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1
BEYOND AND BEFORE

OVERTURE

“I don’t believe it – he’s eating a curry!” Jon Anderson’s jaw drops. Clad in brilliant white robes, bathed in laser beams and facing a vast audience, the singer pauses in mid song to glare across the stage. Yes are in the throes of a thunderous performance, their music cascading around them from dozens of speaker cabinets, a great swirl of amplified guitars, keyboards and drums. But instead of concentrating on the depths and intricacies of their masterwork Tales From Topographic Oceans, Rick Wakeman, their berobed keyboard wizard, is cheerfully chomping on a chicken Byriani.

While Jon is singing his Lancashire heart out to admiring crowds, his star sideman is once again staging a private rebellion. Handily placed on top of the banks of keyboards before him, where you might normally expect to find a pile of sheet music or at least the racing results, is Rick’s supper. And he’s tucking in. Is this a simple prank, or a calculated act of defiance?

Of course, it could be dismissed as a carnivore’s protest at the vegetarian food served back stage. Jon and his guitarist Steve Howe are both high profile veggies while Rick is a steak, chips and six pints of beer man – or was before his first heart attack. Only later does it emerge that Wakeman was undergoing the kind of pressure that many members of this extraordinary band have endured over the years. The pressure caused by the constant struggle for perfection. The pressure caused by his leader’s constant cry of “Get it right!”

No band in the history of rock has dedicated itself to creating original music with quite the same intensity as Yes. In the process they have produced some of the most richly satisfying, exciting and challenging work of their era. The cost has been the shredding of nerves and battering of personalities. Yet amid the rows and upsets, the strife and torment, that have beset their thirty extraordinary years together, there have been wondrous songs, spectacular stage shows and chart topping records, all of which has endeared them to a vast following of loyal fans throughout the world.

And in this band that is so often and somewhat mistakenly regarded as the epitome of earnest intent, there has also been a good deal of comradeship and laughter. Indeed, it was frequent outbreaks of mirth that kept them sane as they hit the road to fame. Whether it was crazed exploits in Ireland, an aborted gig next to a pork abattoir, setting up cardboard cows in their recording studio or erecting Red Indian tepees in the dressing rooms, there was always more cause for hysterical fun than gloomy despair.

There is also a dark fascination concerning the moments of crisis that have faced Yes, the details of which have until now invariably been concealed from public scrutiny. Such matters are investigated herein, and revelations of turmoil exposed for the first time might place the individuals in the group in a new and not always flattering light. But for most of their career they have enjoyed tremendous success and experienced the good times and euphoric happiness that only a transcendingly brilliant stage performance, a stunning hit single or a blockbuster album can bring.

It can never be said that Yes have been a party to the violence, drug busts, arrests and the general lawlessness that are de rigeur in most rock band sagas. Theirs is truly no disgrace. Well, there was the time when the drummer hit the bass player – but then you would expect a little tension in a band that has been going strong since 1968 and was still busy winning new audiences in 1998.

The story of Yes sometimes appears as complex as much of their music. Behind it all lies a simple truth, as Jon Anderson is wont to explain, “Yes – life is worth living. Yes – life is exciting and wondrous. Don’t let go of your dreams and your ideology. That is what Yes is really all about.”

FIRST MOVEMENT

Yes were born and nurtured in the fertile soil of the British rock scene of the psychedelic Sixties. It was a time when idealism and increased playing skills combined to produce some of the most exciting and intensely creative music devised beyond the realms of jazz and the classics.

Dubbed leaders of ‘progressive rock’, Yes were at the forefront of this new musical movement. Although hailed as pioneers of the genre, they didn’t really sound or play like any other band. An intense drive for perfection amongst its members actually turned an ordinary, albeit prodigiously talented, pop covers group into something quite extraordinary. Their fairly rapid progress from the tiny clubs and bars of London’s West End to huge stadium rock venues around the world would see a whole procession of eager, ambitious and gifted musicians drawn into the Yes environment. Each would make a vital contribution and themselves become part of Yes lore.

Many would find their stay a mixed blessing. Some who came and went were shattered by the experience and have yet to fully recover. Yet all regard their stay in the band as the most important years of their musical lives. Yes would also mean a lifetime’s work and experience to various non-musicians who became part of the team. Former and current managers, technicians, graphic artists and road crew all regard Yes with a mixture of affection, respect, awe and occasionally anger. The anger stems from what they see as misjudgements and missed opportunities. But then they wouldn’t be angry unless they really cared. And people associated with Yes do care. Their affection and loyalty towards the band was invariably rewarded when the group somehow managed to pluck victory from the jaws of disaster, and come back in triumph when their house of cards seemed certain to collapse.

To Jon Anderson and Chris Squire, who created the band, Yes is not just a group. It is an entity, a kind of living being. For them above all the others, the battle to keep its heart pulsing would become a crusade. Even when Jon was physically absent from the band on at least two occasions, his presence was the glue that held it all together. When Jon first quit the band in 1980 his manager Brian Lane told the remaining members of Yes, “You should get down on your knees and kiss Jon Anderson’s feet and beg him to come back.”

Yes is a band that has constantly rebuilt itself from within. Such a process inevitably fuels arguments which lead to resentments, some lasting for years. Yet the end result has nearly always been music of such quality it has inspired tremendous love and loyalty from its fans and continuing respect from fellow musicians. There was a time when every aspiring young musician with the ability to contribute wanted nothing more than to be a part of Yes – but once on board the roundabout the centrifugal force could fling off all but the most tenacious.

Says Jon Anderson, “One of the reasons the band has survived this crazy music business more or less intact is because there has been this guiding force. When you start making music that is neither sex, drugs and rock’n’roll nor politically correct but is more spiritual, then it becomes like a crusade. The aim has been to create very good music and at the same time create a good message that the word ‘yes’ implies. We have had to do battle all the way through even though it’s been a good fight. It still is a good fight. There have been times when people have said, ‘Why don’t you sell more records, why don’t you make a pop hit?’ And I’ve actually tried to and it never worked. So I’ve just continued on the path that has been set out for me and at least I’ve been true to that ideal. At many times during the course of our career there have been very sobering moments … especially when we got to the Cork pork abattoir!”

Yes at their peak epitomised the sound and fury of the Great Age of Rock Excess. Yet they started out as a penniless covers band, scuffling for gigs and living in squalor. It was the vision of Anderson and Squire that led them to create what they saw as the ultimate supergroup. Says the more pragmatic Chris Squire, “If ever there was a blueprint for the band it was to be able to have good instrumentals and vocal harmonies as well.” It was a simple enough policy that would lead to magical performances of semi-mystical songs and extended works. ‘Heart Of The Sunrise’, ‘I’ve Seen All Good People’, ‘Yours Is No Disgrace’, ‘Siberian Khatru’ … these are themes that once performed stay in people’s consciousness, to emerge like bursts of sunshine evaporating the fog of mediocrity.

During their glory years they sold albums by the ton. Fragile, Close To The Edge and Tales From Topographic Oceans caused a sensation during the Seventies. The band packed out concert halls and stadiums on tours that broke all attendance records. And then, during their unexpected renaissance in the mid-Eighties, new recruit Trevor Rabin ensured Yes had even greater success with the smash hit single ‘Owner Of A Lonely Heart’ and their dance influenced 90125 album.

Yes was always more than just another ‘stadium rock’ battle wagon. They constantly changed and absorbed new influences while retaining their basic beliefs. Particularly important to their fans was the way Yes exuded a seductive, mystical image in which brute strength was countered by frailty, melody by discord, innocence by aggression. This ebbing and flowing of musical moods was notably complemented by the wondrous fantasy world created by artist Roger Dean, whose work graced many of their most important album covers. The famed swirling, almost Daliesque, Yes logo and graphics he devised became an instantly recognisable symbol for their band and their music, so much so that whenever Dean worked for other artists their albums invariably looked like Yes albums.

Jon Anderson’s enigmatic lyrics also set the band apart. Eschewing more common rock themes like romantic love or the angst of adolescent confusion, he wrote virtual sound poems, awash with words rich in imagery that defied logical interpretation and contained the sort of fabulous motifs that the receptive could appreciate and the rest could absorb as simply a part of the band’s overall sound. Yes – but what does it mean? The answer was – whatever you wanted it to mean.

According to the founding fathers, the stated aim of Yes was to be a ‘selfless’ band in which the music was put above the aspirations of the individuals. This noble but demanding ideal resulted in the many dramatic changes of direction and personnel that have enlivened their career. It was amazing. Here foregathered were the most charming and civilised of English gentlemen, yet there was hardly another bunch like them for upsets and disturbances. To the best of my knowledge, every single member, including the lead singer, has stomped off, quit or been fired at least once and in some cases twice or even three times!

There have been no less than 14 full time Yes men since the group first assembled in 1968, and a scattering of shadowy figures in the background that have undergone periodic reshuffles. Although there have only been two significant Yes drummers powering the engine room, there have been at least three lead guitarists, a brace of singers and innumerable keyboard players. By 1998, the year that marked their 30th anniversary, only bass player, singer, composer and founder member Chris Squire had remained continuously on board the roundabout.

Squire, the tall, friendly giant is usually regarded as the quietest, most equable Yes person. Jon Anderson is perceived as the leader, the spokesman and the keeper of the flame. However even Jon, gentle poet, mystic and lover of mushy peas, has twice quit the band in high dudgeon. When it comes to rows it seems none are more prone to bust-ups than the old firm of Anderson and Squire. During one extraordinary period of infighting, Jon even fronted an alternative, rebel outfit which assembled in Europe under the name of ABWH – Anderson, Bruford, Wakeman & Howe.

Although they sounded like a firm of lawyers, in fact they held out a promise of rekindling the flames of creativity, until rock biz politics intervened. Meanwhile Chris Squire retained the Yes name and led another version of the band in California with ‘new’ guitarist Trevor Rabin. And so for a while there was a Yes in the West and a Yes in Europe. Rabin had actually been the power base of a revitalised Yes for some nine years at this point, though his very presence in Yes was enough to cause apoplexy in Steve Howe, a man whose sole raison d’être would seem to be the furthering of his extraordinary dexterity on fretted instruments. Still, when you probe deeply enough, you find even mild mannered Steve has trodden on a few toes in his time. Yet, somehow, against all odds, the two factions came together again to smoke a pipe of peace and a Yes that once more featured both Anderson and Squire finally came together for their Union tour in the early Nineties.

When the smoke had cleared, Chris Squire emerged as the real power behind the throne. Unless, of course, you talked to Jon Anderson first. So it seems odd, given the air of love and peace always mooted to be at the heart of Yes music and expressed in the lyrics so endlessly debated by eager fans, that there should be a prevailing atmosphere of feuding and dissent. The ascerbic Bill Bruford, bruised by his experiences in ABWH, has his own explanation.

