
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      Black Sabbath

      The Dio Years

    

    
      
        Chris Sutton

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: SonicBond Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. From Osbourne To Dio

      

      
        2. Heaven And Hell (1980)

      

      
        3. Mob Rules (1981)

      

      
        4. Live Albums

      

      
        5. Separate Ways

      

      
        6. Dehumanizer (1992)

      

      
        7. Black Sabbath: The Dio Years (2007)

      

      
        8. Live From Radio City Music Hall (2007)

      

      
        9. The Devil You Know (2009)

      

      
        10. Neon Knights – 30 Years Of Heaven & Hell (2010)

      

      
        11. The Legacy

      

    

    

  


  
    
      I am indebted to the following for their help with this book: Wyn Davis, Mike Exeter, Joe Foglia, Greg Hildebrandt,

      Andy Pearce and Stan Watts.

      

      Dedicated to Steve Olley

      

      Source Notes And Interviews

      The three principals in this book – Tony Iommi, Geezer Butler and Ronnie James Dio – have all written their autobiographies as follows: Rainbow In The Dark (Ronnie James Dio with Mick Wall & Wendy Dio, Constable, 2021), Iron Man (Tony Iommi, Simon and Schuster, 2011) and Into The Void (Geezer Butler, Harper Collins, 2023). Notes and comments from these books are referenced in the text. Where no publication is referenced, any quotes are from the relevant books. I have attempted to cross-reference their memories to clarify the often difficult chronology of the band over this period. Background information on Tony Iommi’s and Geezer Butler’s origins can be found in the ‘prequel’ to this book – Black Sabbath In The 1970s – also available from Sonicbond Publishing.
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      It was nothing new; problems in Black Sabbath had reached a head with Ozzy Osbourne before. Last time around, in 1977, it had been Osbourne who walked out voluntarily before the band were due to start demos for their Never Say Die album. It seemed he had gone for good, and the remaining three – Tony Iommi, Geezer Butler and Bill Ward – took it seriously enough to get a replacement. They looked close to home and picked another local singer, Dave Walker from Walsall. Walker was best known for singing with Savoy Brown, among others, but was still a largely unknown quantity in the UK. He flew over from San Francisco in November 1977 and spent a few weeks writing and demoing material. Part of his contributions included being involved in writing the lyrics.

      Unexpectedly, the new lineup of Sabbath appeared on the BBC’s Midlands magazine show Look Hear on 6 January 1978. They opened the show with the intro to ‘War Pigs’ and then appeared again later with a full version of what would become ‘Junior’s Eyes’. The lyrics were completely different (written by Walker), and most fans who saw it paid special attention to Walker’s performance. His more R&B vocals and the bluesy feel of the song were, to be honest, less than inspiring and rather workmanlike. You can see and hear it on YouTube for yourself. It’s hard to imagine how this lineup could have developed, but speculation at the time was cut short when Osbourne decided he’d made a mistake and asked for his job back. The others were only too keen to let bygones be bygones.

      The ensuing Never Say Die album came out in September 1978, accompanied by a UK and North American tour. The album had its moments, including one or two fine songs, but noticeably, the live setlist steered clear of the album. Only the title track made the cut until they added ‘Shock Wave’ later in the American tour. The tour saw them do enough to keep them from sinking, but generally, they struggled to hit top gear. The band were sounding tired and in need of a creative spark. The truth was that they were all burnt out from the ‘album/tour repeat’ lifestyle that had occupied them for most of the 1970s.

      The best they could manage at this critical juncture was to relocate and spend time, plenty of it, working on the next album. This would be a kind of break, at least. The band had good memories of recording Volume 4 in Los Angeles and Technical Ecstasy in Miami, so from early 1979, they booked a rental house in Bel Air, Los Angeles, for 11 months to recuperate and work up new material using the garage studio. From there, they intended to head down to Criteria Studios in Miami to record the album. Tax reasons probably had something to do with this relocation, which wouldn’t have helped the domestic problems in the band. The biggest immediate problem, though, came as Butler, Iommi and Ward settled in at Bel Air – there was no Osbourne. While they waited, Butler says they worked on two or three ideas, one of which would become ‘Children Of The Sea’ and another one was likely the germ of ‘Lady Evil’. What they needed now was Osbourne to appear on top form, but instead, when he arrived, two weeks late, it was clear that he had reached the end of his tether, lacking in inspiration and motivation.

      As time went on, record company pressure grew. Iommi outlined to Classic Rock’s Paul Elliott in June 2025 that ‘I was the one who used to go to meetings with the record company. I’d go over to Warner Brothers and they’d say: ‘How’s the album coming along?’ – ‘Oh, alright’ – ‘When can we hear some tracks?’ – ‘Um, soon.’’ Iommi was running out of excuses, and the feeling that Osbourne was the main drawback grew and grew. There is a curious aspect to this accepted narrative. We know that, musically, Iommi and, to a lesser extent, Butler, were the main contributors, and we know that Butler was the main lyrical force. While Osbourne usually did pitch in with lyrics and vocal melodies, it seems reasonable to think that Iommi and Butler could have come up with more themselves. Their ‘two or three ideas’, which Butler mentioned, weren’t exactly a lot to work with.

