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			Prologue. Barclays Centre, Brooklyn. 7 April 2017.

			Yes are inducted into The Rock and Roll Hall Of Fame. Finally. This is a big deal in the USA, less so in the UK, but it’s still a major event, as there had been the growing feeling that the band had been snubbed for many years. The hall is huge, and absolutely packed. Geddy Lee and Alex Lifeson of Rush give a gracious – almost star-struck – introduction, and then the band themselves come on stage. This is interesting, as it is the 1991 eight-piece Union version of the band that is to be honoured. In recent years, some of these musicians have been involved in two different ‘versions’ of Yes, and while they are hardly ‘sworn enemies’, there appears to be no love lost between the two factions. Additionally, the line up chosen by the Hall Of Fame means that three current, full members of the band – Geoff Downes, Billy Sherwood and Jon Davison – are not invited to take part. The event is made all the more poignant by the fact that one of the inductees – Chris Squire – has died almost two years previously, and is represented by his wife, Scotty and daughter Xilan.

			Anderson, taking sips from a bottle of water, dedicates the award to Yes fans everywhere, and gives a rambling but gracious tribute to Squire and Peter Banks, plus Bill Bruford (who, he forgets, is standing behind him). Trevor Rabin gives a dignified speech, and an ill-looking Alan White gives a rather touching tribute to Chris Squire. Steve Howe gives a more cerebral, quietly funny speech, paying tribute to his current band mates. Rick Wakeman does some of his risqué stand up comedy set.

			Later, Anderson, Howe, Rabin, Wakeman (with cape) and White play ‘Roundabout’ with a thrilled Geddy Lee on bass, and ‘Owner Of A Lonely Heart’ with Howe playing a Rickenbacker bass, a nice touch that, and while there’s not a lot of inter-band eye contact, it is a joyous, if slightly uncomfortable occasion.

			Joyous and slightly uncomfortable. If you want a phrase to describe Yes’ career, what could be more perfect than that? 

		

		
			Introduction

			Was there ever such a complex band as Yes?

			By that I mean structurally complex. I can think of few groups that have had so many line up changes, and yet so many members that have left the band and later rejoined; a band that have had so many different methodologies and motivations for creating music; a band that has been so divided by inter-band politics and squabbles over money. Yet Yes are a group of musicians that, at their best, have made some of the most spectacular and uplifting music ever created. It makes for a colourful story, and – amazingly – the band has lasted for over 50 years in one form or another. Only for a couple of barren years in the early 1980s was there no band called Yes at all, and while other years have seen the band dormant, someone – somewhere – was holding the torch. Musicians were planning or talking or writing. And their fans were waiting.

			One of the crucial factors that made Yes the band it was, happened before they formed in London in early 1968, from the ashes of Mabel Greer’s Toyshop. Aside from drummer Bill ‘Tubs’ Bruford – who found his way into the band by the sheer weight of his talent as an eighteen year old – the band that formed was made up by relatively seasoned musicians. Tony Kaye was 22. Chris Squire and Peter Banks – who had already played together in the band The Syn – were both twenty but had played in professional groups since 1965. Jon Anderson – who had survived a lengthy stint in touring band The Warriors, but had also recorded a couple of singles under the name Hans Christian – was a positively elderly 23. The band already had some chops, and while there was much still to learn, the individual musicians could play together safe in the knowledge of each other’s competence. 

			These levels of competence were soon to be tested, however. On the first two albums you can almost feel Yes finding its feet and prodding at the limits of what was possible in popular music. Although only a limited success, the use of the orchestra on Time And A Word was at least ambitious, an attempt to try something new. It is no surprise that the impetus to do this came from Anderson, the visionary ‘Napoleon’ with the unusual voice and an even more unusual view of the world. In Squire and Bruford the band had a world class rhythm section, and so much more than a standard bass and drums duo. But what of the other two? Kaye was a talented player but rather rooted – at this stage at least – to the jazz / blues organ stylings of the 1960s. In most bands Peter Banks would have been the star, yet in Yes he didn’t quite cut the mustard, replaced in 1970 by another musician of astonishing ability in Steve Howe.

