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Praise for



Bob Dylan: Outlaw Blues


‘Few music biographers have the wit and wisdom necessary to catch the many nuances and details of Bob Dylan’s amazing life. Spencer Leigh certainly does, which makes Outlaw Blues such a tasty prospect. Bob Dylan’s story is well-documented by Spencer Leigh, finding new directions in the incredible maze of Dylan’s life.’


Colin Hall, Beatles biographer and custodian of Mendips


‘Bob Dylan is the most influential songwriter of the last half century and I know of no more perceptive pundit than Spencer Leigh.’


Gary Osborne, Songwriter, ‘Forever Autumn’, ‘Amoreuse’


‘Spencer’s work is meticulously researched and this tribute to the great Bob Dylan is no exception. His writing is imbued with an obvious respect for his subject and their work. Spencer is excellent!”


Charlie Landsborough


‘As a lyricist myself, I am interested in Spencer’s take on Bob Dylan’s songs. Writing a book is a massive task. Well done, mate.’


Barry Mason, Songwriter ‘The Last Waltz’, ‘Delilah’


‘I always know when I read a Spencer Leigh book I will get fresh insight into the music and lives of his subjects. I am tremendously excited how his acute research and profound musical knowledge challenges the many diamond facets of Bob Dylan.’


Barb Jungr, who has recorded three albums of Dylan songs


‘There simply aren’t enough books about Bob Dylan. So complex is he as a human being, a songwriter, a poet, a guitarist, a pianist, a vocalist (never a mere singer), enough words can never be written about him. Dylan is to this day – inscrutable and unfathomable.


Thank you, Spencer, for this, I feel some corners have been brightened, yet still you’ve left us plenty to ponder for ourselves, such is any great writer’s wish.’


Ian McNabb, Singer-songwriter and musician


‘Spencer Leigh has almost interviewed everybody, and always knows the right questions to ask. His enthusiasm for music history glows out of every sentence he writes.’


Peter Doggett, Former editor Record Collector for 17 years and noted biographer


‘Spencer for me is an absolute icon. His passion for music is inspirational. I love the way he can convey it with his writing and his broadcasting. Long may he reign!’


Janice Long, BBC Radio 2


‘Spencer is a fine researcher and writer. I always look forward to reading the connections he makes, and especially in this, between Bob and the Beatles. I think there’s quite of lot of them!’


Hunter Davies, Official Beatles biographer


Praise for


Spencer Leigh


‘Having read Spencer Leigh’s engaging Buddy Holly biography, I am eagerly anticipating the author’s new book on Bob Dylan. The detail embedded in the Holly book (and throughout Leigh’s previous work) ensures that the Dylan book will prove to be fascinating and essential.’


Simon Wells, Biographer of the Who and the Rolling Stones


‘One can guarantee that Spencer Leigh’s books are not only entertaining and informative, but also thoroughly researched and cross-referenced. I have continued to use them as ‘go to’ texts for my own research for they are full of primary source materials one seldom finds elsewhere.’


Mike Brocken, University lecturer on popular music


‘I can absolutely recommend any of Spencer Leigh’s books.’


Ian Kennedy, BBC Radio Merseyside


‘Spencer Leigh knows so much about popular music. He is a mine of information and we are so pleased to have him as one of our contributors.’


Dr Alex May, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography
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‘I kinda figure my life speaks for itself.’


Bob Dylan, 1986


‘No way.’


Spencer Leigh, 2020





Foreword


from Ian McNabb



There simply aren’t enough books about Bob Dylan. So complex is he as a human being, a songwriter, a poet, a guitarist, a pianist, a vocalist (never a mere singer), hell, even a welder for all I know (I was delighted when I heard he loved to make wrought-iron gates – imagine his store Gates of Freedom), enough words can never be written about him. Dylan is, to this day inscrutable and unfathomable.


In the 2019 Rolling Thunder Revue documentary he even decided to add some more shaky and plainly false myths to his legend. Most artists of his dotage and breadth of work we have been able to summarise and analyse and contextualise and booglarise and file away, but Zimmo? Nope.


His songs straddle many styles on record and when you see him perform live you never know if ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ / ‘Shelter from the Storm’ / ‘Lovesick’ / ‘Lonesome Day Blues’ etc. will be a dustbowl lament or a four-on-the-floor boogie. I have seen him do both, as hopefully have you dear reader. I have seen ballads turned into rockers and 40s-style jump’n’jivers turned into funeral marches. No artist has played with their own music so thrillingly and so often carelessly.


His work has been with us for so long now that it feels so familiar yet still so... unsolved...which is the only word I can think of. Another book of analysis is only more than welcome to this particular long-time fan. Thank you, Spencer, for doing this. I feel some corners have been brightened, yet still you’ve left us plenty to ponder for ourselves, such is any great writer’s wish. Whatever the artist gives of themselves, they always want us to find ourselves in their work. Thank you, Bob, thank you, Spencer and most importantly thank you, Quinn the Eskimo, whoever the fuck you are.


Always carry a lightbulb.
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Introduction: A Complete Unknown?



Mystery Train


Once upon a time…a fairy tale beginning.


Once upon a time…the opening words of Bob Dylan’s most famous song, ‘Like a Rolling Stone’, released in 1965 and a regular contender for the best single of all time.


Once upon a time…but this book is not fiction. This is a true story that happens to read like fiction.


Most performers create their work for public approval, but at the centre of this book is a mercurial man who doesn’t trust his audience. If he feels he is getting too much acclaim, he veers in another direction. Inevitably, he has slowed down because of age, vocal restrictions and the ability to play a guitar, but he doesn’t want to be a nostalgia act and so he is very different from Paul McCartney, Rod Stewart or the Rolling Stones. He rarely encourages an audience to sing along and even today he may act strangely on stage, practically obliterating the melodies of his famous compositions. Sometimes this is accidental, sometimes deliberate, but this restlessness has given him the most volatile career of anyone in popular music.


Accept that from the start that almost everything about Bob Dylan is unusual or different. True, there is the familiar trajectory of someone starting in small clubs, building up a following, having hit records and becoming a superstar – it applies to Bob Dylan but in a supremely unique way.


In ‘Like a Rolling Stone’, Dylan asks his adversary how it feels to be ‘a complete unknown’, and maybe that appeals to him. He wrote crazy, idiosyncratic songs, very different from anything else around, and he was regularly featured in magazines and newspapers, and yet the public knew little about him. He created his own back history – a fairy tale, if you like: lies, if you must – as though his true story of getting to Greenwich Village in the early 60s wasn’t worth telling. When he scorned his followers in the thinly-veiled ‘Positively 4th Street’, it was self-evident that the real story was as enthralling as anything he could invent.


In Dylan’s view, his creativity was what mattered and his private life was nobody’s business but his own. Look at the documentary film of his 1965 UK tour, Dont Look Back, and see how journalists walked on eggshells. He didn’t suffer fools gladly and he didn’t like daft, impertinent or probing questions. On another occasion, he said, ‘You wouldn’t ask these questions of a carpenter, would you?’ Fair enough, but you can’t expect public acclaim without attracting media attention.


Bob Dylan: Outlaw Blues attempts to get as close as we can to the real Bob Dylan. Some say he is enigmatic but that word is an admission of failure: it simply means the writer doesn’t know. When I researched biographies of Elvis Presley and Frank Sinatra, I felt that the more that I learnt about them, the more accurate the assessment would be. With Bob Dylan there are false trails and locked doors: he has something in common with illusionists as he knows how to misdirect the public, journalists and biographers. Even if somebody got to 95% of Dylan, there will still be that 5% that nobody knows about, which could change the whole picture. As the director of the documentary Dont Look Back, D.A. Pennebaker said to Andy Gill in 2007, ‘Bob Dylan and David Bowie live in a part of the brain that we know nothing about.’


As a result, it is difficult to predict Dylan’s reactions. Time and again, I have determined what would a reasonable person do in such circumstances but as he told his official biographer, Robert Shelton, ‘I hate to do the predictable.’


In 2006, Bob Dylan ended the Halloween edition of his Theme Time Radio Hour programme by saying goodbye, pausing, and then going ‘Boo!’ His career has been like that. The singer / songwriter Gillian Welch gave Emmylou Harris a talisman WWDD (What Would Dylan Do?) as a guide for songwriters.


So, this is the story of Bob Dylan, who is quirky as hell and wholly unpredictable. The story is, for the most part, told chronologically and please read it as though you don’t know what happens next. As Joan Baez laughed, ‘You can’t second guess with Bob Dylan. I never know what he is going to do next. Maybe I’m just bright enough to know that I’ll never know with him.’


Dylan knows that elusiveness attracts – of course he does. In 2001, he told Robert Hilburn, ‘A lot of my songs are misinterpreted by people who don’t know any better.’ Fair enough but he could easily resolve this with a couple of radio programmes explaining just where his critics had gone wrong. But Dylan will never provide footnotes for his songs. He likes mysteries. Given the choice between being coherent or being secretive, Dylan would take the latter.


The mysteriousness suits him fine. Dylan may be sceptical about his songs being scrutinised in universities but by saying no more than a few cryptic comments about them, he has created a growth industry. Some of his songs remain as impenetrable as Ingmar Bergman’s films. ‘Desolation Row’ opens with the line, ‘They’re selling postcards of the hanging’: what on earth is that about? Actually, I do believe I have solved that one.


It’s a good ploy. Fred Dellar, a noted New Musical Express journalist, says, ‘Dylan obviously thinks it is good to be mysterious. He writes lyrics which can be interpreted in so many different ways and many authors have tried to decipher them. Dylan caters to this. If he did suddenly explain something properly, people would say, “No, no, it doesn’t mean that”, and disagree with him. The fact that he has made himself a man of mystery has elongated his career. It makes him much more interesting as people want to know more.’


A former editor of Melody Maker, Ray Coleman, knew Bob Dylan. ‘Dylan’s a shrewd and cunning manipulator. He thinks that the longer we can be kept guessing, the longer the interest in his work will remain. ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’ is a great track, full of innuendo, but no one knows what it’s about. Maybe it’s about nothing at all but it would be nice if Dylan did a song-by-song breakdown the way that John Lennon did.’


Dylan sometimes says that his songs mean exactly what you want them to mean: it’s a glib explanation and not what we want. We want to know what the songs mean to Bob Dylan. And he will never tell us. I suspect that he has a sly smile when he reads of writers and academics searching for his sources, his intentions and his meanings. John Lennon joked that the Beatles’ ‘I Am the Walrus’ would confuse the academics, and Dylan has done this time and again.


As much as I like Bob Dylan, this book is not hagiography and I am prepared to revise my opinions along the way. Indeed, Bob Dylan has been a moveable feast for me as I have gone back and forth about the qualities of some albums for years. There is a possibility that he is a fraud, a con man, an emperor wearing new clothes. Indeed, one of the thrills of writing this book is coming to grips with what has obsessed me, off and on, for 56 years. There is something wonderful about being alive at the same time as Bob Dylan.


In keeping with Bob Dylan’s personality, the structure of Bob Dylan: Outlaw Blues is unusual, but I think it tells a better story this way. The general format is to split the chapters into two parts: the first describes the background to something significant in Bob Dylan’s life and the second continues Bob’s story on a day-to-day basis. If you just want Bob’s story, then you can read the second sections on their own. If that is how you want to read the book, fine: I’m flattered that you want to read the book at all, but the overall picture is important and tells a much broader story.


The first parts of the chapters take up various themes and events in Dylan’s life and put them into context. What were the attractions of Woody Guthrie, the old-time blues singers and country music? How did Bob Dylan fit into the Civil Rights movement? What is the history of protest songwriting? What other performers have deliberately alienated audiences in the way that Bob Dylan did in 1965/6? What was the relationship between Bob Dylan and The Band and, indeed, Bob Dylan and the Beatles? What are Bob Dylan’s personal beliefs and how have they changed with the years? Why is Bob Dylan below par at major events, notably Live Aid? How does Dylan measure up to other Nobel prize winners?


Over the years I have spoken to hundreds of musicians about Bob Dylan and you will find a lot of contrasting views in this book. To me, that is one of the best things about him. If I collected all my quotes about the Beatles together, most people would be speaking as one about their music, but with Bob Dylan the assessments are all over the place.


I think you will enjoy the range of opinions and when combined with the many details of Bob Dylan’s life, I am sure you are going to find a lot of things that you haven’t read before. I have had an enormously enjoyable time putting this book together and I hope I can share this feeling with you.


And, considering all he has gone through, Bob Dylan’s greatest achievement could be in reaching his 80th birthday. Salute him when his birthday comes.





CHAPTER 1



Talkin’ Minnesotan Blues


‘Get born.’


Bob Dylan holds up a placard for his first video, ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’, 1965


‘You always know who you are. I just don’t know who I’m gonna become.’


Bob Dylan to Sam Shepard, Esquire magazine, 1987


I. I Pity the Poor Immigrant


The opening verse of Bob Dylan’s ‘With God on Our Side’ contains the line, ‘The country I come from is called the Midwest.’ The nation Bob Dylan comes from is called the United States of America, and, according to the Census Bureau, the Midwest refers to the central states in the north, two of which, North Dakota and Minnesota, share a border with Canada.


The Voyageurs National Park is along the border between Minnesota and Canada. Its name comes from French-Canadian trappers who transported their pelts to Montreal by canoe, which took months. It was, and largely still is, a wilderness, populated by eagles, moose, bears and now tourists. There are some boarding houses and many visitors travel by kayak. The camping tips say: boil drinking water, check mercury levels before eating fish, look out for mosquitoes the size of small birds, and watch out for bears, obviously of any size.


Bob Dylan comes from Minnesota. During the ice age, the glaciers flattened most of the area and created thousands of lakes, while rivers ran along the eastern and western borders. In the winter, all those lakes could be frozen.


The name Minnesota is a Sioux word meaning ‘land of sky-tinted water’ while the name of the city Minneapolis is a mixture of Sioux and Greek and meaning ‘water city’ and it does have numerous lakes and parks. The lover Minnehaha in Longfellow’s poem, The Song of Hiawatha (1855) means ‘laughing water’ – so now you know how Minne translates. My favourite name belongs to the small town of Pipestone, Minnesota. It was named because the Native Americans used its soft red clay to make peace pipes.


As a child in the 1870s, Laura Ingalls Wilder travelled with her family to these new frontiers. Part of her journey was in Minnesota and she put her experience into a series of books generically known as Little House on the Prairie. In the 1970s it became a long-running TV series with over 200 episodes.


Rochester, a city in southern Minnesota, was created by migrants from Rochester, New York. It was devastated by a tornado in 1883 and as a result, Dr. William Mayo and his sons established the Mayo Clinic, the first group practice in the world. Today the city is regarded as one of most highly educated cities in the world.


The immigrants had originally come from Europe: British, French, German and Scandinavian, and with the callous cruelty of the day, they eased out the American Indian tribes. They made their living as farmers, fur traders and lumberjacks. Minneapolis was founded on money from the flour and saw mills.


A town called Pig’s Eye developed in the 1840s and became the state capital, St. Paul. Like Rome, it was built on seven hills and there are preservation orders to maintain the old buildings. One of the tourist attractions, Fort Snelling, dates from 1819. Nowadays, half of the state’s population lives around the twin cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul with friendly rivalry between them. St. Paul favours its old stone buildings while Minneapolis welcomes modern architecture. Minneapolis was the setting for The Mary Tyler Moore Show.


It is very cold around the twin cities with the temperature regularly around –6°C in winter. It is ideal for skiing and it’s chilly in autumn and spring. In July and August, it is hot and clammy. Minnesotans joke that they have two seasons – winter and road repair. Dylan has remarked, ‘I’m used to four seasons, California’s got but one.’


Dave Rave is a Canadian Elvis Costello. He wrote and recorded an album, Ashtray Makeup, with a Minnesotan group, the Governors in 2012. The opening track is ‘St. Paul’ and another song is ‘Duluth’. ‘I go to Minnesota a few times a year and it is a fun place to be, especially in Minneapolis,’ says Dave, a man who welcomes a challenge, ‘I purposefully go at the coldest time of the year – that is in January. It is great for rock music, and the Replacements and Soul Asylum are from the area. It is pop music with an edge and that is what I like. There was a big flood in Duluth and we wrote a song about it. St. Paul is right next to Minneapolis and is a great city. I am writing about what is in front of me. We are going to make it there, as the song says, because they need some entertainment.’


Perhaps because so much of the year is viciously cold, the crime rates are low as the locals are engrossed in keeping warm. As Bob Dylan remarked, ‘You couldn’t be a rebel – it’s so cold, you couldn’t be bad.’ There is however plenty of violent crime in the film and TV series of Fargo, also set in the north of America, albeit fictional. As the crime writer Mark Billingham told me, ‘You can’t beat blood on snow. That’s one reason why Scandi Noir is so popular.’


The hitmaker Bobby Vee (1943–2016) hailed from Fargo, North Dakota with a Finnish and Norwegian lineage. He appreciated Bob Dylan’s imagery. ‘I have sung ‘On a Night like This’ and ‘Forever Young’. He comes from northern Minnesota which is a fabulous place. It is cold but it is beautiful all the year around. He often writes about cabins and the frost on the windows, so those are the images of his youth. I can visualise being back home as soon as I hear some of his descriptions.’


