does and the angles he employs and the projects he works on, which are far from the mainstream, and he has a great career in that respect. But I didn’t think it necessary for us to … This is the pressure thing again.

JP: We’re working together and all of a sudden everyone’s saying John Paul Jones ought to be there.

RP: So anyway, it’s good luck John, and maybe we’ll all get together again somewhere down the line.

JP: Yeah, in the future.

RP: But right now this thing is growing so much. We’ve about another nine songs written from a four-piece angle.

MS: Where will this momentum take you?

RP: We write songs, record them, get intimidated by management and record company, we have stormy marriages then we go on the road. Then we go round and round and do that until smoke comes out of the chimney and the ashes are spread at the centre spot at Molineux. [The home of Wolverhampton Wanderers, the football team Robert supports.]

JP: Hahahaha!

RP: So we can take Nigel Eaton, the hurdy-gurdy player, and Jim [Sutherland], the bodhran player, and Charlie and Michael, and Hossam Ramzy, and three drummers …

JP: And the amazing violin player.

RP: We’ve got work permits already under way for the Egyptians and we can go, and we can play for ten people or ten thousand.

MS: Given language barriers and so on, how will that work as a band on the road?

RP: We’ve been rehearsing with them so much and had such a laugh with the Egyptians. They are wicked in the real sense of the word. They’re so funny, so kind of surreptitious, and it’s great fun! Even getting a cup of tea you have to haggle!

JP: They’ve really got into the spirit. You can tell that they play from the heart.

MS: Will you be playing in North Africa?

RP: Hopefully in Rabat and maybe Fez. Western pop music in North Africa—although Morocco out of the whole of North Africa is the most cosmopolitan and has the most access to MTV and stuff like that—is still a bit like us reading Sufi sayings: we think we know it, but our translation of what’s going on is probably two leagues away from what the intention was originally. The only person who’s successful in the psyche of Moroccans is Bob Marley. Bob Marley is huge, and I can understand why, because of his link with Africa and Haile Selassie. There is no room really for Western pop music in North Africa, and neither should there be. The great thing about the music there is that it isn’t part of this shit. People sing in the marketplace, make cassettes, do a few gigs: it’s much more like it always has been, before Tin Pan Alley.

MS: Jimmy, did you embark on each new partnership after the dissolution of Led Zeppelin hoping that it might be long-term?

JP: No, I never thought of anything being a long-term thing. Do you mean with, like, Paul Rodgers?

MS: Paul Rodgers, John Miles, Chris Farlowe, David Coverdale.

JP: Everything was supposed to be a one-album thing so I could move on to something else. The fact that the Firm even went on and did two albums really wasn’t at all what was planned. I didn’t want to get locked into anything at all.

MS: So is Page Plant like Burton Taylor, the marriage that always should have been, back on track?

RP: The main thing is we haven’t had to compromise anything to make it exciting, exhilarating, and very refreshing. I’ve found as I’ve gone along I’ve denied Led Zeppelin’s existence because I didn’t want to end up like a fucking fat mouse in a trap. I’m still denying Led Zeppelin as coinage on which to feast, but this situation, mentally and physically, is the best thing that could possibly happen. I haven’t got to keep shouting at guitarists about why don’t you go listen to Otis Rush’s version of fucking “Double Trouble” with Ike Turner, one of Spin’s Top 50 guitar solos of all time, and get the vibe, or whatever. We’ve got so much we already know, where we meet with other music.

MS: In the months back together, when the tapes stop rolling on the Arabic material, do you surreptitiously plug in and rock out again?

JP: How long did it take to get the melody line and guitar of “Yallah” together?

RP: Seven minutes?

JP: I’d say fifteen at the most. OK. That’s us. Put the loop on, he goes out and has a beer, I’ve got a guitar and he comes back with the melody. Boom, like that. That’s what we’re about.

RP: We played it in the middle of the Djemma el Fna in Marrakech alongside snake-charmers. We just went there, set the gear up, and played it to the Moroccans. Depending on which Moroccan you’re talking to, the Djemma el Fna means either “the square of the dead,” because up until the 1920s the Pasha used to bring the people he’d defeated there and put their heads on stakes all around; or it means “the holocaust,” because it’s so chaotic. With all the fire-eaters and jugglers it’s one of the most filmed spots in North Africa.

MS: Yes, indeed. But you haven’t quite answered my question. Do you ever now plug in and play such original rock ’n’ roll inspiration for your earlier career as “Train Kept A-Rollin”’ or “Baby Let’s Play House,” for example?

