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      Black Sabbath were undoubtedly one of the biggest rock bands to come out of Britain in the late ‘60s/early ‘70s, but, despite their success, they never received the same acclaim and respect from the music press as their peers. It didn’t seem to bother them so much in the early years, but by the time of Sabbath Bloody Sabbath onwards, it became a growing issue. The diversity and quality of that record, from the songs to the sleeve design and the copious instrumentation credits, all showed a band hungry for, and deserving of, respect. It never came and the band’s path descended after the last hurrah of Sabotage. During the period of the last two albums, Ozzy claimed that they were trying to emulate other bands, and no longer doing what they did best.

      When Sabbath were at their best they were as good as any of their peers. Musically they did in fact move on to new ground, in at least a small way, from album to album, but there are certain tropes that are generally true in their work:

      

      1. The riff-driven songs dominate the albums and generally consist of an intro, three verses (with no chorus), a middle eight where they go off on a tangent, and an outro.

      2. For added diversity, there will usually be at least one track that has a different sound-scape to the riff-driven tracks. These rarely make the setlists live.

      3. Tony will usually get in a whimsical guitar piece, sometimes as a separate track and sometimes as an intro, somewhere on the album.

      

      These tropes served them well through their first six albums but none of them really work quite as well on their last two albums, if they are used at all.

      

      Source notes

      In 2016 Sheffield Auction Gallery announced it would be selling a collection of Black Sabbath memorabilia that had been rescued in the ’80s from a London Docklands building due for demolition. The items were owned at one time by the Osbourne family, and it was no surprise when they were removed from sale, apparently purchased by Ozzy. Fortunately, the Gallery listed some items in the pre-sale blurb and they provide fascinating insights into the early years. They are referenced in the text as SAG-2016.

      

      Interviews

      In the absence of new interviews with Black Sabbath, I used quotes from older sources. Few are from the 1970s because interviews with the band then are rarely insightful. Tony Iommi is quoted at times from his autobiography Iron Man and Ozzy Osbourne from his, I Am Ozzy.

      Those who did contribute their thoughts for this book are: Robin Black, Mike Butcher, Ernie Cefalu, John Garbutt, Richard Digby Smith, Colin Elgie, Richard Jones, Mike Lewis, Andy Pearce, Alan Perry and Rick Wakeman. Jones’s thoughts first appeared in the Rock Around The Hills project in Malvern.
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            Back To Earth

          

        

      

    

    
      All four of the band were born and raised in Birmingham. Anthony Frank Iommi was born 19 February 1948, the son of Anthony Iommi and Maria Sylvia (nee Baciocchi, and always known as Sylvia). William Thomas Ward was born 5 May 1948, the son of William Ward and Beatrice (nee Lane). John Michael Osbourne was born 3 December 1948, the son of John Osbourne and Lilian (nee Unitt). Terence Michael Joseph Butler was born 17 July 1949, the son of James Butler and Mary (nee Fennell). Osbourne is always known as Ozzy and Butler as Geezer, so for consistency, this book will refer to Iommi and Ward by their forenames as well. Incidentally, Butler became known as Geezer during his primary school days when he used to call all males a ‘geezer’ (meaning a man). Eventually, friends started calling him Geezer and the name stuck!

      The work backgrounds of their parents give an indication of the working class industrial demographic that the band members grew up in. The 1939 Register reveals that William Ward was a Corporation Ashman (Dustman) John Osbourne was a Tool-room Planing and Shaping Machinist, while his wife Lilian was an Automatic Feeding Machinist. James Butler was a Steel Tube Bundler. The one that doesn’t quite fit is Frank Iommi, who was an ice-cream vendor.

      Circa 1958, Tony’s family moved to 67 Park Lane in Aston, where his mother ran a general stores, which later became something of an operational base for Earth/Black Sabbath. By day Tony was an apprentice sheet metal worker; by night, he gigged with local bands getting a reputation as a fine guitarist. His first electric guitar of note was a Watkins, which he played through a small tubed Watkins amplifier. The accident at work in 1965, which saw Tony lose the tips of two fingers, was something he was still trying to find a workable solution for when he left The Rockin’ Chevrolets and joined The Rest in 1966/67. The drummer in The Rest was Bill, whose home address in the early years was at 15 Witton Lodge Road in the Erdington district.