The most famous entertainers to come from Minneapolis are the Andrews Sisters, who are associated with the war years and performing with Bing Crosby. F. Scott Fitzgerald was born in St. Paul in 1896 and his first novel, This Side of Paradise (1915), was partially set in Minnesota. The filmmakers Joel and Ethan Coen are from there, St. Louis Park to be precise. Joel’s wife, Frances McDormand plays a police chief from Minnesota in their film, Fargo (1996).


The fictional characters don’t need local accents. There isn’t one but the all-purpose Scandinavian phrase, ‘uff da’, is in the language which means ‘oops!’ Other popular phrases are ‘alrightee’, ‘doncha know’, ‘you betcha’ and ‘okey dokey’. To avoid an argument, a resident may say, ‘That’s different’.


There are now 2.5m people living in the twin cities, which has been described as a cultural Eden on the prairie. I’m not so certain of that as just outside the cities is the Mall of America, a monument to consumerism with over 500 stores, opening in 1992. Its owners will have to be astute to avoid the downsizing in retail stores in the western world.


The famed engineering company, Honeywell, was founded in Minneapolis and it retained its links with the area after moving its headquarters to New Jersey. There are 3,500 Honeywell workers in Minnesota. The 3M Company (the Minnesota Mining and Manufacturing Company) is another mammoth concern, still based in the area.


The American Indians realised that there was something unusual about the land and they talked of a great spirit being there. They were right – the earth was filled with iron ore and powerfully magnetic. The so-called Iron Range was discovered in the 1850s and more than a quarter of the USA’s iron ore was to come from there. The deposits played a crucial part in armaments for the two world wars.


Born in 1856, Franz Dietrich Von Ahlen left Hannover when 18. He moved to America, became Frank Hibbing and farmed in Wisconsin. After losing three fingers in an accident, he studied law and operated from Duluth as a land broker. When iron ore was discovered on the Mesabi Range in 1890, he led an expedition of 30 men and tapped a large vein, thus creating a vast mine. He established Hibbing in 1893.


The first residents in Hibbing were the lumberjacks who were building the houses for the miners. At first, it was cheap buildings in muddy streets and the tough workers would get into saloon brawls. Typhoid was a killer but the town prospered and Von Ahlen became rich before he died in 1897 at the age of 40. Not even wealth could save you from appendicitis, it would seem.


The Mesabi Iron Range, just north of Hibbing, which itself was 200 miles north of the twin cities, was the main mining area. Underground mines were built at first but the ore was often only lightly buried so this marked the start of open cast mining which has annihilated so many areas.


The deposits became so valuable and so important that the mine-owners wanted to move the entire town of Hibbing so that they could strip the area – and they did. The academic and Dylan scholar, C.P. Lee went on a Bob Dylan tour that included Hibbing: ‘Hibbing is like nothing you can imagine. I was with a busload of academics and we went through this flat wasteland, and we thought, “How could Dylan have come out of here?” When we left, we thought, “Why aren’t there more Dylans in Hibbing?” It is unique: they have created the world’s largest hole by extracting iron ore. In the 1920s, the mayor made a deal with the mine-owners. They wanted to use the area where the town was and they said that they would cut the houses off at ground level and move the entire town two miles west and so in 1925 they did just that. The mayor gave them a list of demands and the residents still get a percentage of the iron ore. The high school has marble halls, gold-plated door knobs and crystal chandeliers and the auditorium is based on the New York Opera House. The Americans with us had seldom seen this opulence in universities. Every child in Hibbing gets free medical and dental care. All their text books are paid for and yet Hibbing has but one main street.’


The stage at Hibbing High School is so palatial that everything else must have been an anti-climax to Bob Dylan. It’s a shame that the Pope John Paul II didn’t invite him to play the Sistine Chapel in 1997, but we’ll get to that later.


The Second World War brought even more prosperity to the region but the deposits in some mines were exhausted. Now there is the Hull-Rust Pit outside Hibbing that is three miles long, one mile wide and 500 feet deep and is advertised as a tourist attraction. Strip-mining has created the biggest slagheap in the world.


When Bob Dylan recorded his album, The Times They Are A-Changin’, in 1963, one song that showed the times were a-changin’ was the bleak ‘North Country Blues’. It is a desolate song in which Dylan plays a miner’s daughter who becomes another miner’s wife. Illness, serious injuries and fatal accidents are never far away and when the ore can be obtained cheaper in South America (‘where the miners work almost for nothing’), her husband moves away, leaving her with three children. She is in a dying town, knowing her children will have to leave if they want to work.


In 1966 when Bob Dylan’s biographer Robert Shelton told him that he had been to Hibbing, Dylan said, ‘You see that great ugly hole in the ground where that open pit mine was? They think up there that it’s beautiful. They are doing that now to the whole country.’ A poignant song on the subject, sharper even than Dylan’s, is ‘Paradise’ by John Prine, which describes how strip mining affects the townsfolk of Muhlenberg County, Kentucky.


In 1914, an enterprising Swede, Carl Eric Wickman started a small bus service to take workers from Hibbing to the mine in Alice at 15 cents a ride. He teamed up with another bus service that was going 60 miles to Duluth and this grew into the Greyhound Bus Company. It became increasingly important as airlines generally went to big cities and trains were axed on certain routes. The Greyhound became the only public transport system in some areas, a modern stagecoach if you like. There is a museum to celebrate Greyhound buses in Hibbing.


Ironically, times have changed and you can’t travel to the museum by Greyhound as they have stopped services to Hibbing. Even more ironically, Hibbing has a tourist exhibition for Greyhound buses but does not have one for its most famous son, Bob Dylan. There is a small collection of memorabilia on display in the public library but the privately-owned, themed restaurant, Zimmy’s, closed in 2014.


Are there any other candidates for Hibbing’s most famous or even most infamous inhabitant? Not really. Vincent Bugliosi who prosecuted Charles Manson came from Hibbing and so did Jeno Paulucci, who founded Jeno’s Pizza, and the baseball star Roger Maris. I’m clutching at straws here, or billiard balls. The pool player Rudolf Wanderone was known as Minnesota Fats but he didn’t come from the area. He adopted Jackie Gleason’s moniker in The Hustler (1961) and claimed that the film was about him.


The hit recorder of ‘Young Girl’, a highly dubious song in today’s climate, Gary Puckett was born in Hibbing in 1942 but raised in Union Gap, Washington. He didn’t attend the same school as Bob Dylan which is a pity as he would have only been a year behind.


Just 35 miles away is Grand Rapids where Frances Gumm was born in 1922. She became Judy Garland and there is a Judy Garland Museum in Grand Rapids. You can read Yip Harburg’s lyric for ‘Over the Rainbow’ as a song about wanting to escape and incidentally, David Bowie wrote ‘Starman’ after playing around with that song.


Judy Garland was a chameleon-like movie star who often created new looks for herself. You can see that too with Bob Dylan even if you only glance at the jackets of his different albums.


Seventy-six miles from Hibbing and 150 miles from the twin cities is Duluth. It was named in the seventeenth century after a French officer, Daniel Du Luth, who brokered a peace agreement with the Ojibwa and Sioux tribes which led to an agreement with the French to develop a fur trade. Minnesota is alongside Superior, Wisconsin and there are 30 miles of waterfront, making it the largest inland harbour in the US. Duluth exported timber and iron ore to Chicago and Pittsburgh and was known as the ‘air-conditioned city’ because of relatively mild winters and cool summers, but it’s usually windy.


Duluth does have some dark history. In 1918, a right-wing group, the Knights of Liberty tarred and feathered an anti-war Finnish immigrant. His death was ruled a suicide, though how you can tar and feather yourself is a mystery.


Duluth to St. Paul is now on Interstate 35, but Highway 61 is still functional and goes through forgotten towns. As the Dylan scholar, Michael Gray wrote, ‘These people feel proud that they can endure this climate. Its heartland ruggedness, they like to think, puts iron in their souls.’


In June 1920, six black workers with a travelling circus were arrested and accused of raping a 19-year-old white girl. Three of the men were taken from the cells and hanged from lamp posts. The crowd posed with the bodies and the lynching featured on postcards with the greeting, ‘Wish you were here?’, presumably to deter others from settling in Duluth. In 2002 Duluth erected a memorial to the murdered men. One of Dylan’s most mysterious lines is the opening of ‘Desolation Row’: ‘They’re selling postcards of the hanging.’ Could that lynch mob also explain ‘the haunted, frightened trees’ in ‘Mr. Tambourine Man’? It seems credible that Dylan knew of the murders and it’s even possible that a relative or two was in the crowd. We’ll get to ‘Desolation Row’ later, but maybe it is imbued with the spirit of Billie Holiday’s ‘Strange Fruit’.


In 1937 Bessie Smith died on Highway 61 near Clarksdale, Mississippi. Elvis grew up on Highway 61 and it went past the Lorraine Motel where Martin Luther King was shot. In 1964, David ‘Honeyboy’ Edwards cut ‘Highway 61’, which almost certainly prompted Bob Dylan’s ‘Highway 61 Revisited’.


Over a thousand miles long, Highway 61 is as familiar as Route 66, which is largely down to Bob Dylan, but there is little mythic about it today. The little towns are even smaller, often uninhabited and there are gigantic billboards along the way.


Going north from Duluth, you can travel through the wilderness, waterfalls and state parks to reach the Canadian border. Along the way is the International Wolf Centre – so take your pick if you are a Dylan tourist – the call of the wild or the call of the weird. Duluth Public Library is now the Bob Dylan Historical Library, but what’s in a name?


We will be seeing how Dylan’s early life influenced his songs and his poetry. He writes directly about Hibbing on the liner notes for The Times They Are A-Changin’ and also in his sardonic poem, ‘My Life in a Stolen Moment’. The main character in his book, Tarantula, talks about making a Faustian pact to escape. Even when you hate somewhere, something or someone, it can have a bearing on what you write – and Bob Dylan is living proof of that.


And so too is Sinclair Lewis. This Minnesotan from Sauk Centre won a Nobel Prize before Bob Dylan. His portrayal of small-town life in Main Street (1920) was a bestseller but the citizens of Sauk Centre were not amused, thinking that they had been portrayed as bigots and simpletons. Lewis stuck with this rather depressing theme in his work but nonetheless, he won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1930, the first American to do so. His childhood home is now a museum in Sauk Centre. (The town is named after the Sauk tribe but fascinatingly, centre is spelt the British way.)


II. So Much Older Then: 1941–1958


In 1978, Bob Dylan said, ‘I don’t know how Jewish I am. These blue eyes are Russian.’


Dylan’s family name of Zimmerman is German, not Russian. Many Germans immigrated to Russia around the time of Catherine the Great in the late eighteenth century. A century later, the Russian ruler Nicholas II blamed the Jews for his problems and permitted violence against them. In November 1905 the anti-Semitic hysteria was so rampant in Odessa that over 1,000 Jews were killed in one day.


Dylan’s grandfather, the fantastically-named Zigman Zimmerman was born in Odessa in 1875 and owned a shoe factory in the Ukraine. The name means ‘carpenter’ so who knows what Tim Hardin was thinking when he wrote ‘If I Were a Carpenter’? Not to mention Ziggy Stardust. Zigman had no idea how long his factory or indeed his family would survive in Odessa. He fled the country in 1907 and sailed to America.


Zigman found the small but bustling port of Duluth, Minnesota entirely suitable. It already had a Jewish community and Zigman was used to its climate. Zigman sent for his wife Anna and family in 1910. There were Maurice, Minnie and Paul, and another three children – Jake, Abram and Max – were born in the US. It is possible that Jake was born in Odessa and that Zigman used the opportunity to register his birth in the US, and who could blame him.


At first, Zigman was selling clothes off a horse and cart to workmen and their wives. Once he had mastered English, he was selling shoes in the Fair Department store in Duluth. He established his own business, the Zimmerman Furniture and Appliance Company, selling furniture and kitchenware. Anna worked from home as a dressmaker.


Bob Dylan’s father, Abram (Abe) Zimmerman was born in Duluth on 19 October 1911. He attended Central High School in Duluth where the pupils were of immigrant stock, mostly Scandinavian. It was an impressively large building with a clock tower, although the writer Michael Gray remarked of its colour, ‘Looks like it’s been built out of dogshit.’ Abe was doing part-time work, delivering newspapers and shining shoes from the age of seven. There was no media entertainment and even baseball was played on stony ground.


The Zimmermans lived on Lake Avenue, across the road from the high school, and so they were not on the hill like most of the Jewish community. One of Abe’s brothers started a taxi service in Duluth in the early 1920s and apparently, the Zimmermans were the first in the area with a telephone, although if they were the first, who were they going to call? By 1920 Zigman opened his own shoe store and was a persuasive salesman. In 1925 the Zimmermans moved to a larger property.


Abe was humorous, quiet and good-looking, speaking Yiddish to his family but otherwise English. In 1929 he started as a messenger with Standard Oil. He saved enough money to allow his mother to visit her sister in New York. Although he was laid off after two weeks, he was reinstated a fortnight later and was able to pay for the journey. He became a clerical worker earning $60 a month for a six-day week and he clung to this job as the nature of his work saved him from conscription.


Abe met his future wife, Beatty in 1931, when she visited Duluth. She lived in Hibbing and was part of an immigrant family of entrepreneurs. B’chezer Edelstein was a blacksmith from Lithuania and in 1902, he came to Halifax, Nova Scotia with his wife Lybba and four children. Now calling himself Benjamin Harold Edelstein, he and his family moved to Superior, Wisconsin and then Hibbing, Minnesota. He had his own forge and he manufactured cast-iron stoves. They had 10 children and in the 1920s, he and his brother Julius were showing films in Hibbing, first in tent shows and then in their own movie theatre, the Gopher, which opened in 1925. It was exciting to visit a cinema back then, even more so when sound came along.


When Lybba died in 1942, the brothers dedicated a new cinema to her. By all accounts, Ben was a tough and stubborn businessman. He was Bob Dylan’s great-grandfather and Bob would have known him as he survived until 1961 when he was in his nineties.


Ben and Lybba’s oldest child, Florence Sara, was born in 1892, and in 1911, she married Ben Stone in Hibbing. Ben Stone is a very American name but don’t be fooled. Ben was Benjamin David Solemovitz, born in 1883, and he came from an immigrant family of Lithuanian Jews. His sister Ida had been murdered in 1906 by a Scotsman who had planned to marry her.


Ben sold clothing to miners and he could wash them in his Sample Shop in Stevenson, which had been named after a successful miner and was 12 miles from Hibbing. When the mine’s resources had been exhausted, he moved into Hibbing and opened Stone’s Clothing in a former bank building, keeping his stock in a vault. He did well and could afford a four-door Essex car, which they needed as they had a growing family – Vernon, Beatrice, Lewis and Irene. Bob Dylan’s mother, Beatrice, known as Beatty, was born on 16 June 1915 and had an independent spirit, being able to drive from the age of 14, simply from watching her father, a trait picked up by her son. She was to say, ‘Bobby is very much like I am. You either do it or you don’t.’ Beatty was warm-hearted and fun but she spoke fast, leaving little room for answers.


On New Year’s Eve 1931, Abe met the blue-eyed blonde Beatty at a party. The Depression had taken hold and Abe later said, ‘She didn’t know anyone else who had a job.’ As Abe lived in Duluth and Beatty in Hibbing, the winter storms kept them apart.


The inhabitants of Hibbing were 90% Catholic and rather than get married in Duluth with its choice of four synagogues, they waited for a visiting rabbi to marry them in Hibbing. They were married in Hibbing on 10 June 1934 when Abe was 22 and Beatty almost 19 but they settled in Lake Avenue, Duluth. They had a honeymoon in Chicago and moved in with Abe’s mother on East Fifth Street. Zigman and Anna were separated and there were five people in the house – Anna, Abe and Beatty, and Abe’s brothers, Paul and Maurice. This was constraining and so Abe and Beatty moved to 519 Third Avenue East. Zigman still lived in Duluth but he died in July 1936, following a heart attack during a heatwave.


Abe was earning $100 a month as a stock clerk at Standard Oil and Beatty sold clothes at a department store, Mangol’s. They both wanted a family. The collage in the first volume of The Bootleg Series (which despite the title was an official release in 1991) reproduces an old driving licence. It gives Bob’s date of birth as 11 May 1941, which is mystifying as he was born 13 days later. It also gives his adult height as 5 foot 11 inches when he is three inches shorter. Welcome to the crazy world of Bob Dylan.


It was a difficult birth as Beatty had a crooked bone at the end of her spine. The doctor operated and after a forced labour, Robert Allen Zimmerman was born at 9.05pm on 24 May 1941 at St. Mary’s Hospital, Duluth. He weighed 8 pounds 13 ounces and had blond hair and blue eyes and was lucky to be alive. He was also given a Jewish name, Shabtai Zisel ben Avraham, but Robert Allen was how he was known.


Bob Dylan was a Gemini – who are said to blow hot and cold. Robert Shelton tried to make something of this in his biography, but as I think the signs of the zodiac have no bearing on a personality, I am ignoring this and similar sentiments.


