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            SORRY

         

         
            
               You should be sorry, Bob D.

               you poached the name from my dad

            

            
               Memphis not-near-the-sea

               cannot catch sea-son of wave

            

            
               My dad was Dylan Thomas

               that’s what I say, honest

            

            
               Not that I want to brag

               Bob Dylan doesn’t quite have

            

            
               The sea shell sound of the grave

               it’s all over now, baby blue

            

            
               Sorry Bob

            

            
               
          Aeronwy Thomas
        

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            FOREWORD

         

         Hard, isn’t it, to think of a world with no Dylans in it? Yet, before 1914, when a Swansea English teacher, D.J. Thomas, plundered the medieval tales of the Mabinogion to name his son Dylan (son of the sea), the world would have been completely unfamiliar with it. Of course, another wave of attention for this moniker followed in 1962 when a rising folk singer legally changed his name to Bob Dylan. Since then, why, you can’t swing a cat without hitting a Dylan … male or female, such are the influences of these two cultural giants. Why did Dylan choose Dylan as his name? Where do the worlds of these colossal culture vultures and wordsmiths collide? Some of the answers are found in the pages of this book and a lot more besides. I hope you enjoy the trip as much as I do.

         
             

         

         Cerys Matthews Wales, 2022

      

   


   
      
         
            PREFACES

            ME AND BOB AND DYLAN

         

         
      K G MILES 
    

         Fans of Bob Dylan should know more about Dylan Thomas and fans of Dylan Thomas should know more about Bob Dylan. Hopefully after reading this book, they will.

         My personal journey in life has been made to a soundtrack of Bob Dylan for well over fifty years. I was delighted to be able to share the story of my journey in the two Troubadour Tales books about Bob Dylan in London and in New York. Two cities close to the heart and soul of both Bob Dylan and Dylan Thomas. The two cities where Bob followed Dylan in a literary and often a literal sense. As a student in London, I probably spent far too much of my time attempting to follow both by sitting in seats in pubs that may once have hosted their poetic backsides.

         In 2019 I was honoured to talk to the inaugural Conference at the Bob Dylan Center in Tulsa. My subject was one very close to my heart: the meeting and difficult relationship between Bob Dylan and the English writer Robert Graves. Researching this subject fired my interest in the creative link, especially the connections from Bob to Dylan. It opened a fascinating world from Rimbaud to Johnnie Ray, from Stravinsky to John Cale… with many connecting some way along the line to the gloriously ubiquitous Allen Ginsberg.

         I have a lot to thank Bob Dylan for. Not least that he has led me to explore the world of the man whose name he took, Dylan Thomas. Bob Dylan and Dylan Thomas, the two Rock ‘n’ Roll Poets, have been a personal inspiration. Not merely for the words on the page or the songs in the air but also for their infectious enthusiasm for life. In the 2020 song ‘False Prophet’, Bob Dylan sings ‘I’m the enemy of the unlived meaningless life’. Dylan Thomas would have raised a glass to that thought. Here’s to a full life, a heck of a life … a Dylan life.

         
      JEFF TOWNS
    

         The first LP record I ever bought was Bob Dylan’s first LP. I was in my early teens in the early ’60s and I hung out with a group of boys a year above me in school who were deep into American blues and folk music, and spoke highly of Bob Dylan. The record was released in the US in March 1963 and in the UK a few months later. I played it endlessly and became obsessed with the raw angry power of the songs about death and dying. I bought his next six albums as they were released. By the time Blonde on Blonde came out in 1966, I was reading the early American Beat writers and had also discovered that Bob Dylan’s birth name was ‘Robert Zimmerman’, now changed to ‘Bob Dylan’ in homage to a Welsh poet – Dylan Thomas. Who was he? I asked my Welsh mother who told me what she knew and mentioned a recent biography of the poet. I read Constantine Fitzgibbon’s ‘official’ biography straight through, and became obsessed with this wild boozy writer. From then on, the Two Dylans became a big part of my cultural life and when, in 1970, I settled in Swansea – Dylan Thomas’ home town – and opened a used bookstore, I called it DYLANS BOOKSTORE. It covered both bases. The rest, as they say, is history … and this book is a literary stroll through the many serendipitous synchronicities and the shared acquaintances and passions that exist between these two cultural giants. But we also heeded Bob’s advice to ‘take’, and use, what we ‘gathered from coincidence’.

