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            An intelligent, knowledgeable and comprehensive look at the world of Bowie through the eyes of the people he worked with.

            David Quantick, author, movie writer, television writer and radio broadcaster

            
                

            

            Here’s Bowie’s tale told accurately in the only possible way – by meeting the people involved and asking them exactly what happened.

            Joel McIver, author

            
                

            

            Over the years, I’ve met quite a few really good authors, journalists, etc. who know their stuff on David Bowie. Nick Smart is right up there with the best of them. He’s also a great bloke and I’m pleased that he has finally put all his knowledge about David into a book. That’s why I’m banging the drum for Nick.

            John Cambridge, rock drummer and musician

            
                

            

            A well-researched dive into the myriad phases of Bowie’s creative world, referencing the many musicians and collaborators who helped bring his turbulent visions to studios and stages across five decades of a unique artistic journey that has touched us all.

            Kevin Armstrong, guitarist, producer, songwriter

            
                

            

            There are scores of books about the legend that is David Bowie which investigates his life, body and soul, but this dives deep into the DNA of a polymath, a performer, a poet and a prophet whose story captivated generations and will continue to enchant for those yet to come.

            Robin Morgan, media director

            
                

            

            A gripping read and a must for Bowie fans. Packed with intricate, well-researched and little-known detail on the multi-dimensional swirl around Bowie’s creative genius.

            Victoria Broackes, co-curator of ‘David Bowie is’ (V&A)

            
                

            

            The narrative that Nick Smart has woven throughout The Collector keeps you moving at top speed through David’s ever-changing world. It lays out David’s lifelong quest to satisfy his inexhaustible curiosity on a scale that really becomes apparent when taken as a whole; as a participant in a certain period of his evolution, I realize how lucky I was to be involved in even a short portion of his journey. An adventure like no other.

            Mark Plati, musician

            
                

            

            This insightful and well-researched look into David Bowie’s career and creative process from devoted fan Nick Smart is a welcome addition to the canon of books about his extraordinary life. Filled with details and interviews from the people around him who were there when it happened, it’s an informative read about an inspiring man and his process.

            Donny McCaslin, saxophonist
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            FOREWORD

         

         Since 2016, Nick Smart and his co-editor Andy Jones have been producing a splendid fanzine called David Bowie Glamour. If you’ve been fortunate enough to get your hands on a copy or three (and if you haven’t, you really must), then you’ll know that David Bowie Glamour is a true labour of love: a publication which brings together the testimonies of fans and colleagues alike, setting the reminiscences of David’s collaborators – fellow musicians, producers, actors, photographers, directors, dancers, designers, promoters – alongside the no less precious memories of devoted fans who were there in the crowd for every step of Bowie’s long and colourful career. Lavishly produced and beautifully illustrated, David Bowie Glamour has expanded over the years into a rich and invaluable archive – and now Nick Smart has drawn upon these accumulated interviews, encounters and adventures in the Bowie universe to form the basis of the volume you’re reading. Tipping his hat to a moment of self-analysis offered up by the great man himself in a celebrated 1973 interview with Russell Harty, Nick has called his book The Collector – so it seems entirely apt that the assembled volumes of David Bowie Glamour have themselves contributed to a new exploration of David Bowie’s lifelong habit of collecting ideas and enthusiasms from the world around him.

         viThanks in great measure to his insatiable appetite for the unusual, the unexpected and the avant garde, David Bowie was more than just any old genius: he became a kind of cultural gateway. Bowie was an artist who guided us in the direction of the good stuff, enthusiastically sharing the wonders he had so voraciously gathered around him. Even as we marvelled at his own exceptional body of work, he was opening our minds and educating us, introducing us to new artists, to imaginative possibilities and ways of looking at the world that we might otherwise never have considered. His creative habit of collecting scraps of ideas and influences from cultures high and low, exotic and domestic, familiar and arcane, and then creating something new by recontextualising them all through the prism of his own extraordinary talent: this was a fundamental ingredient of the Bowie magic. To coin a phrase, he opened strange doors that we’d never close again.