      The ambitious Tony left The Rest to join Mythology, who had a strong reputation in Cumbria, where they gigged a lot. Two months after joining Mythology, Tony got Bill in as their drummer. Mythology’s progress was halted by a drug bust at their flat in Compton House, Carlisle, in 1968 which led to heavy fines. News of the bust was picked up by the Birmingham Evening Mail, whose midday edition of 8 July 1968 carried the story on their front page. Mythology split under the ensuing pressure, leaving Tony and Bill with no option but to return to Birmingham, where they set about starting a new band. A new band and a new name meant that the drug bust stigma could be avoided.

      Better news in the meantime was that Tony had solved the problem of how to fret the guitar strings with two missing fingertips. He discovered that melting down a Fairy Liquid washing-up bottle to make prosthetic substitutes did the trick. Some leather glued on the tips stopped his fingers from slipping on the strings. A further far-reaching improvement would come by the time of the third Black Sabbath album.

      Ozzy’s home address is always stated as 14 Lodge Road in Aston, but his earliest years were spent elsewhere. He was born in Marston Green Maternity Hospital in Coleshill, while at the time, his parents were living at 5 Swains Grove in Kingstanding, Birmingham. They must have moved fairly soon to Aston because Ozzy never mentions living anywhere else other than Lodge Road.

      In adulthood, he worked at Lucas’s factory as a car horn tuner, and then in a slaughterhouse for eighteen months. On leaving there, he resorted to burglary as a means to get by, but it was a short-lived solution. He broke into a shop behind his home and got caught trying to pass the goods on (valued at £25, said his charge sheet). Unable to pay the £40 fine and unable to persuade his father to pay it, he was sentenced to 90 days in Birmingham’s Winson Green Prison. He was inside for six weeks before being released on account of good behaviour. That good behaviour didn’t last on the outside, where there was nearly a second spell in prison (claims Joel McIver in The Complete History Of Black Sabbath) after Ozzy got into a drunken fight at a local pub and punched a policeman in the face. This time the fine was paid and more jail time averted.

      Taking stock in winter 1966, Ozzy’s first thought was to join the army, which seemed to him to be the only option left, but they turned him down. What was left was music. He loved music, especially his beloved Beatles, and that pulled him through, especially the idea of being a singer. Why couldn’t he be a singer?

      To help him pursue a career in music, his dad bought him a £250 PA (amplifier and two speakers) from George Clay Music on Broad Street, Birmingham. Local band The Music Machine took him on as their singer, partly attracted by that astute PA purchase. Struggling to get gigs, they changed their name to The Approach, but found they were still faltering. A restless Ozzy then placed his legendary advert at Ringway Music in the Bull Ring, Birmingham City Centre – ‘Ozzy Zig needs gig, got own PA’. The first response came from Geezer, who called to see Ozzy and offered him the job singing with his band Rare Breed.

      Geezer was still at this time a rhythm guitarist, living with his parents at 88 Victoria Road in Aston. His possible first gig with Ozzy was at the Central Birmingham Fire Station Christmas party, playing to what Ozzy claims was two firemen, a bucket and a ladder! Rare Breed split in 1968. Geezer recalled to Rick Nicholson (for Bassplayer magazine in 2013) that, ‘Ozzy and I wanted to do music full time, but the other guys in the band didn’t’. The duo kept in touch while looking for another band, and Ozzy placed his advert again at Ringway Music. This time it was Tony and Bill who came calling. Tony was surprised to find it was the John Osbourne who he had had little time for at school, but despite reservations, decided to take a chance on him. Ozzy suggested Geezer for the band as well. ‘I still had my Fender Telecaster’, Geezer told Nicholson, ‘but Tony said, ‘I don’t want to play with a rhythm guitarist — you’ll have to switch to bass.’ So Geezer switched to bass in what was a six-piece band, the foursome being accompanied by two other local musicians – Alan Clarke on saxophone and Jimmy Phillips (who had played with Ozzy before) on slide guitar.

      At Ozzy’s suggestion, they named themselves The Polka Tulk Blues Band, either after a brand of talcum powder used by Ozzy’s mum, or after a local business. It was possibly a combination of the two – Polka talcum powder and P.R.H. Tulk building contractors in Birmingham. Also joining the entourage, at Geezer and Ozzy’s suggestion, came former Rare Breed roadie/road manager Geoff ‘Luke’ Lucas.