RP: I suppose so, yeah. But not because that’s where we come from.

JP: Yeah, we have, like when we did those rehearsals for Buxton [Opera House]. I can’t remember which numbers we did, but we must have done those sort of things.

RP: It’s funny because Charlie doesn’t know where the chords change.

JP: We did “Train Kept A-Rollin.”

RP: It’s good to do “Train Kept A-Rollin.” It’s great, that Rock ’N’ Roll Trio album with Paul Burlison. When we used to do it in ’72, it was almost a constituent part of the next album, if you like, along with “Boogie with Stu” and “Candy Store Rock” from Presence, that sort of thing. They were actually lifts—or salutes. Salute to Ral Donner or a salute to Johnny Burnette. This was just fucking about, really. We’d do “Season of the Witch” as well, so we’re all right!

JP: That’s great!

MS: Has this project, along with the now completed Led Zeppelin remasters, lifted the shadow of the ’70s and tempted you back to the huge stash of archive material for possible release?

JP: We’ve got tapes and we’ve got footage from along the way, starting with the [Royal] Albert Hall whenever that was [1969] …

RP: I don’t like that as an idea. I think The Song Remains the Same is such a load of old bollocks.

JP: Yeah, but it’s a shame that that’s the only document there was. I tell you, some of that later stuff …

RP: Yeah, playing-wise it was great.

JP: Not Knebworth, but Seattle really was incredible …

RP: The playing is great, but the whole idea of studying it as a piece of history … I’d rather just get on with this …

JP: Yeah, absolutely.

RP: And not fog the issue at all. Not because it ain’t any good, but because it’s another deal.

JP: It’s just better to have it done properly than see it on a bootleg. There’s something for maybe down the line.

MS: So is it just a matter of timing?

JP: Probably. It’s nothing that would even surface in the next five years. Who knows? We’ve got more important things to do at the moment. That’s what it really comes down to.

RP: And personally I don’t want to bring too much attention to the past, beyond the fact that we’re a pair of old fuckers who can do it, and have a history. Rather than brandish old bits and pieces of twenty-five-year-old footage around the place, let’s get on and do this. And no matter where it sticks or doesn’t stick, it’s stuck for us, and that’s what counts. And that’s what dispels all my fears about the grand reunion and all that fawning and groveling from all the yuppie magazines, because this isn’t quite what everybody wanted—but it’s more than anybody could ever expect.

MS: People will indeed be excited by what’s new in the MTV Unledded.

RP: It’s a big coiffure, the MTV element of it. It had to be filmed the way it was—there are only certain camera angles and stuff. The songs demanded a bit more recklessness in the way they were put across, because if you put them onstage it won’t be such a sedate rendition. But it was done like that because you have to have fixed points or else everything goes nuts. But you can’t knock “Four Sticks” and “Kashmir,” no matter what, with 30 or 40 people playing on it.

JP: We jammed a section on the end of “Kashmir” that was made up on the spot. It was so live and exciting all the way through.

RP: When we worked with the Egyptians before we brought an orchestra in, the drum/vocal/guitar interplay and phrasing was out of this world. The Egyptians would start counter phrasing and the whole insinuation of the song moved right round, 45 degrees, 90 degrees, the song slanted off somewhere. That’s not something that happens a lot. That’s when you bring in Egyptian hired guns who play in the Bayswater Road till seven in the morning.

MS: What do you know of this mooted Malcolm McLaren film about Peter Grant?

RP: Nothing. He’s trying to raise some interest to get the money to make the film, I think. It’s been the most publicized non-event of the latter part of this century. McLaren—you know what he’s like. What do they call it? Throwing a sprat to catch a mackerel.

JP: I thought he was taking the piss to begin with. John Paul Jones was going to be Jason Donovan. Or was Jason Donovan going to be you? And Gary Oldman was going to be me, just after the Dracula film.

RP: I met Jason Donovan at RAK studios. He had jodhpurs on and small riding boots as he jumped out of the cab. He looked just like me! I’d rather have Steve Bull [Wolverhampton Wanderers and former England striker] do the job; he’d do it much better.

MS: Did the invention of the term “heavy metal” and its early application to Led Zeppelin restrict how people perceived you?

JP: Yeah, because it hones in on just one element of what we were doing. We were so multifaceted it’s a shame we got lumped in with any of those …

RP: It’s journalistic complacency and claptrap. It’s a very easy thing to say: who were the most successful band around at that time? If it was us, and that period had a lot of people cavorting around using their manhood as the main weapon to sell records, then we have to be held responsible and used as a trademark for that period, when our better songs, apart from “Black Dog” and “Rock and Roll,” were more or less acoustic-based or Eastern-based anyway. But who cares? Leave it to Deep Purple. They’re a nice, imaginative, original band.

