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            To Jackie –

            Finally ‘Jokerman’ is one of my favourite songs, but played by Dylan and the Plugz.

            
                

            

            This book is the result of the ‘Sweat, Blood and Muscle’ of Team Big Apple –

            K G Miles, Bret Johnson and Sarah Rabb.
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            FOREWORD

            by Anne Margaret Daniel

         

         
            ‘Nobody needs to ask me how I feel about this city.’

            Bob Dylan, onstage at the Beacon Theatre

         

         He arrived in New York City at the age of nineteen, either in December of 1960 or January 1961. He didn’t linger on the Upper West Side, where he claimed he got out of the car right away and caught a subway train, nor in Times Square. Bob Dylan went straight to Greenwich Village. The home of artists, writers, actors, eccentrics, and progressives since the late 1800s, the Village was by 1960 the beating heart of the folk music scene. Long a home for jazz and cabarets, the Village was the logical place for young people singing old songs to gather, to share the music they had learned from John and Alan Lomax’s recordings, from The Weavers, from Folkways albums. Perhaps not his first night ever in town, but soon after, Dylan played an open mic night at the Cafe Wha? – and then Gerde’s Folk City – the Village Gate – the Bitter End – the viiiFat Black Pussycat – the Gaslight – and, thanks to Izzy Young of the Folklore Center on MacDougal Street, the Carnegie Chapter Hall.

         While he lived in the Village on the couches of kindred spirits and indulgent, admiring couples with no kids of their own, and then in his first place, a little room of one’s own with 17-year-old Suze Rotolo, Dylan was a hungry, eager student. Liam Clancy, who he listened to raptly at the White Horse and who became a good friend, described him, in a good way, as ‘a sponge.’ Along with the stages in basements and back rooms and bars, the Folklore Center, Dave Van Ronk’s and Paul Clayton’s libraries, and the reading room at the New York Public Library on 5th Avenue at 42nd Street were where he was educated. He learned about art and film and politics in the Village, too, thanks largely to Rotolo. And it was on stage at Gerde’s that he was noticed by New York Times columnist Robert Shelton, who called him ‘a bright new face in folk music…. a cross between a choir boy and a beatnik,’ who ‘composes new songs faster than he can remember them[.]’ Shelton’s note was in the Times on 29 September, 1961. Just days later, John Hammond, Sr. signed Dylan, not yet 21, to Columbia Records. He was still a minor for purposes of signing a contract, but, Hammond later told Shelton,

         Dylan ‘said he didn’t have a manager or parents.’ Dylan began recording his albums at Columbia Studio A on 7th Avenue. Bob Dylan (1962) shows the shape of New York throughout: a collection of covers ixof the folk songs he was singing in the Village every night; one original song by the young singer-songwriter himself on each side; and a cover portrait by Michael Ochs, brother of Dylan’s contemporary Phil. His next album, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, flipped the ratio of original songs to covers: eleven of the first, and among them some of his best-known compositions still, and two of the latter. He drew on the musical wealth of New York City to supplement his own traditional, solo, guitar-and-harmonica playing; his backing band in the studio were mostly jazz musicians. Don Hunstein photographed Bob and Suze together for this album’s cover, around the corner from their West 4th Street apartment on a snowy Jones Street. Suze walked out of Bob’s life soon after, but decades later, as Dylan performed ‘Simple Twist of Fate’ at the Beacon Theatre on Broadway, he sang lyrics about walking along city blocks, and wishing that the couple in the song had met in 1958 – a reminder that the song once bore the title ‘Snowbound’ and then ‘4th Street Affair.’

         As his career skyrocketed, Dylan lived and stayed in the city. His new manager Albert Grossman had a home on Gramercy Park that Dylan regularly used as a crash pad and setting for photo shoots; he rented homes in midtown, in Harlem, in SoHo, and bought 92-94 MacDougal Street in a Village homecoming after years of being based up the Hudson River in Woodstock. He maintained an apartment at the Chelsea Hotel, #225, in the late 60’s and early 70’s. He and his wife Sara xraised their children in the city at first, before moving to Malibu, California in 1973 – a move that Dylan didn’t quite complete at the time, returning to New York for long stretches of time to take art classes, to record, and to organize and run the Rolling Thunder Revue. Since 1988, he has made New York and a variety of venues a regular stop on his annual tours. He still has corporate offices, and perhaps residences, in town.