“There are seething undercurrents in Yes,” says Bruford. “Only very few people surely can have failed to see behind the love and peace? If you took the group only at that level, then you’d have to wonder where all that aggressive playing came from for a start. There has been some severely aggressive playing in Yes. It is an interesting irony that there is all this love and peace and hippiedom, whereas in fact Yes is a very tight, highly structured, nerve-wracking organisation always short of money and always spending too much and always in trouble, which is eventually reflected in the music. If they had better inter-personal skills and better management things might have been different. Yes has always been dogged by this short term vision and crippled by extremely bad management in the past. That has had its effects on the music which is why in 1998 they are still playing Close To The Edge from 1972.”

SECOND MOVEMENT

On April 22, 1998, Jon Anderson sits in a communal rest area back stage at Croydon’s Fairfield Halls during the band’s Open Your Eyes tour of England. He is tired and suffering from a cold. He and the revitalised band, complete with new Russian keyboard player Igor Khoroshev and additional guitarist Billy Sherwood, have been on the road for weeks. It is good to see him for the first time in ages. As Jon enters the room, which is filled with rather glum roadies mulling over egg and chips, the darkness fades and the place lights up with his smile. I suddenly remember Jon and his first wife Jenny struggling to get past a pram in the hall of their tiny flat in London’s Cromwell Road. That was in the summer of 1970 and we were off to find a restaurant. There we sat for one of many far reaching conversations laced with wine and laughter. Jon was smoking Benson & Hedges and mulling over the prospects for the band. The tape recorder was whirling while he talked excitedly about some new piece of music he’d discovered or written. I remember him once asking me, “Chris … what does Topographic mean?”

It’s amazing how much can flash through your mind in the time it takes to shake hands and sit down. “Make it funny,” was Jon’s only injunction when I told him about my plans to write a book about the band.

“There was a time when I was thinking of giving music up completely and going to live in China,” he blurts out. I am shocked. Such has been the stress and strain of trying to keep the Yes dream alive for all these years. It seems that Jon, the incurable optimist, the romantic dreamer, has been close to the edge of despair. But he met a new lady friend who urged him, “You are a musician. This is what you do. You’ve got to carry on.”

It was all the encouragement Jon needed. He forgot about carving a new life in the Far East and returned to singing. Old mates and some new faces helped him recreate the magical, timeless sound of Yes. Jon gets up from the table. He’s got to forget the past for a moment and try to forget his cold. His audience awaits. “Why don’t you come on the road with us?” he asks as he heads for the stage. Where were they going? “South America!” Alas Croydon would be the extent of my 1998 tour with Yes.

But what had caused Jon to even consider giving up? The answers came in dribs and drabs, as I spoke to band members both past and present over the coming months. It proved to be far more than just a story of a big rock band buffeted by the winds of change.

Of course they’d had their share of knocks. Once punk rock overturned prog rock they had to abandon the big, epic productions of the Seventies that had once seemed so … progressive. The mid Eighties saw Yes streamlined, modernised and relevant to a new world order. During their Indian summer, Yes were hip again. Come the Nineties there was a general unwillingness by the media to even acknowledge their existence. Jon tells how his management phoned a major music company on Yes business and were greeted with the reply, “Yes? Who are Yes?”

A band that has been making records, touring and shaping the course of rock music for thirty years expects a few snubs and humiliations along the way but they don’t deserve to be ignored and forgotten, not when the music they have made is so special and worth all the pain that has so often accompanied its creation.

So we are not talking about any old English rock band from the Sixties here. This is Yes – creator of ‘And You And I’, ‘Heart Of The Sunrise’ and ‘Long Distance Runaround’ – soaring, dynamic and very special music. Sometimes they overreached themselves. Sometimes studio perfection came at the price of spontaneity. But there isn’t one track on any of their albums or singles that does not have something to say and that does not bear the Yes stamp of originality.

THIRD MOVEMENT

Yes mesmerised me when I first saw them play, on the night of November 26, 1968. They were booked to support Cream at their farewell concert at London’s Royal Albert Hall and they blew the audience away with an astonishingly mature and confident performance. I became a fan and was determined to trumpet their cause to all who would listen – or read.

I wasn’t the only Yes fan in the media. There were plenty of other rock critics who recognised the potential of a group who sang in near perfect harmony (when they finally got some monitor speakers) and played with all the dynamic power and subtlety of a big band. Tony Wilson, my colleague on Melody Maker, was also an enthusiastic and perspicacious Yes man. He was invited to write the sleeve notes for the band’s début album. It’s worth quoting his comments to emphasise the impact Yes made on the scene.

‘At the beginning of 1969 I was asked to pick two groups who I thought would make it in the following year. One of my choices was Led Zeppelin. A bit obvious perhaps, but then we all like to back a winner occasionally. The other was YES. I’d just heard them in a London discotheque where all too often the groups tend to be over amplified and under talented. Yes were not. They had much more than the usual wallpaper music sound. There was life, virility and musicianship in their approach. They had a superior vocal sound – assured, clear and harmonic. They knew what they were doing and did it with style. It showed in their own songs and imaginative arrangements. It all shows on this, their first album. So Yes became my other choice. My second runner in the Great Group Most Likely To Make It Stakes. And my money is on them! Naturally I’ve watched them with special interest – the Marquee, the Speakeasy, in concert with Janis Joplin and Cream. Totally convinced after these events, my choice is confirmed.’ Tony Wilson.

Tony was quick to pinpoint the special qualities of the band that everyone was talking about. One of the first non-American acts to be signed to Atlantic Records, they were clearly destined to be huge. At least that’s the way it seemed to everybody except the band themselves, who knew the reality of living on handouts, helpful girlfriends and a few grubby pound notes doled out by grudging promoters.

What seemed so fresh about Yes to Tony Wilson was the way they brought together such a broad and unexpected range of influences, from folk to jazz and rock and made it all sound new, fresh and attractive. They were already playing advanced arrangements. Here were songs that stopped and started with nerve shattering suddenness, paused for reflection and then stormed back again with all guns blazing.

Songs like The Byrds’ ‘I See You’, Paul Simon’s ‘America’ and Lennon and McCartney’s ‘Every Little Thing’ were given the Yes treatment. They re-arranged songs by taking them apart, dissecting the verses and choruses and rebuilding them as pieces with several layers, extending instrumental bridges, adding harmonies to a hitherto familiar single voice, and placing a sudden, unexpected emphasis where before there was none. It was an approach that contrasted sharply to the kind of one dimensional, locomotive rumbling of the average ‘beat group’.

Of course it wasn’t all original thinking, and – like the ensembles that followed – the original Yes quintet brought together a wide variety of disparate influences. The Who under the aegis of Pete Townshend, especially their extended works, inspired original guitarist Peter Banks. The free-flowing Jimi Hendrix Experience was an influence, as were The Nice with Keith Emerson. Jon Anderson loved classy performers like Frank Sinatra and Paul McCartney. Chris Squire liked The Fifth Dimension, The Byrds and The Beatles. Drummer Bill Bruford was into Miles Davis. Yes were cool. They could dig it. They were also very together. They were ready to take ideas and push them someplace else.

And they had the musical firepower to make their ideas work. The earliest Yes line-up became the articulate voice of the post-Flower Power generation. They appealed to the intelligence of their audience, considered a dangerous move in rock’n’roll. It was all done with infectious enthusiasm and zeal. When Yes took a piece of music and reshaped it into a concert piece, Yes weren’t being ‘pretentious’. They were being true to themselves.

Rare colour film of the band during this period shows a shockingly young looking bunch of 20 year olds acting more like The Monkees than serious prog-rockers. A clip of Bill Bruford in a studio, cigarette between his lips, blond hair flying and roaring over his drum kit during a storming performance of ‘No Opportunity Necessary, No Experience Needed’ is the epitome of pop cool!

Peter Banks’ guitar style was at the core of early Yes music and set standards that have been adhered to ever since. His playing, rich in improvisational skill and tonal ingenuity, shone through the first two albums Yes (1969) and Time And A Word (1970). Steve Howe, who replaced Peter, would become the guitar star most readily associated with Yes. His output was astonishing on a huge mass of work from The Yes Album, Fragile and Close To The Edge to Tales From Topographic Oceans, Relayer, Going For The One and more. Trevor Rabin, who took over the Banks/Howe tradition in the Eighties, would spearhead the Yes revival and help create some of their best selling music.

Tony Kaye, the band’s ebullient first keyboard player, was a master of the funky organ sound. His swirling crescendos and classical flourishes established what became the pattern for keyboard playing in Yes. Even the more technically capable Rick Wakeman who joined later would pay tribute to Tony’s contribution, while Geoffrey Downes continued in the tradition with his own richly rhapsodic playing.

Bill Bruford was something special. He wasn’t just a great young percussionist with a sharp and intelligent mind, he was a vibrant, sometimes even abrasive personality; practical where others were scatty, eminently sensible when others weren’t. His background, education and instincts meant that he tended to be amused by rather than hung up on the rock and roll lifestyle. A jazz fan for whom Philly Jo Jones and Max Roach meant more than Keith Moon, Bill was enthusiastic about the opportunities Yes offered. Alas, he quickly tired of the regimented discipline that lay behind the laissez faire, hippie idealism. It was a great shock when he decided to quit the band to join King Crimson in August, 1972. His replacement, Alan White, came just in time to power up the band in readiness for its onslaught on American touring. His powerhouse playing and rock steady beat were all that Yes needed to enter their second phase.

The old firm of Anderson and Squire has reigned over Yes since the days when they were called Mabel Greer’s Toyshop. Jon, from Accrington in Lancashire, is a soft spoken man for whom Yes became a medium through which to express his own pent up love of emotional, joyous music. Stravinsky, Sibelius, Frank Sinatra and The Beatles are all sources of inspiration for Jon. Warm and gentle in character, Jon has long aspired to different religions and varieties of mysticism, and he was a natural convert to the hippie idealism of the Sixties which sought to unify all religious beliefs into a kind of single Earth spirit. Yet Jon is also a hustler, a hardened music business pro, fully aware that if he doesn’t exert his authority others might try to use or abuse him. As a bandleader he has been called ‘a little Napoleon’ but he could bring together warring factions and instil order – most of the time. Although he was unable to write or read scores or even play an instrument with any great skill, he could sing like a bird, and exhort his players to turn personal flights of fancy into playable form, into magnificent reality.

If his determination to succeed and create would earn him a reputation for being a stickler and a disciplinarian, then it was no worse a reputation than any other truly successful bandleader before him. What some found shocking was his ability to make sudden, abrupt decisions that directly affected their lives. Invariably they were for the best reasons. During innumerable conversations with Jon over the years, the message has clearly emerged that it was never his intention to hurt anybody. Ever. He still regrets some of his actions. But he always knew that if Yes was to survive and have a future, then firm decisions would have to be taken. And Jon, with the ready laugh and angelic voice, had the power to decide.