MS: Do you feel there’s a story to be told which would set straight the public misconception?

RP: No. This is supposed to be entertainment, you know. It’s not that bloody serious. Let people think what they like. It doesn’t really matter so long as what we’ve got to be proud of we’re proud of; that’s all that matters. Otherwise we’re wasting our time. And we’ve only got about forty, fifty years to live, each of us. And you. Pissing about, trying to set the record straight and all that sort of thing is a waste of time. We just get on and do what we do. And if we don’t like it, then in a month’s time clear off and do something else. That’s the most logical way of thinking about it.

JP: I might send a book back by psychic communication after I’ve passed over.

RP: What? Telling the truth?

JP: Absolutely.

RP: Don’t do that! It’ll be a bestseller again and then …

JP: I shall bury my book with me in the coffin so that it gets raided …

RP: Hahahahahaha!

JP: … with the L-plate on the tombstone.

RP: I’d have my Patrick Keegan tops in there. They have green soles, you know. These are mid-’70s soccer boots—I’ve still got ’em. The dog nibbled the back where the ankle support is so I had to run in on a Sunday morning with this serrated rear on my soccer boot. But recently, in my 46th year, I’ve bought some new boots. I’ll die with them and see if they can dig them up …

JP: Hahaha!

RP: See if they can chip a ball at the far post.

MS: So as far as you’re concerned then, Led Zep road manager Richard Cole [the main source for Stephen Davis’s bestselling book Hammer of the Gods, and author of his own account of life with Led Zeppelin, Stairway to Heaven: Led Zeppelin Uncensored,] can continue to circulate his lurid stories?

JP: No, he can’t do that. It’s totally inaccurate, and he’s the sort of person who ought to know better, considering he’s been in AA, and the whole thing about AA is that you keep things discreet. He went into AA as a chronic alcoholic and came out a chronic liar.

RP: Hahahaha!

JP: And apart from that, he just makes up stories which are totally untrue and which I’m extremely furious about. You’d have thought he’d have learned his lesson the first time round, but it’s amazing what people do for a buck, isn’t it?

RP: It was 12 hundred bucks, actually.

JP: It’s the old Judas dollar.

RP: Not only did he give us a quick kiss but he got 12 hundred bucks, which doesn’t buy you a lot of smack, really. But this is not what it’s all about.

MS: No, but people will always believe the sensational story, because they want to believe.

RP: So do I! I once saw Kenny Hibbitt [Wolverhampton Wanderers hero of the ’70s] pissed on a Friday night. I was furious. I went home and I couldn’t sleep. Terrible. I want to believe Hammer of the Gods because it’s done us huge favors in terms of aura.

JP: Wicked, wicked boys.

RP: Jimmy’s always been the cause of all the problems.

JP: That’s right. Of course. Naturally. Who that?

RP: Hahaha. What a great title for the piece: Who That?

MS: Is there a significance in titling the album No Quarter?

RP: Only the obvious ones.

MS: Try me.

RP: No, no. You’re as bright as we are. It’s just obvious, isn’t it?

MS: Is there always the sense of the empty place at the table?

RP: No.

JP: Nah.

RP: I’ve lost too many people around me to even see any empty places. I know that there’s emptiness in my heart but I fill up the places.

MS: Have your musical tastes diverged or grown in parallel in the 26 years since you first met?

RP: I don’t think we’ve discussed it that much. I’ve played Jimmy pieces he hasn’t heard, and he’s done the same for me.

JP: We’ve probably remained consistent in our taste in music haven’t we? Robert’s always listened to a wide variety of things, and I certainly have as well, going way back—all these diverse roots that came together. One’s tastes haven’t changed, really. Ever onwards with the ears!

RP: I like to enquire all the time: what’s that? That’s Portishead. What’s that? That’s the new Massive Attack. Or the 4-Track Demos by P.J. Harvey or whatever. There’s loads of stuff around, and if you’re at all inventive, or even jackdaws as we are, you can learn a lot and steal a lot … The loops were the catalyst for us. How do you respond when you set the PA up in an old room in Kings Cross, whack up the loop real loud, and go, “Fuckin’ ’ell—that’s not a Western drummer.” What do you do with that?

MS: Returning, briefly to the exchange of messages in the press before resuming your partnership, do you two gentlemen agree to disagree about Mr. Coverdale?