         Even when Dylan isn’t in the city, the city is in him. Talkin’ New York, carrying The New York Times, hard times in the city livin’ down in New York town, the streets of Little Italy, down to the Bowery slums, I drove down 42nd Street in my Cadillac, escapades out on the D train, staying up for days in the Chelsea Hotel – and that heart cry of I’m goin’ back to New York City / I do believe I’ve had enough. K G Miles, Bret Johnson, and Dina Regine have followed Dylan from young Village troubadour to Broadway Bob, in residence with his band at the Beacon Theatre most recently in December 2019 – East Side, West Side, all around the town, leaving no cobblestone unturned. Dylan’s inspirations, and traces, are everywhere in New York City. Read, and see.

         Anne Margaret Daniel

Woodstock, NY, August 2021
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1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         Sitting in South London, Dreaming of New York…

         
            From the Bowery to the Bronx, from the East Village to Harlem, from Hudson Heights to Lennox Hill, and from Korea Town to Little Italy, from Hell’s Kitchen to Greenwich Village, from Manhattan Valley, from Midtown South to Midtown itself … That’s right we’re talking about the greatest piece of real estate on the planet, the little island known as Manhattan, so settle in and join us…

            Bob Dylan, Theme Time Radio, 4 April 2007

         

         I was too young to enjoy the 1960s until the 1970s.

         Like many English music fans, including a young Mark Feld who changed his surname to Bolan in homage, my introduction to Bob Dylan came with the exceedingly uncool medium of a Greatest Hits album.

         Except the 1971 release More Bob Dylan Greatest Hits, as the double album is known in England, is far from a conventional round-up of the tried and the 2tested and the commercially popular. This album contained both new tracks and re-recorded tracks and the cover picture suggested it was a live album (it wasn’t).

         One track, however, is live and it appears suddenly, almost mystically, smack bang in the middle of Side Four. It’s the previously unheard ‘Tomorrow Is A Long Time’, a haunting performance from a young Bob Dylan at the Carnegie Hall, which had been lying in a mythical drawer for eight years. Not only did this sound transform me from a South London bedroom to the New York of April 1963, it also sparked my journey on a Dylanista path – from which I’ve never strayed.

         I am not a scholar. I am a fan. This book, both history and guide, provides an opportunity for me to conjure up that unique Bob Dylan and New York vibe. New York and Bob Dylan are inextricably linked. New York, and in particular Greenwich Village in the early 1960s, was a creative melting pot. Very much the right place and the right time for a young Robert Zimmerman to be reborn and to blossom as Bob Dylan.

         By following in Bob’s footsteps, the music tourist can use this guide to watch performances in Washington Square Park, drink at the Kettle of Fish before finally laying a weary head at the renamed and refurbished Hotel Earle. No heating pipes will ‘cough’.

         We will stop at extraordinary places and meet some remarkable characters who helped to form the Dylan story: 3

         George Margolin, the maverick printer, whose single, extraordinary act paved the way for all New York folksingers. A man so hitherto forgotten to history that not only does his pioneering have no statue or a plaque in commemoration, but there isn’t even a grainy, iconic photograph to pass down.

         Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, the folksinger and Dylan mentor over decades, whose Woody Guthrie style was the real template for the young Bobby.

         Karen Dalton, the singer Dylan described as his favourite. A singer who shared a stage with Dylan in his very early days at the Cafe Wha? but whose career went in completely the opposite direction to Bob.

         Throughout the decades New York has been a constant stage for Dylan. From the Cafe Wha? to the Beacon Theatre, we will pause just briefly along the way to introduce you to the Greatest Band You Never Saw.

         Bob Dylan in the Big Apple is, as Dylan sang in ‘Hard Times In New York Town’, ‘just a little glimpse of a story I’ll tell’. To provide a fully comprehensive look at Bob Dylan in New York would require a book so voluminous that the music tourist would require an accompanying wheelbarrow. So leave your wheelbarrow in the shed and join me as we take in the sound of Desire, get a first-hand account of fighting in the street, meet Avril the Dancer and encounter a fellow named Dolores.4

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Chapter 1

            BOBBY BEFORE THE BIG APPLE
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         I grew up as a young music fan knowing only two unassailable facts. That Bob Dylan was born in Duluth, Minnesota and that Video Killed the Radio Star. Ironically it was Bob who cast doubt upon both.

         ‘I was born in Duluth, Minnesota or maybe it was Superior, Wisconsin.’