Chris Squire, Jon’s long term vocal partner, is perhaps the most enigmatic Yes man. Slower than most to show his feelings or reveal his inner thoughts, he can nevertheless sometimes appear impatient and agitated. Eager for a laugh as much as the next muso, there is a more calculating air about the man who has actually held Yes together since it started. While others chatter and scamper around at his feet in a frenzy of emotional activity, Chris remains laid back and impassive. There are probably very good reasons for his gentle giant demeanour. Tall people quickly learn that unless they are very careful they can knock people and things over very easily. Better to approach life at a slower pace. Less risk of damage. But this apparent slow down of the body clock can be infuriating to others.

Quite early in the band’s formative years Chris gained the nickname Fish, simply because he spent too long luxuriating in the bath. Okay when you are living alone, but when you are living with an entire band and various girlfriends, who have to get ready for the next gig, and there is only one bathroom in a shared flat, then tempers get frayed. Doubtless Mr. Squire got called worse names than Fish when the group were packed together in their flat in Munster Road, Fulham. Some complained at the way he consumed the band’s precious resources. But then it was Chris and Jon who had put the band together. They were entitled to reap the rewards of their labours, and to take their time in the bath.

What Chris brought to Yes, apart from his unshakeable power as one of the three great British rock bass guitarists (along with Jack Bruce and John Entwistle), was his dogged determination to keep the whole thing going. And yet, you could never quite pinpoint a decision making moment. “Things just happened – behind the scenes,” says one band member. Whatever happened to Yes, you could be sure that Chris, above all others, would keep his eye on the ball.

Sometimes the ball seemed in danger of going out of touch. Peter Banks and Tony Kaye were early victims of Yes purges. When Bill Bruford left of his own accord, just as the band were enjoying major success, it was a big shock. Yet replacements arrived in a steady stream and the group continued to prosper. All became accepted as part of the Yes family from the moment they joined but as we shall see, it was a family frequently at war. When Rick Wakeman left to concentrate on his solo career, it was an even greater blow than Bill’s departure. The group hastily recruited Patrick Moraz who stayed for three productive years. But when Rick came home again he brought his own very special charisma as well as his keyboard talents. Patrick would find a more comfortable home with The Moody Blues.

More dramatic still was the moment at the end of the Seventies when Jon Anderson quit and Rick left for the second time. How was it possible that the voice of Yes, surely the key element in their unique sound, could leave the group? And how could they carry on as if nothing had happened? And yet that’s just what happened. This bust-up, the most controversial of their career, was precipitated by the failure of the band to record a new album to succeed their unsatisfactory 1978 effort Tormato and might well have brought down the final curtain. Yet only two months later, in May 1980, Chris Squire recruited two new members whose pedigree caused even the most die-hard Yes fan to gasp. Enter producer, singer and bassist Trevor Horn, and keyboard player Geoff Downes, better known as The Buggles.

The Buggles!!!? In Yes!!!? This latest twist to the tale seemed like the final nail in the band’s coffin. But it wasn’t. In the event, it actually ensured their survival. The Buggles version of Yes lasted until April, 1981. Then Steve Howe left to form Asia with Geoff Downes which led to a Yes renaissance with guitarist Trevor Rabin writing the songs and Jon Anderson back at the microphone. The comeback was sealed with the number one US single, ‘Owner Of A Lonely Heart’, and their astonishing album 90125.

In many ways this album represented the end of their quest for technical perfection. Ironically, this was a needless quest by the Nineties. There was no excuse for imperfection when studios and stages were equipped with the latest in digital, computer technology. Sampling had replaced the need for ‘live’ orchestras and drum machines could provide that metronomic beat and crisp sound all producers craved and audiences now took for granted. Pop music technology had advanced rapidly.

Human skills, the skills that had made Yes so precious, were less important. It was now possible for a recording star to sell millions of CDs without ever venturing out of the studio, and certainly never having to battle up and down motorways in the search for gigs. The whole concept of Yes seemed out of date and redundant. Except … it was Yes that conceived many of the innovations now taken for granted. And there was a new generation of fans for whom a living, breathing band of top performing musicians was a rare treat.

In 1998 a low budget CD appeared on the market. It wasn’t given much space in the music press reviews pages, if it was noted at all. The origins of the CD were somewhat dubious but it served an important purpose in that it brought back to light the original sound of Yes. Titled Something’s Coming it comprised broadcast recordings of Yes from 1969 to 1970. Would it shatter long cherished beliefs and illusions? Would the sound of the band first heard in London all those years ago now seem too primitive?

The opening bars of Something’s Coming with its triumphant organ and guitar chords and the unexpectedly violent drums, recalled all the magic. Jon Anderson sang ‘Who knows?’ in his husky Lancastrian burr, answered by witty musical ripostes from the ensemble. All the charm and excitement of their original performances came surging back. This was the song and arrangement that knocked me out when I saw the band for the first time. The echoing radio sound quality, so different from the muffled albums of the period, itself had a nostalgic ring. The record transported this listener back to people, places and memories once thought lost in space and time. ‘Something’s Coming’ and companion pieces like ‘Everydays’, with their rapidly shifting moods and exciting solos, seemed like a revelation, a restoration of faith and values.

Strangely enough, this CD of ancient recordings gave me even more pleasure than the very latest high quality Yes release Open Your Eyes. This was a daring young band, rough at the edges and taking risks. These BBC tapes culled from the archives, done with barely time for a sound check, let alone a rehearsal, capture Yes at a crucial moment, on the verge of greatness, still full of naïve hopes and dreams.

Which is more important – yesterday or Yes today? The answer is that Yes continues to grip the imagination in all its forms, past and present. There are fanzines and websites throughout America and Europe devoted entirely to their doings, and for whose subscribers Yes is a ruling passion. They are the people who gathered for a special ‘Yestival’ held in America on June 27 and 28, 1998, one of a series of annual events held to celebrate the band’s life and times.

Aficionados gathered at Cherry Hill, New Jersey, from all over the States to greet their heroes and other guests from Britain. Ambassadors from Yes past and present came to receive homage. Chris Squire was there – keeping the fans on tenterhooks as the large audience waited for a special interview session. There were ‘new boys’ like Billy Sherwood while veterans Alan White and Steve Howe were happy to meet, greet and even perform. Peter Banks, a hero from 1968, flew in from his home in Barnet and jammed while Geoff Downes played a special concert described as ‘awesome’ by delegates and visitors alike.

But what had drawn them all together in celebration? Yes is much more than a joke about curry on the organ, or a series of internal rows about money, or the reasons behind its shifting personnel. It is about the power to create music that moves the heart and mind.

The musicians themselves have grown up over these past thirty years and many of the old problems have been solved or simply faded into insignificance. Says Steve Howe, “As you get older you are more able to talk and deal with the psychological and physiological things that go on and the business problems that always plague a group. There’s an awful lot more to being in Yes than just playing the music! I wish there wasn’t. Some members of the band have said quite regularly, ‘That’s it. I’m not having bugger all to do with the business. I’m just going to sing, or play and let everything else go.’ And then they don’t know what to do.

“They just dissipate or become phased out. You can’t leave any part of your life just to destiny. Jon has said to me many times that he’d sooner live for two months up a mountain. He has that ability to go off into the unknown. I just like to create a space for myself and get lost in my music. I can’t force music to happen. You can’t turn it on like a tap. But if you can create the right environment then it will flow. In Yes the guys want you to use self control, to be very organised and together, happy and positive. It’s a big demand. You can’t be in Yes and take a back seat. There’s no room for someone to take a back seat. They’ll be out! But if there was any time when I’ve thought what a good band Yes was – it’s right now.”

And right now we go back to the beginning, to beyond and before.


2
SOMETHING’S COMING

If any single member truly embodies the spirit of Yes, at least in the eyes of their fans, it is Jon Anderson. A dreamer with a passion for alternative life styles and what used to be called hippie philosophy, he is also a practical man. As a touring rock singer he quickly learned how to cope with the harsh realities of life. He was once described as, ‘An incurable romantic with a deceptive iron streak, a babbler of dreams with a firm grip on reality.’

There is no doubt that his beliefs run deep. The quest for wider arcane knowledge is as important to him as the creation of good music. Jon Anderson comes from an ordinary, hardworking background and left school at an early age. As a musician he is very much self taught. He can play the guitar and dabbles with percussion. As a singer he learnt from everyone from The Beatles and Otis Redding to Frank Sinatra and Simon & Garfunkel. All his general knowledge and accumulated wisdom has been gleaned from reading, listening, observing and, above all, conversing with other people. His working-class roots were no impediment to his gaining a heartfelt appreciation for art, literature, religion, philosophy and classical music.

The inspiration he gets from great music and grand ideas is genuine and something that has never left him, even during his darkest moments of self doubt. Yes became Jon’s orchestra of the imagination. Chris Squire, his kindred spirit, helped turn the vision into a reality but from their first enthusiastic beginnings Yes was a means to surf the cosmic waves of possibilities. All he and Chris had to do was find the right people to share their vision. It was only when that quest was thwarted, either by personal intrigue or financial pressure, that battle ensued.

From his stage and public persona, Jon Anderson might seem a gentle, inquisitive character, a soft touch perhaps, someone who can be taken for a ride. Jon is indeed charming and approachable and gifted with a sparkling sense of humour, and he is not so precious that he can’t laugh at himself or others. But at the same time his steely determination to communicate his ideas induces a kind of iron resolve that brooks no argument. He is stubborn. Proud. Determined. A wave of the hand and an intense look are the warning signals all but the most insensitive must surely recognise. He is no sucker. Having travelled the world and dealt with many a threatening situation, he is more aware of life’s perils than most.

But where does the little guy with a velvet voice and big ideas find such strength of personality? How did he beat his way to the top of a business notoriously unsentimental and oft steeped in treachery, devious machinations and downright skulduggery? How could a spiritual soul, who has on occasion been known to set up a portable tepee in his dressing room and sport Red Indian feathers and face paint, come to be harshly spoken of as ‘Napoleon’ and even ‘Hitler’ by some of his more fearful confreres? To find the answers we must explore his background.
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John Roy Anderson was born in Accrington, Lancashire, on October 25, 1944. His father Albert was a salesman, while his mother Kathleen worked in a cotton mill, then the staple industry of Lancashire. John grew up in a small house in Norfolk Street and was the second youngest of four siblings, Stuart, Tony and Joy.