      That must have had a lot to do with their own issues. Aside from Osbourne, Butler was to leave for a while to sort out his divorce, so his motivation and inspiration were low, and Ward was grieving over his recently deceased parents while being a functioning alcoholic. As for Iommi, Ronnie James Dio referred to him later as being in a ‘snowstorm’ a lot of the time. Was this already a problem for him in 1979? The point here is that it looks unfair for Osbourne to shoulder the burden of blame for the predicament they found themselves in. Iommi admitted in Iron Man that they were all capable of being ‘out of it’, but Osbourne was ‘on a totally different level altogether.’ So, that was the difference.

      After six months of lethargy, they still only had two or three ideas, although Osbourne had added some vocals to what became ‘Children Of The Sea’. Iommi decided he had had enough. At one point during this period of stasis, he even thought that it might be better to call time on Sabbath completely and work on a solo project. One sticking point was that a solo album wasn’t what the record company wanted. What they wanted, and expected, was a new Black Sabbath album. Iommi was to fall foul of this again later on with his Seventh Star (1986) solo project being credited to Black Sabbath featuring Tony Iommi.

      One alternative to the dilemma might have been a stopgap retrospective live album to buy the band time with the label. We know there were several well-recorded concerts through the years that could have been used, as several have come out on reissues and video, such as Asbury Park 1975 or Hammersmith 1978. There was a real vogue for live albums from rock bands in the mid to late 1970s, and one from Black Sabbath would have gone down well with the fans. Sabbath were pretty much the only major ‘first division’ rock band around who hadn’t released a live album. All the major British bands had done so, including big releases from Led Zeppelin, Deep Purple, Yes, ELP, Genesis, Uriah Heep, Queen, Judas Priest and UFO. Had they put out such an album, it might have thwarted former manager Patrick Meehan in releasing Live At Last in 1980, which angered the band because of the sound quality and packaging. But the strong imperative from the label was not for a marking-time live album but for a new Sabbath studio album.

      Meanwhile, also in Los Angeles, former Rainbow singer Ronnie James Dio was considering his future prospects – to look for another band or maybe even try for a solo deal. He was 36 years old, with his 37th birthday looming in July 1979. He might have wondered if his big-time success had now been and gone, and, according to his autobiography, he was running out of money. It had been a long, long road for him to the big time. Ronald James Padavona (to give him his real name) was born on 10 July 1942 in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Amazingly, his music career started in 1957 – earlier than The Beatles, to put it into context! His first recorded lead vocal was with Ronnie & The Redcaps on their 1960 single ‘An Angel Is Missing’. By this time, he had changed his professional name to Ronnie James Dio – ‘Dio’ being Italian for God. Why he did this is open to conjecture. It’s either because his grandmother said he had a gift from God and should be named Dio or, as Dio claimed in his autobiography, it was after New York gangster Johnny Dio. He later mentions his grandmother’s influence again, this time regarding the ‘devil’s horn’ sign, but even that is open to another attribution.

      Dio persevered with his career, with Ronnie & The Prophets (as The Redcaps had become) morphing into The Electric Elves, then The Elves and finally Elf. For Elf’s self-titled debut on Epic in 1972, Dio credited himself under his birth name so that his parents would see the Padavona name on a record. Producing the album were Roger Glover and Ian Paice from Deep Purple. Elf had been picked up by Deep Purple, who they later supported on tour. Their second album, Carolina Country Ball (1974), was a continuation of their boogie rock style and was also produced by Glover. By this time, Purple guitarist Ritchie Blackmore was a fan, particularly of Dio – maybe only of Dio. Despite the awareness within Purple’s ranks of his talent, no story has emerged of Dio being considered to replace Ian Gillan in the band a year earlier, when Glover had also left. The idea of Dio’s voice blending with Glenn Hughes in Deep Purple is food for thought. Glover, not Blackmore, was the first to call on Dio’s services when his Butterfly Ball project came to fruition in 1974. The single from it, ‘Love Is All’, got radio play in Britain, but it didn’t trouble the chart, unlike in the Netherlands and Belgium, where it hit number one. It was the first time Dio’s voice had become more widely known in Europe. There was one more Elf album, 1975’s Trying To Burn The Sun, but by the time they recorded it, they were already moving on to bigger things – well, most of them were.