Similarly the folk singer Julie Felix says, ‘Bob is a Gemini and they were two heavenly twins; one fell to earth, and the one in heaven was always trying to reach the one on earth, and vice versa. There is never a feeling of contentment in a Gemini. They are always striving to find that other half within themselves. That drives Dylan a lot, I feel, and the majority of his songs are a search or a complaint about injustices, both on a personal level and a collective level. The earlier songs were on a collective level but the older he got, the more he has internalised this.’


By 1941, America had not joined the war, but the reports were grim and over 70,000 Jews had been killed in Odessa. When President Clinton was elected in 1993, Bob Dylan said on stage, ‘I was born in 1941, the year they bombed Pearl Harbour and I’ve been in darkness ever since.’ It was a great line, suggesting more than it meant. The bombing of Pearl Harbour by the Japanese brought America into the war. On the other hand, it could be a reference to the wars and conflicts in which the US has been involved since 1945. There was a gap up to the Korean war but since then, there has been considerable military action. Often they have been comparatively small conflicts for the Americans, if not for their enemies.


Beatty put ribbons in Bob’s hair, thinking he was pretty enough to be a girl. The photograph of him at 18 months shows his chubby cheeks. He was talking early and fond of saying, ‘I will be two in May.’ At first, he didn’t like going to Nettleton School and he had to be dragged there, kicking and screaming. School never got any better for him. He had however, a love of poetry and he could memorise poems he liked.


Right from the start, Bob was singing, his first recordings being on his father’s office Dictaphone. Their second son, David Benjamin Zimmerman, was born in February 1946. Perhaps to ensure that David wasn’t getting all the attention, Bob sang ‘Some Sunday Morning’, a current success for Helen Forrest and Dick Haymes, at a Mother’s Day event he attended with his grandma. When asked to repeat the song at his aunt’s wedding reception at a social club in Duluth, he said, ‘If it’s quiet, I will sing.’ He reprised his song, again a perfect choice as it was a wedding song. An uncle raised a collection for him but he gave it back, saying he sang for free. I wonder if a young Chuck Berry did the same?


Showing a professionalism beyond his years, he had an encore to hand, ‘Ac-cent-tchuate the Positive’, a million seller for Bing Crosby with those girls from Minneapolis, the Andrews Sisters. Both songs are from films but Bob would have picked them up from the radio or possibly a record as his parents did have some 78s.


In 1998 Dylan said while playing Duluth, ‘I was born on the hill over there. Glad to see it’s still there. My first girlfriend came from here. She was conceited and I used to call her Mimi.’ I suspect this was a feeble joke on ‘me, me’ but you never know with Dylan.


Dylan rarely mentions his childhood. The family gatherings at which he sang suggest that there were more, but we know nothing of them. Was he a lonely child? What were his fears, his emotions, did he cry much, how did he feel about being Jewish, did he accept authority? Bob has never said, but we know the answer to the last one.


The war ended in 1945 but Abe had his own problems at Standard Oil. He had tried to keep out the infamous Teamsters Union but the work force disagreed and signed up.


In 1946 Abe contracted polio but the hospital in Duluth didn’t have the right equipment. He discharged himself after a week, making his own way home and crawling up the steps to the front door. He was off work for six months and it left him with a limp so he couldn’t play ball games effectively with his children. Despite his efforts on the company’s behalf, Standard Oil’s management was not sympathetic and laid him off.


With no reason to stay in Duluth, Abe and Beatty moved in with Beatty’s parents, Ben and Florence, at 2323 Third Avenue East in Hibbing. Bob had only been in Duluth for the first five years and when asked for his memories, he could only recall the sound of the foghorns.


That new address was handy for Bob as the Alice School was next door, but Abe and Beatty wanted their own home. Their offer on another house was accepted and they kindly gave the current owners, the Madden family, time to move out. Mr. Madden had died and the Zimmermans appreciated it was a stressful time.


Their new address was 2425 7th Avenue East, a detached house in a good residential area. It is now Bob Dylan Drive, but the home is not a museum nor is it open to visitors. It is a beige stucco house unlike anything else around. Bob has visited it twice: once in the 1970s with his wife Sara and then with a black Labrador in 1984.


Hibbing had prospered during the war and Abe was soon selling furniture and electrical goods at Micka Electric with his brothers, Paul and Maurice. He and his brothers were a good team: Abe could do the books, Paul the selling and Maurice, being an electrician, the fitting. One of their slogans was ‘A kitchen range for the Iron Range.’


Beatty worked at Feldman’s Department Store so she was out during the day. Until their grandmother, Florence Stone, moved in, the children would return from school to an empty house.


Bob was quiet and well-behaved but he avoided things he didn’t like. He joined the boy scouts and wore the uniform but he left within a month. He liked the comic book series, Classics Illustrated, which reworked out-of-copyright adventure novels. Abe enjoyed solving the New York Times crosswords and Bob developed a love for the English language and the choice of words.


The Zimmermans had a piano but Bob didn’t want lessons: that was too much like hard work. When he was 11, a relative, Harriet Rutstein, a music teacher who had graduated from the University of Minnesota, attempted to teach him. Bob said, ‘I’m going to play the piano the way I want to.’ That is still his approach, experimenting until he hits something he likes. Bob started playing the harmonica and when he was 12, he got his first guitar. David was a better student and became a competent classical pianist.


The school’s music teacher tried to interest Bob in the school band, but he showed no flair for the trumpet or the saxophone. He bought a Spanish guitar tutor, which cost him $1, but he was largely on his own unpredictable path. Soon, he was playing some kind of music, sketching and writing stories and poems, but he had little interest in conventional school work. He told his grandmother that he wanted to be an architect but that involved a great deal of learning.


In 1951 Bob wrote each of his parents a poem, one for Mother’s Day, one for Father’s Day. Writing about his dad, he wrote, ‘Though it’s hard for him to believe, I try each day to please him in every little way.’


Because Bob’s family owned the Lybba cinema, he could get in free. He liked westerns but even if he saw The Gunfighter (1950) with Gregory Peck, it is doubtful whether a young boy, even Dylan, would have picked up its complexities. He wrote about his love of Gregory Peck and that film in ‘Brownsville Girl’.


According to his memoir, Chronicles, Volume One (2004), Dylan found life in Hibbing idyllic and he enjoyed the circus coming to town, which is referred to in ‘Desolation Row’. He listened to baseball commentaries on the radio.


Bob would visit his grandfather Ben Stone after school and Ben picked up on his intelligence, realising that once something took his interest there was no stopping him. Ben died in 1952 and his wife, Florence went to live with Abe and Beatty. When Bob visited the house in the 1970s, he said, ‘This was grandma’s room.’


The war was over and everyone wanted to get on with their lives. Conformity and complacency ruled the day and when Life magazine in 1950 asked the youth for their heroes, they chose President Roosevelt, General MacArthur, the wholesome cowboy actor Roy Rogers and the clean-cut Doris Day. Nothing to shake the system there but soon the younger generation would be saying, ‘Let’s go bonkers!’


Because of the demand for iron and steel, Hibbing’s economy had prospered in the war years and although it would benefit from the Korean War, business was not so good in peacetime. Abe had to repossess goods from non-payers and occasionally Abe would take Bob to his clients, something that deeply disturbed the young child. He would come to think that business was corrupt and people should not be humiliated.


Abe had many friends and was a part of the Hibbing Rotary and in 1952, the family had the first TV sets in Hibbing – well, they did sell them, after all. Bob favoured variety shows and westerns. He liked Wyatt Earp and Gunsmoke (Gunlaw in the UK), which featured James Arness as Matt Dillon, both starting in 1955. Episodes seem hammy and wholly predictable today but they were very popular at the time.


Bob loved to pretend he was an outlaw but later turned on childish games. He said of toy guns, ‘They are as much to be held responsible for the death and destruction of the planet as any important arms manufacturer. They’re just doing it for little people. They’re the ones who start the assembly lines of death.’


When Bob started collecting 78s, his first obsession was with the country singer Hank Williams as he hadn’t yet picked up on black R&B. We now know that Hank wrote several hit songs about his tortured relationship with his wife, Audrey. How soon Bob realised their authenticity, we don’t know but he must have sensed it. In 1991 he told an interviewer, ‘Hank Williams’ songs are not love songs. You’re degrading them by calling them love songs. They are songs from the tree of life.’


Bob mourned Hank’s death on New Year’s Day in 1953 and his admiration for Hank has grown with the years. He said, ‘In time I came to know that Hank’s recorded songs were the archetypal rules of poetic songwriting.’ Listen to the imagery in ‘I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry’ and you can see what he means. He added that Hank didn’t have a pretty voice but it was full of conviction, something he took on board for himself.


Another early influence was Johnnie Ray, albeit a middle-of-the-road singer in his day. On the face of it, he was a smart-suited nightclub entertainer, usually wearing a tux, but he was a real emotional guy who got so overwrought that he became known as the Prince of Wails. His signature song was ‘Cry’ and audiences would wait for him to break down on stage. Johnnie Ray was gay and his career was ruined in 1959 when he was arrested for soliciting in a toilet in Detroit. He’d been set up by the police and he said he would never play Detroit again. Like Hank Williams, Bob Dylan picked up on the genuine emotion in his voice. Johnnie Ray is a footnote in popular music but he can be seen as John the Baptist to Elvis Presley’s Jesus, the man who suggested what would be coming.


Bob had to study Hebrew for his bar mitzvah when he was 13: that is when you are deemed old enough to understand the Commandments and agree to follow them. Rabbi Reuben Maier was impressed with his grasp of Hebrew when he chanted the Commandments, little knowing that Bob would soon be living by his own directives. Bob was dressed in white, looking like a younger version of himself at the Isle of Wight Festival.


There were still no synagogues in Hibbing so the visiting rabbi had taught Bob his lines upstairs from ‘a rock’n’roll café’ (Bob’s words). Bob was hearing black American R&B for the first time, albeit fleetingly, but he found the stations on the radio and assimilated the fast-talking jive of disc jockeys from Chicago. He learnt songs quickly as he never knew when he would hear them again.


‘The Drunkard’s Son’, a lyric in Bob Dylan’s handwriting, has been discovered and is dated from 1954. This was considered an important find by some Dylan scholars, but Bob was transcribing a Hank Snow lyric with a few mistakes or amendments, possibly as he was writing it down from the radio. Everyone did it: you would scribble down lyrics as you heard them and then copy them out decently, filling in gaps as best you could. Indeed, there was a lyric, ‘Everybody But Me’, in Stu Sutcliffe’s handwriting which was considered an early Beatles’ song but in reality, came from a Ricky Nelson album.


Starting in 1954, Bob Dylan went to a Jewish summer camp, this one the Theodor Herzl Camp outside of Webster, Wisconsin. The idea of Bob, even a young Bob, socialising and joining in approved activities, seems unlikely but he got on okay and made friends – Louis Kemp, for example, became an administrator for his Rolling Thunder revue in the 1970s. There is a photograph of Bob as a bullfighter using a towel for a cape.


Bob had concerns about summer camp as he was on medication for asthma: he grew out of it but some say Bob always had a blocked nose. Bob met his first girlfriend, Judy Rubin, at summer camp. Short pants, romance.


Bob befriended Larry Kegan from St. Paul. In August 1954 he was a step ahead of Bob Dylan as he sang in a doo-wop group with three black boys. Bob was impressed.


Over in Canada, Dylan’s future organist Garth Hudson found himself loving doo-wop records but for a different reason: ‘The tenor sax solos were so short. When the doo-wop era came in, there would be only 12 bars for a tenor sax solo and some of them were masterpieces.’


In 1955 Bob was affected by reading John Steinbeck’s novel, The Grapes of Wrath, which is about farmers losing their living in the Oklahoma dustbowl and he wrote a 15-page essay about it. This was paving the way towards Woody Guthrie.


Bob saw some JD movies (Juvenile Delinquent movies now have their own genre). The Blackboard Jungle, set in the Bronx starred Glenn Ford as the harassed teacher and Sidney Poitier as the oldest pupil in the American school system – he was getting on for 30. Adolescents would dance in the aisles when they heard ‘Rock Around the Clock’ by Bill Haley and his Comets on the soundtrack. This kick-started the teenage revolution, although Haley himself looked like a variety entertainer.


Bob associated himself with two American actors: Marlon Brando, and James Dean who starred in East of Eden and Rebel Without a Cause. He died while racing illegally on a highway in September 1955 and his final film, Giant, was released posthumously in 1956. Through his uncle, Bob saw Rebel without a Cause several times. He had Dean’s pictures on his bedroom wall and dressed like him in a red-zipper jacket and tight jeans. Abe, fed up with his obsession, tore the photos from the wall, which could have itself been a scene from Rebel without a Cause.


At the time, James Dean’s acting style was very convincing and many artists have sung about him including the Eagles and Phil Ochs. A character from Andy Warhol’s Factory in Lou Reed’s ‘Walk on the Wild Side’ believes she is James Dean. When Bob Dylan appeared at the Newport Folk Festival, he sent his parents a review that was headed, Rebel with a Cause. Just how Bob saw himself at the time.


Marlon Brando was another naturalistic actor, mumbling away and pretending to be a JD, although he was older than Sidney Poitier. His biker film, The Wild One (1954), contains an exchange where Brando is asked what he is rebelling against. His marvellous response is ‘What’d you got?’ Bob wanted a leather jacket like that and is often seen in them to this day. In 1997 Dylan said that Brando was ‘brave, fearless and undaunted’, which is another way of saying he was an awkward bugger.


Bob’s closest schoolfriend was John Bucklen, whose family did not have much money as his father had been injured in a railway accident. John’s sister was seven years older than he was and he and Bob would visit her. They cut songs on a reel-to-reel tape recorder. In 1993 snatches were used in a BBC TV Arena documentary about Highway 61 and we also learnt that the young Bob Dylan thought Johnny Cash was boring. The songs include a Bob Dylan original ‘Hey Little Richard’, ‘Jenny Jenny’, ‘Buzz Buzz Buzz’ and probably from hearing Elvis, the standard ‘Blue Moon’. Dylan may have had John and his sister in mind when he wrote ‘Bob Dylan’s Dream’.


In 1955 John Bucklen found a radio station, KTHS from Little Rock, was playing rock’n’roll and told Bob, and they heard the No-Name Jive Show, presented by Gatemouth Page from Shreveport, ‘Gatemouth’ being an endearing nickname for someone who talks too much. They learnt that Groovy’s Boogie was presented by the owner of Stan’s Record Shop in Shreveport, which did mail order. If Bob was listening at home, he could play along on piano to most of the tracks. After seeing Little Richard on film, he played the piano standing up.


Talking of ‘Tutti Frutti’ and ‘Blue Suede Shoes’, Bob said that they were ‘great catchphrases and driving pulse rhythms and you could get high on the energy but they didn’t reflect life in a serious way.’


Los Angeles singer / songwriter Andrew Gold commented, ‘You could have a whole discussion about meaningful lyrics versus vapid, silly lyrics. It is not so much what you say as the overall effect. When Little Richard goes ‘Awopbopaloobop’, it doesn’t mean anything other than ‘I’m having fun’ but it shows you how it feels. Some songs go ‘I love you’ and don’t have any emotion, so ‘Tutti Frutti’ is a more meaningful lyric than something written in English.’ Spot on, mate.


Although Bob’s cousin Lewis Stone was the station manager at WMFG in Hibbing, he had no intention of programming the new music and Bob criticised its square schedules.


Bob realised that some independent labels like Chess and Sun put out a succession of great singles. He and John loved Gene Vincent, who was the first white rocker who seemed like a hood. He and John bought blue caps at Feldman’s and would mime to the records. Abe caught them and thought they were acting silly.


Bob still liked the more mainstream rock personalities, saying in 1987, ‘When I first heard Elvis’ voice, I just knew that I wasn’t going to work for anybody and nobody was gonna be my boss. Hearing Elvis for the first time was like busting out of jail.’


The legal age for driving in Minnesota was 15, so in 1956, Abe let Bob drive his car. Abe and Beatty bought Bob a customised 1950 pink Ford convertible for his sixteenth birthday. Bob always got what he wanted. His relationship with his parents was okay, certainly nothing out of the ordinary.


On an early trip, Bob and John Bucklen went looking for the DJ Jim Dandy (real name, Jim Reese) with WHLB in Virginia, Minnesota. They found him and were surprised that he was black as he had sounded white. Bob was entranced by his record collection and wanted to know more about the black roots to the new music.


As well as music, he and John Bucklen were hung up on motorcycles and Bob got a Harley Davidson 45 in 1956. It was a good bike but not their big model and Brando had a Triumph Thunderbird in The Wild One.


A few members from the Hibbing High marching band jammed with Bob and called themselves the Shadow Blasters. They auditioned for College Capers, an annual talent show at Hibbing Community College, which was short on performers. Not for the last time, Bob said ‘Play loud’ and they did. They performed Little Richard’s ‘Jenny Jenny’ and were not allowed on the show itself, one teacher describing his vocal as ‘African shrieking’. Dylan considered this an endorsement.


By now Dylan had an electric guitar. His first guitar was from a Sears-Roebuck catalogue, but he replaced it with a solid-body Surpo with gold sunburst, which cost $60. He met two musicians, LeRoy Hoikkala and Monte Edwardson, at the Erickson Music Centre in Hibbing. In October 1956, they became the Golden Chords, so-called because of LeRoy’s gold-coloured drum kit.


