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            Praise for Bob Dylan in London


            ‘The ultimate guide to Dylan in London; informative, entertaining and essential.’

            David Quantick, music writer

            ‘Meticulously researched and packed with delicious detail, this highly enjoyable book reveals both Bob Dylan and London in all of their compelling originality. With wry observation and entertaining incident, this is the story of Dylan’s earliest visits to London as an unknown folk singer, crashing in friends’ bedsits, right through to his sell-out concerts at the Royal Albert Hall and Earls Court.’

            Conor McPherson, playwright, Girl from the North Country

            ‘London had a big influence on the young Bob Dylan… it’s all in this wonderful book Bob Dylan in London. And as an avid Dylan fan even I learnt something new. I heartily recommend it.’

            George Galloway, politician, broadcaster and writer

            ‘There is no doubt that Bob Dylan loves London. He has played numerous concerts there and had many adventures too, notably the renowned story of him trying to find Dave Stewart’s studio in Crouch End. It is great that Jackie Lees and KG Miles have put all the locations together. I may not always be able to visit them, but at least I can do it in my mind with the help of this book.’

            Spencer Leigh, BBC broadcaster and author of Bob Dylan: Outlaw Bluesii

            ‘A nice, easy to read yet informative journey around Dylan’s London that takes in nearly sixty years of Bob’s visits to England’s capital. Much more than just a walking guide.’

            Derek Barker, author, magazine editor and music historian

            ‘The Troubadour, where Dylan played in 1962 on his first trip out of America, the Royal Festival Hall, the Royal Albert Hall, venues of the mid-1960s masterpiece performances before and after “going electric”, the triumphant return to Earl’s Court in 1978, and Camden Town, scene of a 1993 Dylan stroll and photo session.

   These are just some of the places in this endlessly invigorating city to which Jackie Lees and KG Miles take us in Bob Dylan in London: Troubadour Tales, their highly readable and essential archaeological tour through Bob Dylan’s London, a city that has always been dear to him.’

            Professor Richard F. Thomas, Harvard University and author of Why Dylan Matters

            ‘An essential purchase for anyone who loves Dylan, or London, or both.’

            ***** (5 star) Record Collector
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            Dedicated to the memory of Steve Walsh, a Dylan fan so long as someone else was singing, and to Zoe Lees Walsh, definitely not a Dylan fan, but there’s plenty of time.
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            To Cathy and Issy and Roy, without whom I

‘couldn’t even find the door’
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            Foreword

            LONDON CALLING

         

         The story of Bob Dylan’s life and career winds its way through the streets of London from his first arrival in December 1962 to, so far, his last appearance, headlining a festival, at Hyde Park on July 12th 2019.

         I am honoured to be asked to write this foreword, and I have great pleasure in doing so as I have seen Dylan more times in London than any other city, more, indeed, than the next few combined. To follow London’s intersections with Bob Dylan is to throw into high relief this mercurial artist’s restless and explorative genius over the last six decades.

         In Dylan’s 2003 movie Masked and Anonymous Jeff Bridges’ character has a rant about “The Empire is xfinished.” Dylan, in the 21st century, often refers to past empires, such as Roman and English, to comment on the American one of the present day. Or even as in this case, the future, where the focus is London: ‘You got Big Ben and the Tower, but it’s just a theme park. Sheesh, you got your start there, how does that make you feel, that the Empire is finished?’ As ever in Dylan’s later art, the truth is presented askew. Whilst not being historically correct, it can tell us what Dylan sees as historically significant, even in fictionalised settings.

         While not ‘getting his start there’, a trip to London in the early 1960s proved pivotal, coming as it did in between his low-key debut album, consisting mainly of covers, and the astonishing declaration of his song-writing genius on his second album, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan. Given Dylan’s lack of status at the time, the fact that he had been flown from New York to London to appear in a play for TV, Madhouse on Castle Street, as recounted here, was extraordinary. A suitable foreshadowing of a career that would be full of surprises. Dylan’s first arrival in London found it in the grip of one of the coldest winters on record, thereby neatly mirroring his first arrival in New York City.