      The basement of Geezer’s parents’ house provided an ideal rehearsal space. It was free to use and did the job until the band found somewhere more suitable. Once they got round to playing live, it quickly became apparent that things were not working out. After their third gig, it was decided that Jimmy Phillips and Alan Clarke were surplus to requirements. The sax wasn’t working in the mix and Tony’s playing left little room for slide guitar. The classic four-piece line-up was now in place, and wisely they ditched the hopeless name for something better. This time it was Bill’s suggestion, originally as the Earth Blues Band, but quickly and wisely abbreviated to just Earth on 1 September 1968. Even with these changes, things were still not quite right. Tony recalled in Iron Man that ‘This band was not nearly as good as Mythology, but I said give it time and it will be alright. I could see that there was some potential.’

      Geezer, meanwhile, was still adapting to the bass, telling Nicholson that:

      

      I had never played bass before, so I started really listening to what Jack Bruce was doing. I couldn’t afford a bass, so I’d tune my Telecaster down. Eventually, I bought a Top Twenty bass and played it through a Selmer amplifier. I borrowed a friend’s Höfner ‘Beatle’ bass on the way to one of our gigs, which was the first time I had ever played bass on stage.

      

      Geezer added that the reason he decided against using a pick to play with was because: ‘I saw Jack Bruce (of Cream) play with his fingers, and I said that’s the way you play bass. After we got the first gigs out of the way, I swapped my Telecaster for my first Fender Precision bass’.

      The early years proved difficult financially. Ozzy recalls in I Am Ozzy that the band struggled to get by and were always broke. Had it not been for Tony’s mum supporting them with bits and pieces from her shop, as well as petrol money from time to time, he feels they couldn’t have kept going. One prudent purchase the band made was a decommissioned police van to take them and their gear to gigs.

      All four of Earth were regular attendees at the Henry’s Blues House nights, held in the upstairs room of the Crown pub on Station Street in Birmingham City Centre. One night Ozzy and Tony asked the club manager, Jim Simpson, if they could play a support gig there. Simpson got the band to audition for him, liked their potential, and offered them a slot supporting Ten Years After on 16 September. The band went down well and Simpson offered to take on their management via his Big Bear management stable. He booked them in as the opening act at his second Henry’s Blues House nights, which he started on 30 September at the Station Hotel in Brownhills. As well as playing at Henry’s, Simpson sent them on a UK tour, called Big Bear Follies, with four other bands he managed.

      On 24 November, the band played their fateful support to Jethro Tull at Mothers Club in Erdington, Birmingham. Tull were playing their final dates with guitarist Mick Abrahams, and Tull’s Ian Anderson saw enough in Tony to offer him an audition. With the full support of his band-mates Tony went to the auditions, where his flair and mix of jazz and blues influences got him the job. However, it proved to be not what he wanted. His stay with Tull lasted a week (from Sunday 1 December to Friday 6 December), which he spent going through ideas and rehearsing arrangements for their forthcoming album, Stand Up. Interestingly Tony says that he contributed a couple of the riffs that were later used for the track ‘Nothing Is Easy’. Ian Anderson felt that ‘musical differences’ were part of the reason for Tony leaving, telling Ultimate Classic Rock in 2021 that if Tony had stayed:

      

      It would have radically changed the way Jethro Tull’s music had gone. It would have changed the way I wrote songs – the batch of songs that became our second album, Stand Up, in 1969. I ran through a couple of things with Tony and it seems it was not his cup of tea, the shape of those songs that I was working on.

      

      Another issue that would have cropped up sooner or later was Anderson’s dominance of Tull’s songwriting. Steve Howe (later of Yes) turned down the gig for that reason, and Tony could well have had the same misgivings. Tony left at the end of the week but returned to appear with Tull on The Rolling Stones Rock And Roll Circus show on Monday 9 December (rehearsals) and then the full recording on Wednesday 11 December. It was a helpful gesture to make that final commitment, but the truth is that they could have got anyone to do it because only Anderson performed live. The other three, Tony, Glenn Cornick and Clive Bunker, mimed to the backing track of ‘Song For Jeffrey’, featuring Tony’s predecessor.