         And you thought it was just a name they shared.

         
      BOB DYLAN 
    

         K G Miles is author and leading authority on Bob Dylan and co-curator of the Dylan Room at London’s Troubadour Club. The Bob Dylan content in this book has been written by K G Miles.

         
      DYLAN THOMAS
    

         Jeff Towns is one of the world’s leading Dylan Thomas experts and is now known affectionately and professionally as The Dylan Thomas Guy. The Dylan Thomas content in this book has been written by Jeff Towns.
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         ‘Do not go gentle into that good night’ – Dylan Thomas said that.

         ‘It’s not dark yet, but it’s getting there’ – Bob Dylan said that.

         We are off to have ‘One more cup of coffee for the road’.

         ‘Here’s to a full life, a heck of a life … a Dylan Life’ —

         we said that …

         
             

         

         
             

         

         There are so many strange and wonderful connections and coincidences; shared passions and associations that tie two cultural icons, Bob Dylan and Dylan Thomas, together. This provides us with such a rich tapestry of words – from the ancient Welsh folk tales of the Mabinogion to the poems of the Beat Generation; from Stravinsky to John Cale; from Johnnie Ray to Charlie Chaplin; Rimbaud and Lorca; Sgt. Pepper’s and ‘The Bells of Rhymney’; Nelson Algren and Tennessee Williams and much more.

         As the ultimate Rock ‘n’ Roll Poets, Bob Dylan and Dylan Thomas represent two sides of the same coin. Bob Dylan made the music. Dylan Thomas lived the lifestyle. Both perfected the art of performed literature. Bringing together these two artists, we hope to take you on a literary and literal path taken by Bob Dylan and Dylan Thomas.
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            WHAT’S IN A NAME
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      BOB DYLAN 
    

         On 2 August 1962 at the Supreme Court Building, 111 Centre Street in downtown Manhattan, Robert Allen Zimmerman legally became Bob Dylan. By then, he had been using the name Bob Dylan on stage and in life for at least three years. In his autobiography Chronicles, he says that when he arrived in September 1959 at the University of Minneapolis and was asked his name, he ‘instinctively and automatically, without thinking, said “Bob Dylan”.’

         The name Dylan, as we know, was plucked from ancient literary obscurity by Dylan Thomas’ father. It was a name barely known in the US in the 1950s except through the fame of Dylan Thomas. The US Government website, SSA.gov, shows no Dylans in the Top 200 names. We get two different spellings of Michael and we even get Herman in at number 196. The first appearance of Dylan as a name in the US comes in 1953, when there were six.

         By 1990 and the success of Bob Dylan, the name was at No. 83 in the US. For some reason it was even more popular in North Dakota, where in 1999 it hit No. 2.

         Before the name change and beyond, Bob Dylan enjoyed playing with pseudonyms. In early folk club days he took to the stage with the name Elston Gunn, said to be a play on Frances Ethel Gumm, the real name of another Minnesota alumna, Judy Garland. The singer Bobby Vee, as recalled in Goldmine magazine in 1999, remembered Bob in the early Minnesota folk days in a band called the Shadows: ‘He was working as a busboy at a place called The Red Apple Café. Bill Velline was in a record shop in Fargo, Sam’s Record Land, and this guy came up and introduced himself as “Elston Gunnn – with three N’s, G-U-N-N-N”.’ Years later Bill found himself walking through Greenwich Village, ‘there was a record store, and there was an album in the window and it said “Bob Dylan”, and I thought to myself “Looks a lot like Elston Gunnn”.’

         Over the years we have had Tepham Porterhaus, Blind Boy Grunt, Sergei Petrov and Jack Frost. In 1972 with a playful nod towards the best-known work of Dylan Thomas, he played piano on Steve Goodman’s album Somebody Else’s Troubles as Robert Milkwood Thomas.

         In Chronicles Bob Dylan gives us a little insight into the name development: ‘The Elston Gunnn thing was only temporary. What I was going to do as soon as I left home was just call myself Robert Allen. As far as I was concerned that was who I was – that’s what my parents named me. It sounded like the name of a Scottish king, and I liked it. There was little of my identity that wasn’t in it.’