         The endlessly shifting, creatively restless, multidisciplinary nature of that five-decade career, the tumbling kaleidoscope of platforms and media through which David Bowie chose to express himself, means that he came to each and every one of us via a slightly different route, a different set of circumstances. This, coupled of course with the small matter of our varying ages, means that we each have our own cherished memories of the seminal moments that drew us into the wonderful world of David Bowie. Mine include hearing the instrumental intro of ‘Sound and Vision’ used as a sound-bed on BBC television trailers in early 1977, and wondering what this mesmerising jingle was, and whether I could get hold of it (happily, I could – it was the first single I ever bought with my own pocket money); and then, a couple of years later, seeing Bowie perform ‘Boys Keep viiSwinging’ on The Kenny Everett Video Show – that David Mallet-directed prototype for the song’s official video, shot on a similar set but without the trio of backing singers, Bowie resplendent in a tight black shirt and voluminous trousers, clutching a cigarette as he vamped and sang. The comedy skit at the end, as he struck a sequence of preening poses with his violin while Angry of Mayfair set about him with an umbrella, was great fun, but it was the song itself that reeled me in: those intriguing lyrics about cherries popping and boys checking each other out, snarled into camera by that strange, angular, handsome man, at once funny and sinister, deploying goofy jazz-hands, careening back from the microphone at forty-five degrees while drumming an outstretched leg on the floor with such force that the scenery wobbled. What a bizarre spectacle it was. I was bewitched, and my love affair began in earnest.

         Whatever route brought you to David Bowie, and whatever spells he has cast on you over the years, I think you’ll agree that one of the greatest gifts of his remarkable legacy is that he continues to bring us all together. In the end, we all belong in David Bowie’s collection.

         
             

         

         Nicholas Pegg

         October 2024viii
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xi
            PREFACE

         

         Carlos Alomar steps onto the stage. What vision is this? His hair is spiked. He wears round glasses with holographic eyes which make him look like a mad, four-eyed insect. His black biker jacket is effortlessly cool and his Kramer guitar is slung around his neck. Known as a rhythm guitarist, he is shredding with the best of them — and the sight is awe some. This moment is magic.

         Before long, David Bowie, decked head to toe in red, is lowered to the stage, speaking into a telephone, as he had done during the famous Diamond Dogs shows 13 years previously. Then he’s singing, “Gone, gone. The water’s all gone / Mummy come back ’cause the water’s all gone,” and we’re all dancing. Seventy thousand of us. Carlos. And Bowie. And all of us. Dancing and thinking only of now.

         We spend over two hours thinking only of now.

         The next day, we do it all again in a different location. We’ve made some memories. My uncle, Andy, running into the stadium to secure our preferred spot. My brother Steve, aged 13, crying with emotion after ‘Modern Love’. My girlfriend, now wife, buying a portion of chips and finding in it, of all things, the neck of a broken bottle! We have some stories to tell.

         It’s 1987. The tour will be derided in years to come, and xiiI do understand why. Some of the intricacies pass us by due to the scale of the arena and our distance – but everyone there on the day had the time of their lives.

         I can date my Bowie fandom to three different dates. In 1973, Andy gave me a copy of ‘The Jean Genie’ b/w ‘Ziggy Stardust’. It seemed like a sound from another world. Needless to say, I played it over and over again. Around the same time, I saw the video for ‘John, I’m Only Dancing’ on TV and similarly had my eyes opened to a strange world that I hadn’t considered might exist before. I was six years old. I can’t really claim that that was the moment I became a fan.

         The second is a school trip in 1979, when I bought three singles with my own money. ‘Sunday Girl’ by Blondie, ‘Boys Keep Swinging’ by Bowie and Showaddywaddy’s ‘Remember Then’. Two out of three.

         Closer.

         But the real moment was on a family holiday to France in 1980, when I bought Scary Monsters (and Super Creeps). At the age of 13, I was transformed – and hooked. And then I had a three-year wait for the next album. Bowie taught me patience. But, of course, I had a huge back catalogue to discover.

         Over the years Andy and I discussed how to escape the routine of everyday life and involve ourselves in the Bowie world more. Andy wanted to buy and sell records and memorabilia. I thought that would be great, too, but I guess I wanted to write. We thought about starting a fanzine. Decades passed. Eventually, in October 2016, I said, “What about this fanzine, then?” It seemed the time was now right. Andy was semi-retired and I was looking for something different. If we’d realised how little we knew about running xiiia magazine, we wouldn’t have done it. Luckily, we simply pressed ahead.

         And we started an adventure. An adventure that meant that the figure on the stage with the spiky hair and cool glasses became someone we got to know personally, along with his fabulous wife Robin Clark, who sang on Young Americans and calls my wife Kathrine her soul sister. In fact, we got to meet and interview many people who were friends and confidants of Bowie.