“They named me John Roy after a music hall singer who was billed as ‘John Roy the Melody Boy’,” he says. “You can find his name on some of the old variety show posters from the Forties and Fifties. In my dreams my name was always ‘Jonathan’ but it was actually John. When I came to London I decided to drop my ‘aitch’ and become the Jonathan that I always wanted to be. Roy comes from ‘Royston’ which is a classic Scottish name.”

Jon’s father was Scottish and his mother was second generation Irish with French ancestry. “I never had any problem about relating to people from different countries and that came out later in my life when I was working with Vangelis Papathanassiou. I’ve always been adventurous about who I work with. You don’t have to be an English person in order to make good music. Sometimes that became the criteria in Yes. It always had to be done with English musicians in England. Towards the end of the Seventies I rebelled against that idea and said there was no reason why we couldn’t write music abroad.”

Although Jon’s parents were not musicians they had a keen interest in the world of entertainment. They were both accomplished ballroom dancers and county champions. “It’s only in the last two or three years that I’ve realised how much influence my father had on me as a performer,” says Jon. “I can remember seeing him on stage in Accrington when I was two or three years old, working as a comedian. He was from Glasgow and he had a kilt on. When he was in the Army he was in ENSA (the troop’s entertainment service, alternatively known as ‘Every Night Something Awful’) and he would go on stage, tell jokes and sing a couple of songs. My mother and my father were ballroom dancing champions of East Lancashire. They had cups on display and photographs of my mother in her beautiful ballroom gown and my father in his bow tie. Basically they were a couple of show offs!”

Jon went to St. John’s Infants School in Accrington and his teachers remembered him as a strong class leader. One of his teachers, Mrs. Irene Smith, says, “He was a lovely looking little boy with a happy disposition. He always seemed to have a smile on his face and loved singing.” Mrs. Ada Thurman remembers Jon as a, “very happy little boy who thought a lot about his classmates and school, and in particular his sister”. Another teacher, Clifford Collinson, recalls that he was “a good leader in the class, with a particular expertise in geometric drawing, but Jon did not wish to go to Grammar school”.

Times were harsh and money was tight in the Anderson household. Says Jon, “I lived on a farm when I was eight years old and worked as a labourer from the age of 15. My father used to be very ill and I had to work hard.” Anderson was very keen on football and dreamed of playing for the famous local side Accrington Stanley. But when his father became ill, he had to leave school at 15 to go to work. He toiled as a farm hand with his older brother Tony and later got a job driving a lorry delivering bricks. He also worked on a milk round for a while. It all seemed a far cry from the artistic life he dreamed about. There was no chance now of going to a Grammar school, let alone a university. Instead of giving in to circumstances Jon was determined that one day he would succeed – at something. For the moment he had to earn a living to help support his family.

Said Jon later, “Being in a working-class area of Accrington, you work for a living. You don’t become an artist. You don’t paint. For me it was a fight to get away from that kind of situation. I didn’t want to end up all my life driving long distance lorries or delivering milk.”

Jon would rarely talk about these early days when he became successful with Yes. It was not that he wanted to deny his roots. In the excitement of becoming a successful rock musician, it simply didn’t seem relevant. He needed to move on in a process of self discovery that remains at the core of his personality. The realisation that Jon Anderson, mystic and superstar, once had to deliver piles of bricks and slog at menial tasks from dawn to dusk, certainly explains his drive, his urgency, the ruthless need to hustle as well as dream and fantasise. It’s a combination that produces extraordinary practical results and makes him a singularly magnetic personality. People find themselves drawn to him. Would-be fellow mystics appear at his side at airports and stage doors, seeking an audience. But he subtly lets them know that he needs his personal space.

While driving his lorry or resting at home Jon listened to a wide variety of music. His favourite rock’n’roll artists were Elvis Presley, Eddie Cochran and The Everly Brothers. Later came the British rock and blues and groups like The Who, The Spencer Davis Group and The Nice. Says Jon, “I was brought up on The Everly Brothers. Then I tried singing like Stevie Winwood for a couple of weeks – and failed!”

He also liked the smooth melodic sophistication of Dionne Warwick, Nina Simone, and Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby, the stars of High Society. The Beatles were the ultimate voices of expression for his generation and he grew to admire and appreciate the great vocal groups like The Fifth Dimension and soul singers Otis Redding, Wilson Pickett and Joe Tex. He especially appreciated strong vocal harmonies and also dug the clear and precise enunciation of jazz singer Jon Hendricks. All these elements would later combine and inform his own unique vocal style and even his speaking voice, with its pleasant mixture of Lancashire burr and American drawl.

Although Jon was fascinated by pop records and admired great singers, he had no special desire to become a musician himself and in any case there was little time off work to learn to play an instrument. His older brother Tony, however, had taken up singing and joined a local group called The Warriors. One day the group’s back-up vocalist left to work full time as a hairdresser and Jon stepped into the breech. At the age of 18, Jon Anderson found he could make a better living and have more fun singing and gigging with The Warriors than doing anything else. The band’s line-up included Tony and Jon on vocals, Michael Brereton on lead guitar, Rodney Hill on rhythm guitar, David Foster on bass and vocals, and drummer Ian Wallace who was also destined for a rock career of no little distinction.

Clad in their smart suits and natty pullovers, they were a well rehearsed band who played mainly cover versions, earning £25 a gig playing nearly every night of the week in the Lancashire towns of Bolton, Bury, Blackburn, Rochdale, Accrington and Manchester. One of the first numbers Jon sang with the band was a spirited version of The Beatles’ ‘I’m Down’ with Jon doing a fair approximation of his hero Paul McCartney. “I used to do a great McCartney,” he says. “But I once heard somebody say I sounded more like Cilla Black!”

The Warriors recorded two singles for Decca: ‘You Came Along’ (written by Barry Mason and Les Reed) and ‘Don’t Make Me Blue’ written by the group’s bass player David Foster who would later co-write ‘Sweet Dreams’ and ‘Time And A Word’ with Jon for Yes. The recordings, made under the aegis of producer Ivor Raymonde, were quite an experience for the young musicians. Recalls Ian Wallace, “I was really nervous and spent most of the session locked in the toilet.” The Warrior’s first single was released in 1964 amidst great local excitement but failed to receive sufficient air play to get into the charts. ‘You Came Along’ found its way onto a double compilation album Hard Up Heroes (Decca DPA 3009/10) released in 1974. The B-side ‘Don’t Make Me Blue’ was later used in a film called Just For You.

After long exposure to the complexities of Yes music, the innocence of ‘You Came Along’ is mind boggling. You can hear Tony and Jon singing merrily as if entertaining a holiday camp full of mums, dads and screaming kids. There is a snatch of Neil Innes style de-tuned guitar work before Ian Wallace’s drum coda – so hurried you can almost visualise him dashing to the loo ‘for a nervous’, as Phil Collins would say. But it’s very sweet and full of energy.

Jon later told New Musical Express, “The main factor with The Warriors was being able to just about live off the music. Our situation was like that of most bands of that era. We were copying the more successful bands. In the five years The Warriors were together we only ever wrote two songs for the simple reason that there was all this incredible mass of good material around coming from The Beatles and those fabulous American songwriting teams. We used to look up to these people because they were so great at what they were doing. Though you didn’t ever stop to think about it at the time, being in a band like The Warriors was great schooling. All those chords and notes that you hit really came in handy later on, because you’d learned your trade by practising on the very best material available.”

The Warriors spent many years playing Northern working men’s clubs, then left England for Germany where they worked hard following in the footsteps of the pioneering Merseybeat groups. Then, in 1967, Jon Anderson quit. He’d had enough of singing cover versions and needed a break to see more of the world. Although this abrupt decision failed to make headline news, word got back to London. And so began the chain of events and the crossing of paths that resulted in the birth of Yes.

Without Jon, The Warriors returned somewhat chastened to England and began to hang out at a newly established music business drinking haunt in London’s Soho called La Chasse. The club was situated at number 100 Wardour Street and was run by Jack Barrie, assistant manager of The Marquee Club, just a few doors along the street at number 90. The bar, a tiny affair with minimal decor and primitive furnishings, was on the first floor above a betting shop. Its walls were decorated with caricatures of figures from the pop music industry and its juke box was filled with an eccentric selection of top quality pop singles, the sort of music that musicians admired. It was informal, cosy and often very crowded, and it became a vital meeting place for musicians working at The Marquee. The betting shop was quite useful as well.

As the Marquee didn’t have a drinks licence and nearby pub The Ship was often overflowing with fans, La Chasse became a kind of sanctuary. It was the ideal place for guitarists, drummers, keyboard players and singers to meet, tank up and exchange phone numbers and girlfriends. As a result it became the launch pad for some of the biggest and most influential rock bands of all time. Much of the credit for the formation of Yes goes to Jack Barrie. From his position, polishing glasses behind the bar, he could observe which of his customers could benefit from some friendly advice. Certain visitors like Vivian Stanshall of The Bonzo Dog Band might not take kindly to any advice and would abuse anyone who offered it. But not all the customers were as cantankerous as Viv.

On a busy night the tiny bar might accommodate Peter Frampton in full satin stage gear, taking a break from his gigs with The Herd, Peter Banks of The Syn in search of sustenance, or hairy young Phil Collins hoping to blag a way into The Marquee to see The Who for free. Keith Moon once arrived at La Chasse via the fire escape, having climbed over the rooftops from The Who’s offices in Old Compton Street. Rubbing shoulders with these musicians was a newly arrived and unemployed young singer from Accrington via Hamburg, looking for a gig and a floor to park his overnight bag. And so it was that mine host Jack Barrie called the singer over, made his fateful introduction and encouraged him to talk to a very tall bass guitarist called Chris Squire, hot foot from Mabel Greer’s Toyshop via The Syn.
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Jack Barrie, a caterer by trade, was never the manager of Yes, not even in these early days. It might have been a good thing if he had been. After all he went on to run The Marquee with great success for the next thirty years and would encourage and assist the formation and growth of legions of groups. His favourite was undoubtedly Yes, but for all his enthusiasm for the project, he lacked the killer instinct and the resources needed for successful rock group management.

Jack opened La Chasse in May, 1967. “It had been open as a member’s bar two or three years before I first went into the business. It was an old West End style club. I discovered it because the couple Bill and Jessie who used to run The Ship took me up there for a drink one night. I thought it was fantastic and took all my music biz friends there. After making it a roaring success I then foolishly put in a bid for the place. It probably cost me three times what I would have paid, had I been more discreet. It had been a failing business. I made it a success and then bought it!”

Jack was busy at The Marquee and involved with the annual National Jazz Federation festivals (which evolved into the Reading Rock Festival), but still found time to run his new bar. He had started at The Marquee in 1964 as assistant to the club’s manager John Gee. “I was still doing things for The Marquee Organisation like festival catering and I was also running La Chasse,” he says. John Gee would run The Marquee until 1970 when Jack took over the management of the club.