         The history of the young Robert Allen Zimmerman, before he headed to New York where Bob Dylan was officially ‘born’, was shrouded for a long time in a fog of his own making.

         Even the official program for his Carnegie Chapter Hall concert in 1961 continued to spin the young folksinger’s yarns: ‘Bob Dylan was born in Duluth, Minnesota in 1941. He was raised in Gallup, New Mexico and before he came to New York earlier this 6year, he lived in Iowa, South Dakota, North Dakota and Kansas. He started playing carnivals at the age of fourteen on guitar and piano.’

         Only the date and the place of his birth were correct … oh, and he was a pretty mean guitar and piano player at a young age.

         We have a reasonably good idea that Bob Dylan hitched a ride to New York City on Tuesday, 24 January 1961. Reinvention had been a part of the Greenwich Village life long before Dylan arrived. Suze Rotolo, who was to become his mentor, his muse and his partner throughout much of his early career in New York, said in her memoir that ‘everyone had come to the Village to find or lose themselves.’

         Dave Van Ronk, a folksinger already in the Village when young Bobby arrived and a huge support to him throughout the years, said it was perfectly acceptable to fabricate a previous life once you hit Greenwich Village. ‘Nobody held it against him. Reinventing yourself has always been part of show business. But he sort of got backed into a corner with his own story. I remember he solemnly gave us a demonstration of Indian sign language which he was obviously making up as he went along.’

         Dylan told friends in the Village that he used to play for the rock ’n’ roll star Bobby Vee, occasionally extending this to getting friends to point him out to strangers as the actual Bobby Vee! 7

         In 1966 he told biographer Robert Shelton, who took most of the stories with a shaker of salt, that he spent the first two months in New York hustling as a male prostitute: ‘we hustled for two months, sometimes we would make $150 or $250 a night between us and hang around in cars, cats would pick us up and chicks would pick us up. We would do anything they wanted … I almost got killed.’

         Bob was keen to spin a fanciful yarn about his history. Here’s what he told Playboy magazine in 1966:

         
            I lost my one true love. I started drinking … I woke up in a pool hall. Then this big Mexican lady drags me off the table, takes me to Philadelphia, she leaves me alone in her house, and it burns down, I wind up in Phoenix … I got a job as a ‘before’ in a Charles Atlas ‘Before and After’ ad … Next thing I know I’m in Omaha … I move in with a high school teacher who also does a little plumbing on the side, who has a special kind of refrigerator that can turn newspaper into lettuce. Everything’s going fine until that delivery boy shows up … he burned the house down and I hit the road. The first guy that picked me up asked if I wanted to be a star. What could I say?’

            Playboy: And that’s how you became a rock ‘n’ roll singer?’

            No, that’s how I got tuberculosis.

         

         Thankfully over the years, the fog of mystery has been carefully lifted by the wonderful Dylan books covering 8his early years, by the writers Anthony Scaduto, Robert Shelton and Toby Thompson. We have comprehensive accounts of a very ordinary, comfortable upbringing in a lovely Jewish family in Minnesota – no tuberculosis, no carnivals.

         Young Robert Zimmerman was heading to New York to visit his dying musical hero, Woody Guthrie, in the hospital. ‘I’m going to New York,’ he told his friends. ‘I am going to see Woody and I’m going to make it big.’

         In his autobiography, Chronicles, Dylan describes arriving in New York and taking ‘a rockin’, a reelin’, a rollin’, ride on the subway.’ It is likely he actually walked.
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            Chapter 2

            CAFE WHA? AND ASSORTED BASKET HOUSES
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         For any young music fan growing up in the ’60s and ’70s, there are a small number of venues whose very name convey a magical place. New York’s Madison Square Garden, LA’s Troubadour … and in Croydon, South London, The Greyhound.

         ‘A four door Pontiac is just leaving the Hudson Tunnel. It has carried five people from Madison, Wisconsin to New York City. It’s late afternoon on Tuesday 24 January, 1961 and the snow is driving across the highway. The windscreen wipers are flipping and flapping too slowly to properly clear the snowflakes. The car is warm, and New York is cold.’ Thus, the scene is set by John Bauldie, the English Dylan expert. Bauldie tells us that one of the passengers in the car is a young Bob Dylan. Dylan, whether he took the rockin’ and reelin’ subway or he walked, knew exactly where he was headed. To the Cafe Wha? 10

         As Dylan outlines in his beautifully written but somewhat fanciful autobiography, ‘the place was a subterranean cavern, liquorless, ill lit, low ceiling, like a wide dining hall with chairs and tables – open at noon, closed at four in the morning. Somebody had told me to go there and ask for a singer named Freddy Neil who ran the daytime show at the Wha?’