         We also curated two international Bowie conventions. One in Liverpool in 2022 and one in New York the following year. We were able to use the address book we had built up over the years of doing the fanzine to invite a brilliant array of Bowie alumni, including Carlos and Robin, Woody Woodmansey, Donny McCaslin, Gail Ann Dorsey, Tony Visconti, Mark Plati, George Murray, Kevin Armstrong, Tim Palmer, Carmine Rojas and John Cambridge – and the amazing Bowie authority Nicholas Pegg as compère. We were visited by the acclaimed film director Brett Morgen whose sizzling Bowie film Moonage Daydream was released in September 2022, and by Victoria Broackes and Geoffrey Marsh, curators of the massively successful ‘David Bowie is’ exhibition at the V&A. Jonathan Barnbrook, who designed many Bowie record sleeves, was with us. We had a photography exhibition with the Duffy Archive, Denis O’Regan and Philippe Auliac. We had Bowie expert Kevin Cann, academics Bethany Usher and Alex Sharpe and amazing live music from David Live, The London Boys and Rebel Heroes.

         It was fabulous. And what a journey from the day that I bought Scary Monsters to watching that show in ’87, to… all this!

         xivIt was then that I began to realise that we had built up a substantial database of interviews from across Bowie’s whole career. I’ll list just the musicians and producers in order of appearance:

         
            Carlos Alomar, Mike Garson, Woody Woodmansey, Tony Visconti, Ian Hunter, Tony Sales, Robin Clark, Catherine Russell, Mark Plati, Kevin Armstrong, Gerry Leonard, Carmine Rojas, Rick Wakeman, Mark Guiliana, Tim Lefebvre, Jason Lindner, Donny McCaslin, Ben Monder, Tim Palmer, Earl Slick, George Murray, Harry Maslin, Eduard Meyer, Reeves Gabrels, Emm Gryner, John Cambridge, Alan Childs, Gail Ann Dorsey, Zack Alford, Sterling Campbell, Peter Noone and Ken Scott.

         

         That’s over 30 musicians and producers. And we have also spoken to many other insiders, and other musicians influenced by Bowie in some way: Joe Elliott, Holly Johnson, Steve Norman, Richard Jobson, Clem Burke, Glen Matlock, Glenn Gregory, Kenney Jones and many more.

         It was at this point that I began to feel it would be right to bring all of this together in a book.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         Before I started writing this book, I thought I knew a lot about Bowie. In fact, what I knew was the facts of his career. I never met David Bowie, but through getting to know many of his friends, I have learned two things – that as a person he was warm, witty and friendly, not at all the aloof artist I once imagined – and that his genius lay in his ability to collect influences, to rearrange them, interpret them, to set them against each other, and thereby to fashion something entirely new. Ted Hughes once said of his wife, the poet Sylvia Plath, “Her attitude to her verse was artisan-like: if she couldn’t get a table out of the material, she was quite happy to get a chair, or even a toy. The end product for her was not so much a successful poem, as something that had temporarily exhausted her ingenuity.” So, it seems with Bowie. He would begin to combine, alter, transform both sonically and lyrically, often intentionally not considering what the product will be. The journey determined the outcome. Not always, but often.

         That Bowie often changed his musical style and appearance is well-known, of course. Bowie as collector is the subject of this book, and by 1980 he had amassed enough of a back catalogue to begin to borrow from himself.

         The first of these changes that the public was aware of 2happened in 1974, when Bowie jumped the sinking ship of glam rock with perfect timing and hitched a ride with American funk and plastic soul, waving to those who lacked the foresight to do the same – T. Rex, Sweet, Wizzard and many others who continued with their hitherto successful formulae. These frequent changes of direction did not start in 1974, however. They had been a feature of Bowie’s modus operandi from the start of his career in 1962. He had been mod, beatnik, hippy, and any number of other images that are less easily labelled. Along with these frequent changes of direction came an equal number of changes of personnel – and it was this relentless pursuit that led to Bowie’s reputation for ruthlessness. The curious feature of this tendency to move on and leave old partners behind is that, as Dylan Jones notes, most people didn’t seem to feel much animosity as a result. The general feeling was that they’d had their time with Bowie and now things were moving on. By the time success beckoned, Bowie had already left a whole slew of bands: the Konrads, the Hooker Brothers, the King Bees, the Manish Boys, the Lower Third, the Buzz, the Riot Squad, Hype.