         An interview with Robert Shelton, from 1968, gives us a clue to his parents’ reaction to the name change and the new career. Shelton asked his mother and father, Beatty and Abram, about the new stage name, which they hadn’t known about. Beatty explained that her son had been concerned that he may not have liked the name Dylan. Abram didn’t know whether Bobby liked the poet Dylan Thomas, but he ventured that Bobby liked a short name and the sound of it.

         In the spring of 1958, Howard Sounes tells us in his book Down the Highway, that Echo Helmstrom, an early girlfriend and said to be the muse for the song ‘Girl From The North Country’, recalls a meeting in her yard, ‘He was excited, ‘I’ve got my new name’, he said’ I know what my name’s gonna be now’. When he told her, Echo asked ‘Do you mean D-I-L-L-O-N, like Matt Dillon? ‘No, no, no, like this, D-Y-L-A-N’. Bob had a book under his arm and showed it to Echo. ‘It was a book of poems by the Welsh poet Dylan Thomas’. In this perhaps he was copying his good friend Richard Farina who wrote in the Cornell Writer in 1958 about having a ‘copy of Dylan Thomas under my arm.’

         Ellen Baker first met Bob in his Freshman Year at the University of Minnesota in 1960, at the house of a friend, Dave Whitaker. She thought Bob looked ‘cute and helpless’. He was introduced to her and, as with many others, she didn’t find out his real name until much later. He told her that Zimmerman was his mother’s maiden name, which she later found to be untrue. ‘He had quite an imagination.’

         This early alternative to the origin of the name change was very easily dismissed. His mother Beatty was asked by Toby Thompson in the late ’60s for his 1971 book Positively Main Street: ‘What about the name “Dylan” — there’s been much speculation as to its source? Bob took it from the poet, Dylan Thomas, didn’t he?’

         Beatty (mother), ‘Of course there was never any uncle by that name, and my maiden name is Stone. Bob changed his name for show-business reasons, and made it legal only because he had to carry two cards around to get into clubs.’

         Nevertheless, despite Bob telling most people in the early days that Dylan Thomas was the origin of the name, then confirming this in his autobiography, and despite most signs pointing that way too, a number of alternative origins have appeared throughout the years – largely encouraged by a mischievous Bob in the mid ’60s. Even at a press conference in Australia in 1966, he was peddling the line that Dylan was his mother’s maiden name, despite the lack of truth in this line being well-known for many years. Bob rather grumpily added: ‘I don’t care for Dylan Thomas’. In a 1983 interview he added: ‘If I were a fan of Dylan Thomas, I would have sung his poems or I would have called myself Bob Thomas.’ He told Robert Shelton of the New York Times: ‘Dylan Thomas’s poetry is for people who aren’t really satisfied in their bed, for people who dig masculine romance.’

         Other alternative suggestions over the years have included the character Matt Dillon from Gunsmoke, a TV western that ran from 1955 to 1975, and a Green Bay Packer American football player called Bobby Dan Dillon. On the latter alternative a paper at Marquette University of December 2010 found that although Packer games were broadcast into Minnesota in the 1950s, ‘there is no evidence that Bobby Zimmerman was especially interested in football or any other sports while growing up in Hibbing. He did not play sports in high school, and while there are sports references in his later songs, they are principally to boxing and to a lesser extent baseball.’ We know well the Bob Dylan boxing and baseball fan of recent years – but sadly, for Bobby Dan Dillon, there’s little sign of interest in the Green Bay Packers for whom he was according to the Marquette piece ‘one of the few bright spots in a fairly dismal team.’

         There was some teenage Bobby sporting prowess, though. In Hibbing he was an active member of a teenage team that won the 1955–56 Bowling League. The team were called the Gutter Boys.

         Although Bob Dylan has had a lifelong interest in Westerns, even starring in the Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid film in 1973, there is no real evidence of interest in the TV western Gunsmoke. Pete McKenzie, whose family Bob stayed with during his early 60s’, Greenwich Village days, told me directly: ‘As far as Bob talking about Dillon and cowboys – not to my knowledge.’