      In December 1974, Blackmore had recorded two tracks for a speculative solo single, using Dio and some other members of Elf. Pleased with the results, he then recruited the entire Elf lineup, minus guitarist Steve Edwards, for his first ‘solo’ album, Ritchie Blackmore’s Rainbow (1975). On 26 March 1975, 12 days after he finished recording the album, Blackmore told his Deep Purple bandmates he was leaving the band for a new venture with Dio.

      Rainbow (as the band was now named) then released Rising (1976), On Stage (1977) and Long Live Rock ‘N’ Roll (1978) – all essential albums of the classic rock genre which showcased Dio’s awesome talents. However, Blackmore constantly shuffled the musicians in the band and became dissatisfied with the level of success Rainbow had achieved in America. His solution was for a more mainstream sound for their next album, and, partly to this end, he invited Roger Glover to produce it. Glover accepted and arrived in Connecticut in November 1978, where the band were putting together demos. The ‘band’ at this time were now just Blackmore, Dio and drummer Cozy Powell and all was not well. Glover told Robert Cavuoto in Guitar International in 2013: ‘I noticed there was a huge gulf between Ronnie and Ritchie. I went to Ritchie’s house and he handed me a cassette and said, ‘Give this to Ronnie. See if he can work on this.’ I go to Ronnie’s house the next night and say, ‘Ritchie gave me this cassette for you to listen to.’ Ronnie said, ‘I don’t like it. Here’s my idea for a song’, and he gave me a cassette for Ritchie. It seemed like I had done that for a couple of weeks, and I woke up one morning and Bruce (Payne, manager) said, ‘Well, that’s it. Ronnie left.’’ Dio was always emphatic that he left Rainbow of his own accord and was not sacked. The commonly cited sticking point was Blackmore telling him he didn’t want any more of his magical, mystical lyrics. This would be something that got touched on, too, during the Dehumanizer Sabbath era.

      Tony Iommi was still looking for a singer, either for a solo project or for Sabbath. He spoke to Sharon Arden, the daughter of their manager, Don Arden. She worked at his office, and it was she who suggested Ronnie James Dio as a possible singer. Sharon was aware of Dio’s circumstances because she was friendly with his wife, Wendy. Iommi rang Dio up and the two got on well enough to agree to meet up at a party at Sharon’s house. That meeting also went well, but Sabbath were still not ready yet to pull the trigger on Osbourne.

      Dio was an interesting proposition; both Iommi and Butler have admitted that they were aware of Dio’s work with Rainbow, and Dio was equally aware of Black Sabbath. He had even sung ‘War Pigs’ at shows with his band Elf. A soundboard recording exists of Elf performing the song at Cortland in 1972, and it’s a great version with some extended jamming. Interestingly, Dio sings it very close to Osbourne’s style, something he avoided when he became Sabbath’s singer. He picked the song out as a favourite when he spoke to Planet Rock in 2017: ‘It was another one of those songs where you didn’t expect it to go where it went. I just thought it was so well written and so well performed – so different, so unusual.’

      The Sweet had shown interest in Dio, having lost their talismanic singer Brian Connolly in February 1979, but Black Sabbath were by far a better option for Dio. They had a bigger status in the rock world. Dio knew their work and knew the quality of the band, who had a similar level of clout to Rainbow, if not more. Serendipity took place a while later when Iommi walked into the Rainbow Bar & Grill on Sunset Strip in Los Angeles. In there, too, was Dio, and the two got talking. ‘It turned out that we were both contemplating solo albums’, said Dio in Rainbow In The Dark. He further recalled to Decibel magazine that he thought it was just a collaboration among friends until they asked him to join the group: ‘As far as I knew, Ozzy was still in the band. During the conversation, Tony asked me if I’d like to see the studio where they were doing their things. He, Geezer and Bill picked up their instruments and started to play (what became) ‘Children Of The Sea’, and I liked it very much. Tony asked me if I could do anything with it.’ Iommi also mentions the prototype ‘Lady Evil’ as being worked on at this first session, with Dio again impressing with his lyrical and melodic contributions. This ‘demo session’ they had with Dio occurred before Osbourne was fired. It begs the question of where Osbourne was at the time.

      Iommi, Butler and Ward were excited by the session. The contrast between it and the impasse with Osbourne tipped them towards the decision to fire their talismanic singer. They now had a clear alternative that could work, but conversely, Dio claims in Rainbow In The Dark that it was he who suggested the collaboration.

      Firing Osbourne was painful, incredibly so, in spite of the issues. Iommi implied to Paul Elliott of Classic Rock in June 2025 that they had tried to the very end to continue with Osbourne: ‘We had some chats with Ozzy. Whether he’d remember them or not, I don’t know.’ In the end, it was to no avail and a band decision was made to dispense with his services. Butler says it was Ward who was given the task of telling Osbourne, the drummer delivering the painful news on 27 April 1979. Iommi contended Butler’s version, telling Kory Grow of Rolling Stone in March 2021 that ‘(Ward) kind of took it upon himself. He didn’t tell any of us he was doing it. The three of us were going to talk to Ozzy together, and Bill decided to do it by himself.’