         A hugely influential Festival Hall concert in 1964 was followed by visits in 1965 and 1966 that have been immortalised on film. That famous precursor to promo videos to promote ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’ was filmed in the London alleyway known as the Savoy Steps Hotel as detailed in chapter 5. The documentaries xiDont Look Back and Eat the Document catch Dylan in London as he moves from folk to electric rock and the subsequent brouhaha that followed this. You see Dylan in the Carnaby Street of Swinging London, and if you follow the outtakes, you witness a very ill Dylan and a worried John Lennon trying to jolly things along as they are driven along the side of the river Thames.

         The cameras provide us with many unforgettable images of Dylan at the centre of a merry-go-round that is going ever faster until the wheels come off and, then for London, there is a long, long gap until 1978. By that time, I am old enough for my personal Dylan tale to become entwined with ‘Dylan-in-London’.

         The London 1978 shows are a thing of legend, forming pivotal episodes in the lives of many thousands who had grown up with the music but never seen the man perform it. It started for me by queueing for tickets in Glasgow. I remember the London paper, the Evening Standard, filled with page after page after page of classified adverts, consisting of Dylan tickets both wanted and for sale. Touts had mingled with the fans and tickets were now being offered at exorbitant prices. A vast open-air venue, Blackbushe Aerodrome, was added to the European leg of the tour to ameliorate the situation. As for me, I had the maximum allocation of six tickets: five for myself and one for my friend, Dave Wingrove, who was generously putting me up for the week. The agonies I went through on the night I missed are as indescribable as the pleasures of the nights I attended.xii

         Many years later, at a Dylan convention, I met a woman who had, coincidentally, sat in front of me on a bus back to Scotland from London. Her memories of me on that trip were crystal clear, as she described me as ‘the most excited person I’ve ever seen in my life, and this was a few days after the concert had finished.’ I never thought I could come anywhere near being that excited again. However, as this book recounts, 15 years later, in London once again, this was proven to be incorrect.

         Dylan returned to Earl’s Court in 1981 and topped the bill at a sold-out Wembley in scorching weather in 1984. He was back in London in 1987 and 1989, by which time I was living in London. These two years were respectively his last in London before the “Never-Ending Tour” began, and his first of so very many on it.

         Just before the new decade began, I moved to within a short walk of Hammersmith Odeon. Erm, coincidentally, Dylan started the year with a string of shows there, a feat he repeated the following year. He then added another residency at the same venue in 1993, and he kept coming back after that, too.

         The 1990s: living in Fulham, running my own Dylan fanzine, with Himself regularly visiting nearby and, consequently, a constant stream of Dylan loving friends and family sleeping on the floor and mass meetings of Dylanistas at local hotels, year after year. No wonder these London times were my happiest Bob days.xiii

         After Dylan’s last visit of the decade to London, I left the city; but I only moved an hour’s travelling distance away, as we went into the new century, new millennium and Dylan returned to London to grace Wembley Arena. The same venue witnessed the following onstage speech, prompted, no doubt, by the backstage gift of a photographic book recalling London in the Blitz:

         We’re playing over here with a lot of pride, it’s a big honour to play in this country, Great Britain. When I grew up, they used to tell me about the Battle of Britain, RAF, Winston Churchill, all that stuff. Now, we all know that Britain stood alone and without any allies; and that always meant a lot to me and everybody that I grew up with.

         Dylan was back in London in 2003 and performed ‘Romance in Durango’ for the only time thus far, since 1976. 2005 also brought set-list surprises when he ended the year’s touring with a five-night residency at Brixton. Particularly relevant here was a cover of ‘London Calling’ with the Clash’s Mick Jones in the audience.

         From 2003 onwards, Dylan has played in London every couple of years, including triumphant returns to the Royal Albert Hall, culminating in Hyde Park in 2019. In 2020 the Coronavirus pandemic halted Dylan’s yearly touring, which stretches back, unbroken even by a serious illness in 1997, all the way to 1986. We all fervently hope that circumstances change and xivallow him to get back on the road to showcase songs from his new album, Rough and Rowdy Ways and to play live, once again, in London.

         Andrew Muir, 2020
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         This book will take you on a journey through London, following in the footsteps of Bob Dylan from the first time he set foot in the capital in the winter of 1962.