Yet Barrie did not actually meet Anderson at his newly established drinking club. The fateful encounter took place on the platform of Victoria Station. “Jon’s old group The Warriors had split up in Germany and came back home while Jon stayed on for some reason. The Warriors came to London in October 1967 looking for work and ended up at La Chasse club. I got to know Brian Chatton who was their keyboard player at the time and in March 1968 he told me that the old singer with the band was coming back to London. They had kept in contact and he had to go down to Victoria Station to meet him. So I went with Brian to meet Jon coming off the boat train from the Continent. My first vision of Jon Anderson was seeing him playing the alto saxophone. He saw Brian coming towards him, dropped his luggage, got out his sax and pretended to be busking. That was my first visual sighting of Jon Anderson – playing the sax on Victoria Station!”

Says Jon, “I had been with The Warriors for five years and in fact it was a very good band. When I got back to London, having left them in Germany, I realised what a really good band it was. We had Ian Wallace on drums who is now one of the top session men in LA. Brian Chatton is still writing songs. My brother Tony was in the band in the early days but that’s a long story.”

Brian and Jon shared accommodation courtesy of Jack Barrie, who temporarily put them up at his flat as they were both broke and homeless. “The story goes that to pay his rent Jon used to come and sweep up the Chasse club. But he never slept there,” says Jack. “He may have used the sofa when he had a girlfriend visiting. After all the flat was full of people. It’s an exaggeration to say he used to sleep on the sofa but it makes a good story! He certainly used to sweep up. He felt he was doing something useful to help pay for his accommodation. We used to have long conversations about music and I would look after his interests through contacts in the business.”

Among those who used to drink in La Chasse was EMI producer Paul Korda, a relative of film producer Sir Alexander Korda. He was impressed with Jon and decided to record a couple of demo tracks with him. Jack Barrie tried to find his protégé some suitable songs. “We were looking for material for Jon and I knew a couple of budding songwriters. Mainly I knew the keyboard player who used to play at the Marquee. I took Jon to meet these struggling young songwriters at Dick James Music. They were Elton John and Bernie Taupin. They played Jon some music and he took a few things away to hear. But he didn’t find anything much he liked. I suppose I was sort of managing Jon at this point, but not on a professional basis. I was taking an interest in his future. I thought he had a lot of talent and I loved his voice. Jon was very interested in using vocal harmonies and he already had a strong idea of how he imagined his ideal group. I was trying to help him achieve his dream.”

With plans afoot to promote Jon as a solo artist, the Paul Korda demos were turned into two singles released under a new name. Jon Anderson became Hans Christian. Although nobody was supposed to know his pseudonym, the habitués of La Chasse couldn’t fail to recognise him, mainly because Hans Christian’s records were regularly played on the club’s juke box – by the singer himself. “That was during the period when we were trying to get a group for him,” says Jack Barrie. “We wanted a band to help promote his solo singles.”

The first was called ‘Never My Love’, released on Parlophone and reviewed by the author in Melody Maker in March, 1968. The song was a re-make of a hit by The Association which got to Number 2 in the American Billboard chart in September, 1967. Dropping heavy hints about the identity of the singer I wrote: “Leap into your Anderson shelters, here comes a blockbuster of a hit from a hip young fairy tale teller with an emotion packed voice. The orchestral accompaniment builds up into a veritable frenzy with a gibbering vocal chorus and battering drums. It’s pretty exciting and no doubt we shall all be seeing Mr. Christian bringing mutiny to the good ship Top Of The Pops ’ere long.”

Peter Banks, the first lead guitarist with Yes, recalls, “‘Never My Love’ was very appropriate. Never put that record on! In fact it came out when I first met Jon. He was cleaning up the glasses in La Chasse and kept putting this bloody record on and going, ‘Ee, that’s my record that is!’ ‘Yes we know Jon … we’ve heard it!’ He certainly wasn’t backward about coming forward.”

A few months later in May came his second attempt at cracking the charts, this time with a ditty called ‘The Autobiography Of Mississippi Hobo’ (Parlophone). Once again I waxed fulsome in a vain attempt to boost Mr. Christian’s career. “Remarkable rhythmic effects distinguish this bright performance from the miserable dross that frequently finds its way on disc these depressed days. Hans sings with youthful enthusiasm and the production has all the brightness that made Manfred Mann’s early records so popular. Gawd knows what the words are all about but there are flutes aplenty and a fidgety beat that will set the nation’s toes tapping. A hit.” Despite this display of enthusiasm – it wasn’t.

Hans Christian sank into obscurity, his name just a memory as, indeed, is that of The Warriors. But Jon wasn’t about to give up. Meanwhile, he continued to hang out at La Chasse and visit The Marquee where such bands as The Syn and later Mabel Greer’s Toyshop were nightly blasting away on the sweat soaked stage and fighting for space to park their guitar cases and hair dryers in the tiny, cramped, graffiti covered dressing room. Among the graffiti at this time, a drawing of The Who’s lead guitarist bore the legend ‘Pete Townshend is a nose on legs’.

“I used to see Syn and Mabel Greer,” recalls Jack Barrie. “There was nothing outstanding about them. You wouldn’t stand and watch them and get a shiver of excitement down the spine. There were a lot of very good quality bands like them in those days. I’d see them at the club and in order to play at The Marquee you had to have a certain quality. The musicianship in a band like Mabel Greer’s Toyshop was very good but it was obvious they weren’t going anywhere.”

Meanwhile Jack Barrie was trying to find a backing group for his protégé. Paul Korda tipped him off about an unknown band rehearsing at EMI called The Gun. Jack and Paul took Jon down to meet the group and they started rehearsing together. The plan was to showcase The Gun with Jon Anderson at a Marquee gig in order to gain them some work and put them on the road. “We felt it was a good marriage at the time,” says Jack. However The Gun was the province of two feisty brothers, Paul and Adrian Gurvitz, who did not take kindly to the idea of either putting on a free gig or acting as a backing group for some unknown singer.

Jack: “We got them a support spot at The Marquee one night and an agent came down to see them. He thought they were fantastic and the following morning the phone didn’t stop ringing. We had six gigs offered right away. I couldn’t wait for Jon to come home. He had gone off to rehearsals and I wanted to tell him the good news. He came back to tell me that the only news of the day as far as he was concerned was that his ‘backing group’ had sacked him! They were so pleased at the reaction to The Marquee gig they felt they didn’t need a singer. They wanted to go out on their own, which was shattering for Jon.”

However once the agents found out that Jon Anderson was no longer with The Gun the offer of future gigs was withdrawn. In the event The Gun enjoyed a hit with ‘Race With The Devil’ and became a moderately successful band under their own steam. Their first album sported a remarkable cover depicting hairy monsters. Coincidentally, it was the first project by a rising young artist called Roger Dean. Jon Anderson, meanwhile, had endured his first real setback.

Jack Barrie: “We then decided that the only thing to do was find individual musicians who were not part of a group. And that’s why I introduced him to Chris Squire. I knew his groups from The Marquee like Syn and Mabel Greer’s Toyshop. So I introduced Jon to Chris, gave them a drink each and suggested they go in a corner and talk. They obviously found they had a lot of musical ideas in common.”

As a direct result of this conversation the concept of Yes was born. Chris and Jon discovered they were both fans of Simon & Garfunkel and were especially keen on the idea of harmony singing in a group. Jon went to Chris’ home that same night to jam and by the next day they had written their first song together, ‘Sweetness’, which would appear on the first Yes album.

For a brief period Jon became an unofficial member of Chris Squire’s latest group, Mabel Greer’s Toyshop, although he made it clear he didn’t like the name and wanted something simpler and more positive – like Yes. At the time Clive Bailey was on guitar as their original guitarist Peter Banks had left to join Neat Change. When the new band was formed, Chris recommended bringing Peter back into the fold.
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Chris Squire, Jon Anderson’s new partner was born on March 4, 1948 in Queensbury, a suburb of north west London near Wembley. Tall, deceptively slow to speak and react, his sudden bursts of laughter show Chris knows exactly what is going on in people’s minds. He has the ability to adapt to each new situation, once he’s figured it out. Chris was able to interpret Jon’s ideas and help bring in the right people to make it all happen. It’s a role he’s been doing for the full thirty years of the band’s turbulent existence.

Unusual among rock musicians Chris was a trained choir boy. He was educated at Haberdashers’ Aske’s public school, Elstree, and sang in the choir. He also sang in the choir of St. Andrew’s Church, Kingsbury, famous for its standards and quality. It was here that he learned to understand and appreciate harmony. Fellow chorister Andrew Pryce Jackman became a close friend and they played together in Chris’ first rock group Syn.

Barry Rose, who taught Chris to sing at school, later became choir master at Guildford Cathedral. Recalls Chris, “When I was 12, I went there for a bit. It was England’s newest cathedral and they had to start a choir from scratch. Barry took me from Kingsbury with five other guys to be the nucleus of the choir there and he later got the job at St. Paul’s Cathedral and so I also sang there. Barry Rose came from Cambridge University to be our local choirmaster when he was about 23 and he ended up in charge of the music at Charles and Diana’s wedding, so he had a meteoric career and rise to fame in church music. He dragged me along with him and I learned everything I know from him.

“Kingsbury is where I grew up and that’s where I got into my first amateur group called The Selfs. All we really did was learn to play. We played at the local church hall on a Friday evening. We organised our own little dance and sold the Cokes and made about £15. I had just left school and was about 17 years old.”

Chris’ time at Haberdashers came to an abrupt halt. “I was actually expelled for having my hair too long! We did all the ‘O’ levels and then me and this friend of mine John Wheatley, who also had long hair, got into trouble on the day before the very last day of school. The headmaster called us into the study. We had only grown our hair long for the summer, but he was very smug about it. He handed us two shillings and sixpence each and told us to go to the local barber’s and get a haircut, on the day before we broke up. We kind of looked at him and said, ‘Uh huh, okay.’ We walked out of his office and the front door of the building. We then looked at each other and the two and sixpence in our hands and said, ‘Let’s just go!’ That was our last day at school. We kept his money and left!”

This didn’t impress the headmaster and he wrote to Mrs. Squire saying that until the matter was resolved her son was suspended. Chris talked it over with his mother and decided that he might as well leave during the summer holidays and find a job. He ended up working at Boosey & Hawkes, the instrument dealers in London’s West End, earning £8 a week. “I never went back to school, so I suppose I was suspended rather than expelled.”