         But this isn’t a book about how David Bowie changed over a period of time. That is already well documented. This is a book about how Bowie collected influences, ideas, musicians and other creatives. In his famous 1973 interview with Russell Harty, he explained:

         
            I can take on the guises of different people that I meet. I can switch accents within seconds of meeting somebody and adopt their accent. I’ve always found that I collect. I’m a collector. I’ve always just seemed to collect personalities… ideas.

         

         3Throughout his career, Bowie collected ideas, people, influences, opinions, and other stimuli. These he would combine and refabricate so that the original influences were unrecognisable and something entirely novel was fashioned. From Mick Ronson he collected musical arrangements. He collected the same from Tony Visconti, and also his production know-how. From Nile Rodgers, he gathered a hit machine. From Reeves Gabrels he collected wildly creative songwriting and guitar-led ideas. But it wasn’t just people he was encountering – it was stimuli. In a 1976 Playboy interview, he was asked if he considered himself an original thinker, to which he replied, “Not by any means. More like a tasteful thief. The only art I’ll ever study is stuff that I can steal from. I do think that my plagiarism is effective.”

         For Bowie, to absorb and reconstitute influences was not in any way negative. The maxim from Ecclesiastes: “What has been will be again; what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun” was never truer than with Bowie. How many artists can genuinely claim that their works are based on original thought? Perhaps Bowie is just more honest than others.

         This book tells the stories of Bowie’s career as revealed through interviews for the magazine. A career during which Bowie’s profound sense of art and artifice was combined with a sponge-like ability to absorb the zeitgeist and deliver to the world something that was almost always entirely new, exciting and full of possibilities.

         And so the story goes…4

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Chapter 1

            AN OCCASIONAL DREAM

         

         It was with the advent of the Spiders that Bowie found the formula he needed to carry the news to the masses. A solid band. If the previous years had been marked by Bowie moving from one band to the next searching for the right ingredients, the three years from 1971 to 1973 were notable for their relative stability – a period that began in 1969 with one John Cambridge, invariably known as Cambo. Kevin Cann, the noted Bowie authority, does not exaggerate when he says that “John Cambridge single-handedly altered the trajectory of popular music.”

         Growing up in Hull, the 12-year-old John began his music career as almost all drummers do – using knitting needles to tap along with the records of the day. As those days were the mid ’60s, that meant the Shadows, the Dave Clark Five and Johnny Kidd & the Pirates. Some two years later, in what could be regarded as a Sliding Doors moment, he found himself at a club called the Kontiki when the band, a Driffield group called the Roadrunners, returned for their second set without their drummer. As they stood awkwardly on the stage waiting for the tardy stickman, a friend of John’s shouted, “John will stand in while he comes 6back, won’t you, John?” As John puts it, “My career as a drummer had begun.” That Sliding Doors moment is just one of several surrounding John which, had fate taken a different route, could have meant a different career history for David Bowie.

         The thriving Hull music scene of the time had also produced a capable guitarist by the name of Mick Wayne – a member of the Hullabaloos along with Cambo. Wayne would go on to play with David Bowie and famously played the solo on ‘Space Oddity’, setting in motion a series of events that would lead to the advent of the Spiders from Mars. The Hull scene was as fluid as it was lively at that time, with drummers and guitarists seemly swapping bands and standing in for one another as and when needed. So it was that Cambo, having turned down a previous offer, eventually agreed to join local band the Rats as their drummer. It was as a Rat that John struck up a friendship with Mick Ronson. Later, Woody Woodmansey was to replace John in the Rats, a move that also foreshadowed upcoming events with Bowie’s future band, Hype/the Spiders from Mars.

         The combo of Cambo and Ronno – clearly it was a thing to add an “o” suffix to form a nickname – proved a potent one and the Rats, already popular, came to be regarded as the top local band. Meanwhile, Mick Wayne’s band, now called Junior’s Eyes, were also making a name for themselves, gigging in London and getting airplay nationally. Later, in May 1969, Mick Wayne invited John to come and see his band Junior’s Eyes and casually asked him to sit in on a song. Unbeknown to him, he was being auditioned and a few days later became a member of the band. So, it was off to London.

         7The road that led to Bowie was unfolding. David Bowie had a song called ‘Space Oddity’ and was set to record it with Tony Visconti. But though the producer assures me that he likes the song now, he regarded it at that time as a throwaway novelty song and declined to produce. Gus Dudgeon therefore did the honours for that track while Tony produced the remaining tracks on the subsequent album. The guitarist who played the iconic solo on the ‘Space Oddity’ track was one Mick Wayne and, when the time came to record the album, Tony said, “Why don’t we get your band in?” – which seemed preferable to getting in, as John puts it, “this bass player and this drummer” for the various songs. Bowie and John met in July 1969 just days before starting to work together and hit it off immediately. The fabled proto-Spiders band, Hype, was formed.