JP: I’ll let you handle that.

RP: No, no. He’s your mate. Hahaha!

JP: Well, I’m not going to answer that question.

RP: That’s very, very well done. You’ve come on a bundle!

JP: Hahaha.

RP: And I’m not going to either.

MS: How nice that there’s a diplomatic accord here.

RP: Well, I think he’s a fucking idiot. Horses for courses: I’ve worked with Phil Johnstone [Robert’s main musical collaborator in the late ’80s]—nobody’s perfect.

JP: See what happens when you’re at a loose end for too long?

RP: You got a birdie this morning, hahaha! We’d be all right on talk shows after all.

MS: A double act?

RP: A bit like Mork and Mindy!


COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

Robert Plant: When I said I would never do this again, I couldn’t see this set of circumstances happening. But as Jimmy and I started to discuss the whole thing it seemed that the least we could do was try it until such time as it became a no-no and then pull out.

Jimmy Page: We had only rubbed shoulders, really, over the past 14 years. So the most important thing was to see how we got on together. And at the end of recording, there was just a big beaming smile between us, and that said so much.

—Jancee Dunn interview with Robert Plant and Jimmy Page, Rolling Stone, December 1994



[image: image]

*A Question of Sport is a long-running quiz show on the BBC.
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ZEPPELIN RAIDER’S SOFT SIDE

Sue Williams | December 8, 2000, Derby Evening Telegraph

As John Paul Jones readily attests, one of the nicest things about having made his fortune in his youth is that he can do pretty much anything he wants now (see his remarks in “John Paul Jones Life After Led Zeppelin” on page 333). His experimentation led him to many interesting places that a musician concerned with earning his crust might not access, at least right away. Similarly, Robert Plant delved into various experiments in popular music, but by the turn of the millennium, he decided to look back to the music that originally inspired him. Plant started touring the UK with a group he called the Priory of Brion (a pun on the film Monty Python’s Life of Brian). They played small venues throughout England, singing the songs of Plant’s youth and having a grand old time doing it. Musically, it was a win/win: Plant had a lot of fun and his audiences got an up-close and personal look at one of the icons of contemporary music.

Now here’s a quiz for you: Within the articles in this book, how many bands (or at least different named groups) was Plant playing in when Jimmy Page came calling in 1968? This article adds a new one to the list. —Ed.

As Lead Singer of Heavy Rock Legends Led Zeppelin, Robert Plant Had a Wildman Reputation. But It’s a More Mellow Sound and Approach He’s Bringing to Derby.

Legend has it that Led Zeppelin were paying the bill for yet another night of hotel room trashing, including the cost of a high-storey TV ejection, when the foyer receptionist remarked with envy: “You know, I’ve always wanted to throw a television through a hotel window.”

The rock band’s manager Peter Grant is alleged to have taken out his wallet, peeled off $200 and said: “Be our guest.”

Such stories make it even harder to believe that the voice of a heavy rock generation is now hiding his light under an acoustic bushel, singing songs by Donovan and Stephen Stills.

But that’s the path ex–Led Zeppelin wildman Robert Plant has chosen to tread.

Under the unlikely title of Priory of Brion, Plant’s four-piece is currently playing pubs, clubs and small theatrical venues across the country.

And he doesn’t even mind that he is following in the footsteps of ABBA impersonators and boy tribute bands.

“I don’t really want it to get any bigger,” he said in a recent interview. “In a way I’d like to move it on to the next level, but at the same time I can’t do that without reintroducing all that rock ’n’ roll hoopla.”

Of course it’s the rock ’n’ roll hoopla which is paying for what some believe is his personal indulgence. Twenty years after they split, Led Zeppelin were still among the top five British rock star earners last year, grossing an awesome GBP 14.5m.

In fact, it’s almost as if Plant wants to sneak in and out of venues before fans realise who he is. The Derby gig was such a last-minute booking that it was too late to include it in the Assembly Rooms brochure.

Like ex–Rolling Stone Bill Wyman who has taken to the road with a group of friends under the obscure title, the Rhythm Kings, Plant appears to be revelling in his low profile.

“I started off scratching around tiny basements in the bowels of buildings and to come full circle back to this might not seem much to a lot of people, but to me it’s really exciting,” he said.

The band’s name, he admits, is partly a play on Monty Python’s Life of Brian and partly a send-up of the “majestic vacuum” of his former career.

His current folksy stance could certainly not be further than those heady days of drink, drugs, groupies, and hotel trashing.