         On 25 January 2022 letters that had been sent home from Bob in early 1961 came up for auction at Sotheby’s. A letter sent back to the Whitaker family, dated 5 April 1961 and written on a flyer for a first performance at the New York University Folk Music Society, says just: ‘Woody says hi to you all.’ It is simply signed ‘Dylan’.

         In the 2010 book Do You Mr Jones?: Bob Dylan With The Poets and Professors, Daniel Karlin states that ‘the change that matters is from Robert Zimmerman to Bob Dylan. It took place in 1958 or 1959 and was made legal in 1962, when Dylan was twenty-one. Everything starts from this renaming …’. A process that began in the late 50s and was made official in 1962, a change that made everything possible for a young singer.

         Bob Dylan did indeed take his name from Dylan Thomas. The final proof of this connection between the two Rock ‘n’ Roll Poets comes from a rather unlikely source, the Michigan Daily newspaper.

         On Sunday, 22 April 1962, Bob Dylan was due to play at a three-day folk festival at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor. In an advert for this hootenanny, the Michigan Daily listed among the performers ‘Bob Dillon’. A correction was very quickly printed afterwards with the following apology and explanation: ‘The Michigan Daily would like to point out that the folk singer who played at the Michigan Union on April 22nd bears the surname of a well known poet, not that of a well known Marshall. The Daily wishes to apologize for this unfortunate error.’

         Clearly someone was very keen, even after the event, to put the record straight and to establish the link to Dylan Thomas. Given that Albert Grossman would not take the reins as Bob Dylan’s manager until some months later, in August 1962, we can assume that the correction to that unfortunate error could only come from one person – someone who would now and forevermore be known as Bob Dylan.
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      DYLAN THOMAS
    

         There is a curious contradiction in the way that David John Thomas named his son. David John (D.J.) Thomas was a fluent Welsh speaker. It was his first language as he was growing up, and he later chose to give his first and only son names lying at the heart of Welsh legend and poetry: first name Dylan and middle name Marlais (pronounced ‘Mar-lice’). D.J. provided extracurricular Welsh lessons as a sideline, but he prohibited his son from speaking Welsh and eventually sent him to elocution classes to iron out any harsh accent. He wasn’t alone in this; in Wales, especially South Wales, in the early decades of the twentieth century, the growing middle classes considered the Welsh language to be the language of the proletariat lower classes and that the language of social and economic success was English. I had the pleasure of meeting many of Dylan’s close friends – several of whom lived much longer lives than Dylan – and I was struck by how they all spoke the Queen’s English, with cut-glass, received pronunciation. They were almost all given regular English names – Alfred Janes, Charles Fisher, Daniel Jones, Vernon Watkins, John Prichard, Percy Smart, Bert Trick. Okay there was also a Wynford and a Mervyn, but they both had very posh accents.

         The name Dylan was almost completely unknown when D.J. plucked it out of the ancient book of mythic Welsh folk tales, popularly known as the Mabinogion, but more correctly as the Mabinogi. Dylan is the name of a character who appears mostly in the fourth tale, ‘Math fab Mathonwy’. This is the story as it appears in Lady Charlotte Guest’s famous first English translation:

         
            And they brought her [Arianrod] unto him [Math], ‘Ha, damsel,’ said he, ‘art thou the maiden?’ ‘I know not, lord, other than that I am.’ Then he took up his magic wand, and bent it. ‘Step over this,’ said he, ‘and I shall know if thou art the maiden.’ Then stepped she over the magic wand, and there appeared forthwith a fine chubby yellow-haired boy. And at the crying out of the boy, she went towards the door. And thereupon some small form was seen; but before anyone could get a second glimpse of it, Gwydion had taken it, and had flung a scarf of velvet around it and hidden it. Now the place where he hid it was the bottom of a chest at the foot of his bed.

            ‘Verily,’ said Math the son of Mathonwy, concerning the fine yellow-haired boy, ‘I will cause this one to be baptized, and Dylan is the name I will give him.’

            So they had the boy baptized, and as they baptized him he plunged into the sea. And immediately when he was in the sea, he took its nature, and swam as well as the best fish that was therein. And for that reason was he called Dylan, the son of the Wave.

