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Snubbed by his reunited bandmates, the Zep bassist hasn't stopped working or innovating.

WORDS: MICK WALL

ccording to the legend, John Paul Jones was the only member of Led
Zeppelin not to have signed a pact with the Devil, which is why he was
spared the personal disasters —death, divorce, drug addiction —that
befell the other three. Nonsense, of course, but there’s a reason the
story still persists: Jones was always the ‘sensible one’ in the band. The
traditional ‘quiet man’ bass player, in the Bill Wyman/John Entwistle

In 1994, he recorded — and received co-billing on — the excellent Diamanda
Galas album The Sporting Life, where his multi-instrumental embellishments on
tracks like Devil's Rodeo added lustre to the poet diva's songs of lust and decay, and
later also joined her for a spectacularly well-received world tour. Playing with the
feisty songstress was “the most fun I'd had since Zeppelin”. (He recalled how when,
ata concert in Chicago, somebody shouted out: “The song remains the same!” she

mould, seemingly happy to allow the singer and guitarist —even the drummer - had shouted back: “No, it doesn’t, motherfucker!”)
to hog the spotlight while he got on with the important job of holding the whole Jones also set up his own recording studio .where he recorded his first solo

musical structure together. But while Jones may not have shared the
charisma of the other Zeppelin members, he certainly didn't lack the
talent. Which is why, when the group folded in 1980, his career took
on a much broader, more complex musical sweep than those of the
more recognisable Page and Plant — although not straight away.

At first, Jones simply retreated to the Sussex farmhouse he'd owned
since 1977, spending time with his family, “cooling out and just taking
stock”. Bonham's death, he told this writer, left him “with a sense of
anger as much as loss. It was just such a waste. Especially as it looked
as though we had finally gotten all the bad times behind us.”

When Jones did finally emerge from his shell, his various credits
as musician, producer, arranger and songwriter began cropping up
all over the place, as he began to collaborate with artists as diverse as
R.EM.,, Heart, Ben E King, La Fura Dels Baus, Brian Eno, Karl Sabino
and the Butthole Surfers. He also appeared in sessions and videos for
Paul McCartney, who invited him to help with the soundtrack of his
semi-autobiographical musical film Give My Regards to Broad Street.

Perhaps Jones's most memorable moments in the 80s involved
the off-the-wall soundtrack he made for director Michael Winner's
1986 film Scream For Help, which also had Jimmy Page on two tracks.
He followed that two years later with the more conventional —and
much more successful - production of Children, the second and best
album from Sisters Of Mercy offshoot The Mission, from which
came the band's biggest hit, Tower Of Strength. “We couldn't believe
our luck, getting John as our producer,” recalled Mission frontman
Wayne Hussey. “We kept muttering under our breath: ‘Look out,
Led Zeppelin guy! Led Zeppelin guy!™ In 1990, Jones also produced
an album for his eldest daughter, singer Jacinda Jones —a less
successful but “even more wonderful” collaboration.

Jones was “very hurt” to be overlooked for the Page and Plant re-
formation in the mid-90s. “I read that Robert said they'd lost my
phone number,” he sniffed disdainfully. In retrospect, it could be
argued that it was Jones who was making the greater musical
contribution at this point.
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album, Zooma, released in 1999. An instrumental tour de force, on
i tracks like Tidal and the thunderous title track Jones created tumultuous
* pieces full of avalanching rhythms and eerie, sonic soundscapes,

i using a battery of four-, 10- and 12-string basses. Other tracks, like
B Bass N’ Drums (inspired by Jacinda introducing him to drum n’bass),

I showed his sense of humour and willingness to explore new musical
{ territory. The Smile Of Your Shadow demonstrated he had not lost his
ability for conjuring up suitably dry-iced atmospherics, either.

Two years later he was back with the follow-up, the adventurous
EES  but even more accessible The Thunderthief, on which he played just
about everything except the drums —from bass, guitars and keyboards
to autoharp and koto. It also included his debut as a solo vocalist
on the witty, punk-derived Angry Angry and the more traditional-
sounding folk ditty Freedom Song. Mostly, though, it was the driving
rhythms of tracks like Down The River To Pray that impressed.

Emboldened, he put together a touring band and gave concerts
based on his solo work in the UK, US and Japan. In 2004, he also
toured as part of the group Mutual Admiration Society, along with
singer Glen Phillips and various members of the band Nickel Creck.

Most recently, Jones played on Foo Fighters’ In Your Honor album,
(mandolin on Another Round, piano on Miracle, both included on the
‘acoustic disc’). Foos frontman Dave Grohl described working with
Jones as the “second greatest thing to happen to me in my life”.

He’s also made a return to production, not least on such titanic
latter-day recordings as The Datsuns’ “old-school heavy rock” album
Outta Sight, Outia Mind in 2004 and, a year later, on Uncle Earl's neo-
country collection She Waits For Night. He's completed more soundtrack
work, too, including the theme to The Secret Adventures Of Tom Thumb.

Would he still consider striding the boards under the Led Zeppelin
banner, though? Of course he would. As he told me in 2003: “There’s
definitely the feeling of unfinished business about the band. Even
though it’s unimaginable, in one sense, to try it without Bonzo, we

Friends and fans: (from top) JPJ
with Robert Plant in Led Ze P
his album with Diamanda 5::?:” had hoped to do to the 80s what we did to the 70s

with admirer Marilyn Manson. “I'still very much regret that we never got that chance.” «