			Kaye hung around for the ground-breaking Yes Album, the band’s break-through record in the UK, a hybrid of the Progressive Rock the band were beginning to pioneer and other more derivative styles, but the arrival of Rick Wakeman for Fragile opened doors to much bolder styles of music, with instruments like the Moog and the Mellotron played not as novelty items but as key instruments in an ever-expanding palette of sounds. By Close To The Edge this transition was complete, with the band producing one of the defining albums of the early 1970s, taking the record-buying public on the same journey wherever they were in the world. Bruford departed for King Crimson – chasing the art rather than the money – and was replaced by the impressively hard-hitting and mobile Alan White (imagine Buddy Rich replaced by Animal from the Muppets). But lengthy tours and a ground-breaking triple live album and film in Yessongs, continued the momentum as Yes became one of the biggest bands in the world. It is likely that this momentum was slowed by the release of the bold but inconsistent Tales From Topographic Oceans, leading to Wakeman’s departure and the recruitment of the equally extravagant and talented Patrick Moraz. 1974’s Relayer was even bolder, if anything – a real ‘fuck you’ to those that had criticised Tales, and with 1975 and 1976 taken up with touring, the money kept rolling in. 

			1976 saw the first line up change motivated as much by management needs and the rather less-than-savoury financial aspects of the band, as by musical considerations. Moraz was out – fired while rehearsing in his own country, no less – and Wakeman was back. His performance on Going For The One as a glorified session man was exemplary, and everyone else was also on fine form in this excellent album, largely made up of shorter pieces, but topped off by the astonishing, 15-minute ‘Awaken’. Less so the patchy Tormato which saw the band beginning to fragment again and then break apart completely in Paris at the end of 1979.

			Howe, White and Squire continued with the fiery Drama bolstered by the Buggles – Trevor Horn and Geoff Downes – in a band now called by its detractors (not to mention a fair few fans), as The Yuggles. After a difficult tour with an inexperienced Horn struggling both vocally and with the ‘sin’ of not being Jon Anderson, the band called it a day. However, the Yes ‘brand’ was revived in 1983 when management once again saw pound signs by tagging on Jon Anderson onto an existing Squire / White project with South African guitarist Trevor Rabin and Tony Kaye, called Cinema. Against the odds 90125 was a huge success, bolstered by ‘Owner Of A Lonely Heart’, a number one single in the USA and a massive world tour. But they failed to capitalise, taking too long to produce a rather soulless and over-produced follow up in Big Generator. Anderson jumped ship for the second time.

			What came next may have felt unsavoury at the time. Anderson formed his own alternative ‘Yes’ using a band of cast offs (if one were to put it unkindly) or the musicians that many felt should still be in Yes (to be more charitable). The resulting band was pretty decent, with Bill Bruford, in particular, invigorating and invigorated with his banks of electronic percussion, even if the sounds he created have dated somewhat. However, with Yes still technically existing on the west coast of America, a reckoning was sure to come, and come it did. The lawyers and managers got their heads together and created an eight-headed monster. If the album, Union, was a variable and often unsatisfactory beast, the tour itself was rather better, getting the best of its cast of thousands. What next?

			Howe, Wakeman and Bruford were out again, and while the next album and tour saw a return to the 90125 line up – with an eye to the charts, one suspects – the spark failed to ignite a return to past glories. First there was oblivion, then a glimmer of hope as the Going For The One line up had another go, this time via an attempt to recapture the long-form glories of the early 1970s via The Keys To Ascension albums. However, by this time it was 1996, and the band were starting to chase shadows, as one strange management decision followed another. If Open Your Eyes, with new blood Billy Sherwood and Igor Khoroshev on board, was a bit of a bodge, they followed that with their last attempt to be ‘new’ and ‘relevant’, via The Ladder album. 