         We begin in December 1962 with the London folk clubs where 21-year-old, and largely unknown, Dylan received a mixed reception. North London’s tiny King and Queen pub claims to be the first place that Dylan ever sang publicly outside the USA – a claim that will be examined in some detail. The other contenders are the Princess Louise, often listed in the top 10 buildings to visit in London, and the Water Rats at Kings Cross. Both venues were home to the Singers’ Club where the young Dylan enthralled and irritated in equal measure an audience unused to the voice and style of the American outsider. We’ll also call in to the Troubadour club in Earls Court, now home to the Dylan Room in honour of his well-documented performances in its dark and atmospheric basement on that first visit.2

         Moving on from the folk clubs, we’ll pop around the corner from the Troubadour and visit number 9, Tregunter Road, where Dylan met up with some American friends on that first trip to the UK. It was here that he had an encounter with legendary writer Robert Graves, a meeting which may have changed his whole career.

         Next stop on the journey is the luxurious May Fair hotel. In 1962 the BBC was paying the bill as Dylan was to star in a TV drama. He didn’t like the rules or the formality and was moved to the Cumberland, which although more to his taste, did not stop him spending more time hanging out with new friends and acquaintances than bedding down there. It was a very different Dylan who later stayed at the May Fair during his legendary 1966 ‘electric’ tour.’

         From the May Fair, the journey will take you to another hotel, this time the Savoy. The hotel’s hospitality may have been strained by Dylan’s stay in 1965 during which he was accompanied by a film crew as well as various friends and an ex-lover. Not to mention the numerous guests who popped by to pay court. Not all behaved well.

         Hidden away behind the Savoy hotel is a small alley, the next stop in our tour. Our story here recounts the making of the first ever music video, filmed in Savoy Steps. Many people assume that the filming of the video for ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’ took place in New 3York, when in fact film maker D A Pennebaker shot three versions in and around the Savoy.

         Illustrating just how much Dylan’s relationship to London changed between his first and second visits to the capital, the next locations we visit are the Royal Festival Hall, where Dylan performed a solo concert in 1964, and the Royal Albert Hall, site of extraordinary concerts in both 1965 and 1966. It’s debatable whether the leap from 1962 to 1964 was ever as big as the one he took between 1964 and 1966, when he ‘went electric’ and acquired a backing band – not just any band, but The Band.

         It was 12 more years before Dylan was to return to London. We pick up the trail at the site of those long-awaited concerts at Earls Court’s Exhibition Centre. Never an inspiring building even in its heyday, it hosted those eagerly anticipated gigs. Their huge success led to an extra event being scheduled – the Picnic in the Park at Blackbushe, which we’ll also visit.

         Our journey through London comes to an end with Dylan’s 1998 trip to Camden Town and Crouch End in North London. Camden was the location for filming the video for ‘Blood In My Eyes’, the stand-out track on the wonderful World Gone Wrong album. Crouch End, a short bus ride away, has its own story to tell, perhaps a little more fanciful than some of the others stories of Dylan’s encounters with London, but certainly entertaining.4

         This book relates the stories of each landmark location and its significance in the career of the artist who is surely the most important songwriter of the latter half of the 20th century. You can take the trip for yourself – a pilgrimage of sorts perhaps – and call in to the pubs, clubs, cafes, hotels, streets and venues where Dylan left his mark, and was marked in return by many of them.

         London was never just a regular destination, or another stop on the world tour. It was always more than that.
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            Chapter 1

            FOLK CLUBS
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         Bob Dylan first came to London in the freezing December of 1962. Snow blanketed the capital from December to February 1963, and mini icebergs were seen on the river Thames. Only the winters of 1683–84 and 1739–40 were colder than 1962–63. Dylan came to take part in a television play, and while he was in town, he visited a lot of London’s folk clubs. At that time, he was a relative unknown in the UK, although some folk music fans might have noticed his face on the cover of American folk magazine Sing Out! and seen copies of his lyrics inside. His first album, Bob Dylan, had not sold well, and his breakthrough second, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, was yet to come.

         The London folk scene that he encountered was factionalised and critical, in sharp contrast to the buzzing and overwhelmingly welcoming one he had left behind in New York’s Greenwich Village.6

         The main folk rivalry in America was between cities – Boston versus New York – rather than within the same city as was the case in London. In Boston, musicians like Eric Von Schmidt were interested in ethnic authenticity, the recreation of old blues, country and bluegrass. In contrast, New York was more political, as personified by Pete Seeger and The Weavers.
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