      A revelation in Butler’s autobiography is his own frustration and disaffection with the Sabbath situation, specifically mentioning that he had been talking to Osbourne about doing an album with him since the end of the Never Say Die tour! Osbourne was now free to make such an album, but such was his state of mind, and no doubt shock, that it was an unlikely prospect for the time being.

      Many years later, when Iommi was asked about the split for The Last Supper DVD – made to commemorate their reunion with Osbourne – he said, ‘We didn’t replace Ozzy; we just carried on.’ As harsh as it sounds in downplaying Dio, it does indicate Iommi was deeply aware of how difficult it had been to move on without the charismatic Osbourne.

      Osbourne’s departure and Dio replacing him were officially announced in June 1979. It was obviously picked up as a major story in the music press. With no internet and social media platforms, the press were absolutely vital for any artist. They had a massive influence, and their reportage could make or break a band. So, their response to the switch from Osbourne to Dio was critical. Sabbath were by no means the first major band to run the risk of replacing a key member. The hardest to replace is usually (but not always) the vocalist because they affect the sound and presentation most strongly. Deep Purple had managed it with David Coverdale coming in for Ian Gillan, but he was a completely different singer. Uriah Heep got away with it with John Lawton, whose clear, powerful diction got somewhere near the incredible David Byron. The press were generally kind about such changes initially, unless they got wind of a split before it happened. One example of that was on the front page of Melody Maker on 16 August 1975, which had a big picture of Peter Gabriel and the headline ‘Gabriel Out Of Genesis?’ Far better for a band to lead a news story, and in this respect, Sabbath were fortunate that Osbourne didn’t take out his anger and bitterness by issuing a press statement first.

      Sabbath now forged on with assembling the album and recording it. The personnel twists, though, were by no means over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Heaven And Hell (1980)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Ronnie James Dio: lead vocals

      Tony Iommi: guitars

      Geezer Butler: bass

      Bill Ward: drums, percussion

      Geoff Nicholls: keyboards

      Produced by Martin Birch at Criteria Studios in Miami, Ferber Studios in Paris and Town House Studios in London between October 1979 and January 1980

      Label: Vertigo/Warners

      Release date: 18 April 1980

      Highest chart places: UK: 9, US: 28

      Running time: 39:46

      All songs by Black Sabbath

      

      Having gone through the pain of sacking Osbourne and nearly losing Butler, too, this new project could have ended up as a desperate failure. But Iommi’s choice, and it was surely mostly his choice, of Dio as vocalist and writing foil was inspired. He not only had a huge talent on both of those fronts, but Dio also brought a determination and desire to succeed. The man had a point to prove – that he had been a big part of Rainbow’s success, and he could top that.

      However, one casualty of the union with Dio that received little attention at this time was Bill Ward. He revealed to Richard Hodson for Metal Hammer in 2022 that they needed to raise cash to record the album: ‘One of my biggest regrets was I sold a beautiful house because we needed to raise money to pay for the album Heaven And Hell, but the band came before everything else and we needed money at that point to move on to the next thing.’ As well as making such tough sacrifices, Ward was finding the change of vocalist difficult, recalling to David Kereiff in 1990 for Rock Soldiers: ‘The idea of bringing in a new singer originated from Tony. I felt very uncomfortable at the time, but I kind of went with it. I get on with Ronnie; I got no bad feelings towards the guy or anything like that. I missed Oz a hell of a lot. I’d been used to Black Sabbath as Bill Ward, Ozzy Osbourne, Tony Iommi and Geezer Butler – that, for me, was Black Sabbath. And this new change, regardless of how the music sounded, was difficult to accept. I felt a little bit left out because, as a co-writer in Black Sabbath, I was able to at least put in some ideas, but when Ronnie entered the band, it was more like a Ronnie and Tony Iommi collaboration. I don’t know, but I think Geezer might have felt on the sidelines, too.’

      Maybe Butler did feel sidelined to a degree, but in any case, he left and went back to England to sort out his divorce from Georgina. This must have been around the end of June 1979 or at the latest the beginning of July – after Dio was announced and before Geoff Nicholls arrived in mid July. There was no certainty that Butler would return, and it left Black Sabbath, or whoever they were now, as a three-piece of Iommi, Ward and Dio. Still short of songs, they carried on writing and demoing material with Dio handling the bass parts. With Butler showing no signs of returning, Dio suggested they try to get his former Elf and Rainbow colleague, Craig Gruber, in. It shows the influence Dio already had that the other two agreed to this. The other previous new recruits to Sabbath – Jezz Woodroffe and Dave Walker – had both been from the West Midlands. Iommi liked to keep it local, preserving the band’s roots.
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