			The tour supporting that patchy record was arguably their last attempt to ‘tour’ an album, and the line up changes continued into the 2000s. After the Magnification album – good but largely ignored – which took advantage of a lack of keyboard player by replacing the role with an orchestra – and the subsequent Symphonic Tour, Wakeman returned in 2003. If the 1990s were about the attempt to recapture past glories, then the early 2000s were about the band becoming comfortable in its own skin, happy to recreate the past. The 2004 world tour, though, exhausted everyone, particularly Anderson. A 40th Anniversary Tour was planned in 2008, but with Anderson having suffered severe respiratory problems and Wakeman fearing what another long term tour might do to his own health, first Oliver Wakeman (Rick’s eldest son, with a playing style similar to his old man) and then French-Canadian singer Benoît David were recruited. Many fans cried foul. This was poor treatment of the man that represented the soul of the band, they said, with some justification. Nonetheless, the band continued to tour led by Squire, Howe and White, even planning new material. The resulting album Fly From Here, which saw the younger Wakeman replaced by Geoff Downes, returning after 30 years, was co-ordinated by Trevor Horn, and saw Horn and Downes providing a lot of the material, most of it written in the early 1980s. This was a smart move – a new Yes album with strong, older material. However, with David also out eventually – another victim of a band unwilling to lose momentum while a band-member suffered heath issues – and excellent new singer Jon Davison recruited, the band continued to tour, and had one more album in it, the tired Heaven and Earth.

			There were several more more stings in the tail, however. The health of neither Squire nor White held up. Chris Squire suffered from a rare form of Leukaemia and in 2015 became the second member of the Yes family to die, following Peter Banks in 2013. White’s heath problems were kept very private, and while he remains a talismanic figure he clearly cannot play as he used to. Of the Yes that kept things going, only Howe retains something close to his old abilities, and once again Anderson – a rejuvenated figure into his 70s – looks happy to be playing Yes music with Rick Wakeman and Trevor Rabin, as he is entitled to do.

			This is the story of how each album was created and how the fundamental battle between musical innovation and commerciality was won – or lost – in each case. Yes are my favourite band, and I am naturally well disposed towards anything they do. Yet I have tried to stay as objective as possible when assessing the music. All creators of art have peaks and troughs, and Yes’ graph would put the Himalayas to shame. Let’s ascend and descend together. 

			Notes

			Somebody somewhere will write a book about every live version and every other variation of every Yes track. This is not that book, and I have only referred to versions when I believe they add something to our understanding of the album in question. Many of the Rhino remasters have ‘studio run throughs’ of some pieces, particularly the epics. I have not mentioned them here. In addition, you will find that this book is a bootleg-free zone. Dozens of bootlegs of the band – good and bad – have been released over the years, and, aside from the moral considerations, there is simply too much material to examine. The only exception to this is the BBC Recording of the Wembley Arena concerts in 1978. This has been mined for a few ‘official’ live tracks over the years, and I hope that we will see an ‘official’ release of the full set some time in the future.

			Nobody’s perfect, and If I have missed anything out that I really shouldn’t have, then do contact me via the publishers so I can correct it for future editions. An email address can be found at the end of this book.

		

		
			Cast of Characters

			I cannot think of another major rock band that has had so many line up changes. Even though King Crimson have reinvented themselves many times over the years, their line ups always revolve around one man, Robert Fripp. In the case of Yes, these changes have generally been more gradual, built around a group of musicians rather than just one. Until his death in June 2015, only Chris Squire had been in every incarnation of the ‘official’ band, while only the Anderson / Rabin / Wakeman version of the group now contains a founder member. Overall, seventeen musicians have been ‘official’ members of Yes, so what follows are brief thumbnail sketches of them all. 