Plant (53) was frontman of a struggling Midlands act Hobbstweedle when he was introduced to Yardbirds guitarist Jimmy Page and bassist/keyboard player John Paul Jones. Plant in turn brought fellow “Brummy” John Bonham into the band.

It was the Who’s Keith Moon who remarked they would probably go down like a lead Zeppelin which spawned the name.

After a tour of the States and the release of their first explosive album Led Zeppelin, they immediately became a headline act.

Plant’s sexuality combined with his expressive, beseeching voice and Page’s incredible dexterity saw them go from strength to strength.

But nothing lasts and the anthemic “Stairway to Heaven” on their fourth Runes album came to be viewed as their in-concert finale in 1975.

The same year Plant and his wife, Maureen, were seriously injured in a car crash. Two year’s later their son Karac died suddenly from a stomach infection while Zeppelin were touring the States, and in September, 1980, John Bonham keeled over after a night of heavy drinking and died. On December 4, the band announced they were breaking up.

Plant now lives quietly in a 15th century farmhouse near Kidderminster and involves himself in campaigns to keep hospital services running. He also remains a lifelong Wolves fan and has even been seen watching Kidderminster Harriers.

Reflecting on his schizophrenic past, he said recently: “One day I’d be standing on a hotel balcony in Spain, raising my fists to heaven and declaring I was a golden god.

“The next, I’d be standing on the terraces in the rain with a meat pie and cup of Bovril watching Wolves get hammered. That sort of thing helps give you a sense of perspective.”

Over 12 years, Led Zeppelin released 10 albums, sold 90 million records, and played to bigger concert audiences than either the Beatles or the Rolling Stones.

Now the almost self-effacing Plant says he’s finally achieved freedom and is having fun. In a recent Times interview, he said: “If you want what I used to be you can get that off a CD. No matter how well Jimmy and I play we are not going to be what we were. I’m seeking out the nooks and crannies as far away from the main stage of rock ’n’ roll as I can get. It’s a long way from the king of cock rock, that’s for sure.”

Plant will be joined on stage by bassist Paul Whetton and drummer Andy Edwards with Paul Timothy on piano and hammond organ and Kevyn Gammond on guitars.

Kevyn played with Plant and Bonham in Band of Joy before the birth of Led Zeppelin and went on to work with Jimmy Cliff and Jimmy Witherspoon.
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GETTING THE LED OUT: JIMMY PAGE AND JOHN PAUL JONES ON LED ZEPPELIN’S HISTORIC REUNION

Alan Light | November 13, 2007, MSN Music

The former members of Led Zeppelin had a lot on their plates in 2007: They wanted to remaster The Song Remains the Same into the latest audio format, 5.1 Surround Sound. They also were compiling a new “best of” collection to replace the two that Atlantic had put out—one that they had control over. So the business meetings happened fairly frequently. With the passing of their mentor, Ahmet Ertegun, the previous year, they wanted to do something in his name, especially Plant, who was very close to the Atlantic Records founder. They set up an educational foundation as a tribute to him, and to finance the fund, they decided to do a one-off concert at London’s O2 Arena. —Ed.

It is a rock ’n’ roll fantasy that most people had abandoned. On Dec. 10 at London’s O2 Arena, the three surviving members of Led Zeppelin—Robert Plant, Jimmy Page, and John Paul Jones—will take the stage accompanied by Jason Bonham, the son of their late drummer, John Bonham. The concert marks the first time Led Zeppelin has performed together in almost 20 years, and only the third time the lineup has appeared since Bonham’s death in 1980.

Anticipation for the event has spurred an avalanche of ticket requests, followed by fresh suspense when the group was forced to reschedule from the original concert date of Nov. 26. Guitarist Page reportedly fractured his finger, prompting the delay. The concert is a benefit supporting a scholarship fund created by Atlantic Records co-founder Ahmet Ertegun, who passed away last year [2006].

When the show was announced, the website on which tickets were being sold was so overloaded that it crashed. In the end, 20 million people around the world entered the lottery for the arena’s 18,000 tickets. The response was incredible, but not shocking: Led Zeppelin is one of only two bands to sell more than 100 million records in the United States (the Beatles, of course, are the other, while Elvis Presley and Garth Brooks are the only solo artists to hit that number). The aura surrounding their majestic recordings—eight studio albums released between 1969 and 1979—seems only to have grown over the years.