On Christmas Eve 1956, Dylan and two other boys, Howard Rutman and Larry Kegan pooled their resources and made a record in St. Paul, Minnesota. Dylan pounded the piano as they performed truncated versions of current successes: ‘Ready Teddy’, ‘Boppin’ the Blues’, ‘Lawdy Miss Clawdy’, ‘In the Still of The Night’, ‘Let the Good Times Roll’ and ‘Earth Angel’. ‘Confidential’, a US Top 20 hit for Sonny Knight in 1956, stayed with Dylan and he subsequently recorded it with The Band. Kegan kept the aluminium disc and relatives tried to sell it after his death in 2001. The asking price was $150,000 but there were no takers. Bob did perform with Kegan and his friends in the Jokers. They had cardigans with ‘Jokers’ on the front and possibly appeared on a TV show in the twin cities. Bob sang with them on and off, mostly off, for two years.


On 5 April 1957 the Golden Chords played at a Hibbing High School show called Jacket Jamboree in that glorious auditorium. Bob played the Steinway, singing and playing ‘Jenny Jenny’ and ‘True Fine Mama’ as loudly as he could. When he broke a pedal, everyone laughed, but some teenagers wanted to hear more. It was at least the second time Dylan had faced controversy – and it didn’t bother him. He’d enjoyed it: again, another character trait. If we could go back in time and see the Golden Chords, we would hear them play rock’n’roll badly.


The Golden Chords could only play in venues with pianos and they found a home in Van Feldt’s snack bar and another in a barbecue joint, Collier’s on Sunday afternoons. Bob bought an Ozark Supro for $60 and he was keen to play his electric guitar in public. Monte Edwardson showed him a few chords. The Golden Chords were the first to perform a Bob Dylan composition, a blues song called ‘Big Black Train’.


When Bob was out with LeRoy Hiokkala on their bikes they had to wait for a big black train. Bob got impatient and when it reached the end, Bob roared, ‘Let’s go’ and drove off, oblivious of a train in the other direction. He couldn’t stop in time but the bike skidded and went out of control, throwing him clear – a very lucky escape.


Around the same time, Bob swerved to avoid a three-year-old who had run out into the road, but not sufficiently well and the child had to be taken to hospital. The child was okay but Bob was badly shaken. Abe settled out of court for $4,000.


In October 1957 Bob was dating a Finnish girl, Marvel Echo Star Helstrom, who lived three miles outside Hibbing at Maple Hill. She lived in a shack with no hot water. Her father Matt was an odd job man who poached beavers and didn’t think much of Robert Allen Zimmerman. Bob and Echo would meet after school and go to a café and Bob rarely had money on him. This was unreasonable as Echo had so little of her own.


In keeping with her unique name, Echo was a stunning blonde who wanted to be a movie star and Bob was hell-bent on being a musician. After he had been away for a few days, he told her he had made a record – ‘Do You Want to Dance’ by Bobby Freeman. This was patently ridiculous but he must have thought that his voice was sufficiently strong to pull off the deceit. Echo and Bob were together for a year and broke up after Bob had dated her best friend, DeeDee Lockhart. Was Echo the girl from the north country? Possibly: she believes so but we will come to another candidate.


Bob was dating others at the same time including a farmer’s daughter, Betty Anderson. This didn’t get far as Bob was very wary of the farmer, but he also felt that way about Echo’s father, living on the edge of a wood and partly making his living as a hunter, even killing bears.


On Valentine’s Day 1958, the Golden Chords played the Winter Frolic Talent Contest, a Chamber of Commerce event in the Memorial Building, Hibbing. The teenagers in the audience liked them and they must have been a welcome relief from a mime artist, a tap dancer and an acrobat. They hoped to win but the adult judges placed them second. Giving them the trophy would have been endorsing rock ’n’ roll. A couple more weeks and a couple more gigs and the Golden Chords split up.


In March 1958 Larry Kegan had an accident: he missed a wave and dived into shallow water at Miami Beach. He became a paraplegic and then a car accident ten years later made it worse. He was a quadriplegic and Bob saw him several times before his death in 2001.


On 6 April 1958 Bob took part in another Jacket Jamboree at Hibbing High, this time in a new group with John Bucklen and Bill Marinac with three girls doing backup. The songs included ‘As Time Goes By’ as well as Danny and the Juniors’ current hit, ‘Rock and Roll Is Here to Stay’ and a live performance of one of his own songs. Not that it was any great shakes – he had simply adapted Little Richard and was singing, ‘I got a girl and her name is Echo’. I don’t know how he rhymed the name but there are intriguing possibilities.


Bob Dylan remarked, ‘I read somewhere that ‘That’ll be the Day’ was a line Buddy Holly had heard in a movie, and I started realising that you can take things from everyday life. You can go anywhere and have your ears open and hear something. If it has resonance you can use it in a song.’


In the summer of 1958 Dylan was going to the twin cities, not to prepare for university but to further his musical career. Dylan’s parents were hoping that he would work the music out of his system, settle down to university life and become a lawyer. His mother told him that he had the ability to win the Nobel Prize if only he did something constructive.


No chance of that. He had an idea for a new band, Elston Gunnn and the Rock Boppers. He would be the three n’d Mr. Gunnn, the full name combining Elvis with the TV detective, Peter Gunn as well as being close to Judy Garland’s family name of Gumm.


In August 1958 the Satin Tones were booked to play the St. Louis County Fair in Hibbing and Dylan was recruited on a recommendation. The group consisted of Marshall Shamblott (piano), Dennis Nylen (upright bass) and Bob’s cousin, Bill Cohen (drums). It went okay as they played Hibbing Armory and may have appeared on regional TV.


Bob had already heard a number of beautiful folk songs from the Everly Brothers and their seminal album, Songs Our Daddy Taught Us, released in December 1958 and including ‘Rovin’ Gambler’, ‘Barbara Allen’ and ‘Who’s Gonna Shoe Your Pretty Little Feet’. Both Dylan and Paul Simon have shown a strong affection for this album in interviews and performance. We will see in the next chapter how Bob enjoyed the archive collections of Harry Smith but the Everlys came first.


Whoa-oh! One of the big singles in the Christmas market for 1958 was ‘Gotta Travel On’. It was written, or at least adapted from a 19th century British folk song, by Paul Clayton, whom Bob would meet in 1959. Clayton recorded it himself but the hit version was by Billy Grammer, which had a goodtime, singalong feel and acted as a template for Trini Lopez. For our purposes, the most thought-provoking version comes from the Weavers who included Pete Seeger: this folk quartet sang to their own acoustic accompaniment but sometimes with an orchestra. On this occasion and several years before the Bob Dylan controversy. Pete Seeger had gone electric. Nobody noticed.


In 1959 Bob Dylan went to the University of Minnesota, but he didn’t study and as you will find out, he turned it into the gap year to end all gap years. Soon Hibbing would be one too many mornings and a thousand miles behind.


III. Play: Girl from the North Country


For many years there had been talk of putting Bob Dylan’s songs into a stage musical and many approaches had been turned down by his management. A jukebox musical format worked for Buddy Holly, Roy Orbison, the Four Seasons, Abba, Rod Stewart and Queen, amongst many others, but it didn’t seem right for Bob Dylan. The standard jukebox musical ends with the audience on their feet clapping along mindlessly to up-tempo hits, which was hardly Dylan’s métier.


Any play or film featuring Bob Dylan as a named character was unlikely to win his support and pseudonyms are used in the films Factory Girl and I’m Not There. However, he did permit Comme une pierre qui in Paris in 2015 which was based on Greil Marcus’ book about the making of Like a Rolling Stone.


Diehard Dylan fans have not been keen to push for Dylan productions in the theatre and indeed, a jukebox musical would be a new way to annoy them. However, occasionally his songs have appeared on stage. In London in 2017, a production of Hamlet at the Almeida used ‘Spirit on the Water’, ‘Not Dark Yet’ and ‘One More Cup of Coffee’, while Roman Tragedies at the Barbican employed ‘The Times They Are A-Changin’’ and ‘Not Dark Yet’.


David Bowie’s persona is often seen as artifice when he portrays a character such as Ziggy Stardust, while Dylan is regarded as someone who is defiantly himself, sometime to his own detriment. I don’t think this is true: Dylan is as much into play-acting as Bowie. Indeed, if any play about Dylan’s life were to succeed, I would choose the Woodstock idyll with The Band and the making of the Basement Tapes, simply because Dylan is out of the public eye.


A very adroit approach was taken in 2017 for the Old Vic production, Girl from the North Country. The play was written and directed by Conor McPherson, who had had a West End success with The Weir. He had been given the full run of Dylan’s catalogue and I liked his choices. It was by no means a greatest hits production as ‘Mr. Tambourine Man’, ‘The Times They Are A-Changin’’ and ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ were missing and there was relatively little from the 60s. Both ‘Make You Feel My Love’ (known through Adele) and ‘Forever Young’ were included. I liked the choices immensely and I liked the way that McPherson merged songs together.


Conor McPherson had been to Minnesota and seen how cold it was and he decided to set the play in a cheap boarding house in Duluth in 1934, that is, before Bob was born. He was a musician himself which surely helped with the arrangements. The instruments had to fit the period and most of the time we have an O Brother, Where Art Thou set up, albeit with deeper songs. The arrangement for ‘I Want You’ transformed it into a close cousin of Paul Simon’s ‘Homeward Bound’. The play itself was good but there were too many characters for what is really a one-hour play with an hour of music. Ron Cook excelled as the doctor, almost mimicking Robert Mitchum.


Setting the play before Dylan was born meant he could never be a part of it, but did his songs contain a DNA that relates to Minnesota? I think that is what Conor McPherson was revealing. McPherson saw how the songs could bring out the characters and their emotions and in so doing, he cast new light on the old songs. In short, it was a very cold area with warm-hearted people.





CHAPTER 2



On the Road


I. Blues and Beats


Forgive me if I’m stating the bleeding obvious but no performer works in a vacuum and what they do is profoundly linked to the artists who have influenced them. By and large, a young performer copies a favourite artist and learns his songs, gradually finding his own voice. It is surely significant that the major players from the last 60 years have had many pivotal influences – Elvis Presley (who fused country, blues and R&B), John Lennon and Paul McCartney (early rock’n’roll, American R&B, Brill Building pop), David Bowie (Mod era, show tunes, Weimar cabaret), Bob Dylan (early blues, country, rock’n’roll, Woody Guthrie) and Bruce Springsteen (early rock’n’roll, Bob Dylan). At the MTV awards in 1989, Elizabeth Taylor called Michael Jackson the King of Pop, Rock and Soul, which was shortened to the King of Pop, but the Hollywood star had observed Jackson’s crossover potential, which came from combining genres.


Religious upbringing acts as a trigger too. Would Paul McCartney have written ‘Let It Be’ if he didn’t know the English hymnal? Didn’t Leonard Cohen modify minor key laments that he heard in the synagogue? Cole Porter envied Irving Berlin for knowing so many Jewish tunes as he knew they inspired him.


Bob Dylan was not specifically influenced by Jewish melodies but right from the start, his lyrics contained biblical references, a constant theme in his work. This is significant when discussing Dylan, but maybe less so with other songwriters. Consider this: if you’re a musician working on the road, you stay in hotel rooms. You’re writing a song and you’re looking for images and what is always to hand – a Gideon’s Bible. The Bible is full of memorable phrases and poetic images – look at the Book of Revelation: you could get ideas for Blonde on Blonde from that and maybe Bob Dylan did.


Bob Dylan has the widest range of influences of any major artist. If he is asked about his influences, he rarely says the same thing twice but his inspirations include Woody Guthrie, Hank Williams, Jimmie Rodgers, Smokey Robinson, Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly, Roy Orbison, Charlie Rich and Curtis Mayfield. His 100 Theme Time Radio Hour shows are packed with recommendations. As we will see, Bob Dylan travelled around between 1960 and 1962, often spending nights with fellow musicians or promoters. I don’t think he missed an opportunity of seeing what was in their record collections.


In the previous chapter, we saw how Bob Dylan’s creative spirit was being nurtured in Hibbing by what he heard on the radio: Hank Williams and Elvis Presley – and what he saw in the cinema: Marlon Brando and James Dean. He was a sponge and very soon he was soaking up the early blues guys and the American Beat writers, who included Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg. We will look at the bluesmen and the Beats in the first part of this chapter and in the next chapter, we will turn to Dylan’s most significant and obvious influence, Woody Guthrie.


Quite simply, you can’t expect any songwriter to start from nothing: it’s how they learn to write and it is what they do with those influences that counts.


Tom Russell offers this songwriting advice: ‘Find out who you are; find out where you came from; and listen to the roots of the music. Bob Dylan and Johnny Cash can sing thousands of folk songs that go right back. A lot of modern songwriters can’t do that and they don’t understand that if you can sing Woody Guthrie, Hank Williams and these old folk songs you have a base for understanding where you want to go.’


The origins of the blues is a long, fascinating but convoluted story. The Chess blues singer and songwriter Willie Dixon liked to say the first blues were sung in the Garden of Eden but the blues as we know it starts with the slaves who were transported from Africa to America. They sang chants and hollers in the fields in the hope of making their gruelling labour bearable. They sang about what was happening around them, their only instruments being harmonicas and acoustic guitars with rudimentary percussion. There would be spirituals praising the Lord, although they had little to thank Him for, even when emancipated, and there would be blues, which told it like it was.


Even when emancipated, the repetitive routine for the black sharecroppers was working hard during the week, going to a juke joint on Saturday and seeking forgiveness for Saturday’s sins on Sunday. The word ‘juke’ (originally ‘jook’) came from an African word for depravity, and the bars offered a heady mix of dancing, drinking and prostitution.


The lyrics and themes of those blues songs reveal how black people were feeling in America. The blues lyrics of the 1920s were far stranger and far more explicit than you might think.


Bob Dylan wrote on the sleeve for The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan: ‘What made the real blues singers so great is that they were able to state all the problems they had, but at the same time they were standing outside of them and could look at them. And in that way they had them beat.’


The American singer and activist, Odetta, commented, ‘I knew that the blues is generally as projected to the mainstream is “I found you, you left me” and the songs are about women as sex objects or whatever. Certainly that is a part of the blues but there are also many other areas of their lives that are reflected in those songs: you know, we got up, we got dressed and we had to go to work.’


From the early 1920s, the best of the blues performers were making 78rpm records invariably aimed at the black market, although some artists did cross over, notably Mamie Smith (her ‘Crazy Blues’ from 1923 was the first big blues hit, albeit made with jazz musicians), Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey, but these days Robert Johnson is better known.


Robert Johnson was born in 1911 in Hazlehurst, Mississippi and his best-known songs are ‘Milkcow Calf’s Boogie’, shortened to ‘Milkcow Blues’ and recorded by Elvis Presley, Eddie Cochran and Ricky Nelson, and ‘Sweet Home Chicago’, which became famous through the Blues Brothers on stage and film. He wrote ‘Rambling on My Mind’, ‘Cross Road Blues’, ‘Hellhound on My Trail’ and ‘Love In Vain’. The melody of Buddy Holly’s ‘Midnight Special’ was based around Robert Johnson’s ‘32-20 Blues’: Johnson’s song, incidentally, is misogyny at its worst (he’s going to shoot his woman with a Winchester), but these were different times. Johnson made a Faustian pact with the Devil at the crossroads where Highway 49 crossed with Highway 61. Even if this was somebody in a Halloween suit having the devil of a time, Johnson believed it was true and it played on his mind: ‘I got to keep movin’, There’s a hellhound on my trail.’ The Devil certainly wasn’t responsible for his death as that was down to very human attributes. His luck ran out in 1938 as he was poisoned by the jealous boyfriend of his current lover. Much is made of rock artists dying at 27 (Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Jim Morrison, Amy Winehouse) but Robert and his misbehaving johnson were there first.


In that same year, the record producer John Hammond was planning a celebratory concert, From Spirituals to Swing, at Carnegie Hall and wanted to feature Robert Johnson. When Johnson died, he replaced him with another gifted blues singer, Big Bill Broonzy.


Robert Johnson’s singles had only ever sold in their thousands but in 1990, Columbia compiled The Complete Recordings, a 2CD set of everything they had. With astute marketing, it sold a million copies. Dylan commented, ‘It’s hard to imagine sharecroppers or plantation field hands at hop joints relating to songs like these. You have to wonder if Johnson was playing for an audience only he could see, one far off in the future.’ Sometimes Johnson wasn’t so sure about the audiences who were there: he might perform with his back to them so that no one could see how he played and hence, no rival could steal his chords.


Johnson’s recordings have influenced Eric Clapton, Led Zeppelin, the Rolling Stones and Peter Green, who has recorded his entire songbook. In June 2000 a court determined that his royalties belonged to a retired truck driver, Claud Johnson, whose mother had a brief romance with the musician in 1931. Someone had seen them having sex! A few weeks later it was determined that the Rolling Stones had ‘improperly borrowed’ two of his songs, ‘Love In Vain’ and ‘Stop Breakin’ Down’, so Claud became a rich man in his retirement. The folk singer Happy Traum comments, ‘Some of the blues guys were very influential but they only made money if they had reputable publishers who cared about them. The royalties could be enormous. Skip James who wrote and performed ‘I’m So Glad’ in 1931 was working on the margins but these young hot kids like Cream were coming along and selling millions of records of their songs.’