         Tony Visconti was the one to formally introduce Cambo and David. David stood out, even then. Whereas most of the band wore denim and long hair, David’s hair was permed, and he habitually wore knitted jumpers and bright red or turquoise corduroy trousers. Bowie talked through the songs with John without playing them, which seems an unusual approach. To John, it seemed Bowie was intelligent and different with something interesting to say in any situation. Recording of David’s new album commenced on 16 July. The album, like the one he had made two years earlier, would be called David Bowie, perhaps by way of a reset after the lack of success of the previous record. The tracks ‘Janine’, ‘An Occasional Dream’ and ‘Letter to Hermione’, David’s plaintive message to his lost love, were recorded that day. It was David’s practice to sit atop a high stool and play the songs on a 12-string guitar. There was no rehearsal before a take and usually the first or second 8take would be used: Bowie believed that early takes, even if they contained a few mistakes, always had a spontaneous quality that later ones lacked. The practice of preferring early takes continued throughout Bowie’s career, as many musicians attest.

         Over the following months, Cambo had many adventures with the band. In Cambo’s book Bowie, Cambo and All the Hype he talks about a memorable occasion, the band left Dunfermline for Glasgow, leaving John behind in the toilet. John then caught a bus to the gig, arriving before the band, who, not having missed him, were surprised to find him awaiting their arrival. On another occasion, John and David walked into a music shop in Edinburgh and found the sheet music for ‘Space Oddity’. On purchasing the item, Bowie studied it and remarked, “They’ve got the bloody chords wrong!”

         It is a measure of Cambo and Bowie’s close relationship that as early as February 1970, Cambo talks about David and Angie joining him on a trip to Hull, staying with his parents while Tony Visconti and his fiancée Liz Hartley stayed with other relatives of John’s.

         * * *

         As many would-be musicians know, real-life and creeping grown-up responsibilities have scuppered the promising careers of many a young band. So, it was with guitarist Mick Wayne whose partner, Charlotte, was ill, forcing him to miss a few gigs. Junior’s Eyes began to realise their chance had passed. John had continued with the band alongside his work with Bowie for a time, but by January 1970 it was clear that if things were going to happen for the band, they would have done by this point. The decision was made to 9end the band and in the absence of Wayne, Tim Renwick, guitarist from the Space Oddity album, deputised with Hype, but he had other work lined up and a more permanent solution was needed.

         Quite why John Cambridge pursued the matter is still a mystery – even to John himself. What is clear is that he was pretty sure he had the solution to Bowie’s guitar problem in Mick Ronson, his friend from the Rats. The problem was that Ronson had tried his hand as a guitarist in London before, and his efforts had earned him only an unreleased track by Elton John and a lot of debt. To persuade him to try his luck in the big city once more would be a challenge. Likewise, David Bowie and Tony Visconti were singularly unenthusiastic at the prospect of John’s old mate from Hull becoming their new guitar player.

         “No, he’s really good. Look, I’m going home between gigs. Let me bring him back with me – see what you think,” he implored. David and Tony casually waved him away. What did a drummer know about guitarists?

         A classically trained pianist who also played violin and recorder, Ronson was also a talented arranger, but at this time he was working as a municipal gardener. John caught up with him as he marked out the lines of a school playing field with creosote. It must have been quite something to have seen an unenthusiastic Ronson walking away to mark the pitch, followed by John imploring him to give London another shot. The guitarist’s reluctance was palpable and understandable given his previous experience and what was on offer – essentially a meeting with a one-hit wonder. “I’m not going down there again,” said Ronson – monosyllabic at the best of times. “I’ve been ripped off too many times – not interested.” Even as he appealed to Ronson to consider 10a meeting, John wondered to himself what he was doing walking around a playing field asking an unresponsive guitarist to meet an uninterested singer to form a partnership that seemed to appeal to neither of them.

         John’s final shot was, “Look, we’re playing the Marquee Club next Tuesday and it’s Junior’s Eyes’ last gig. Why don’t you come along, bring your guitar and see what you think?” Ronson, at last, capitulated. But for John’s persistence there would be no “Spider with the platinum hair.”