      While things hadn’t worked out for him with Tull, it gave Tony an insight into how a professional band worked, and he brought back a more disciplined approach to implement with Earth. Rehearsals were scheduled for the Burlington Suite in Newtown Community Centre at Six Ways, Aston, starting at nine in the morning. To ensure that everyone got there on time, Tony made sure to pick Ozzy and Bill up, Geezer being trusted to walk the short distance from his house.
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            1969: Find out I’m the chosen one

          

        

      

    

    
      The year started well with Earth’s most prestigious gig to date, a support slot to Colosseum at London’s legendary Marquee Club. What the audience thought seems lost in the mists of time, but Marquee manager John Gee was unimpressed with their volume and allegedly scruffy appearance. He banned them from ever appearing there again but later relented after intervention by mutual friends Alvin Lee and Ric Lee of Ten Years After.

      Earth gigged anywhere they could, but their two strongholds in the UK were Birmingham and Cumbria. The latter still had high regard for Mythology, and Earth – with two former members in Tony and Bill – picked up the audiences who had loved them. In February, Jim Simpson got them some gigs in Denmark, at the Pop Klub in Brondby and the Gladsaxe Teen Club and Revolution in Copenhagen. These were their first European dates and meant the band could see progress under Simpson’s guidance. They were back in Europe again in April, this time for a residency at the legendary Star Club in Hamburg, where The Beatles had honed their act. It proved similarly useful for Earth, who spent a week there playing several sets a night. That Beatles connection was in Ozzy’s mind when he wrote a postcard (SAG-2016) home to his parents:

      

      We arrived here on time for once. The nightlife here is really great, it never stops. There are thousands of strip clubs all over the place. I have met a rather nice German girl, her name is Sylvia. We are going down rather well at the Star Club. Incidentally, it is the same club that The Beatles first made D BIG TIME.

      

      In the meantime, the band were busy putting together new material and the first two songs to emerge were ‘Wicked World’ and ‘Black Sabbath’. The ABC cinema, across the road from their rehearsal studio, was showing the film version of Dennis Wheatley’s novel The Devil Rides Out, and inspired by this, the band set about writing ‘scary music’, as Ozzy put it. The still-unnamed ‘Black Sabbath’ was tried out live the same day they came up with it, because they knew they had something special. The Pokey Hole Blues Club moved around to different venues, but on that night (possibly 11 July 1969) it was in an upstairs room at the Robin Hood Pub in Lichfield, Staffordshire. Geezer told Metal Hammer in August 2020 that, ‘The whole pub went mental. That’s when we realised we were onto something good’. That extreme crowd reaction sealed the band’s future direction.

      After turning up for a gig in Manchester on 3 August, where the management found they had booked the ‘wrong’ Earth, the band decided a name change was due, something that suited their new direction.

      Geezer had the strongest interest in the occult, and it was he who came up with the name. They were travelling on a cross channel ferry on 9 August, heading for a residency at the Star Club (beginning on 10 August). ‘Black Sabbath’, suggested Geezer, who had got the name from a 1963 horror film starring Boris Karloff. Another source could have been the début album by American band Coven, which included a song called ‘Black Sabbath’. The name worked well with the current vogue for colourful names – Pink Floyd, Deep Purple, King Crimson – and it sounded right to all four of the band, so Black Sabbath it was.

      On their final night in Hamburg, Earth played a version of John Lennon’s recent hit ‘Give Peace A Chance’. The following week’s bands, The Tremors and Junior’s Eyes, joined them on stage for a rousing performance. Junior’s Eyes’ name obviously struck a chord with Sabbath as it popped up again in 1978.

      When they got back to Birmingham, they told Simpson of the name change. Although unimpressed, he went along with it and told them he would arrange studio time to record demos to attract record company interest. The two recorded were a Simpson choice, ‘The Rebel’, and a band choice, ‘Song For Jim’. ‘The Rebel’ was written by Norman Haines, who played with Simpson in his band Locomotive. Both were recorded on 22 August at Trident Studios in London, with Gus Dudgeon overseeing the production, although it was his assistant, Rodger Bain, who was credited as the actual producer. The idea to release a single of ‘The Rebel’ and ‘Song For Jim’ was subsequently shelved, probably to the band’s relief.