Charley Patton was another blues singer with a short life: he was born in 1891 on a plantation in Bolton, Mississippi and he spent many years on the huge Dockery Farms plantation. He sang both blues and spirituals and he was excellent at telling dramatic stories (‘Frankie and Albert’). He had a hoarse, hollering vocal style and he played a driving, rhythmic guitar with excellent timing. He sang about his women, good sex (‘Shake it and Break it’) and the plight of the black man. He wrote about the droughts (‘Dry Well Blues’, ‘High Water Everywhere’) and he even sang pop hits (Sophie Tucker’s ‘Some of These Days’). Don’t be put off by surface noise: these are fine performances. Charley Patton died from a heart attack in 1934 and his style was a strong influence on Big Joe Williams and Howlin’ Wolf.


Victoria Spivey, who was born in Houston in 1906, began her musical career playing the piano to accompany silent films, but she moved to New Orleans and had a hit record with ‘Black Snake Blues’ in 1926. Her songs were often personal and she sang about her father’s death in ‘When I Was Seven’. Victoria was a versatile singer, working with both jazz groups and swing bands, and she became infamous for the dirty blues, ‘My Handy Man’ and ‘Organ Grinder Blues’. She settled in Greenwich Village and, starting in 1962, recorded both herself and other artists on her own Spivey label. She died in New York in 1976.


Many blues performers were disabled and were even promoted on this basis – Peg Leg Howell, Peg Leg Sam, Blind Lemon Jefferson and Blind Willie McTell, for example. They could not work in the fields and so they learnt to play guitars and some realised that they could make a living from it. They often developed powerful voices because they were singing in the streets or in crowded bar-rooms.


A good, or rather exceptional, example is Blind Lemon Jefferson who was born in 1893 and raised in Wortham, Texas, which is close to Dallas where he mostly worked. Jefferson was blind from birth and in his twenties, he was singing in cafés, bars and even brothels. He felt safer carrying a gun and he was arrested for firing it from time to time. Not wanting to be confined to a 12-bar format, he developed his own form of blues, He recorded nearly 100 tracks for Paramount, some of them selling 100,000 copies. His best-known recording is ‘Match Box Blues’, recorded in 1927, which was adapted by Carl Perkins and turned into a rock’n’roll standard. As an example as to how lines flit from song to song, I’ve just been playing Sam Cooke’s ‘Somebody Have Mercy’ from 1962. One of its lines, ‘I’m standing here wonderin’ if a matchbox will hold my clothes’.


Blind Lemon Jefferson was not a star like Louis Armstrong but he was able to afford a car with a chauffeur. In 1929 he was abandoned by his driver in a snow storm and froze to death on the streets of Chicago. His body was returned to Wortham for burial but his grave wasn’t given an official marker until 1967.


Ironically, one of his best-known titles is ‘See that My Grave Is Kept Clean’, also known as ‘One Kind Favour’. Bob Dylan was to record that song but the white blues singer, Geoff Muldaur, born in 1943, was to take it literally. ‘I moved to New Orleans when I was 18. I’d heard some great musicians and I got the idea at 7am to grab some other people and get some brooms together and hitch-hike to Texas to sweep the grave of Blind Lemon Jefferson. It was an ill-fated journey and I found myself in jail in Lafayette, Louisiana. The idea stayed with me and so a few years later, I flew to Fort Worth and got into a car with some friends to find the grave. By then they had moved it and the Texas Blues Society had put a little marker there and his mother and sister were buried in another part of this little graveyard, a lovely place with a little slit-rail fence and scissor-tailed flycatchers.’


In one song, Bob Dylan wrote, ‘Nobody can sing the blues like Blind Willie McTell.’ The hottest blues guitarist today, Joe Bonamassa says, ‘I love Bob Dylan and I love “No one Can Sing the Blues like Blind Willie McTell” – that’s a fair statement!’ Maybe, but did Dylan mean that Blind Willie McTell was the best blues singer in the world or that he sang the blues differently from anybody else? Dylan biographer Michael Gray comments, ‘I’d say the latter. The difficulty is that the pre-war blues is an era in which the blues is communal, it is a shared thing. It is not for the artist to convey his own individual artistry, angst and genius. The job of the blues singer is to express the community, the feelings and emotions and ideas of the community, which is why you get the same blues stanza moving about from song to song and from singer to singer, often creating a non-sequitur as it goes. The blues lyrics are one great shifting ocean of a poem so to start picking out specific people is against the spirit of how the music was created. On the other hand, there are people who stand out and Blind Willie McTell, like Robert Johnson or Howlin’ Wolf, is one of them.’


Ralph McTell: ‘I took my name from Blind Willie McTell and I agree with Bob Dylan. He had the most beautiful voice and he had a lovely sense of no borders and no boundaries. He would sing pop songs, blues and spirituals and he was a master of the 12-string blues guitar. He is often more interested in playing the guitar than in playing the songs but Willie had a clear high tenor voice and there is no one like him, hence ‘No one can sing the blues like Blind Willie McTell’. Most of the blues singers are growly and gruff. He wrote the classic ‘Statesboro Blues’ and having heard that, I had to have a 12-string guitar. When I was quite young, I became that bloke who plays that Blind Willie McTell number. When it was time to shed one identity and put on another, it was nice to call myself Ralph McTell, and it’s not done too badly for me. When I tried to change the name back some time later, the record label said, “Ralph May? No, no McTell is so much better.” (Laughs)’ (He was named Ralph because his dad liked the classical composer, Ralph Vaughan Williams.)


Blind Willie McTell was born in Thompson, Georgia around 1903 and spent much of his life performing around Atlanta. He was attracted to the 12-string guitar which he had heard played by Blind Lemon Jefferson and he recorded for a variety of labels in the 30s: nobody bothered much about contracts back then. McTell sang for Columbia, Decca and Victor, but for most of the time he was out on the street as making records didn’t change his life. He would play at fish fries, picnics, dances and anywhere he could get an audience, both black and white. He was a busker really, although that seems a derogatory term for someone so exceptional.


His full name was Willie Samuel McTell and he sometimes used the pseudonym, Georgia Sam, which was picked up by Dylan in ‘Highway 61 Revisited’. He recorded a duet ‘Rough Alley Blues’ with his wife Kate in 1931 and this inspired ‘Lay Lady Lay’. One of its lines is ‘Lay across my big brass bed’. Willie is as good as ever, but Kate is unlistenable.


In 1940 Blind Willie made a series of famous recordings interspersed with conversation for the Library of Congress and their researcher, John Lomax. His post-war blues include ‘Broke Down Engine Blues’ (Atlantic, 1949), which has been recorded by Dylan, but his most famous recording was ‘Statesboro Blues’, given a stadium workout at Fillmore East by the Allman Brothers in 1971. The most intriguing record of his career came near the end: in 1956, a friend Ed Rhodes, who owned a record store, had him play for a few friends and taped the results. It’s not very bluesy but it does show that he was a great entertainer. He died in 1959.


In that year Sam Charters wrote about him in The Country Blues and the accompanying album included ‘Statesboro Blues’. The book led to New York promoters wanting to book these veteran performers and when people went looking for Blind Willie McTell, they discovered that he had died alone and unknown a few months earlier.


As the guitarist Bob Brozman said, ‘These guys didn’t play the blues to get the blues. They played the blues to get rid of them.’


Known affectionately as Leadbelly, Huddie Ledbetter was born in 1888 in Mooringsport, which is close to Shreveport, Louisiana and he, more than anyone, became a walking repository of song, any sort of songs. He learnt anything that appealed to him, and furthermore, he was a prolific songwriter. Now, getting on for a century later, it is difficult to state definitively what he wrote, what he collected and what he rewrote. Over the years, he often recorded new versions of songs he had recorded previously so his songs were works in progress. He worked with many other musicians and recorded with Josh White, Sonny Terry and Woody Guthrie.


Leadbelly knew Blind Lemon Jefferson in Texas and learnt from him. He wrote a song, ‘My Friend Blind Lemon’. Leadbelly could play several instruments but like several blues performers, he favoured the 12-string guitar.


Eric Bibb, who recorded the tribute album, Leadbelly’s Gold (2016), says, ‘Leadbelly was a human jukebox – he could hear a song once and if he liked it, he would retain it – he had a huge repertoire and it spanned many, many styles and genres. He knew cowboy songs, he knew blues, he knew Cajun songs, he knew children’s songs, he knew ragtime, he knew spirituals and he knew songs that were really old. A lot of his songs formed the cornerstone of the folk revival.’ The songs associated with him include ‘Rock Island Line’, ‘Diggin’ My Potatoes’, ‘Bring a Little Water, Sylvie’, ‘Midnight Special’, ‘Cottonfields’ and ‘Goodnight Irene’, so Lonnie Donegan and the Beach Boys have reasons to be cheerful.


Burl Ives recalled, ‘Huddie Ledbetter was a very gentle man. He loved to sing and play the 12-string guitar and that’s what got him into trouble. He was a great artist who thrilled the ladies. The girls would flock around him and the men didn’t like that. They’d get jealous. They’d start a ruckus and, well, Leadbelly was good at defending himself.’


Oscar Brand: ‘We did a show together in a club in Boston and some southerner was heckling him, “Hey, boy!” When you say “boy” to a black man that is as insulting as you can get, you’re half a man, in other words. “Hey, boy, sing us something about the cotton fields down home.” This went on for a little while and Leadbelly sang a song I had never heard sing before and I suspect it was because he was making it up, (sings) “When I was a little bitty baby”. That became one of his great songs and I’m convinced that he made it up there and then.’ Strangely, his publishers Essex Music didn’t copyright this song until it was a US hit for the Highwaymen in 1961, and the original label said that the composer was Dave Fisher, one of the Highwaymen.


In the early years, Leadbelly was an imposing figure – a well-built, tough man living in the red-light district of Shreveport and enjoying a fight. He was found guilty of both murder and attempted murder and was incarcerated. The folk song collectors, John and Alan Lomax, met him on a field trip and recorded him for the Library of Congress, eventually being able to secure a pardon from the Governor of Texas. Leadbelly worked as a chauffeur for the Lomaxes as they collected their songs. They presented him in concert and he became, in a complete turnaround, the darling of New York Society.


Eric Bibb: ‘My father saw Leadbelly at the Village Vanguard in the late 40s, 1948 probably, and he was flamboyant with a double-breasted suit, colourful bowtie, a big pinkie ring and a red sash like a cummerbund. Howlin’ Wolf was bigger physically but Leadbelly was a dapper dresser and very conscious of his style. He always had shined shoes and a clean white shirt.’


There is no doubt that the sophisticated audiences were entranced to see somebody with such a notorious past. ‘Bourgeois Blues’ gives an idea of Leadbelly’s true feelings.


Oscar Brand: ‘Leadbelly didn’t like anybody looking down their noses at him, thinking he was a lower-class minstrel or a fool. He got on very well with Woody Guthrie and Woody got on well with him, far more comfortably than he did with most people. Leadbelly had been through dark places and Woody had been through some other dark places and so they had something in common.’


When Leadbelly played in Paris, he put a tea towel over his left hand so that fellow guitarists could not see his fingering: shades of Robert Johnson there. ‘That may be true,’ says Geoff Muldaur, ‘but this guy was a genius. You can’t learn to play like that, just as nobody can play like Django Reinhardt. No other player had his ferocity or his strength: you can only find some other way to do them.’


Leadbelly died in December 1949 in New York City and he is now viewed as an important crossover artist. There is an amusing critique of Leadbelly in the film, Eat the Document, when Bob Dylan is talking to a fan about him. He says, ‘He wasn’t too articulate, can’t make out too much of what he has to say.’ That could be a critique of Dylan himself. However, it is unfair: much of Leadbelly’s speech was captured on primitive machinery and it was not stored well by the Library of Congress, leading to a deterioration in audibility.


Many of the blues performers were too old, too drunk or too dead to benefit from the interest in vintage blues performers which came out of the Greenwich Village folk revival of the late 1950s. It was great that it happened but it was a bit too late for them.


Big Bill Broonzy was born in Lake Dick, Arkansas in 1893 and he developed a powerful voice as he ploughed the fields with his mule. He did army service in the Great War and settled in Chicago. He was recording from the 1920s and often worked as a session guitarist. He played at the From Spirituals to Swing concert at Carnegie Hall in 1938 where he was introduced as the ‘Mississippi Plough-hand’.


His repertoire included ‘Trouble in Mind’ and the heart-breaking ‘When Do I Get to Be Called a Man’. When he worked as a janitor at Iowa State University in 1950, the students taught him how to read and write. He came to the UK and worked with Chris Barber’s Jazz Band before dying of cancer of the throat in 1958.


Big Bill was among George Harrison’s favourite musicians although he didn’t see him at the Cavern in 1957. Broonzy arrived at Lime Street Station but fell off the train, causing him to be introduced as ‘Big Bill Bruised Knees’. Broonzy was given a bottle of whisky which he finished in the half-hour before going on stage. He went into a transport café and asked if everything was with chips. On being told it was, he said, ‘In that case I’ll have a double Scotch with chips.’


The blues duo Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee had started as individual performers. Sonny Terry had been born in Greensboro, North Carolina in 1911 and he lost his sight in two childhood accidents. He found he could play the harmonica to increase the efficiency of horses ploughing the fields, and then he started playing with Blind Boy Fuller. In 1938 Sonny Terry, along with Big Bill Broonzy, played the From Spirituals to Swing concert at Carnegie Hall for John Hammond. He was recorded by the Lomaxes for the Library of Congress. Sonny Terry was evicted by one of New York’s most notorious landlords, Fred C. Trump, Donald’s father. In 1950 Woody Guthrie wrote the highly critical ‘Old Man Trump’ and Woody himself had a lease on one of his Beach Haven apartments in Brooklyn.


After Blind Boy Fuller’s death in 1941, Sonny formed a full-time partnership with Brownie McGhee. McGhee had been born in Knoxville, Tennessee in 1915 and had recorded blues that sounded so like Blind Boy Fuller that the record company put Blind Boy Fuller Number 2 on the label. His brother, Sticks McGhee, had a hit with ‘Drinkin’ Wine, Spo-dee-o-dee’ in 1946.


Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee became a popular touring duo, playing in Europe and working with Chris Barber’s Jazz Band. Keen to oblige his fans, Sonny Terry would come to the stage door with a rubber stamp and pad and would offer his autograph in that way.


Bonnie Dobson: ‘On 6 May 1960 I went to the States for my first tour with Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee. They were playing at the Exodus in Denver for three weeks – there were two shows a night, three at weekends and they were like a bickering, ill-matched couple.’


When the duo did some dates with the Clancy Brothers, they watched Brownie down a whole bottle of cough medicine before a show. ‘Need it for the throat, man,’ said Brownie.


Paddy Clancy retorted, ‘Jesus, Brownie, this stuff is mostly codeine. This stuff is as addictive as hell.’


Brownie McGhee: ‘Not true, man. I’ve been taking it for 40 years and I ain’t addicted yet.’


Happy Traum learnt ‘Careless Love’ from Brownie McGhee. ‘That is a very old song and people would sing it around the campfire. Blues artists like Lonnie Johnson have done it. I learnt it from Brownie McGhee who was my guitar teacher back in the late 50s and early 60s. Brownie had a wonderful version of the song which turned it from a hardcore folk song into a blues song. I recorded it with John Sebastian playing harmonica, and so it was a Brownie McGhee and Sonny Terry moment for me.’


In 1986 Sonny Terry recorded a version of Robert Johnson’s ‘Crossroad Blues’ for the film, Crossroads. He died in New York just before the film was released. Happy Traum wrote a songbook, Guitar Styles of Brownie McGhee (1971) in which McGhee reminisced about his life. Brownie died in Oakland, California in 1996.


Rev. Gary Davis was born in Laurens, California in 1896 and was blinded as a child. He learnt the guitar and was performing from the age of 15. He married in 1943 and came to New York. He was sometimes billed as ‘Blind Gary Davis, the Singing Reverend’.


Happy Traum: ‘Gary Davis was a street preacher and musician but he did have a church in the Bronx for a while and then one in Queens. He played on the streets for years but when people found out his brilliance, he was brought into the concert halls and night clubs. He mostly played gospel songs but if he got enough booze inside him, he would play the blues. Peter, Paul and Mary recorded ‘If I Had My Way (Samson and Delilah)’ which was a big hit and he suddenly saw a bit of money and he ended up okay. On the strength of mostly white performers, funnily enough, these guys made some money.’


Chris Smither: ‘Whether you got religion or the blues from Gary depended on whether his wife was with him or not, and usually she was. He was usually drunk and he would be very drunk when he played the blues. It didn’t really matter what he was singing about– what was important were his guitar stylings and his vocals. Skip James would sing about the Devil in one way and Rev. Gary Davis would sing about the Devil in another. It depended on whether or not you approved of the Devil that determined whether you did gospel music or the blues. (Laughs)’


In the 60s, Maddy Prior from Steeleye Span drove him around on a UK tour: ‘He was the most amazing bloke, an old man who loved booze and he always found people who’d buy him drinks. Sometimes he’d be about to go on stage and he’d say, ‘Miss Maddy, I done drunk too much.’ I tried to stop people buying him drinks but then he’d get mad about it so in the end, I let him get on with it. He did some wonderful talking during the performances about his life in New York.’ Indeed, the audiences at his UK gigs were often as drunk as he was.