         It was certainly the right place for Dylan to be. Robert Shelton, the writer who was soon to be reviewing Dylan at these venues, commented that ‘for a time, the hottest scene was in a basement boite called the Cafe Wha? The manager, Manny Roth, was always offering jobs to young musicians who drifted in.’

         Manny Roth always had a good eye for a good thing. In 1959 someone had told Manny Roth about a garage that used to be an old horse stable on MacDougal Street between Bleecker and West 3rd Street. It was down deep stairs and, according to the Cafe Wha? website, was a ‘dark, dank basement which was bisected by a trough once used as a gutter for horse dung.’ The visionary Manny Roth ‘immediately recognized it as an excellent site for a coffee house – that legendary genre of cafe where, at least in the haziness of memory, hipsters smoked, sipped espresso and discussed Sartre.’

         
            Dylan, whether he took the rockin’ and reelin’ subway or walked, knew exactly where he was headed – to the Cafe Wha?

            Map ref. 7

         

         11By the time Dylan arrived, that vision was somewhat tempered. It was a ‘basket house’ folk venue. At a packed-out session, it could hold 325 and the performer could survive by passing around a cap, thus an early and vital prop for Dylan: ‘you passed the basket … that’s why I started wearing hats.’ On Tuesday, 24 January, 1961, when Dylan arrived at Cafe Wha?, he immediately struck lucky. It was Hootenanny night – an open mic session when pretty much anyone could get up and perform.

         Maddy Bloom, a waitress at the time, recalled the arrival of the young Dylan. He told her he was ‘Followin’ in Woody Guthrie’s footsteps. Going to the places he went to. “All I got is my guitar and that little knapsack. That’s all I need.” I remember thinking he was very raw, that he had no professional polish, but that he had a quality of such innocence, in a way, that you just had to listen to him and watch him.’ Looking back in 1984, Dylan said of the experience, ‘if they didn’t like you back then, you couldn’t play! If they liked you, you played more. And if they didn’t like you, you didn’t play at all. You played one or two songs and people would just boo or hiss or something.’

         Dylan settled well on the New York stage. He had a charm and a humour that quickly endeared him to audiences. As Dylan recalled, ‘it was a nonstop flow of people. Usually, they were tourists who were looking for beatniks in the Village.’ He really took to the place even though he tells us in Chronicles that the ‘acts were 12disjointed, awkward … the audience was mostly collegiate types, suburbanites, lunch-hour secretaries, sailors and tourists.’ The daytime show was ‘an extravaganza patchwork … a comedian, a ventriloquist, a steel drum group, a poet, a female impersonator, a duo who sang Broadway, a rabbit-in-the-hat magician, a guy wearing a turban who hypnotized people in the audience, somebody who’s entire act was facial acrobatics.’

         The Cafe Wha? was an entertainment education for Dylan. However, on 24 January 1961, there were three more pressing reasons for venturing to the venue and to settle in. Firstly, it was out of the biting cold of a New York winter. Secondly, it was a venue that fed the performers. Dylan described the food as ‘actually the best thing about the place’ and soon became very dependent on ‘all the French fries and hamburgers I could eat’ provided by Norbert the cook. A starving Tiny Tim would often join Dylan in the food queue. The other important element that the Cafe Wha? gave Dylan, then sofa surfing, was a place to stay. He told Manny Roth that he ‘just got here from the west. Name’s Bob Dylan. I’d like to do a few songs. Can I?’ Manny Roth introduced him as a such from the stage – and in the traditional folk scene fashion, he also asked if there was anywhere for the young singer to stay. In a 1961 interview for Columbia Records, Dylan says that there were a few offers. With a friend, probably Mark Spoelstra who had travelled with him to New York, they picked a fellow out of the audience. ‘He looks okay – and anyway he was with a girl, and so we went up to him. And the girl got off at 1334th Street, and we got off at 42nd Street! Well, we went to a bar before we went to find this place to stay. And we met his gentleman friend, Dolores. Dolores was a friend who stayed with him. And both of us looked and ran out of the bar!’ The boys from Minnesota weren’t quite ready for New York’s rich tapestry.
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