Speaking on the phone from London’s Landmark Hotel a few days before beginning rehearsals for the reunion show, guitarist Page and bass/mandolin/keyboard player Jones made it clear that they’re not taking this event lightly. “This is a really serious commitment,” says Jones. “We need to get so familiar with this material again [so] that we’re not just re-creating a show, but doing something that’s genuinely good.”

The O2 performance will follow directly on the heels of several new Zeppelin projects. In October, the band announced that its music finally would be available for digital download, ending one of music’s highest-profile holdouts. A new two-CD “best-of” compilation titled Mothership is being released Nov. 13, followed the next week by a remixed and remastered version of their 1976 concert film and soundtrack The Song Remains the Same with six previously unreleased tracks (including such skull-crushers as “Black Dog,” “Misty Mountain Hop” and “Heartbreaker”).

Song, which was recorded over three nights at New York’s Madison Square Garden in 1973, isn’t generally considered a first-rate document of live Zeppelin; The Rolling Stone Album Guide dismisses it as “desultory.” But the remastering is a revelation, the DVD includes such extras as news coverage of the famous robbery that took place at the band’s Manhattan hotel during one of the shows, and the sheer scarcity of material from these towering rock superheroes makes any new recordings significant.

The future of the 21st century Led Zeppelin seems very much up in the air: Plant has said that he considers the O2 show a one-time thing, while Page has left the door open for more work going forward. For now, though, Page and Jones sound genuinely excited about the band’s return to the stage, raving about a secret rehearsal they did in late spring to test the waters.

“We’re right on the brink,” says Page. “Next week we start, and I’m really looking forward to it. If it’s anything like the little things that we’ve done, then this is going to be a terrific journey.”

Alan Light: How does it feel to be playing together again?

Jimmy Page: Well, earlier this year we had this clandestine get-together. There had been a bit of a rift between us, so we had to find out if it could work, or was there too much water under the bridge? And that session felt absolutely fantastic—it was urgent, vibrant, everything you might have hoped for and then even a bit extra, a bit more than that.

When the Ahmet thing came up, it was a call to arms. It gave us the opportunity to come together.

AL: John Paul, I saw you this past June at the Bonnaroo festival, and you were having a blast sitting in and jamming with everyone. Have you been able to bring that spirit and enthusiasm into these rehearsals?

John Paul Jones: To be honest, though, it went the other way as well. We had done this few days’ rehearsal with Jason Bonham just before then, to see how it went. It felt really, really great playing with Jason, and with the others, really satisfying. It clicked immediately, it sounded tight—I was surprised how many of the keys we remembered! So I was there at Bonnaroo fresh from the excitement of that.

AL: How did the timing come together? Was it planned that The Song Remains the Same reissue, the Mothership collection, and the digital catalog announcement would all happen leading up to the show?

JPJ: The timing just kind of fell into place. We’d been working on The Song Remains the Same 5.1 mix for quite a long time, and we’d gotten lots of requests from the record company for a good compilation. We were never really happy with (the 1999–2000 collections) Early Days and Latter Days, and this will replace those. It’s really kind of a chronological sampler—there are songs from every one of the studio albums, so that’s kind of cool.

The online stuff we started talking about not so long ago, and the O2 show was just decided on, quite late—and that’s part of it, we were having so many meetings about everything else, this just got on the agenda and then started to receive more serious talk. The time seemed right to do it.

AL: But why was this the right time?

JPJ: I don’t know why! It seemed sort of organic. These things appear at the right time. The last time it came up was quite some time ago, and then it didn’t seem right. This time it came up and everyone said, “Well, why not?” That’s kind of how it’s always been with Led Zeppelin. There never has been any great strategy or great planning.

AL: How is it being under so much media scrutiny for this show? When Led Zeppelin was actually making records, you never really received that much attention or mainstream exposure.

JP: I don’t really want to give the media the benefit of the doubt, but each of our albums is so radically different, I just think that the reviewers didn’t have a clue as to what we were doing. They were totally perplexed and bewildered. The passage of time, though, has shown what it was that the fans could connect and relate to.

In the late ’60s and early ’70s, there were other bands that had virtuoso players within them, but to have four virtuosos who could truly play as a band—that was the important thing. So we had four guys on top of their game, straightaway, and then those four combined to make a fifth element, which took them even further.

The level of playing is so fine, it travels across so many musical landscapes. Anyone who wants to play an instrument inevitably comes to Led Zeppelin because it is such a remarkable textbook, it’s a diamond with so many facets. And the spirit and the honesty of the playing translates across generations.