Rev. Gary Davis never made much money from his ministry – he was to benefit from the blues revival and he died in 1972.


John Lee Hooker was born in Clarksdale, Mississippi in 1917 and his stepfather taught him to play guitar so that they could play dances. As an adult, he moved to Cincinnati and sang with gospel groups and then in 1943, he lived in Detroit and developed a very distinctive vocal and guitar style. His ‘Boogie Chillen’ established him in 1948. He was often best as a solo act as his erratic timing made it difficult for others. He recorded for numerous labels sometimes using pseudonyms, and he had his lasting success with Vee-Jay from 1955, in particular with ‘Dimples’ and ‘Boom Boom’, which became mainstays of the British Invasion.


John Lee Hooker would not stick to the 12-bar format and might go to 11 and 14. He would make mischief as he would tell audiences, ‘These white guys can’t play the blues.’ The Groundhogs found this interesting and enjoyed their time with him. Tony (T.S.) McPhee: ‘John Lee Hooker was illiterate and could hardly write his name. If he was asked for an autograph, he would be struggling. We would help him out by saying “Bad pen, John” and things like that. Once he got the hang of it, his signature got longer and longer and the n’s were always backwards. He is to be congratulated for working out how to do it, not like Big Joe Williams who just wrote XXX. John liked the girls over here and he would be fondling them in the band room. He was a fabulous guy but you would have to watch him on stage as he could make changes in the middle of a bar.’


In his apocalyptic ‘Man of Peace’, Bob Dylan refers to John Lee Hooker’s ‘Crawlin’ Kingsnake’ and to Howlin’ Wolf in the same line. Howlin’ Wolf – who was born Chester Burnett in West Point, Mississippi 1910 – was an immensely powerful man and an equally powerful singer. He was strongly influenced by Charley Patton but the howlin’ was very definitely his own (or the wolf’s). He recorded for Chess and many of his songs were taken up by 60s beat groups – ‘Smokestack Lightnin’’, ‘The Red Rooster’, which as ‘Little Red Rooster’ for the Rolling Stones became the first blues song to become a UK Number 1. Wolf’s warlike singing was a major influence on Captain Beefheart. Through the beat groups, Wolf found a new audience, even making an album in London, and he died in 1976. Maybe it’s as well that Mississippi John Hurt had that appellation or he might have been confused with a British actor. He was born in 1893 and he developed a relaxed form of blues singing. His best-known song is ’Candy Man’, which is not to be muddled with the Fred Neil song. The blues-based singer / songwriter Chris Smither says, ‘I first heard Mississippi John Hurt on an album of the blues at Newport in 1963, which is an amazing record even to this day. I had never really heard anyone playing like that. Mississippi John Hurt is not strictly speaking a blues man. People lump him in that category because of where he’s from and his age as by the time they rediscovered him, he was an old black man. He didn’t sound like Robert Johnson or Skip James, but instead he was a songster with a very nice, syncopated picking style.’ Both Tom Paxton and Happy Traum were to write songs about Mississippi John Hurt and although he enjoyed his revival, he died in 1966.


Like the blues musicians, the Beat writers travelled around but with them, it was more a lifestyle choice than an economic necessity. They liked to hit the road, Jack (Kerouac).


Speaking generally, life was fairly conventional after the Second World War, which is perfectly understandable. Countries had been devastated; cities had to be rebuilt; and individuals, usually without psychiatric help, were returning to residential life and restoring their finances. It was feared that the next big threat would come from the Soviet Union and this led to the Communist witch-hunt led by the Republican politician, Senator Joe McCarthy.


On the whole, there was a clamping down of individuals who wanted to behave, well, like individuals, and this turned them into outsiders. You could see it on the Left Bank in Paris (Jean-Paul Sartre, Juliette Greco), the Angry Young Men in Britain (John Osborne, Kingsley Amis, Alan Sillitoe) and the Beat Generation in New York and San Francisco (William Burroughs, Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg). The excessively off-beat and highly eccentric trio of Burroughs, Kerouac and Ginsberg had met at Columbia University in New York in the 1940s and relocated to San Francisco.


The first attempt by Jack Kerouac at writing about their crazy lifestyle was submitted to The New Yorker and although they rejected it, they spotted his talent and wrote to his agent: ‘We read with a great deal of interest Go, Go, Go, and it makes us hope that he will have other short stories to send us. We hope that Mr. Kerouac will try something for us that is not about this particular group of wild kids.’


The phrase, ‘the Beat Generation’, was coined by Jack Kerouac in 1948 and became common usage in 1952 following a feature in the New York Times. Kerouac explained that ‘Beat’ to him meant ‘beatitude’ and not ‘beat up’, and he was sincere as he saw the holy in everyday exchanges. But they took drugs and drank heavily: they were beat up all right. ‘Beat’ also refers to the rhythms of jazz music, usually modern jazz, and their favourites were Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie. Allowing for the cost of their habits, they had little money for anything else and their lives lurched from one crisis to another.


The novelist Charles Bukowski, who had a daytime job at the post office, is often classed with the Beats but he didn’t care for their egotism and gregariousness. In his view, the Beats believed that being in the limelight was more significant than doing the actual work. Bukowski’s advice to would-be writers couldn’t be faulted; ‘Do some living and get yourself a typewriter.’


Michael McClure was at the first meeting of the Beat poets in San Francisco in 1955. He wanted to get away from academic views of poetry and he was to say to Bob Dylan, ‘How do you write a hit song and become a millionaire?’ Dylan gave him one of his harmonicas and told him to sing his poems. He didn’t quite take that advice but he did work with the Doors. He is best known for his play, The Beard (1965), which is based on a fictitious meeting between Jean Harlow and Billy the Kid – well, it would have to be fictitious, wouldn’t it?


What goes around comes around and the Beat Generation can be contrasted with the Lost Generation of the 1920s, which established Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald and Gertrude Stein. Similarly, you can see how the Beat Generation influenced the 60s, Hunter S. Thompson being a prime example.


In 1951 while William Burroughs and his wife Joan were in Mexico, they were shooting heroin and Bill, finding his libido had returned, was seeking male prostitutes. His wife was taunting him publicly and he got out a gun and said, ‘It’s time for our William Tell act’, although they had never done this before. She put her glass of gin on her head but Burroughs missed it and killed her. Burroughs was granted bail and his attorney founded two locals who would testify that the gun had gone off accidentally, an early example of ‘better call Saul’. When Burroughs’ lawyer fled the country because of his own misdemeanours, Burroughs did the same and he was given a two-year suspended sentence in his absence but obviously he didn’t return to Mexico.


I met William Burroughs once, around 1985. He was the coldest, most cadaverous person I’ve ever met, totally expressionless and next to him, Andy Warhol, a close consort of the Beats, seemed animated.


Jack Kerouac took to the road with his buddies and his journeys from 1947 to 1951 were turned into one continuous journey which became the novel, On the Road. It was several journeys melded into one, but it was written on one huge scroll of teletype paper. He glued one roll to another, loaded it into his typewriter and off he went: he did nothing else for three weeks. I say ‘novel’ because the publishers didn’t like the use of real names and told him to disguise them. It was partly fact and partly fiction because he had exaggerated their adventures to make a better story.


One of Viking Books’ reasons for changing the names was because they felt it was unacceptable to call Allen Ginsburg a homosexual and there was a danger that he might sue, although he was comfortable with his sexuality and it was an open secret.


A biographer of the Beats, Mike Evans, says, ‘It wasn’t as romantic as it sounds. Kerouac’s first trip from New York to the West Coast got him as far as the city limits and he turned back because it was raining. He got a bus back and was very dispirited. Then a couple of days later, he gritted his teeth and tried again. It was a mixture of modes of transport and on his first trip he got a Greyhound bus to Illinois and then did some hitchhiking and got to Denver, Colorado and took a train from there. The book gives the impression of it being one marathon journey but there are several journeys, both on his own and with Neal Cassady and other characters he met along the way. Sometimes they would deliver a hire car back to its destination. You could drive one back for free. Neal Cassady had a free pass on the trains because he had been a guard for ten years. They could not afford to take planes. Cassady was a wild man who wanted to be a writer while Kerouac was rather conservative and a very good writer who wanted to be a wild man.’


Kerouac was writing about extraordinary people who were experimenting with their lives as well as their art. In 1956 Allen Ginsberg published his marathon poem on the state of America, Howl, which celebrated the Beat Generation. It broke the rules of conventional poetry and, more significantly, was prosecuted for obscenity.


The howlin’ Ginsberg told the Wall Street Journal in 1966, ‘Every American wants more and more of the world and why not, you only live once. But the mistake made in America is persons accumulate more and more dead matter, machinery and possessions at the expense of what really counts: feelings.’


By time of Howl, Kerouac, although a published journalist, had six unpublished novels. On the Road was published after many changes in 1957. The New York Times called it ‘breathtaking’ and its cult status was soon assured. The book became a landmark of bohemian life and the text of the original scroll was finally published in 2009. The scroll itself with all its amendments and crossings-out was displayed at the British Library.


The incidents in On the Road happened several years before publication and rather like John Osborne’s Look back in Anger (1956), the main characters are moved by jazz and not rock’n’roll. Moriarty (Neal Cassady) modelled himself on Slim Gaillard with his creative and humorous jive talking, a precursor to rap. Kerouac likened his book to jazz by referring to its ‘spontaneous prose’, which is akin to jazzmen improvising. He typed and typed onto that gigantic scroll, improvising scenes and conversations as he went along. I suppose if you can’t be bothered to put another piece of paper in the typewriter as it would break the flow, you don’t bother with paragraph marks and other niceties of punctuation.


In 2014 Mike Scott of the Waterboys wrote about going on a Kerouac-styled journey in the ten-minute ‘Long Strange Golden Road’ on Modern Blues: ‘Jack Kerouac was a big inspiration on me. I loved On the Road when I first read it. I must have been about 20 years old. I’ve read it four or five times since. It is one of those great lifetime books. I read the original scroll just before I wrote the songs for this album. That is the main reason that I included that quote from Kerouac just before ‘Long Strange Golden Road’. I found the first verse of that song in one of my old journals. I had forgotten I had written it. I wasn’t even convinced that I had written it because I couldn’t remember writing it. So I googled the phrases to check if it had been written by someone else. I established it was mine and then wrote the rest of the song.’


Paris was particularly influential because it was a haven for American jazz musicians, particularly black ones, after the War. It attracted the Beats and they settled in a hotel that became known as the Beat Hotel. It was at 9 Rue Gît-le-Coeur just off Place Saint-Germain and several of them lived there for a year or so and there was a crossover relationship between French and American bohemians.


Several songwriters have written about the Beat generation and indeed the Beat Hotel including Donovan, Tom Russell, Eric Andersen, Allan Taylor and Mike Scott from the Waterboys. Allan Taylor says, ‘The Beat Hotel was a hotel in Paris that was frequented by the Beats from 1956 to 1963. It was full of poets and anarchic artists. William Burroughs, Allen Ginsberg and Gregory Corso were residents and Jack Kerouac dropped by on his way up from Italy. I was fascinated by this place and eventually went to see it. It is now a four-star hotel! It was a fascinating period of artistic anarchy which appealed to me as a young man. You don’t want to do anything normal as a young man. I read Jack Kerouac’s On the Road when I was 16 or 17, and it was the best and most influential book I have ever read insofar as to how I wanted to live my life and what I wanted to do with it.’


The equivalent to the Beat Hotel in Paris was the Chelsea Hotel in New York and the Beats stayed there off and on when they had the money. When the Chelsea Hotel was built in 1884, it was the tallest building in New York. It was a dark, broody place, certainly not a luxury hotel, but its very weirdness added to its attraction. It became a home for artists, musicians and writers including O. Henry, Thomas Wolfe, Aaron Copland, Willem de Kooning and Arthur C. Clarke. The Beats would sleep on each other’s floors to save money. Bob Dylan was to write ‘Sad-Eyed Lady of the Lowlands’ there and Leonard Cohen wrote about a fling with Janis Joplin in ‘Chelsea Hotel, Number 2’. Sid Vicious’ girlfriend, Nancy Spungen died of a stab wound at the Chelsea Hotel, possibly administered by Vicious who was arrested. When he was released on bail, he took an overdose and died.


Donovan is fascinated by these artists who had dropped out of American life, and is keen to highlight his own involvement in the 1960s. ‘In the 1950s life was just trying to get itself together after the Second World War. There was this extraordinary closing down of free expression and so William Burroughs, Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac started writing about this alternative society that would soon want to express itself. At first it was only happening in bohemian cafés, art schools, poetry circles and folk clubs, but soon this explosion would launch itself on the world and I was at the forefront with many of these artists to present this new consciousness. The 60s was a renaissance. What was the Renaissance in Florence? It was a rediscovery of pagan beliefs, Greek sculpture, philosophy, art and music and a freedom that was unheard of before the fifteenth century. From the 1950s in the western world, all manners of freedoms and new ways of looking at the world came about.’


While Ginsberg and Kerouac were writing their epic works, William Burroughs was working on The Naked Lunch. When Kerouac went to visit Burroughs in Tangier, he ended up typing some of it while Burroughs enjoyed the company of $3 whores. Shortly before its publication in 1959, Burroughs with Ginsberg, the poet Gregory Corso and the playwright Alan Ansen shuffled the sections in the book so that it was no longer sequential. Its reputation is partly based on the order of the text being accidental but it wasn’t. They were trying to find a new order for the story. As published, The Naked Lunch is readable if disjointed: if they were really creating a collage, surely a lot of it would be impenetrable.


Mike Evans: ‘William Burroughs evolved a technique when he was in Paris after he had written The Naked Lunch where he used to cut up pieces from newspapers and shuffle them about and see how they fell. You would get an instant poem. He started doing it with his own work. He would write a paragraph and then another paragraph and he would jumble it up. It was implying that each paragraph stood in its own right and it didn’t have to be part of a logical sequence.’


There is a hanging scene in The Naked Lunch which Burroughs with Alan Ansen recreated in a notorious photograph: who in their right minds would play such games with Burroughs? The scene in the book is one reason why the book was banned. Mike Evans: ‘The Naked Lunch was controversial because of the profanities and the four-letter words. It was hard to read and so it was controversial in the same way that Ulysses was hard to read but what got it banned is that people were afraid that others would read it. That’s the irony. The powers-that-be banned books that were hard to read on the grounds that everybody would read them and get corrupted. I got a copy of The Naked Lunch in a brown paper parcel from a connection in Paris as it was only published there, and it was in English. It was a rite of passage really.’


Kerouac, Ginsberg and Burroughs wrote many other works, but these three books – On the Road, Howl, The Naked Lunch – cemented their reputations. Perhaps they never would have been published, at least not in such unconventional forms, if they had not encouraged each other.


Robert Lowell has said that the Beats were like an unscored libretto, but Bob Dylan has been more generous. Dylan has had a fascination with the Beats and he loved the concept of collage and cut-ups. He liked their freedom and their experiments in writing. Indeed, his own poems often ignore capital letters and conventional syntax, just like Ginsberg’s. He wrote a foreword to an anthology of Ginsberg’s work. He has praised the poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti, notably for I Am Waiting and Coney Island of My Mind.


Bob Dylan has singled out Mexico City Blues, a mammoth poem by Jack Kerouac, which was published in 1959. In it, Kerouac discusses his spontaneous prose, his conversion to Buddhism and the fact that he didn’t publish a novel between The Town and the City (1950) and On the Road (1957).


Donovan: ‘In the bohemian crowd that I was running with, we all passed around books and Jack Kerouac introduced me to the word Zen. I became fascinated by it and with the lack of any meaningful Christian meditation, I was seeking how to meditate. I wanted to know what Buddhism was all about. How do you enter the spiritual world? I started to study Buddhism.’


‘On The Road was a big influence on all of us, not just Bob Dylan’, says Roger McGuinn. ‘We all jumped into the Beat Generation with that. I can remember when we went to Jack Kerouac’s grave in Lowell, Massachusetts on the Rolling Thunder tour and paid our homage to him.’


Maybe the mistake of subsequent generations is that they have been reading fantasy novels and comic books, but that all started with Lord of the Rings, actually published in 1954. It became hip in the psychedelic 60s.


Allen Ginsberg was prolific but he never topped the candour of Howl. Ginsberg saw himself as an international ambassador for poetry and a modern-day prophet. When Ginsberg came to Liverpool in 1965, he claimed the city was at the centre of the creative universe, a quote Liverpool has used to good effect ever since. The fact that he had said it about Prague a few weeks earlier is overlooked, except possibly in Prague.


Jack Kerouac died, aged 47, in his mother’s house in Florida as The Galloping Gourmet was on TV. His mother, who had been paralysed by a stroke, survived him. Mike Evans: ‘Jack Kerouac was the most conservative of the Beat writers and he got more conservative as he got older: he hated the hippies which the Beat movement had produced, and he became a flag-waving patriot and he died in 1969. Burroughs hated the system but he lived with conspiracy theories that the whole system was corrupt and it was all down to the individual. He was a true anarchist. Ginsberg thought that you could change things if enough people thought the same way so he became politically involved in legalising marijuana and banning the bomb and women’s rights and gay rights.’


