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Yardbirds more American than British these days, but still rockin'
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The Yardbirds will play at Jergel’s Rhythm Grille in Warrendale on July 6.
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Legendary rock bands — ones that are already in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and have once counted Eric Clapton, Jimmy Page and Jeff Beck as guitarists — don't stop by small clubs in suburban Pittsburgh very often.

But the Yardbirds is one of those bands, and it'll be at Jergel's Rhythm Grille in Warrendale on July 6.

Drummer Jim McCarty is the only member left from the band's beginnings in 1963, but he's assembled a cracking crew of players to perform the band's British Invasion-era repertoire.

“It started in around 1963,” says the soft-spoken drummer, who also sings and performs as a solo artist. “We were a group of friends from two different schools. One group came from an art school. Myself and the bass player came from grammar school. We came together because we heard R&B music, blues music really, coming over from the U.S. — black blues music, and we were excited about it.”

They weren't the only ones, of course.

“We heard it coming into London and England, on a small scale,” McCarty says. “We'd go see the Rolling Stones, and they'd play that sort of stuff. We formed the Yardbirds and took over from the Rolling Stones; they had a residency at the Crawdaddy Club in Southwest London. They got big and started to have hits and moved on.”

British blues bands were suddenly everywhere. Somehow, the Yardbirds ended up with perhaps the three best British rock guitarists in history, at different times.

“That music was a great platform for guitar players,” McCarty says. “Once Eric (Clapton) joined us — he wasn't the original, it was a guy named Top Topham — Eric set a very high standard. When he decided to leave, we asked Jimmy Page to join. He was doing sessions in London and refused ... and recommended Jeff Beck, sort of an understudy for him. He joined. Then after a few years, Jimmy did join us. For awhile, we had the two of them.

“It was a very pressurized thing. We were traveling, working playing gigs every night. Very stressful. Jeff couldn't take the stress, so he left. Left us as a four-piece, with Jimmy Page playing guitar.”

The Yardbirds reeled off a series of hits such as “For Your Love,” “Heart Full of Soul” and “Over Under Sideways Down” that both challenged their status as a blues-first band and laid the groundwork for many styles of music to come, from psychedelia to heavy metal (culminating, of course, in Page's next gig with Led Zeppelin). Their experiments with “fuzztone” distortion, feedback and occasional pop harmonies were largely successful, as was something they liked to call the “rave-up,” which basically was license for their talented guitarists to just let it rip.

“Putting all sorts of weird sounds, mainly from Jeff Beck, elongating the songs and making them different from ordinary 12-bar blues — that became our sound,” McCarty says.

“Jimmy was very easy to work with. Very down-to-earth. Jeff was more off-the-wall, a spontaneous, nervous, keyed-up guy. Eric was very purist, just wanted to play blues music. Not interested in being a pop band. Just a blues band. They all had their strengths.”

The new band members, all Americans, include John Idan on lead vocals and guitar, Kenny Aaronson on bass (worked with Bob Dylan, Billy Idol), Johnny A on lead guitar (Peter Wolf, Bobby Whitlock) and Myke Scavone (Ram Jam, The Doughboys) on blues-harp, vocals and percussion.