         It was an inauspicious start, the show wrongly billed as being Dave Berry, the 1960s’ teen idol. John played his final gig with Junior’s Eyes, followed by his first with Bowie’s Hype. Ronson, who had been driven there in Cambridge’s Hillman Minx, was introduced to David and the group then headed off to La Chasse, a nearby club, and from there to Haddon Hall – the sprawling Victorian villa where David and various musicians, artists and hangers-on, resided. Ronson picked up a guitar and David joined in. While others eventually drifted off to bed, Bowie and Ronson continued through the night and clearly hit it off – so much so that Bowie impulsively but enthusiastically asked Ronson to join him to play on John Peel’s show in just two days’ time. An equally enthused Ronson agreed, and a partnership was formed. There is no record of whether John was thanked.

         David, in true self-effacing fashion, much later described the Peel session as going “very badly”, but to many ears, it went rather well. The overall impression is one of a slightly shambolic but joyful romp. Reflecting on the occasion decades later, Ronson stated, “I didn’t know any of the material. I was really nervous.” Ronson positioned himself judiciously so that he could see what David was playing. “I 11just followed David – watched his fingers on the guitar. I guess it worked OK because he wanted to work with me again.” Indeed, Bowie was sufficiently impressed that when asked by Peel on air if they were planning to do more gigs together, he asked Ronson, “Are we, Michael?” He wasn’t sure if Ronson would be up for it, pointing out that he’d just come from Hull and they had met only two days ago. As Kevin Cann points out, though, Ronson’s skills were already evident after just two days – ‘The Width of a Circle’ profiting particularly – and Bowie knew he would benefit greatly.

         It seemed that the band, with Mick Ronson on guitar, Tony Visconti on bass and John Cambridge on drums, was beginning to solidify into the stable group that Bowie needed. However, things would shift further still before true stability was achieved. In spite of his friendship with David and his role in bringing Ronson aboard, plans were soon afoot to oust Cambo. As John told me in 2022, “I brought Mick Ronson down early February. By early April I’d gone!” This has been seen as an early example of a certain ruthless streak that Bowie had when it came to hiring and firing musicians. Many associates of David attest to an element of mercilessness – particularly in his early days. In later years things would change and, reluctant to let people down, he ended up with a surfeit of musicians who performed and recorded on a rotating basis. Two drummers – Sterling Campbell and Zachary Alford; four guitarists – Earl Slick, Gerry Leonard, David Torn and Mark Plati; and two bass players – Gail Ann Dorsey and Plati again. But the focus of a struggling artist is very different from that of a global superstar, and the young David needed to make sure everything was lean and perfectly aligned so that he could take his shot.

         12Ronson travelled back to Hull alongside John, sorting out his affairs and resigning from his job, and then returned to London and moved into Haddon Hall – the large residence where David rented an apartment and which formed a base for a rotating cast of musicians and associates of Bowie, still then including Cambo (“the first lodger to sleep in the creepy gallery,” according to Tony Visconti). To call Haddon Hall a commune would be a misrepresentation – it was one flat in a large hall – but it had the easy-going artistic vibe and relaxed approach to old-fashioned values that characterised the artistic landscape of the time. London’s Roundhouse was the venue of the first gig of the new line-up, not yet billed as Hype, and is an occasion which has gone down in the annals of popular music history as the first glam rock gig. Their look was inspired by an evening David and Angie had spent in the company of photographer Ray Stevenson, a fan of superheroes. Angie Bowie and Tony’s girlfriend Liz Hartley had worked hard to make costumes for the band and each member now took on a corresponding persona. Foreshadowing later preoccupations, Bowie plays Spaceman (though some good sources have him as Rainbowman, it seems that the names were all applied retrospectively); Visconti is the superhero Hypeman; Ronson is Gangsterman; and Cambo, Cowboyman (not Pirateman, as one book has it). By comparison with the other bands on the bill that night – Caravan, the Groundhogs and Bachdenkel, bands later described by David as “denim-y” – the proto-Hype band must have seemed as if they were from another world. Until now, pop music had been regarded as the forte of artists who directly expressed their desires, feelings and dissatisfactions. Glam rock, with its pretentions towards artifice 13and theatre and pantomime, was a significant departure in which performers played parts, leading popular music away from self-expression and towards performance.