JPJ: It’s very nice that everybody is so interested. It’s astonishing, overwhelming, to get 125 million hits or whatever for the tickets. But the music is what it’s all about, and we have to just get to that.

AL: Do you think that the media’s lack of interest worked to the band’s advantage in the end? Certainly no one could ever say that Led Zeppelin was overexposed.

JP: We were always underplayed in press, to the point of annihilation, really negative press. But each tour, we couldn’t meet the demand for people in each city. If we sold as many tickets as we could, we could have kept touring forever. So because of being so underplayed, it really relied on people’s spirit coming to it, to access Led Zeppelin through the records. And like anything that’s any good, it spread by word of mouth.

AL: Is that why there’s still such reverence for the music? Why do you think the allure is still so strong for younger listeners?

JPJ: I’m not entirely sure. We made the records in the ’70s, but they’re not really of the ’70s. It was a pretty unique band; it didn’t really fit into any categories. Which is part of why the press didn’t really get what we were doing, which was really their problem—it certainly wasn’t a problem for the fans who were buying the records or coming to the shows. So I think the records aren’t dated because they weren’t of their time in the first place.

Young kids, especially young musicians, really recognize the truth and the integrity of the music. So many people tell me, “My son or daughter has taken up an instrument and they want to play like you.” It’s nice to be an inspiration. I was certainly inspired by my heroes, and it’s nice to pass that along.

AL: The Song Remains the Same isn’t generally considered to be an example of Zeppelin at its live peak. What do you think of that reputation—do you think it gets a bad rap?

JP: Listen to [the 2003 live album] How the West Was Won—that was done a year earlier and we were really firing on all cylinders, but, you know, I could be critical of those performances, too. [Song] is taken from across a couple of nights, at the end of a long tour. It was pretty happening, really happening. It wasn’t [sic] the best shows we did on that tour, but I don’t know which ones were.

JPJ: I never thought it had a bad reputation. I always thought it was a good gig, but now it sounds bloody good as well. I think the record companies, as they will do, when they put the film on VHS and on DVD, they just did the transfer directly, straight to video, with no consultation with us.

Everything we’ve ever done was a statement of where the band was at the time. It was the end of a tour, the New York crowds were always very responsive. I’m sure I saw the same faces in the first rows from night to night. I think we played well—I don’t know how it came across, but I have no hesitation saying that.

AL: Was there anything that surprised you in the performances while you were doing the remixing and remastering?

JP: The remix was related to having up-to-the-minute 5.1 surround mix on the film. But we couldn’t change a frame on the film once it was copyrighted. So unlike the [2003 live retrospective] DVD, where we could overlay visuals to the sound, the exercise was that the film was out of sync and we had to actually adjust the music. We couldn’t just go slow motion on the film. With the aid of Pro Tools, [engineer] Kevin Shirley did a fantastic job with that. And everything just sounds so much better. You have techniques today that weren’t dreamt of back then.

Also, the whole of the set is included now. It goes in the way we envisioned it, how we would really pace a show. The only addition was “The Ocean”—that was the encore, but we put it into the set.

AL: John Paul, what stands out to you when you go back and listen?

JPJ: How good it all was. I hadn’t played the records much since those days—or even in those days. As soon as one was finished, we would start work on the next record or the next tour or whatever. Now I hear them and think, “Oh, I forgot—that was really good!”

AL: What is it like to watch the movie’s famous “fantasy sequences” now?

JPJ: Well, we did look young! It was supposed to be a concert film, but when we went through it, there were these holes in the film, when they were changing reels or something. So then there was a bit of panic. I don’t know whose idea it was to do the fantasy sequences—but Jimmy and I were just talking about it, and we realized that Bonzo’s wasn’t actually a fantasy sequence, it was a reality sequence!

It was all fun, but in the end, not to sound like a broken record, it still comes down to the music. There were some embarrassing moments, but some good fun, too.

JP: We all went off our own merry ways, but Bonham just carried on in his usual way while we did these weird depictions of whatever. It was very much for the time and of the time. It was courageous, on one hand—on the other hand, we managed to be Spinal Tap [laughs]. But we did it first!

AL: What is the biggest misconception about Led Zeppelin?

JPJ: A lot is made of the salacious reputation of the band, which always detracted from the music. That was always disappointing—especially newspapers, they would always start talking about sharks or whatever, and I would always think, “Oh, God, why does nobody mention how good the band was?”

JP: The biggest misunderstanding [long pause] … I could be trite and say that people think the robbery in the movie was a fake, that we did that to add drama to the film. But now, by including the local coverage from the New York news [in the Song DVD’s bonus footage], you can see that it was very real.