Chris’ parents weren’t particularly musical. “My father liked to listen to music and he built his own hi-fi system from a kit and played records by Lena Horn and Ella Fitzgerald, so I learnt a lot from listening to my dad’s records. My mother liked music too but really I got all my musical interest from the choir when I began singing at the age of six. Being in a really good choir made it more fun. I sang at St. Paul’s because every time the choir there went on holiday in the summer, then St. Andrew’s, Kingsbury, used to dep for them. So I had a whole career as a child, singing in cathedrals. I got a great understanding of music from that and this was a time in my life when rock’n’roll didn’t play any part in it at all. In fact whenever I heard an Elvis Presley record on the radio I used to think it was crap! It’s only when I turned 15 in 1963 that I was the right age to be a Beatles fan. They sort of changed my musical tastes from church to secular music.”

Chris was strictly a singer and hadn’t picked up any musical instruments. His friend John Wheatley, however, played guitar. “He played Spanish and classical stuff and then of course he too became interested in rock’n’roll. The last I ever heard of John was he’d become a travel agent. One day he said, ‘Chris, you’re tall and you’ve got quite big hands. You should play bass.’”

Chris thought this was a fine idea, so he asked his mother to buy him a Futurama bass guitar at Macari’s Musical Exchange in Wembley. Now he was equipped to form his own rock’n’roll group. “I never seriously learned anything until I was about 16,” he says. “Then I started on the bass and carried on from there. I just felt that it was the instrument I wanted to play. I appreciated right from the start the importance of the bass.” Later he would buy his first Rickenbacker bass on hire purchase from Boosey & Hawkes, replacing the trusty Futurama with the make of instrument he would continue to play throughout his days with Yes.

Apart from his mate John, another important early influence was Andrew Jackman. “He was in the church choir with me and lived six houses away from my house in Kingsbury. Andrew became the keyboard player in The Selfs and later The Syn. I grew up with him in the choir and his father was actually in the London Symphony Orchestra and played clarinet and oboe. That family had an influence on my life too, because they were very musical.” Andrew would later play and help with the arrangements on Chris’ 1974 solo album Fish Out Of Water, and arrange songs for Yes on their 1978 Tormato album.

The Selfs enjoyed playing at youth clubs and church events but it didn’t take Chris long to realise that one of the guitarists wasn’t good enough and the drummer couldn’t keep time. “So that’s why it fizzled out.” In the meantime he had befriended Steve Nardelli, a teenager of English/Italian parentage who would become The Syn’s lead vocalist. “He was a pretty good singer who sounded rather like Rod Stewart. I started hanging out with him because he was another local North London lad and that’s how The Syn got formed in around 1965. The Syn was Andrew Jackman, Steve Nardelli, myself and of course Peter Banks. We got a Tuesday night residency at the Marquee supporting the main feature band. We got on really well with the management. For some reason they really liked us. We never made an album but we made a couple of singles for Decca Records. The first one was a piece of pop architecture called ‘Created By Clive’ which was a ditty about a fashion photographer. The B-side was called ‘Grounded’ which was a pretty good song. Then we did ‘14 Hour Technicolour Dream’ and they sold quite well and got us noticed and enabled us to play in such exotic places as Stoke-on-Trent. We did vocal harmonies and The Syn were very similar to Yes in fact. It was very much a precursor of Yes – a five piece with drums, bass, guitar and keyboards and a vocalist. And we used to do similar stuff with three and even four part vocal harmonies. That was because Andrew Jackman, my keyboard playing friend, had been a chorister too and we had been doing that for years.”

Like so many bands that lacked that indefinable ingredient to go the whole way, Syn dissolved without tears as each member realised the band was going nowhere, though in the band’s final days strange things had begun to happen. Says Chris, “Eventually we got to a certain plateau and couldn’t go any higher. It got a bit boring and it was time to move on. In fact our singer Steve was a very fashionable kind of guy and he got interested in opening clothes boutiques. That became his passion and he was getting married and stuff, so the band broke up. I was enjoying being a musician but it was still a rocky road. I had a rather nasty experience with some LSD and was in a bit of a haze for a few months. Somebody gave me some bad acid. Yet the experience kind of had a positive effect on me.”

Chris became a recluse and for a long time just didn’t go out. Still coming down from the trip, he was literally afraid to go out into the street. “I stayed in my girlfriend’s apartment while she went out to work. I was there all day for quite a few months recovering from this bad trip. I was practising my guitar all day. So after eight months of doing that I was pretty good on the instrument and built a relationship with my bass guitar. I didn’t take acid again after that, funnily enough! Having seen the end of the world I thought I’d gone far enough. I had taken it so many times during nights at UFO (the hippie club in London’s Tottenham Court Road), when it was all fun and great and colourful. But then I guess I had the ’flu and this guy had made his own acid. ‘Oh, man you gotta try some of this – I just made it!’ So somehow or other I ended up in a Fulham hospital for a couple of days, being interviewed by the cops. ‘Where did you get the drugs from kid?’ I didn’t know where I was. I was just smiling at them thinking they weren’t even there.”

Once out of hospital Chris concentrated on his studies. He used to play without plugging in the bass and he grew to understand the natural timbre of the instrument. “I learned to do a few tricks that other people hadn’t done before, which enabled me to go on and win awards and stuff. By then I’d bought my first Rickenbacker, which I got when I was 16 from Boosey & Hawkes in Regent Street. They were the importers and I managed to get one of the first three imported into England. The Kinks had one and John Entwistle had another.”

Squire practised on his Rickenbacker for months while in recovery. “That side of it was good, but at the end of the day I’m glad the trip didn’t kill me. It was after this period I ran into Jon Anderson and we started putting Yes together. When we met in La Chasse Club I was very broke and living off various girlfriends, which used to be de rigeur at that time.”

Chris was undoubtedly inspired by Paul McCartney’s melodic violin bass style but he was also influenced by the mighty John Entwistle of The Who. Recalls Chris, “I developed that trebly bass thing a little further. I spent a lot of time alone in the proverbial garret, playing and hoping it would all lead somewhere.” His twangy, treble-toned Rickenbacker bass sound would eventually become one of the crucial components of the rapidly developing Yes sound. Another was the vocal lines he blended with Jon Anderson’s plaintive lead to produce a choral effect rarely heard amid the coarse bedlam of contemporary R&B.

While he was in Syn the band paid themselves six pounds a week each and they could just about survive on that. Once he was out of the band, the gig money dried up and loyal girlfriends came to the rescue providing food and accommodation. “I had one girlfriend I was with for a year or two. I don’t know where she is now, but God bless her soul,” says Chris fervently.

When Chris first met Jon in La Chasse he was intrigued. “He was very Northern when I first met him, ha, ha! He had a pretty thick Accrington accent which I found kind of amusing, but charming as well. Having been a southern English public school boy I hadn’t really encountered many people like Jon. So I found him fascinating. That was part of the reason we decided to work together, because I could see we had quite different backgrounds. Putting the two together would seem to be a good thing. We sat down at the Chasse at our first meeting and decided that we both liked Simon & Garfunkel and The Association and that vocal group The Fifth Dimension who made an album called The Magic Garden.

“We had a lot of similar tastes, mainly vocal stuff and that’s when we decided to form a band. The very next day Jon came round to my flat and we sat down and attempted to write a song together and we actually came up with ‘Sweetness’ which is on the first Yes album. The funny thing is there was a very hip movie which I saw in 1998 called Buffalo ’661 about a guy growing up in Buffalo, NY. There’s lots of Yes influence in there. ‘Sweetness’ is the closing title theme for the whole movie. The film is full of early Yes music and I thought, ‘My God – we’re hip again!’”
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The group’s guitarist, Peter Banks, was born Peter Brockbanks in Barnet, North London, on July 15, 1947. Though The Syn offered Peter his first real taste of professional touring, he had been playing guitar in bands since the age of 16 and listening to music from the age of eight. His first brush with pop was the stream of skiffle hits unleashed by the energetic Lonnie Donegan, the catalyst and inspiration for many British school kids. Peter was among them.

“I listened to all of Lonnie’s records on 78s. I got an acoustic guitar as a present from my parents and tried to figure out what an A and G were. But the guitar only cost £5 which was a month’s wages in those days and it was practically unplayable. I also had a ukulele which I still possess.”

Peter’s first real guitar was a Gretsch and he got it because George Harrison played one. He rapidly progressed from Donegan’s records to The Beatles whose success made him feel he too had a chance to succeed as a musician. He also listened to jazz and liked the Dave Brubeck Quartet, Wes Montgomery, Miles Davis and John Coltrane. Peter also played the drums from the age of ten, practising on a cousin’s rudimentary kit. He used to play along to The Shadows and The John Barry Seven. But he found the co-ordination difficult and concentrated on guitar.

Banks went on an art course but he always intended to be a professional musician. There was one alternative he briefly considered. “I went through a stage of wanting to be a zoo keeper. Then I found out what the hours were! You had to start at 5 a.m. Either that or I wanted to be a TV camera man, but you had to pass exams in mathematics. That put paid to that, because I was lousy at maths. I think I really knew I wanted to be a musician from the age of ten.”

At school Peter was quiet and shy. He went to Barnet Secondary Modern, sat at the back of the class and rarely spoke to anybody. He didn’t have many friends, so he would go home and practise the guitar. The thought passed through his mind, ‘One day when I’ve learned to play, they’ll all love me.’ It was his main motivation, as well as the even more rewarding prospect that he’d get to meet girls.

He left school at 16 and later joined a Borehamwood band called The Devil’s Disciples. He made his first record with them in 1964. It was a demo still circulating among collectors on rare acetates. “It was never released but it has appeared on a couple of bootlegs,” says Peter. He had previously been with local Barnet band The Nighthawks on rhythm guitar and they played what proved to be Banks’ first ever gig, at the New Barnet Pop Festival. They played rock’n’roll at weddings ‘and all social occasions’ according to their neatly printed business cards.

“I can’t remember what they sounded like, but The Devil’s Disciples, which came later, used to play the whole of The Rolling Stones’ first album, in the same order that the tunes were on the record. We were doing covers of Howlin’ Wolf and Muddy Waters and we didn’t even know who the hell these people were. We were just copying the Stones! Another guy who was in the Disciples was Dennis Cowan who later joined the Bonzo Dog Doo Dah Band as their bass player. Dennis was a big blues fan and he actually had records of black blues musicians from America. He was a rhythm guitar player but ended up as bass player with the Bonzos. He died of cancer about fifteen years ago.”

The Disciples lasted for a year but found it hard to make any progress beyond a few gigs abroad. Peter’s first important band was undoubtedly The Syn. “They had no connection with another band called The Syndicats whatsoever,” says Peter, dispelling myths about their origins. “The only slight connection with The Syndicats was that both myself and Steve Howe were at one time in the Syndicats. But there is no Syn connection.”