         In later years, Bowie was to explain that he had originally seen himself as a songwriter whose compositions would be performed by others. He himself was “much too shy” to perform as himself. Accordingly, in spite of performing throughout his pre-fame period, he also sold songs to others. Notably Paul Nicholas, who recorded Bowie’s novelty song ‘Over the Wall We Go’ and later Peter Noone, whose version of ‘Oh! You Pretty Things’ was, in 1971, his only solo hit. Immediately prior to his success, Bowie had teamed up, and effectively taken over, a band called Rungk and renamed it Arnold Corns. Formed at Dulwich College, the band was matched through Bowie with frontman and fashion designer Freddie Burretti to perform Bowie’s compositions. Freddie, aka Rudi Valentino, had no singing voice and Bowie himself supplied most of the recorded vocals. Likewise, Bowie’s musicians took over the roles within the band. Nevertheless, it was intended as a front and a vehicle for Bowie’s songs to be performed and recorded without the need for ther “shy” Bowie to perform as himself.

         At Bowie’s own behest, however, the era of performing as oneself was now coming to an end. With its artfulness and enactment, the regalia and show of the Roundhouse marked the birth of glam rock. “We died a death,” was Bowie’s later assessment of the show. Others in attendance had misgivings too. Tim Renwick, Hype’s stand-in guitarist said, “It didn’t feel right.” Likewise, Bowie’s soon-to-be ex-manager Kenneth Pitt, to whom Bowie had been close, said, “There wasn’t a nice feeling there. Something was wrong.” Despite the misgivings of the audience, Bowie later said, “I knew it was right.”

         14Yet personnel changes were still to be made before he regarded it as absolutely right. In the meantime, there was the small matter of David’s wedding to Angie at which John Cambridge was to serve as a witness. The wedding took place on 20 March 1970 at Marylebone Registry Office and David’s mother Peggy, who was not invited, turned up, having heard about it in the local newspaper. When it came time for the register to be signed, she stood up and took John’s place, at which David could only give a helpless shrug in John’s direction. Later, David, no doubt wishing to alleviate any ill feeling, commented, “John was the best man, weren’t you, John?”

         I’ll take it, thought John. Indeed “best man” seemed like an appropriate role for John. By now, David and John had become close friends. “We mucked about with water pistols. David, just used to come back to my place. We’d go to the pub together, all that sort of thing. Mess about,” John reports. There are many examples of their closeness, based on a shared humour. On one occasion, David – who was always called Dave by John – and Cambo were in a pub in Beckenham when John decided to put some music on the jukebox. Seeing that they had a copy of ‘Space Oddity’, John selected it to play three times. As the pub was quiet, it came on straight away. “Oh, they’ve got my song here!” David remarked, quite chuffed. As the song came on again, David said, “John, you’ve done this, haven’t you?”

         “Shut up, David, ’cos you bloody love it!” was the Cambo response. This jokey relationship continued when, years later, at Bowie’s fiftieth birthday party, they played a game of John’s invention called the Knobbing Game, whereby they would replace the word love in song lyrics with the word knob. Hence, ‘All My Knobbing’ by the Beatles, 15‘You’ve Lost that Knobbing Feeling’ by the Righteous Brothers, and the Percy Sledge classic ‘When a Man Knobs a Woman’.

         Life was fun as young men making their way in the music business, having some success and looking forward to possible future triumphs but there were more difficult times, too. About three weeks into the recording of the album, David’s father, Haywood Stenton Jones, known as John, suddenly died from pneumonia. The emotional climate in David’s childhood home could be described as cold, with David’s half-brother Terry often rowing with his mother while his father withdrew. Nevertheless, it seems David and John had a closeness and David was certainly deeply affected by the loss. Just weeks later, ‘Space Oddity’ scored him his first major success and to have been denied the chance to share this vindication with his father must have been painful. The authors Peter and Leni Gillman report that for a week after his father passed away, he received a silent phone call at 5.30 each day, which he interpreted as a call from John to make sure all was well.