         

         The name Dylan translates roughly as ‘son of the sea’ or ‘born from the ocean’. Dylan is derived from the Welsh words dy, which means ‘great’, and llanw, which means ‘flow’. Dylan ail Don is a Welsh sea-god. Dylan was killed by his uncle, and it has been said that ‘The clamour of the waves dashing upon the beach is the expression of their longing to avenge their son.’ D. J. had a copy of the most popular translation of the tales into English by Lady Charlotte Guest, which came out in parts and then in three volumes in 1846, and was reissued in the Everyman Library in 1905.

         The name also appears in the heroic poetry of the bard Taliesin in his poem XLIII Marwnat Dylan eil Ton (Elegy of Dylan, Son of the Wave). Dylan’s ‘official’ and first biographer, Constantine Fitzgibbon, writing about the choice of name in his 1965 Life of Dylan Thomas, flagged yet another influence in an interesting footnote:

         
            D.J. cannot fail to have been reminded of the name Dylan in the year of his son’s birth. In July of 1914 an opera was staged at Covent Garden with the title Dylan, Son of Wave. The music was by Josef Holbrook, the libretto by T.E. Ellis, which was the pseudonym of Lord Howard de Walden.

         

         More recent research suggests that this highly publicised production came to Swansea around the same time. Walford Davies in his recent book adds another intriguing clue:

         
            The name Dylan was in the London air four months before the poet’s birth. But this is the point D. J. Thomas, the poet’s father was one of a select group convened to promote the visit of Lord Howard de Walden’s new Theatre of Wales to Swansea in 1914.

         

         Curiously, later in his life in 1944, Dylan Thomas moved just next door to de Walden in the West Wales coastal town of New Quay, Dylan in his cliff-top chalet, and the aristocrat in his sumptuous near-by holiday villa Plas Llanina. But they got on well; de Walden let Dylan use his apple store as a writing retreat, became a patron – i.e. gave him cash, and introduced him to the celebrated society painter and bohemian Augustus John.

         I once handled a copy of Dylan’s American publication New Poems 1943 inscribed to De Walden. I attempted to sell it (with eventual success) as:

         
            Inscribed by Dylan Thomas to the source of his name

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         Dylan’s middle name, Marlais, was chosen by D.J. in homage to a recent ancestor who was a Welsh Bardic poet, social reformer and Unitarian Minister. William Thomas was better known by his pseudonym, or ‘bardic name’, Gwilym Marles. This name is a combination of the words mawr, meaning ‘big’, and either clais or glas, meaning ‘ditch’, ‘stream’ or ‘blue’. The name is distinctly Welsh in origin and is also the name of a river that runs through the area of rural Carmarthenshire where Gwilym lived.

         There is a feeling that D.J. was proud of his uncle and his poetic and political work and this seems to have carried down into Dylan Thomas, who admired the stories of his great-uncle taking on the wealthy landowners. As a young boy he would proudly publish poems and sign his books as D.M.T.

         At the time, however, the Welsh Dylan simply wasn’t in use as a given name at all. At the end of the 19th century, Welsh names saw something of a revival, but Dylan was not registered at all as a first name from 1838 to 1900 in England and Wales. It grew in popularity only after 1946, which coincided with the publication of Dylan Thomas’ well received collection of poems Deaths and Entrances. It was during and after this period that he was also a popular guest on radio talk shows for the BBC and he also made two television programmes. The name also saw a massive boost after his very well publicised and untimely death in New York, in November 1953.

         Both Dylan Thomas and his mother, Florence, worried about the pronunciation of Dylan. In an interview she gave after her son’s death, the country-Welsh speaking Florence explained that she had been worried that the name would be pronounced in the Welsh language way as ‘Dull-an’ and that her precious boy would be bullied in school and nicknamed ‘the Dull – one’. The aloof and dictatorial D.J. ignored her concerns.

         Dylan Thomas too had concerns about his moniker. In 1933, writing a very early letter to his first serious girlfriend Pamela Hansford Johnson (a London-based novelist who almost married Dylan but went on to marry C.P. Snow), he explains:

         
            My unusual name – for some mad reason, it comes from the Mabinogion and means ‘prince of darkness’ – rhymes with Chillun.