When Syn started around 1965 they were playing strictly Motown ‘covers’ with a few soul tunes thrown in. Peter replaced their original guitar player John Paynter and was on the two Deram singles, ‘Created By Clive’ and ‘Flower Man’, which can now be heard on a compilation CD. Peter says he first met Chris Squire in Denmark Street, off Charing Cross Road, known as London’s Tin Pan Alley. A short stretch of road, used mostly as a short cut by taxi drivers, it was the home of many music publishers and publicists. Many aspiring bands including The Who and The Small Faces gravitated towards the street’s Gioconda coffee bar. Today it remains a music business centre, lined with instrument and book shops.

Peter remembers the Gioconda well. “Somebody introduced me to Chris near there. I just remember seeing this very tall guy appear.” Drummer Martin Ableman, who had just joined the group, introduced Banks to Squire, who promptly said The Syn were looking for a guitar player. They wanted him to replace their current guitarist John Paynter and Peter started surreptitious rehearsals.

“It was all rather brutal. I came to see them play a few times knowing that I had the gig. I watched what the guy would play. I even inherited his Rickenbacker, so he lost his gig and he lost his Rickenbacker. He was a nice chap and I still feel kind of bad about it – even now.”

The Syn were managed by Peter Huggett who was Lonnie Donegan’s old bass player. Banks went into their office in Denmark Street and bumped straight into his old hero Lonnie, an encounter which strangely enough didn’t impress him at all. “I was a teenager now – I’d grown out of Lonnie Donegan! But years later I played on a Donegan album, when I was doing sessions in LA.”

The fateful meeting of Peter Banks and Chris Squire actually took place in the street outside the coffee bar. “It was an event that affected the rest of my life. If I hadn’t been walking down Denmark Street – what would have happened?” The immediate effect was that Peter joined The Syn as their lead guitarist. With Steve Nardelli up front, keyboard player Andrew Jackman in place and a succession of drummers, Syn became quite busy. While playing all the usual out of town gigs they also played regularly at The Marquee.

“That was my dream, to play at The Marquee. I never thought any further than that. Everybody wanted to play there. In the end The Syn got bored with it because we were there every week. We supported Jimi Hendrix there on its busiest night ever, in 1967. It was a very peculiar gig. All the Beatles were there and the Rolling Stones. Eric Clapton and Jeff Beck and every other guitar player in town came along and we had to play one set to all these people! They were waiting for Jimi Hendrix, but we had to play once, come off and then play another set. So people were going, ‘Well thank God they’ve gone.’ Then we came back on again! It wasn’t very nice for us but it was great meeting Hendrix.”

However The Syn had their own following who loyally turned up to see them on their Tuesday night spots when they acted as the regular support band for a year. The music scene underwent drastic changes during the Summer Of Love in 1967 and Syn responded quickly to the new fashions. “We became psychedelic and dropped most of the Motown stuff,” recalls Peter. “We started writing rock operas! Andrew did the writing and we played these set pieces of six or seven songs. It’s painful to remember this – excruciatingly embarrassing – but we did one called ‘Flower Man’ where we all dressed up as different flowers. Of course Chris loved all this because he was well into flower power.”

The crucial question. Which flower was Peter? “I was a buttercup.”

The Syn also did a rock opera about gangsters, well ahead of Genesis’ ‘Battle Of Epping Forest’ on 1973’s Selling England By The Pound, but it was another Sixties’ band which influenced Syn’s gangsterish designs. “We were always ones to jump on a bandwagon. The Move played at The Marquee dressed in a uniform of gangster suits. So we thought we’d do a rock opera – or at least a musical – about gangsters. Incidentally The Flower Man thing ended in a mock fight – with the singer attacking members of the band with a garden hoe. I swear it’s true. I remember Chris got rather badly injured. He has very large feet, size 13 and he stepped on this hoe and the handle kind of hit him in the face and caught him between the eyes. So there were a few flesh wounds. Somebody got stabbed in the arm with a rake as well during these mock fights. It was very dangerous. The rule is – never take garden tools on stage.”

Peter remembers it as a growing period in many different ways. “It was kind of peace, love and flowers and we started taking drugs at this time too. Especially Chris and I. Acid was around. I only took it once. I never inhaled. Allegedly. So we had these operatic things about peace and love which would end up in fights! Chris and I were both into The Who, so there was a little bit of mock equipment smashing and I broke at least two Rickenbackers through overenthusiasm. It was an odd mixture. Here were these idiots dressed like hippies with a gangster theme as well.”

Unfortunately none of this has survived on tape or film as they never recorded any of these wild outbursts. They did a lot of TV in Holland, France and Germany, yet none of that has been seen on video. At least the band toured abroad, which was a major coup for a struggling London band. Most of their work was confined to the UK. Syn would find themselves playing in Glasgow one day and Penzance the next, travelling up and down the country in a Transit van supplied by their new manager Kenny Bell.

“Off we would go, very enthusiastically, sitting in the Transit with all the equipment, trundling up and down the country for £25 a gig. I never kept a track of the money, unlike Bill Bruford who knows the price of every gig he’s ever done. I think the most we ever made was £100, which was big money. We had a minor hit in France with ‘Flower Man’. We also wrote a song about the ‘14 Hour Technicolour Dream’ at London’s Alexandra Palace which we played at. The song was a B-side and it’s the best Syn track there is. I still quite like the song which is a nice Sixties period piece. I remember the ‘Technicolour Dream’ was a bit of a shambles because they had two bands playing at the same time at either end of this cavernous hall which had very bad acoustics. I remember seeing John Lennon there and it was a lot of fun and a lot of drugs were consumed by just about everybody.”

Peter Banks’ main role was to provide lead guitar and backing vocals with Chris Squire. “Which is how the Yes sound started,” affirms Peter. “We were very big on backing vocals and Andrew Jackman also sang, so we had pretty good three part harmonies. We used to spend as much time rehearsing the vocals as we did playing. In a way you could say the roots of what became Yes were apparent in Syn. Chris and I got used to each other’s styles and we were both playing Rickenbackers.”

In due course the band split, but Peter cannot remember how it all came to an end. “I think we died due to lack of interest. There was a bit of arguing and I remember being very crushed when the band broke up. We had been together for two or three years which in those days was a long time. We were consistently gigging but in the end we just died a slow death.”

In January 1968 Chris Squire put together a new band called Mabel Greer’s Toyshop. Says Peter, “I think he was going to call the band Yes instead of Mabel Greer’s Toyshop. And I said he couldn’t do that because it was my idea. I had thought of this name Yes a couple of years beforehand. Everybody kept saying, ‘What a silly name.’ My answer was that it would get printed big on posters because there were only three letters like The Who. And it wasn’t going to be The Yes – it was going to be Yes. Just like it wasn’t meant to be The Syn. It was always Syn.”

Peter Banks joined Mabel Greer’s Toyshop for a while before working with another Marquee band called Neat Change, looked after by Billy Gaff who later managed The Faces. The Toyshop included Peter, Chris, and Clive Bailey (guitar) with a drummer called Bob whose surname everyone seems to have forgotten. Says Peter, “He had a tremendous amount of energy and thrashed away at the kit. But after two numbers he’d completely fall apart and his whole reserve of energy had gone.”

Mabel Greer’s Toyshop were very psychedelic and did some work for the BBC. John Peel liked them but they never actually made a record. They did land a Marquee residency which went reasonably well. Jon Anderson came along and sang a couple of times before the birth of Yes proper. Says Peter, “He used to sing ‘In The Midnight Hour’ and it went on for an hour! Actually it went on for 20 minutes. I left Mabel Greer because I didn’t like playing with another guitarist. Clive Bailey was the singer and most of the songs were his, but he wasn’t really hot stuff on the guitar. So there was a little bit of conflict going on there. When I left Jon did some gigs with them as the lead singer which I never saw.”

By now The Marquee was in competition with several new hippie clubs. Mabel Greer’s Toyshop played at London’s hippie forum, the Middle Earth at 43 King Street, Covent Garden, on February 2, 1968, when they supported headliners The Action. The admission price was 20 shillings and 6d. The gig began at 10.30 p.m. and went on until dawn. The following night Tomorrow appeared at Middle Earth, with singer Keith West and a guitarist called Steve Howe.

“We loved The Action,” recalls Peter Banks. “That’s the style of band Syn tried to be originally, doing all the Motown stuff. The Action had Reg King, one of the great unknown white soul singers of the Sixties. He was as good as Rod Stewart in his day.”

Peter professes not to know the origin of the mysterious Mabel Greer. He believes it was one of Clive Bailey’s psychedelic visions. “It was a silly name – and a bit of a silly band. But we did do a Byrds’ tune ‘I See You’ and The Doors’ ‘Light My Fire’ with a very, very long guitar solo that probably lasted 15 minutes. But for whatever reason I left Mabel Greer and went into the Neat Change.”

Peter joined Neat Change early in 1968, and they became another resident Marquee band. They were all skinheads with an aggressive Slade style pose. “When I joined I refused to get my hair cut. I was wearing very colourful clothes. Not the kind of stuff a skinhead would be seen dead in. I was still Mr. Psychedelia. Then the band changed and started doing covers of songs by American bands like Buffalo Springfield. We also did a single called ‘I Lied To Aunty May’ … a dreadful piece. Peter Frampton played guitar on the A-side and I was on the B-side.”

He was with them for six months, then Peter was unceremoniously thrown out on the day before his 21st birthday. “To my delight, the band broke up a month later. So it was like, ‘See – you guys were nothing without me!’ For once it was true. Normally when you say that, the band replaces you very easily. ‘You can’t carry on without me – I am the band!’”

Just as Neat Change changed for the worse, Peter had a phone call from Chris Squire inviting him down to rehearse with a new version of Mabel Greer’s Toyshop. Peter asked what they were going to call themselves. Replied Chris, “We’re gonna call ourselves Yes.” Said Peter with alacrity, “But that was my idea!” At any rate, Banks was invited to witness the revised group in action with a new lead singer – Jon Anderson. “The name Yes kind of stuck,” says Peter. “We used it as a temporary name until something better came along. Nobody has thought of anything better yet.”

The nascent Yes were still seeking the elusive perfect drummer who could enhance their new musical style. They found one in Bill Bruford. Peter had not played with Bill before, but the lively young drummer from Tonbridge had already gigged with Mabel Greer’s Toyshop. Or so he says. Curiously enough Chris Squire has no recollection of Bill playing with Mabel Greer’s Toyshop, but Bill insists he did. It may have been that in Chris’ mind the band was already Yes, while it was officially still known as Mabel Greer. At any rate Bill soon learned how to fit in his clean cut jazz style with Chris Squire’s increasingly powerful bass guitar work. Compromises had to be made but the result would be one of the most flexible and creative rock rhythm sections known to science.
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Bill Bruford was recruited via an advert he placed in Melody Maker, the weekly musicians’ paper. Says Jack Barrie, “I don’t remember where Bill came from, but I know that Jon just loved Bill and thought he was the greatest.”