      The first announcement of the new name came on 26 August at Banklands Youth Club in Workington, Ozzy telling the audience that they were now to be known as Black Sabbath. Their first gig officially as Black Sabbath, however, was booked by Severn Promotions at Malvern Winter Gardens four days later on 30 August, although they were booked originally under the name Earth. To further signify the name change Luke Lucas used black tape to make up the new name on Bill’s bass drum. In Iron Man Tony says that he regards Malvern as Black Sabbath’s first gig.

      Shortly after that, on 4 September, the band played their most important gig to date, at Wolverhampton’s Lafayette Club. The DJ John Peel had a residency at the club and was well known for his influential radio show Top Gear. Sabbath played there for expenses only, the goal being to impress Peel enough to get a slot on his show. Peel was impressed and agreed to put them on later in the year. In sharp contrast to that success, they had the ignominy five days later in Hanley, Stoke-On-Trent of being jeered and booed by a gang of skinheads who wanted music more to their taste. A disgusted Sabbath obliged them with a version of the soul standard ‘Knock On Wood’ before leaving the stage.

      Better fortune came at their Birmingham haunt, Henry’s Blues House. There to see them was Tony Hall, who ran an independent promotions company called Tony Hall Enterprises. Earth signed a deal with them, with Hall agreeing to put up the money to record an album. The band also signed a publishing contract with Essex Music, run by David Platz. This contract, it later transpired, signed away their publishing rights in perpetuity.

      On 19 September, Sabbath returned to Trident Studios again, this time with Rodger Bain producing, and recorded demos of ‘Black Sabbath’, ‘Behind The Wall Of Sleep’ and ‘Wicked World’. Sadly none of these three demos have seen the light of day officially or unofficially.

      On 7 October, Sabbath entered Ladbrooke Sound Studios (upstairs from Vincent Ladbrooke’s piano dealers) at 32 Bristol Street in Birmingham to record more demos, This time, they recorded the first version of ‘The Wizard’ and another Norman Haines song, ‘When I Came Down’.

      While the deal to record the album was being finalised, Simpson arranged for the band to return to the studio yet again to record two songs for a single, to be released by Fontana. So on 10 November, it was back to Trident Studios with Rodger Bain again producing (and Barry Sheffield engineering). The A-side, ‘Evil Woman’, had been a hit in America for Crow and you can understand why this was thought to be a good choice. Sabbath hated it, but they were fast coming to the end of the period in their career when they would have to take on board suggestions of songs to cover. The success of their forthcoming album put paid to all of that. The B-side was a band original called ‘Wicked World’.

      The following day, 11 November, the band recorded a set for John Peel’s Top Gear radio show, featuring ‘Behind The Wall Of Sleep’, ‘N.I.B.’, ‘Black Sabbath’ and ‘Devil’s Island’. The last track was re-titled for the album as ‘Sleeping Village’. Any musical differences between the four tracks and the album versions are unknown as there appear to be no recordings in circulation.

      On 17 November, the band entered Regent Sounds Studio in London to record the remaining tracks needed to make up their first album. Rodger Bain was back again to produce, having got on well with the band at the Trident sessions for the single. The album session costs were paid for, as agreed, by Tony Hall. Having a completed, mixed and produced album would give the band significant leverage to get a record deal.

      Following their day in the studio, Sabbath left for Europe - back to Denmark, and then to Zurich, where they played at The Hirschen Club. Ozzy, in a postcard he sent home to his parents (SAG-2016) felt Zurich had not quite been ready for Black Sabbath:

      

      Arrived here safely but it is not a very nice place. I don’t think the people like long hair. We start playing tomorrow afternoon at 3 o’clock until 7 o’clock on the night. But apart from that, I am still in one peace (sic). By the way, don’t forget we are on the radio next Saturday.

      

      The band made the most of their time in Zurich, using the gigs to try out ideas. Tony recalled in Iron Man that:

      

      The place was as dead as a doornail. Our audience was a couple of hookers and some lunatic who used to come in and do handstands in front of the stage while his change fell out of his pocket. But it gave us the opportunity to jam and write because we had so long to play. That’s where ‘War Pigs’ came from.

      

      The Saturday appearance Ozzy alluded to was the John Peel session. The first three tracks were broadcast on Saturday 29 November and then all four were broadcast on 21 March 1970. The radio sessions got a great response and did a lot to spread the word back home about Black Sabbath. Meanwhile, in Switzerland things seemed to be going from bad to worse. Another card from Ozzy mentions that the band had found local restaurants were unimpressed with their hair and appearance, ‘Everywhere we went they refused to serve us’, he complained.