         

         Dylan is referring to the traditional spiritual ‘All God’s Chillun Got Wings’ alternatively called ‘All God’s Children Got Shoes’. This was the inspiration for a Eugene O’Neill play of the same name in 1924 and the song was recorded by Paul Robeson, who also appeared in the play. ‘Dull-an’ was the pronunciation Dylan himself preferred to use and during radio broadcasts was often known to correct announcers using the Welsh pronunciation. A BBC official wrote a letter to the Western Mail in 1954 stating:

         
            We originally used the Welsh pronunciation of the name Dylan but changed this in May 1946 to the anglicised form of Dillan – at the request of Mr Dylan Thomas himself.

         

         I think we can be certain that if the proper Welsh pronunciation had been adhered to and ‘Dull-an’ had become the norm, Bob Dylan would have looked elsewhere for a stage name!
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            WALES
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         BOB DYLAN 

         Bob Dylan first set foot on Welsh soil in May 1966. On his groundbreaking electric tour that was filmed by D.A. Pennebaker for Eat the Document and subsequently featured in the Scorcese documentary No Direction Home, Bob Dylan played at the Capitol Theatre in Cardiff.

         In rock ‘n’ roll style, Bob Dylan was half an hour late in starting, beginning the show with lines that would attain a certain music immortality when he introduced the song ‘I Don’t Believe You’: ‘it used to go like that … but now it goes like this’. The changes were certainly welcomed by his Welsh audience and Cardiff on 11 May would appear to be an oasis of calm appreciation amidst the electric turmoil. One anonymous fan looking back in Babylon Wales in 2006 recalls that they were ‘at that concert and caught the train back to Tonypandy. I was 15 and it was the first concert I had seen other than school bands. It transfixed me and without sounding pretentious changed my whole attitude to music and made me aware of life outside of the then parochial confines of the Valleys. Through my rose-tinted glasses I also remembered no boos – this was polite Cardiff after all.’

         The Cardiff concert is noteworthy not just for the appreciative response of the audience. On the same day as Bob Dylan was playing at the Capitol Theatre, Johnny Cash was appearing at the Sophia Gardens Pavilion up the road. They met backstage before Bob Dylan was to perform and we have a minute of footage of them singing the Hank Williams song ‘I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry’. It is a magical moment of deepest respect from these artists and it was captured by D.A. Pennebaker.

         The photographer Barry Feinstein, who was following the tour, took iconic pictures of Bob Dylan in Cardiff. It is said that on his trip Bob had a look around Raglan Castle. Sadly the Capitol Theatre, which on 12 December 1965 played host to the Beatles’ last live UK show, was closed in 1978 and later demolished.

         Given the iconic meeting of Bob Dylan and Johnny Cash that night, and the welcome that Wales afforded to Bob Dylan when a significant and vocal part of the musical world was not so open to the electric change, one would expect 11 May 1966 to have a particularly significant place in the Bob Dylan story. Sadly and rather strangely it does not. In fact, the night appears to be somewhat airbrushed from the record books. In many Dylan tomes, even as late as the book Highway 61 Revisited in 2009 by Sheehy and Swiss, the evening has vanished. In a chapter entitled ‘A Lamp is Burning In All Of Our Dark: Bob Dylan and Johnny Cash’, we trace the ‘personal and musical links between the two artists’ – from early correspondence to their meeting at the 1964 Newport Folk Festival up to the Ryman Auditorium performance together in 1969. Cardiff, it seems, never happened.

         Of course, no book on Bob Dylan can ever be fully comprehensive. Over his 80 years (and counting!) Bob Dylan has crammed in a hundred lifetimes. That’s OK because surely the Cardiff evening will be officially recognised by Bob – but go to the official Bob website, where every performance is faithfully recorded, and look through 1966. Bristol, then Colston Hall on 10 May, Birmingham on 12 May… I am sure something is missing.

         Bob Dylan returned to Wales on numerous tours after 1966. In 1987 he returned for an altogether different reason. He had first come to the UK in 1962 to star in a BBC TV Drama Madhouse on Castle Street, though it was soon recognised in 1962 that Bob Dylan couldn’t act… not that such things ever stopped him.
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