Jon rang Bill and asked what kind of drum kit he had. He claimed it was a Ludwig but it turned out to be mainly a set of low budget Olympic drums painted black. Jon was sufficiently impressed to ask Bill to play at the Rachel McMillan College in Deptford, South London on June 7, 1968. It was Mabel Greer’s Toyshop’s last gig.

William ‘Tubs’ Bruford would bring a rare intelligence to the Yes rhythm department. He not only ensured Yes swung, he made them sound like a big band. No wonder Jon Anderson was in such awe of the assured young percussionist with the ready laugh and barbed retort. He was probably the only drummer in town who could have brought the putative Yes style to life with such confidence. He wasn’t just a drum accompanist, he brought form and shape to the music.

Bill was undoubtedly Mr. Cool. But his occasional outbursts covered an inner sensitivity. He could just as easily be hurt by the machinations of an industry that he now admits, as a naïve young musician, he did not really understand. But he would learn – very quickly. He was born in Sevenoaks, Kent on May 17, 1949, the son of a local veterinary surgeon. A bright and ambitious boy, he went to Tonbridge public school. Says Bill, “I was born and raised in the same house. I started playing drums in the attic – when I was 13!”

Although it amused Bill to be dubbed ‘Tubs’ in honour of the tools of his craft, he is as far removed from the popular image of the drummer as could be imagined. Highly articulate, armed with a caustic wit, he is very much an enthusiast and a constant source of energy. Sometimes impatient, he tends not to suffer fools gladly. Yet he will freely give his time and encouragement to any project or person he thinks is worthwhile. Of all the bands he has played with, Yes still holds a special place in his heart, even though he has become somewhat disenchanted with them in recent years, mainly as a result of his agreeing to take part in Anderson, Bruford, Wakeman & Howe, only to see it converted back into a less efficient Yes.

A quiet English country town might seem an unlikely place for a bright eyed public schoolboy to be turned onto the modern jazz and hard-core Bebop devised by Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie in the steamy night clubs of New York City. Bill explains it was all because of a long running BBC TV series called Jazz 625. Its remarkable roster of guest American stars inspired his burgeoning interest in jazz in general and drumming in particular. The series was so named because the new BBC-2 service launched in Britain in the Sixties was transmitted on 625 lines. Usually hosted by ex-Melody Maker music critic Steve Race, the programme featured many of the giants of American jazz, who invariably played wonderfully well in front of an invited audience at the London TV studios.

“I used to sit and watch endless streams of terrific jazz in black and white on Saturday evenings,” recalls Bill. “I think I saw everyone I needed. ‘Philly’ Jo Jones, Max Roach, Cannonball Adderley, Art Blakey – all the good guys. Around that time my sister gave me a pair of brushes as a birthday present. A boyfriend had told her if you swished them around on the back of a thick card album sleeve it would sound like a snare drum. So I learned to play with brushes first on the back of an album sleeve – while watching Jazz 625. It was a perfect education.”

Bill was given a single snare drum. A full drum kit would have to wait. But gradually he built up his armoury, with the addition of various tom toms, cymbals and a bass drum.

Although the tendency is to assume all teenagers were rock’n’roll fans in the Sixties, in fact many were drawn to jazz music of all kinds, from the big bands to the Dave Brubeck Quartet. Says Bill, “When I went to boarding school at Tonbridge, Kent, there was a very strong jazz thing happening.” In Bruford’s ‘house’ at school he found a quartet of 17 year olds who played the kind of music he had been listening to on Jazz 625. “They played very well too, although I was very young and no connoisseur. So I grew up learning to play ‘ting ting, ta ting’, rather than ‘boom, boom chick’. In other words I played triple rather than duple pulse music – jazz not rock.”

It turned out the regular drummer with the group was leaving and on his way out he kindly offered to teach new recruit Bill how to improvise. He also showed Bruford the Jim Chapin tutor book, the Bible of all advanced drum students. He was simply told ‘get to work’. A house master who had a grand piano let them use his room to rehearse and they formed a group with tenor sax, piano, bass and drums.

“That’s how we started. And then The Beatles came along and The Rolling Stones and we listened to them. We thought they were quite good but not nearly as good as Art Blakey and The Jazz Messengers! Jazz was pretty hip then and we didn’t know it was supposed to be an old persons’ music. I thought The Rolling Stones looked pretty old. I thought Bobby Timmons looked young. Jazz was American and exotic and we had a stack of jazz albums and only a couple of pop records.”

After leaving school Bill went to Leeds University as an economics student and he might have ended up working for British Airways or the sugar giants Tate & Lyle in some senior capacity. That was the career mapped out for him – in theory. However it wasn’t long before he succumbed to the lure of the drums.

“I ran both things pretty close up until leaving university. I had a gap year between leaving school and going to university and it was during that year that I did a few gigs. I was full of illusions about the music business and went to Rome to join a ghastly group called The Noise. The guys couldn’t play and I had a miserable time. I nearly wept. I had to hitch back home with my drum kit. It was a nightmare journey. I came back in December 1968 feeling bitter. I picked up the Melody Maker and placed an ad. And a guy called Jon Anderson rang up and asked me to meet him. We set about forming Yes and we had no idea of the potential.”

Bill describes this milestone achievement in an amusingly offhand way. “I believe I can say I helped form Yes – at the Lucky Horseshoe coffee shop in Shaftesbury Avenue as I recall.”

Although Bill had started out playing jazz, and likes to say he thought Yes were a ‘jazz band’ he realised that if he were to make a living and gain experience in the real world, he would have to adapt his style to rock and pop music. It was a practical move that bore instant results. He had already played some gigs with The Savoy Brown Blues Band (and been dropped for messing with the beat). Now events moved at lightning speed. For Bill it all seemed like a blur. Certainly the band that became Yes were desperately anxious to get moving.

Only hours after their meeting, Bill, Chris and Jon did a gig that very night, at Rachel Macmillan’s College. Bill remembers they played the 1965 Wilson Pickett tune which Peter Banks also confirms was Jon’s big number of the day.

“We played ‘In The Midnight Hour’ – forever. We only had about one tune we could play. Chris and Jon sang it in harmony. I thought, ‘Wow, that’s pretty good – they’re a vocal group like the Beach Boys.’ I’d never really heard vocal pop or harmony singing up until then, and thought it was pretty slick. Clive Bailey was the guitar player then, and he had a bright orange Mini car with blacked out windows – so how could I refuse the gig? And we started work. Clive moved on fairly quickly and then Peter Banks appeared. He and Chris had been in The Syn together. They were exciting times.”
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With Jon, Chris, Peter and Bill in place, the new band was finally completed with the addition of keyboard player Tony Kaye, quickly known as ‘Kaye of the Keyboards’ after a particularly naff MM headline. Tony would become a much loved member of Yes whose fate was to be cast off like an old shoe, until he was recalled for duty after Yes had gone through at least three more ‘keyboard wizards’. Having worked with David Bowie in the meantime, he would take great pleasure in the irony of being back in the band years later when it had its biggest ever hit.

Good looking, affable Mr. Kaye was born Anthony John Selridge on January 11, 1946 in Leicester. He had piano lessons from the age of four. His grandmother was a concert pianist and his grandfather was a jazz saxophone player who went to work in America. Recalls Tony, “My parents never told me much about him. Apparently he was involved in stage musicals and the jazz scene. I got to know my grandmother quite well. She was a splendid old lady. When she died she left me her piano, a beautiful grand which I tinkered around on when I was quite small. My parents sent me to a piano teacher called Miss Flanagan, also a splendid old lady, who taught me a great deal about the philosophy of life as well as piano lessons. By the time I was seven or eight I had mastered quite a few classical pieces and I started to enjoy playing. When I was 12 I used to play at concerts and did piano duets. I was still having lessons right up until the age of 18.”

Until he was 17 Tony wanted to be a classical concert pianist, but started getting interested in other forms of music at school. A buddy was a trad jazz fan and another had a collection of modern jazz records. They formed a sort of Temperance Seven style band at Grammar School. Tony had continued listening to classical music until he discovered Count Basie and Duke Ellington. He joined the Danny Rogers Orchestra in Leicester when he was just 15.

“The leader lent me a postal course in arranging and I stayed with them for years. We played four gigs a week. It was a mind blower. I was still with them when I got my first organ, an early Vox Continental. I was really proud of it. Then I started getting into R&B and saw groups like Family.”

When he left school Kaye had to decide whether to go into music college or do something else. “There was quite heavy competition in classical piano playing and I didn’t think I was good enough. The alternative was a teaching career and I didn’t want that.” Tony went to Leicester Art College on a three year advertising and design course. He was also playing every night with a group or the big band and in the end was asked to leave the college. “I knocked around Sweden and France with a group and came home not knowing what to do. I was mixed up and dissatisfied.”

His musical tastes had by now fully switched from classical to rock’n’roll. He played in several groups including Johnny Taylor’s Star Combo and The Federals, who released a series of singles for Parlophone during 1964-65 and backed US star Roy Orbison on tour. Just before meeting Chris Squire in Las Chasse Club Kaye had been with the group Bittersweet and had also played with Winston’s Fumbs.

Chris was impressed with his credentials and Mr. Kaye was on the team. The first edition of Yes was complete.

The band always wanted a big keyboard sound right from the beginning and it was often mooted that Tony was unwilling to experiment with a wider range of instruments. It was this that supposedly led to his abrupt departure from Yes. In the meantime Kaye’s keyboards added greatly to the rhapsodic sound of the early Yes arrangements which shaped the first three albums.

Says Tony, “I used to go to the Marquee and watch Graham Bond and I liked the sound Bond got from the organ. Until then I had been playing my Vox like a piano.” But it wasn’t until six months after joining Yes that Tony (or rather their manager) could afford to get him a Hammond organ which provided a range of dynamic sounds.

Once ensconced in their rehearsal room, down in their fetid basement off Shaftesbury Avenue, Yes got to work. The pavement trembled beneath the feet of passers-by, as the band began to thunder and roar through their newly spawned complex arrangements.

Yes were on their way. All they had to do now was find an audience, a manager and a record company. Most bands in their position would beg, scream and pray for help. All they had to do was play.


1 Buffalo 66 is the work of director and actor Vincent Gallo who in the movie plays the part of an ex-convict who is tormented by the defeat of his home town baseball team and goes on to kidnap a girl he tries to pass off as his wife. The soundtrack of the movie uses both King Crimson and Yes tracks, and Gallo told the British Q Magazine in October, 1998: “The single most exciting day of my life was when Chris Squire, the bass player from Yes, invited me to dinner. The second most exciting day was when I met Jon Anderson of Yes.”
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