Because of their free-spirited nature and spiritual vision, the Beats should continue to come across fresh to new generations as their image – their brand, if you like – is so strong. William Burroughs was a major influence on U2 – so it’s his fault then.


Allen Ginsberg said, ‘The purpose of art is to provide relief from your own paranoia and the paranoia of others. You write to relieve the pain of others.’ This can be twinned with Jack Kerouac appearing on The Steve Allen Show in 1959 and being asked to define ‘Beat’ by its host. Jack answered with one word, ‘Sympathetic’.


IV. So Much Older Then: 1959–1960


On 9 January 1959 there was another Jacket Jamboree at Hibbing High and Bob was making his third appearance, this time leading Elston Gunnn and the Rock Boppers. Starting as he meant to go on, Bob said, ‘No rehearsals. Let’s go on stage and see what happens.’


Few of the rock’n’roll touring packages came to the Midwest during the winter as the sheer logistics of getting from gig to gig in treacherous conditions made them a nightmare. Because Buddy Holly had split with his manager Norman Petty and moved to New York, he wanted some ready cash as he would have to fight for what Petty owed him. He agreed to top the Winter Dance Party with Dion and the Belmonts, 17-year-old Ritchie Valens and the singing DJ, the Big Bopper. On paper, this was a brilliant show but the reality was somewhat different. They travelled in old school buses, ill-equipped for bad weather and when one broke down, it was replaced by another. The heating rarely worked and the musicians were ill, Holly’s drummer being hospitalised with frostbite. The upside was playing to teenage audiences who were highly appreciative that they had made the effort to visit them.


Bob Dylan saw the tour at the Duluth Armoury on 31 January 1959. He loved the whole show – the doo-wop of Dion and the Belmonts, the Latin rock of Ritchie Valens and the humour of the Big Bopper but he was especially taken with Buddy Holly.


Buddy Holly knew exactly what he was doing. He had his own ideas and worked out his own arrangements and even by the standards of the day, he had an unusual, even strange voice. He used simple, straightforward language to write endearing songs that are still heard today. It’s easy to see how Bob Dylan was drawn to him and his songs. Even Holly’s phrasing in ‘Midnight Shift’ is very close to Bob Dylan in 1966 and we will come across several other links as the book progresses.


Tall and lanky, Holly was a friendly boy next door figure with a Fender Stratocaster. Bob liked the way he could make a powerful statement in simple language and he sat up front so that he could see how Holly played guitar.


Bob was on a high after Buddy played Duluth. The next day the tour played the Riverside Ballroom in Green Bay, Wisconsin and then on February 2, the Surf Ballroom in Clear Lake, Iowa. The coach was so dilapidated and the roads so treacherous that Buddy, Ritchie and the Big Bopper hired a plane to fly to the next gig in Moorhead, Minnesota. The plane crashed with no survivors. Buddy Holly was only 22 years old. It was the day the musicians but not the music died.


With typical callousness, the management told the touring party to continue as a tribute show to those who had died. They used local radio to recruit extra performers for each performance and Bobby Vee and his group played on the first show on February 3 at the Armoury in Moorhead.


Robert Zimmerman was close to graduation. In Hibbing High’s yearbook, Bob stated that his ambition was to join Little Richard’s band, but why would Little Richard want a second pianist and anyway, Little Richard was studying for the ministry and had renounced the works of the Devil (that is, rock’n’roll music). Dylan must have known that he was being facetious.


Bob Dylan had disliked several school subjects including physics. In 1978 he said, ‘I failed at school. There aren’t really any mistakes in life. There’s no success like failure’, a rare instance of Dylan quoting his own lyrics, and it isn’t really true. He did okay at school: he graduated and did better than John Lennon. Well, everybody did better than John Lennon.


In June 1959, his parents threw a graduation party which he attended with all the indifference of Dustin Hoffman in The Graduate. Abe told him, ‘This is a milestone. You only graduate from high school once and you only graduate college once, so we have a party.’


It is surprising that his parents should celebrate his graduation: he had been rebellious; he had put a child in hospital and he had paid little attention to his studies. They must have known he would not behave well at the party. Still, an uncle gave him a collection of 78s by Leadbelly, which developed his passion for folk music and the blues.


During the late 50s, folk clubs were found in every major American city with Greenwich Village acting as the chrysalis and Chicago not far behind. This is where we will meet Dylan’s manager, Albert Grossman for the first time.


The son of a tailor, Albert Grossman was born in Chicago in 1926 and came to be known as the Bear because of his bulk and argumentative manner. Although he claimed to have a degree in commerce from the University of Chicago, he was a clerk with the Chicago Housing Authority who had been dismissed for financial irregularities: start as you mean to go on. In 1956, Grossman opened the Gate of Horn folk club in Chicago with his friend Les Brown, later the TV critic for the New York Times. The resident singer and host was Bob Gibson, who played 12-string guitar and banjo and was funny and sarcastic. Its atmosphere is captured in a Roger McGuinn song. McGuinn says, ‘The Gate of Horn was a wonderful folk club started by Albert Grossman. He’d been in Paris and he’d found a cabaret club with a listening room. He came back to Chicago and he started the Gate of Horn with a quiet room that was sealed off from the noisy bar. It became a wonderful folk and jazz club.’ Also in 1957, the Liverpudlian Alan Sytner had been to Paris, seen a cellar club and copied it as the Cavern.


Grossman developed a negotiating strategy: he would stare and say nothing, leaving it to his opponent to back down. You can glimpse this in the film of Bob Dylan’s 1965 tour, Dont Look Back.


For five years the Newport Jazz Festival was an important event in the music calendar and the 1956 festival with Duke Ellington had made the cover of Time. Its organiser George Wein discussed a folk festival with Grossman, who was managing Odetta. The first Newport Folk Festival was a two-day event held in July 1959 featuring Pete Seeger, the Kingston Trio and the blues duo, Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee. Thirteen thousand attended which was extremely good for the first time out. The age of those festivalgoers was about 20 years younger than the jazz fans.


When Bob Gibson performed, he introduced ‘a young lady from Boston, Joan Baez and their duet of ‘Virgin Mary’ was a surprise success. Nobody coming into the festival would have heard of her but now everybody was talking about her.


Four months older than Bob Dylan, Joan Baez was born on Staten Island where her father Albert briefly worked. He was employed by UNESCO, teaching physics to military engineers. He had a wife Joan and three children – Pauline, Joan and Mimi. Joan’s involvement in peace campaigns came from deep-rooted Quaker beliefs.


Joan started with the ukulele and Mimi the fiddle but after seeing Pete Seeger, they switched to guitars (mercifully not banjos). Joan often sang with her sister – Joan had the better voice but Mimi was the better guitarist. They could sing blues low and soulfully but Joan’s voice was crystal clear. She had a ringing mezzo-soprano with a vibrato and sounded older than she was.


In April 1958 Joan attended Boston University. She started folk singing, encouraged by fellow folksinger Debbie Green. One night she sang Debbie’s set and then introduced her. When Eric Von Schmidt was performing, he thought that there must be feedback but it was Joan adding harmonies from the audience. In May 1959, Joan took part in her first album, Folksingers Round Harvard Square.


I’ve an old vinyl album from the second Newport Folk Festival in 1960, recorded by Vanguard but released in the UK by Fontana. I am surprised that I bought it as it has the dullest cover known to man: it shows some young male folk singers from behind, practising on the lawn. The cover may be saying, ‘This is the music of the people’, but it doesn’t reflect the quality of the contents. The performances are fine and it shows that the audience was happy with wacky novelties: Cisco Houston singing ‘The Cat Came Back’ and Ed McCurdy ‘The Lavender Cowboy’ are almost children’s entertainers. Ewan MacColl and Peggy Seeger’s ‘The Ballad of Springhill’, about a mining disaster in Nova Scotia in 1958, is the only track with any bite.


The liner notes were written by Stacey Williams, a pseudonym for Robert Shelton. He often used this alias, submitting liner notes for Carolyn Hester, the Clancy Brothers and Bob Dylan this way. It was because he didn’t want to compromise his work with the New York Times. He praises Newport for presenting singers from around the world: ‘There was a quality of a United Nations meeting about it with performers from six foreign countries and songs from a dozen other nations.’ The album is certainly enjoyable but there’s no excitement and no suggestion of anything that was going to rock Newport.


Bob Dylan had done sufficient work to enrol at the University of Minnesota. He could appreciate that learning did bring benefits, not least in keeping him out of the mines. Abe and Beatty wanted more application and didn’t want him to waste his time.


It is possible that his parents sent him to Deveraux, a reform school in Pennsylvania, for a few months but it is highly unlikely and out of character for everyone. Even if they had thought it a good idea, why would Bob Dylan have agreed? The confusion is because Dylan met someone who had been there and he wrote ‘Walls of Red Wing’ about his friend’s experience, not his own.


Instead, Bob spent the summer on the road. He went to Fargo and took a job clearing tables at the Red Apple Café. He played a couple of gigs with a local band, the Poor Boys, and then befriended Bobby Vee and his group, the Shadows, and told them that he had played piano for Conway Twitty (he hadn’t). He could only play gigs where they had a piano and he would join Bobby on backing vocals and handclapping for Gene Vincent’s ‘Lotta Lovin’’, getting $15 a time.


Bobby Vee recalled, ‘After we recorded ‘Suzie Baby’, we started getting out as a rhythm band with guitar, bass and drums. My brother Bill played lead guitar and I played rhythm guitar and we would switch round from time to time. We were looking for a piano player as we had seen Jerry Lee Lewis as the opening act on a country show and he tore it up. He was playing the piano wildly and rolling it to the edge of the stage and it was very exciting. Bill was in Sam’s Record Land in Fargo and this guy introduced himself as Elston Gunnn and said that he had got off the road with Conway Twitty as his piano player. Bill took him to the radio station where there was a piano and he rocked pretty good in the key of C and we thought we would give him a try. It wasn’t meant to be, he didn’t have a piano and we didn’t have enough money to buy him one. He stuck around for a couple of days and then he headed off to Minneapolis and then went to Greenwich Village where he became Bob Dylan. Years later he came to my hometown and I saw him then. I was amazed at how much he remembered as that was such a small slice of his life. He even remembered where my dad worked.’


A few weeks after leaving Bobby Vee, the single of ‘Suzie Baby’ got into the Hot 100, albeit only up to Number 77, but Bobby Vee was on his way. Maybe Bob should have stuck around.


Dylan’s friend Monte Edwardson had told him that there was a thriving folk scene in Denver and, solely on this recommendation, Dylan hitch-hiked 900 miles. He had now decided to sing folk songs and he had traded his electric guitar for an acoustic Martin. The Smothers Brothers were making their name at the Satire Club, which was run by Walt Conley, who knew Pete Seeger and Earl Robinson. Conley gave Dylan an opening spot, but he sounded too rural for the audience. If they had to listen to folk songs, they wanted hit songs like ‘Tom Dooley’. However, he did okay at another of Conley’s venues, the Exodus coffee bar.


While in Denver, Dylan saw the 20-year-old Judy Collins and he was to take two songs from her repertoire for his first album, ‘The House of the Rising Sun’ and ‘Maid (Man) of Constant Sorrow’.


Dylan witnessed the veteran, one-man band Jesse Fuller, who greatly impressed him. Jesse Fuller, born in Georgia in 1896, was abused and overworked as a child but he ran away from home and joined a circus and then became an extra in silent movies. He preferred his own company and became an extraordinary one-man band playing 12-string guitar, harmonica, kazoo, washboard, cymbals, drums and fotdella. The fotdella was his own invention, a six-string double bass, strung with piano wire and played with his big toe: ‘I plays with my fot and it goes della, della, della’ was how he described it. He was much more than a novelty act as he was a really good blues performer, noted especially for ‘San Francisco Bay Blues’. Dylan was taken by Fuller having his harmonica in a holder rather than playing it with his hands. He saw how he could play guitar and harmonica and sing.


The Gilded Garter in Central City was short of a folk singer and Walt Conley sent Dylan. Dylan did five days there, bashing out ‘Muleskinner Blues’ in between the dancers. It had its compensations as he moved in with one of them.


Feeling he was not being paid enough, Bob apparently stole $20 and headed back to Denver. Then Dave Hamil and Walt Conley noted that some of Walt’s records were missing. They went to see him and Dylan denied everything, tearful and swearing he was innocent. Hamil left the room to call the police and ask them to search his room and when he returned suddenly, he caught Bob flinging the records onto the street. They had been under his bed all along. Now they were mostly broken. Dylan said he was taking them back to Hibbing as a present for Conley’s ex-girlfriend. Conley did not press charges. Dylan met him by chance four years later and pretended not to know him. Dylan later said, ‘I was run out of Denver for robbing a cat’s house.’ For once, he was telling it like it was.


A fine singer Leon Bibb, who was performing in Denver, had to dash back to New York for a last-minute gig. Bob offered to come with him and share the driving and in that way, he would see New York. He was intrigued by all he heard about the city and especially Greenwich Village, but he decided he would have to leave that for the moment. He was 18 years old and it was time to enrol at the University of Minnesota. The university was highly rated and with 25,000 students, it formed 10% of the city’s population.


We have had examples of Bob Dylan fabricating his history and now it goes into top gear as one story follows another and the press have had difficulty knowing who Bob Dylan really was. He had no American Indian blood; he had never toured in carnivals; he had never been a miner and he had never toured with Conway Twitty. In his prose poem, My Life in a Stolen Moment, he says that he ran away from home several times: more lies. Some of his fabrication matches the colourful life of Ramblin’ Jack Elliott. Bob was telling tales but Jack had no need to invent anything: it had genuinely happened to him.


In November 1963, Dylan told Newsweek, ‘I don’t know my parents’. Duluth News-Tribune knew better and asked his father about it. He said, ‘My son is a corporation and his public image is strictly an act. Playing around Minnesota, he developed his present stage character with his folk-style attire and accent. That is what we found so disturbing and still do.’ If Abe had stopped speaking after the word ‘accent’, a reader might have said ‘Fair enough’, but clearly Bob had hurt Abe and Beatty with his careless remark. Looking at it from his side, he simply didn’t want his private life in the public domain. After the Newsweek fiasco, Bob Dylan ordered his parents not to speak to anyone without his approval.


On 28 September 1959 and wearing a suit and tie, Robert Zimmerman enrolled at the University of Minnesota and joined the Jewish fraternity house, Sigma Alpha Mu. Dylan wanted to get involved in the folk scene. He was antisocial, singing and playing his guitar at all hours. He was asked to leave but he didn’t mind – if he could find free lodging, he would be quids in. He later told Robert Shelton that he didn’t have much in common with the other students, regarding them as privileged brats – all 25,000 of them?


Dylan stayed in a dump with Harry Weber and Spider John Koerner, so named because he was long and spindly. Koerner had dropped out of college and been in the Marine Corps and now he wanted to hang out in the folk music scene in Minneapolis, which had been praised in Playboy. Koerner played acoustic blues and was getting $5 a night at a beatnik café, the Ten O’Clock Scholar, owned by Melvin McKosh, who also ran a radical bookstore, and the café was managed by David Lee. It was in Dinkytown, a funky, hip district with such a ridiculous name that I am surprised it didn’t make it into a Dylan song.


David Lee thought Bob was good and he would sing ‘Sinner Man, ‘St. James Infirmary’ and ‘The Golden Vanity’ as well as songs from Hank Williams and the Carter Family. His current favourite was Johnny Cash. Sometimes he would play along with Spider John, who was grounding him in the blues. They created a blues duet from ‘They Call the Wind Maria’ in Paint Your Wagon. This, incidentally, is a recurring theme. To make a generality, the US folkies would adapt songs from anywhere, but the UK folkies were more rigid in their choices.


The atmosphere suited Dylan fine. Koerner was talented but he lacked the ambition and drive that Dylan had. They weren’t together long as they got evicted for not paying rent.


Dylan was to stay in several addresses in the area, sharing rooms with Dave Morton, Harvey Abrams, Max Uhler and Hugh Brown. When Dylan gave Brown a wedding present of a second-hand toaster and an iron, it turned out that Brown had owned them both originally at another address.


Dylan told Echo Helstrom that he was becoming a folkie, saying, ‘That’s the coming thing.’ She thought it was ‘hillbilly garbage’. Echo moved to Minneapolis herself in the autumn of 1959 and worked with a record distributor, Harold Lieberman. She saw Dylan perform but she no longer wanted a relationship with him. In December 1959 she married Danny Shivers and returned to Hibbing. Bob kept in touch with Larry Kegan, visiting him at the University of Minnesota Hospital.


In the late 1920s a young singer from New York, Ethel Zimmermann wanted to make it on Broadway. She had the voice and talent but she knew that her name was too big for a marquee. She had to change it, but she knew her father would not be happy, so she shortened Zimmermann to Merman and became Ethel Merman.


She became one of the famed Broadway stars and Cole Porter added the word ‘terrifically’ to ‘I Get a Kick out of You’ because he liked the way she rolled her r’s. That song, incidentally, was controversial in the 1930s as Cole Porter had written ‘I get no kick from cocaine’.