         In April 1969, prior to the move to Haddon Hall, David had moved into a flat in Foxgrove Road, Beckenham, as the tenant of his friend Mary Finnigan. With youthful idealism, he went about setting up what was rather grandly called the Beckenham Arts Lab, later known as Growth. The idea was to create music and “mixed media” – whatever combination of dance, mine and the visual arts would grow organically from the people arranged around the nucleus of David and Mary. The “happenings” took place at the Three Tuns pub on Beckenham High Street, although much later, Bowie would reflect that very little happened at these happenings and that he was disappointed by the apathy and passivity 16of many of those associated. Still, in the first rush of excitement and enthusiasm of those early days, David and Mary organised a free festival to take place at Croydon Road Recreation Ground in Beckenham. The line-up included the Strawbs, Keith Christmas who had played guitar on the Space Oddity album, Gasworks and a host of others. Stalls sold jewellery and Tibetan items and there were theatrical performances and a puppet show. Bowie’s future wife, Mary Angela Barnett, barbecued on a grill over a wheelbarrow. The occasion was to be immortalised in the song ‘Memory of a Free Festival’ which appeared on the David Bowie/Space Oddity album: “It was ragged and naïve / It was Heaven”. In fact, having lost his father on the fifth of the month and having buried him just five days prior to the event, David’s mood was understandably somewhat different from what he portrayed in the song. And in fairness, Bowie describes the mood of the event in the song as not being his own mood, and moves from reflective yearning about the gathering and into the realms of drug-fuelled fantasy in describing the visitation of “tall Venusians” among the gathered throng, so the song can hardly be intended as an accurate portrayal. Though Bowie performed, he was otherwise sombre and withdrawn. That said, the band played a reggae version of ‘Space Oddity’ for a laugh, so there was room for levity. As to who played in Bowie’s band, the point is contested. Many books say it was Junior’s Eyes who backed him, but John, a meticulous record keeper, states in his book that they were in fact completing an eight-show residency at the Star Club. Tony Visconti, on the other hand, recalls that he “played bass and John Cambridge (of Junior’s Eyes) played drums” at the event.

         * * *

         17Bowie had moved on from many bands at this point, but John was, arguably, the first individual that Bowie had dismissed.

         Tensions emerged three days after the wedding, when the band was booked into Trident Studios in London’s Soho district to record ‘Memory of a Free Festival’ and ‘The Supermen’. As John reports, he had played ‘The Supermen’ live at the Roundhouse with David and so knew the song, but when it came to recording there was a tense atmosphere. “When I went into the studio,” he recalls, “they said, ‘Hey, John, come on. Give us a minute. Give us a minute’. In other words, ‘Piss off!’ Then they said, ‘We’ve come up with this bit in the middle. It’s a bit complicated.’ I couldn’t get it,” says Cambo.

         Mick Ronson “encouraged” John by walking up to the drum booth where he was playing and saying: “Come on. It’s fucking easy,” which only added to the pressure. David broke the tension and suggested that he and John go for a drink, leaving Ronson and producer/bass player Tony Visconti to work on the track. History doesn’t record what Tony and Ronson talked about, but John certainly wondered whether replacing him with Mick Woody Woodmansey, the Driffield drummer and fellow Rat, was on the agenda that day. Ronson had previously confided in David and Tony that he knew a “better drummer” who had replaced John in the Rats, while David and Tony had also been discussing replacing John already.

         On 7 April, the day came. John, in true commune fashion, was painting the ceiling at Haddon Hall when a car drew up on the gravel drive and he heard Angie saying: “Go on. You’ve got to tell him,” while David protested: “John’s a mate!” David asked him to come down from the ladder and then explained that he and the others had been thinking 18about getting in another drummer. Stressing that “It isn’t you, John”, he invited him to stay as long as he liked.

         No doubt realising that things would be awkward if he stayed when Bowie was using a new drummer, John elected to leave the next morning and borrowed five pounds from David for the trip. This he spent on two Premium Bonds, which have allowed him to confirm for biographers that the date he left the band was 7 April. Later, John saw a contract signed by Hype, including Woody’s name, dated four days earlier. It appears David had been building up to breaking the bad news for a while.

         Asked last year, when I interviewed him, whether he regretted that his dream of stardom ended at the tender age of 20, John points out that Mick Ronson had three children and didn’t live to see them grow up. When he joined the band, Ronson was a teetotal Mormon. John, on the other hand, liked a pint and therefore fears that, if the roles were reversed, he might well have not survived life on the road. “Mick would change places with me now, if he could,” John says rightly. Mick Ronson scaled the heights as Bowie’s wingman in the Spiders From Mars but died of bowel cancer at the too early age of 46 in 1993. “If I’d been there, I would have gone before Mick. Wouldn’t have had kids or anything.”

         Cambo and Bowie remained friends and stayed in touch over the years, and John even attended Bowie’s 50th birthday party in New York in 1997. The fact remains that without John insisting Mick Ronson come to London and join the band, there would be no Spiders from Mars. No Woody Woodmansey or Trevor Bolder playing with Bowie. The Spiders were the stable band that Bowie needed to launch his proper bid for fame – and it began the day John Cambridge met Bowie.
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