			Only ‘full’ members of the band have been included. Even this is moot, since some members were probably on contracts rather than considered ‘permanent’. My definition, therefore, is any musician that played live and was also involved in creating new music in the studio. Guest, stand-by and touring musicians – for instance Tom Brislin, Jay Schellen, Lou Molinaro III, Adam Wakeman and Lee Pomeroy – have been omitted. Tony Levin has a better claim for full membership due to his participation in Union but has not been included, and I have also left out Eddie Jobson, who joined briefly in 1983 when Kaye left but decided not to stay. I have considered the band dissolved between 1980 and 1983 and despite my inclusion of the album in this book, participation in ABWH is not considered to be membership of Yes. 

			Jon Anderson (born 1944) 

			Vocals, harp, guitar, percussion. 

			1968-1980, 1983-1988, 1991- 2008, 2017 (ARW)-

			Born in Accrington, Lancashire, Anderson is felt by many fans to be the ‘soul’ of Yes, not only via his lyrics but also by his overall orchestration of the fortunes and music of the band, particularly in the early days. His relatively meagre skills as a musician set him apart from the virtuosity of the rest of the group, but his musical vision – as well as his unusual world view – makes him one of the most singular musicians of his generation. And then, of course, there is ‘that’ voice, his unique alto. He has rarely had problems with his voice and pitching (ie. singing the right note) has never been as issue. If you consider of all those live recordings, he doesn’t always sound like his voice is in great shape – perhaps too many dates into a long tour – but does he sing the wrong note? Never.

			Outside Yes, Anderson has had a varied solo career, and not always a successful one. He supposedly has as many projects unfinished as he has finished. He enjoyed a short but interesting career as a vocalist for hire in the 1980s, and his most prolific time as a solo artist was the early to mid 1990s. However, it was his career with Greek keyboard player Vangelis – himself one of the great sonic stylists of the 1970s and 1980s – that gave him the greatest success outside Yes. The duo released four studio albums and had two massive hit singles in the UK with ‘I Hear You Now’ and ‘I’ll Find My Way Home’.

			As for Yes, Anderson is a quirky character and supposedly not always easy to work with, and his relationships with Squire and Howe in particular were caught up, not just (allegedly) in financial squabbles but also personality issues that blighted the band from the late 1970s onwards. Yet Anderson remains the most beloved of the Yes family, and it’s not hard to understand why. 

			Chris Squire (born 1948, died 2015)

			Bass, vocals, piano.

			1968 -1980, 1983-2015

			Apart from Anderson, Squire is always considered the keeper of the Yes flame, and his death in June 2015 was met with understandable grief by many thousands worldwide. His nickname ‘Fish’ (not to be confused with the erstwhile Marillion vocalist) came (amongst other things) from his habit of taking enormously long baths. He was also constantly, and famously, late for everything. A chorister in his youth in London, Squire was tall, elegant and good looking, with big hands that earmarked him for life as a bassist. However, he came at his chosen instrument from a supremely melodic angle, almost (but not quite) as a lead instrument. For me, his playing is a hybrid of the traditional bassist role – providing the ‘bottom’ – and a lead instrumentalist – giving the band unusual options when looking for that extra texture in an arrangement. 

			He usually played with a pick and his main instrument – the Rickenbacker bass with it famously accentuated ‘high end’ – meant that he cut through the mix better than most bassists. In a nutshell, he is one of the most ‘heard’ bassists in history, with a technique completely different to the jazz-orientated players so popular in the 1970s. His strong backing vocals, which complimented Anderson’s so well, were also a crucial part of the band’s character, particularly in a live setting.

			Unlike Anderson, most of Squire’s work was within Yes. He released a superb solo album ‘Fish Out Of Water’ in 1975, and his collaboration with Billy Sherwood produced a couple of decent rock albums, too. But Squire will always be associated with Yes above anything – and almost anybody – else.

			Peter Banks (born 1947, died 2013) 

			Guitar, vocals.

			1968-1970
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Yes and Time And A Word. Released in 1969 and 1970 respectively, both albums were released with
different covers in the UK and USA. Atlantic must have felt that band portraits would do better
than the more esoteric designs released in the UK. The US picture for Time And A Word looks like
it was picked in a hurry — Steve Howe (who isn’t on the album) looks... uncomfortable. (Atlantic)
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