I don’t know—I don’t care what they think about the band, or about me, or whatever. That will all be eradicated by listening to the music. If you really listen closely and hear what it was that we were doing, all the rest goes away.


COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“We did about four days’ rehearsal in total secret—just to see whether we could play together—and it was fantastic. We played through a couple of well-known numbers, and it was amazingly tight. So we decided to go full swing with rehearsals right through until the show … To me, Led Zeppelin was a live performance band. We would make a record and that would be the blueprint. Then we’d go off and play the record live, and it would move on from there. I’m pretty used to recording studios, so it was no big thing to be in the studio. Playing live was the most fun for me; I think that was the best of Zeppelin.”

—John Paul Jones to Brian Fox, Bass Player, February 2008




COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

“Just before we were going to go on [at the O2 show], I looked out across that corporately sponsored VIP enclosure, watching everyone with their shimmering camera phones held aloft … I thought to myself, “Blimey, we’ve come a long way since me and Jimmy rented a cottage up in Snowdonia and took just a guitar and a little Philips cassette recorder.’”

—Robert Plant to Simon Mills, GQ, September 3, 2008
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CODA: IN WHICH A GUITAR HERO PAYS TRIBUTE TO HIS YOUTH PLAYING SKIFFLE, AND ONE OF HIS INSPIRATIONS

Jimmy Page: When did I first discover [Hank Marvin]? That’s a good question, isn’t it? [Laughs.] When I was about fourteen, because in those days it was really skiffle for young kids who wanted to learn three chords and have a good time. But going past that, more into the world of the American rockabilly ’n’ rock and roll was starting to seduce us all as kids. Then you had Cliff Richard and the Drifters at that time, putting forward a really, really damned good rendition of it, but it still had that sort of grit identity to it.

So, really it was a question of seeing Hank playing with Cliff as a kid, looking at Hank on the television. He was good, but he came alive with the Shadows. I mean it was such a … a really, really good band and Hank was such a stylist. He had such a—I mean, he was so cool. He was and still is. He had this image. He just looked as though … he was such a fluent player.

John Sugar: You said that you thought Hank was very cool in those early days, and yet he was wearing the geeky Buddy Holly glasses. For you, that obviously worked, Jimmy.

JP: Well they’re not so much geeky glasses, they’re the Buddy Holly glasses. I’m not having “geeky” said about Buddy Holly. For all of us sort of rock fanatics, Buddy Holly was a serious god to all of us, living up there on the rock ’n’ roll Mount Olympus. And you could see, certainly obviously was for Hank, so that was a cool passport to have. And Hank was a very fluent player and of course he had a marvelous sound.

In those early days, teenage years, all of us—Jeff Beck, myself, Eric Clapton—we all played things like “Apache,” “Man of Mystery,” “FBI,” those sort of hits.

JS: Are they easy to do?

JP: No, not if you’re going to play it properly.

JS: Like Hank.

JP: Like Hank. There’s a serious technique going on there with Hank. You can get through, but you won’t sound like Hank. It all came into the same compartment of learning music from a record. And so it’s all a matter of being able to sort of play something and show off a bit.

They did it well, what they did. The Shadows, and in particular Hank, they were in a class of their own. When you start to look more in the area of all the instrumentals that they did, from “Apache” onwards, you know all the way through, a marvelous catalogue of songs, really positive stuff. It really puts a smile on your face, and it’s a positive guitar style that he has.

Hank managed to come up with this unique sound, and that sound is just so recognizable. He inspired so many guitarists in those days as kids, kids who had no idea they may even be rock stars themselves one day. [Laughs.]

They had more than one walk, actually. They had these routine moves that were employed in a really cool way. I mean, certainly in its day, it was quite something to see all these guitarists going into synchronicity. And on most television appearances, the Shadows, they were a cool band. I don’t know how much we want to be owning up to whether we had to do it as a teenager [laughs], in early groups or something similar.

JS: So has our other guitar superstar, Jimmy Page, found himself in a huddle with Hank Marvin?

JP: I’m not trying to blow my own trumpet here, but I actually did a session in the days when I was a studio musician. And that was during the time that you didn’t know who you were going to be with when you walked through the door. It just happened to be Cliff [Richard] and Hank was there. I got a chance to meet him. It was a real thrill to meet him. That’s the first time I got to meet … all of them, really. They called me in to play harmonica. I wasn’t on guitar, obviously, but I played harmonica on “Time Drags By.” It was cool!

The Shadows, and in 