      A few days after his earlier cards Ozzy sent another from Switzerland (SAG-2016), handily dated 27-11-69, this time from St. Gallen. Things, it seemed, were looking up:

      

      We are now in a very quaint place and it is thick with snow. There’s some really great sights. I can say that I have never seen anything (like) it before in my life. It really is great. I have met a great chick here, name is Marianne. She is a really nice person (she is coming to England in January). By the way, Jim phoned us the other day and he said he has got us a TV show in Germany next month, so we don’t know if we will be coming home in three weeks. We might be over here for Xmas but I don’t really know yet... PS. I hope you herd (sic) us on the radio.

      

      By the time it arrived, his parents would have heard that all-important Top Gear radio session, but that German TV show would take till May 1970 before coming to fruition.

      In December, the band signed, via Tony Hall, with the Phillips record label (owned by Phonogram), who initially placed them on their subsidiary label Fontana. Each of the band got an advance payment of £105, more money than they had ever seen in their lives. Soon after signing with Phillips, Ozzy and Tony went on a night out together at the Rum Runner Club on Broad Street in Birmingham. It was there that Ozzy saw Thelma Riley (nee Rees, born in Birmingham in 1948) for the first time. Thelma was a divorcee with a son named Elliott from her first marriage and worked at the club on the cloakroom counter. She and Ozzy hit it off immediately.

      If 1969 had been a great year, with the band expanding their following and getting to record a radio session, single and album, then 1970 was set to be bigger beyond their wildest dreams.

      

      The 1969 Demo Recordings: Trident Studios, London – 22 August

      An acetate of ‘The Rebel’ and ‘Song For Jim’ allegedly has the band name down as Black Sabbath, which would make it the first ‘official’ mention on record of them using the name. ‘The Rebel’ is easy to find online, while ‘Song For Jim’ has yet to appear in the demo form.

      

      ‘The Rebel’ (Norman Haines)

      Haines played with Simpson in his band Locomotive and added piano and organ to this song.

      Simpson’s plan was to add Haines to the line-up and that might have worked if the band had stuck to songs like this. The band, though, were having none of it. Although Haines was used again, the band didn’t want anyone else in the line-up.

      There must have been some problems with getting the song down as it took 19 takes, a luxury they wouldn’t even have when they recorded their first album! ‘The Rebel’ has emerged on the internet, and what we get is a charmingly naïve song. Haines’s piano part opens it with a cheery pub sing-along vibe. Strangely he doesn’t appear again other than to add backing vocals throughout. The band put in a credible performance all round and there are hints of what is to come with some searing lead guitar lines and inventive percussion.

      

      ‘Song For Jim’

      It was presumably written by the band and was dedicated to their manager, who would have enjoyed the jazz tones in the song. The demo has not yet got out, although one live recording exists, recorded at Rugman’s Youth Club in Dumfries. If the demo is broadly similar, then it is an instrumental with a strong Jethro Tull vibe. Tony only plays flute on the live version, but you can hear how easily he could have worked in a jazz guitar part. The live version tops and tails an extended drum solo. What we get of the actual song is tantalisingly promising.

      

      The 1969 Demo Recordings: Ladbrooke Sound Studios, Birmingham – 7 October

      Simpson has said that the band recorded other songs along with the two which appeared on an acetate. One he has mentioned is a cover version of a song by Jimmy Rushing called ‘Evenin’. The acetate of ‘When I Came Down’/’The Wizard’, was marked up as produced by Zella Promotions. This recording of ‘The Wizard’ has not surfaced, but the owner (Joe D’Agostino) was reported on Blabbermouth in 2003 as saying that, ‘You can hardly hear the guitar on ‘The Wizard’, the vocals and harmonica come through well, though.’

      

      ‘When I Came Down’ (Haines)

      It has surfaced on the internet, albeit in an edited form. It’s apparent from the little there is that their sound had by now got closer to that of their debut album. Tony gets in a decent riff, which Geezer closely follows, and Ozzy is on commanding form. Bill is a little indistinct, but you can make out his busy percussion work. It sounds like the band are enjoying playing it.
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