Dylan played with potential names: he thought of his first names, Robert Allen, but it sounded like a used car salesman. Soon he had Bob Dylan. This Bob Dylan would have no past, only a future, although he did say that he had an Uncle Dillon in Las Vegas (he hadn’t). He tried it out on Echo Helstrom who said it was a good name.


Where had it come from? James Dillon was one of the founding fathers of Hibbing and there were Dillon families in the phone book. Indeed, Echo lived close to Dillon Road, and Bobby Dillon was a key member of the football team, the Green Bay Packers. Bob would have known of Matt Dillon in Gunsmoke. After all, Elston Gunnn showed his interest in the TV crime series, Peter Gunn.


The most likely and obvious source is Dylan Thomas, although Bob has played this down, denying it at first. The Welsh writer was known in America and Under Milk Wood (1954) was a famous radio play, but possibly he thought that being compared to a great Welsh writer would affect the way the press wrote about him. Quite by coincidence, one of his subsequent associates, Richard Fariña wrote about having ‘a copy of Dylan Thomas under my arm’ for The Cornell Writer in 1958.


It was an apt name as there are many surreal images in Dylan Thomas’ work. On the other hand, it could be a corruption of François Villon as Dylan admired this outlandish poet from the fifteenth century. There is a degree of intellectual responsibility if the name came from a literary source as opposed to a TV gunslinger. Bob said in 1983: ‘If I were a fan of Dylan Thomas, I would have sung his poems or I would have called myself Bob Thomas.’


The country songwriter Guy Clark says, ‘I only have one favourite author and that’s Dylan Thomas – “too gunned and cody bowled” – after that, everything else is downhill. (Laughs). Just marvellous stuff. Every time Townes Van Zandt and I would get to thinking we were pretty slick, we’d put on a tape of Dylan Thomas reading his own work and it’s like, “Oh, now I get it.” I never know why people want to set his poems to music. It’s the most musical stuff already.’


And why was Dylan Thomas called Dylan Thomas? Dylan Thomas’ father was a school teacher and an authority on Welsh folklore. He was aware of Dylan being a Welsh god and the name meant ‘son of the wave’.


By the time Robert Allen Zimmerman went to New York, he was Bob Dylan. ‘Is that like Dylan Thomas?’ he would be asked. ‘No, like Bob Dylan,’ he would reply. He was to say, ‘I’ve done more for Dylan Thomas than he’s ever done for me. Look how many kids are probably reading his poetry now.’


In his book Chronicles, Volume One (2004), Bob Dylan admitted that he took his name from Dylan Thomas and he chose Bob rather than Bobby as ‘Bobby sounded too skittish to me.’ In other words, he didn’t want to be bracketed with the pop stars – Bobby Darin, Bobby Rydell and the up-and-coming Bobby Vee. Oddly, this sort of thing was an issue back then – once he was 21, Ricky Nelson wanted to be known as Rick Nelson, as if it mattered. In keeping with his new name, Dylan was casual about the spelling of it at first. Whatever; it was the perfect name.


Popular music too was being hit by the payola scandals, that is, cash for radio plays. To left wing students, pop was seen as corrupt while folk music was untainted. As we shall see, this was just a perception for there were many sharp practices in folk music. Still, folk music was viewed as pure and the finding and performance of songs was largely about authenticity.


A fellow student, a striking blonde, Bonny Jean Beecher was a month older than Bob. She went to the Ten O’Clock Scholar and he was impressed by her knowledge of an obscure blues record, asking ‘How’d you know that?’ She knew it because she had attended high school with Barry Hansen, later the DJ Dr. Demento. He introduced her to obscure blues records and she amassed her own collection from Sam Goody’s in New York. She loved ‘Stealin’, Stealin’’ by Gus Cannon’s Jug Stompers and she put a verse by Richard ‘Rabbit’ Brown into one of Bob’s own songs. Bonny bought Bob his first harmonica holder and suggested nail varnish to strengthen his fingernails: another friend suggested Vitamin E supplements.


Bob and Bonny attended classes on astronomy and theatre history together and she smuggled food out of the sorority house for him. Bonny is the ‘actress girl’ in My Life in a Stolen Moment.


When he was returning to Hibbing for Christmas, Bob asked Bonny to cut his hair. She cut it real short and he wrote ‘Bonny, Why’d You Cut My Hair’ which he sang that night. He was to record it in Bonny’s apartment in May 1961: the song is based on ‘Salty Dog’ and the vocal, guitar and harmonica arrangement shows that the Bob Dylan style was coming into play. However, he broke down laughing after the first verse so if there were more lyrics, we don’t know what they were.


Bonny was to marry Hugh Romney, later known as the performance artist Wavy Gravy. Bonny and Hugh were married by the blues singer, Rev. Gary Davis. He had them stand on a block of wood, so that their children would not be born mad.


In January 1960 Bob was back in the twin cities, securing a regular slot at the Purple Onion pizza parlour in St. Paul, which had been featuring calypso. He was starting to include his own songs like ‘Greyhound Blues’.


In February a dancer called Gretel who had dropped out of university introduced him to David Whitaker. Whitaker had dropped out of school in 1957 and had ridden freight trains and known Jack Kerouac and other Beat writers. He had worked in a carnival and lived in a kibbutz. He recommended an early version of LSD, Heavenly Blue seeds known as Morning Glory, which only cost 15 cents a package. Whitaker had the background that Dylan wanted.


Whitaker passed him his copy of Woody Guthrie’s memoir Bound for Glory, a first edition with untrimmed pages. Bob wanted to know what Guthrie sounded like. Dave played him a 10-inch album, Dust Bowl Refugee, on Folkways. Dylan learnt Guthrie’s song about the main character in The Grapes of Wrath, ‘Tom Joad’ and would sing it over and over.


Bound for Glory gave Dylan a blueprint for life. Woody fought, cussed, sang, played jokes, campaigned for just causes and rode the freight trains. Dylan liked the way the hoboes talked in double negatives and clipped their words, something else he was to take on board. Sometimes Bob wouldn’t speak to you unless you called him Woody.


Some weeks later Gretel met Bob on Fourth Street in Dinkytown and told him she had married David. Dylan said, ‘Let me know when you get divorced.’ Gretel and David had indeed married and they lived above Melvin McKosh’s bookshop. However, this was no Positively Fourth Street as Bob did move in with them for a while. Bob met another key figure, Tony Glover, at a party at the Whitakers. A fine musician, Glover gave him tips for playing the harmonica and later commented, ‘He was like a sponge. He was picking up people’s mannerisms and accents.’


Bob Dylan said, ‘I would blow out on the harmonica because everybody else sucks in.’ In point of fact, he got that from Jimmy Reed. ‘Did he ever get any better?’ I asked Paul Jones from the Manfreds. He replied, ‘Bob Dylan’s playing is useless, utterly and incorrigibly useless but very endearing. He’s one of my favourite artists of all-time, absolutely brilliant but he’s certainly not an influential harmonica player.’


There was a pressing matter: the first-year exams. Bob got drunk with Bonny the night before. In the morning, he passed out in the street and threw up over his clothes. Bonny cleaned him up and got him to the exam. It was Music Theory and he got a C, which was unexpected however you look at it.


A new folk magazine Little Sandy Review started in spring 1960. It was edited by Paul Nelson and Jon Pankake. The magazine had started because the editors were so impressed with Harry Smith’s Anthology of American Folk Music. One day Dylan was up to his old tricks, ‘borrowing’ 20 of Jon Pankake’s albums while he was away including some UK albums made by Ramblin’ Jack Elliott. Jon got most of them back but not Harry Smith’s Anthology and then only after three people had threatened Dylan. Dylan said that someone had dropped them off to him for safekeeping which is like putting a mouse in charge of the cheese. Pankake extracted revenge by being the first publication to say that Bob had invented his name. In Chronicles, Dylan called him part of the folk police and didn’t mention the stolen records.


Harry Smith’s Anthology of American Folk Music had been released by Folkways at the height of McCarthyism in 1952 when Harry Smith from Portland, Oregon was 29. He had been raised in Seattle and because of childhood rickets, his growth was stunted and he had a hunchback. He had seen record production halted because shellac was wanted for the war effort. He collected as many old recordings as he could find and he had thousands of 78s. Moe Asch who ran Folkways wanted to release a compilation.


There were 84 old folk recordings in the set, which were split into three double-albums, Ballads, Social Music and Songs. The songs were not programmed chronologically, nor by race or genre, and they were largely picked for their strangeness. It brought people into contact with a lost music and so many folk musicians learnt the songs. Dylan was to record the first track ‘Love Henry’. Smith supplied some bizarre sleeve notes such as ‘Hattie Stoneman ought to be drowned’ and ‘Uncle Dave seems much too satisfied about the prospect of apocalypse’.


Greenwich Village musician Happy Traum says, ‘Harry Smith was definitely eccentric, definitely not your average kind of guy. He was a friend of the poets and he lived a very minimalistic life but he collected different things including string shapes that were done by Eskimos, you know, the old cat’s cradles which can be a very complex art form. He had boards all around his bookshelves with different string configurations. He was an alcoholic and it was hard to follow what he was saying. He made this fantastic Anthology which essentially is a bootleg. Some of these guys like Mississippi John Hurt, Clarence Ashley and Doc Boggs were just names and voices to us. We had never seen them and we never thought that we would see them, but in the early 1960s they were found by collectors and folklorists and brought to the city. It was fascinating to hear them on the records though where they were just voices from the past.’


Record producer Joe Henry: ‘That folk boom in America wasn’t about nostalgia. It was about authenticity and Harry Smith had that. Bob Dylan and all those in his shadow dug through his anthology like it was the Dead Sea Scrolls. They would listen to it and think that they had the keys to the kingdom.’


In May 1960, after playing the Purple Onion, Bob Dylan went to Karen Wallace’s apartment in St. Paul. He recorded 27 songs, sounding like Hank Williams at times. ‘The Twa Sisters’ has some of his later phrasing and there is ‘Gotta Travel on’, ‘This Land Is Your Land’, ‘The Great Historical Bum’, ‘Take this Hammer’, ‘Go ’Way from My Window’ (recorded by Marlene Dietrich), ‘Sinner Man’, ‘Wop Da Alano’ (a Yiddish folk song), ‘900 Miles’, ‘Who’s Gonna Shoe Your Pretty Little Feet’ and his own ‘One-Eyed Jacks’. He sang a Ewan MacColl song about British justice, ‘Go Down You Murderers’, and possibly he saw MacColl and Peggy Seeger when they played dates in Minneapolis.


In May 1960, Dylan was told to leave Ten O’Clock Scholar when he asked for a raise, but he was still playing the Purple Onion and the Bastille.


Actor David Soul: ‘I just missed Bob Dylan. I started playing the Ten O’Clock Scholar the week after Bob left for New York. It was a small coffee house on the campus. That wonderful song of his, ‘Positively Fourth Street’, emanates right out of Dinkytown as Fourth Street goes right past the Ten O’Clock Scholar and a lot of those early songs also came from Dinkytown. Some great white city blues players like Spider John Koerner, Dave Ray and Tony Glover started in Minneapolis which was an urban centre for the blues. The Mississippi carried a lot of these guys up and down from New Orleans to Chicago and up to Minneapolis. There was a big Louisiana influence in those river towns.’


On 31 August 1960 Echo gave birth to a daughter. A day or two later Bob came to the hospital telling staff he was the father: another of his little games.


Around September 1960 Bob met the folksinger Cynthia Gooding in Minneapolis. He told her he wanted to be a rock’n’roll singer. He met Ellen Baker whose father had a large collection of folk records and sheet music. He played ‘Those Brown Eyes’ by Woody Guthrie and Cisco Houston over and over.


In September, Bonny Beecher recorded Bob Dylan and you can sense how strongly he was now influenced by Woody Guthrie. Cynthia Fincher, a banker’s daughter, plays banjo on the tape. He includes four talking blues including ‘Talkin’ Inflation Blues’, written by Tom Glazer, and a song about the indolence of his roommate, ‘Talkin’ Hugh Brown’.


His ‘I’m a Gambler’ is sung well but carefully and could almost be any folk singer of the period. The song has been performed and recorded by many artists including Joan Baez (as ‘I’m a Gambler, I’m a Rambler’), Odetta (as ‘Rambler Gambler’) and Simon and Garfunkel (as ‘Rose of Aberdeen’).


Bob Dylan played some Odetta albums and loved her choice of songs, some of which he learnt. Around October 1960 he met Odetta who was being managed by Albert Grossman. Odetta recalled, ‘I was told that Bob Dylan learnt the Odetta repertoire and he started writing his own songs once he had met up with Woody Guthrie. It makes me proud when I hear of the brilliant people who have been influenced by me. All you can do is put it out there. You can’t know who is going to respond and how they are going to respond and what they will do. They have been encouraged by what I’ve done and then they define themselves. It is beyond luxury to know that.’


Carolyn Hester, who was born in 1937 and had been discovered, like Buddy Holly, by Norman Petty in Clovis, New Mexico remembers, ‘Don’t remind me that I’m older than Bob and Joan! I was 21 years old when my first album came out and I was taken around different cities and I played a club in Boston called the Golden Vanity. A fabulous banjo player Sandy Ball was on the bill that night. Joan Baez came in with her mother and she was 17 years old. She asked if she could sing ‘Virgin Mary’. She had a wonderful voice and as I got to know her, I didn’t think that there would be anything holding her back because music is so important to her.’


Albert Grossman had first seen Joan Baez in Cambridge and he booked her for the Gate of Horn, offering her $200 a week. He appreciated that she had enormous potential because her voice was so beautiful.


After her unbilled performance at the Newport Folk Festival, Joan Baez had been offered a record contract by Jac Holzman at Elektra. Albert Grossman advised her not to sign as she could do better if he became her manager. Grossman thought that John Hammond at Columbia would love to produce her and he was right.


John Henry Hammond had been born in 1910 and came from the wealthy Vanderbilt family. They had a ballroom for 250 in their New York town house. Early in 1933 John Hammond went to hear the blues singer Monette Moore. She was unwell and Billie Holiday was singing in her place. He gave her a recording contract. When he heard Count Basie and his band, he did the same.


John Hammond worked for Columbia during the war years and then for a variety of other labels (Majestic, Mercury and Vanguard) before returning in 1958. Columbia wanted him to find major artists like Billie Holiday and Count Basie as he had done in the past. Mitch Miller was Columbia’s big commercial producer with Tony Bennett, Doris Day and Rosemary Clooney. Miller didn’t want to sign any of the new rock’n’rollers and told Columbia it would all go away.


The Dylan biographer Clinton Heylin feels that Hammond’s reputation was overstated: ‘Frank Walker discovered Bessie Smith. John Hammond wasn’t around when Bessie Smith first started singing so he can’t have discovered her. Again, Janis Joplin wasn’t signed to Columbia until after Monterey. She’d made two records by that point. Hammond made a huge contribution in jazz – Count Basie, Billie Holiday – but I don’t think he ever understood rock music.’ There may be some truth in that but undoubtedly John Hammond was around when some major figures were signed.


Grossman introduced Baez to John Hammond at Columbia Records, but she didn’t like the gold records on the wall and felt it was too commercial a label for her. She did not want to be commercial folk like the Kingston Trio or Harry Belafonte. On the other side, Hammond had just signed Carolyn Hester and thought the two artists were similar.


In 1949 the Solomon brothers, Maynard and Seymour, had started Vanguard in New York with $1,000 capital. They issued both jazz and folk albums and they were to sign several artists who had been blacklisted because of their alleged associations with the Communist Party. They recorded the Weavers, Paul Robeson, Odetta, Pete Seeger, Leon Bibb and Cisco Houston.


Joan Baez felt more comfortable with Vanguard, and Grossman negotiated a contract. Baez was not intending to make hit records – she felt that she could find a niche in a niche market. Grossman and Baez split up as they weren’t right for each other. Grossman knew that folk music was making headway and with the right artist, he could conquer the world. The irony is that Baez was soon having hit albums as her purity and her integrity appealed to a large group of listeners. She says, ‘I used to sing long and onomatopoeic murder ballads. I wouldn’t sing a song unless there was someone dying in it. We reflect our surroundings all the time, consciously and unconsciously, and I didn’t realise until we had finished recording the first album that the songs were so dark.’


Joan Baez’s first solo album, simply called Joan Baez, was released by Vanguard in November 1960 when she was 19. It was a dark and serious collection of folk songs, one sung in Spanish and some British ballads. Robert Shelton wrote a glowing review for the New York Times: ‘This disc sends one scurrying to the thesaurus for superlatives.’ The album was on the Billboard charts for over two years and sold a million copies. Although she looked great, Joan Baez was not marketed sexily: indeed, it was akin to buying songs by the Virgin Mary. She looked mature and professional in stage photographs: very good posture, head back, gleaming eyes, long raven hair. Everything about her said, ‘This is a serious performer’. She was not as virginally pure as her image suggests. According to her autobiography, she had teenage relationships with several men and experimented with women too.


Joan Baez’s father was Mexican but her mother was born in Edinburgh: did this explain the large number of British songs in her repertoire? ‘Not really,’ said Joan when I asked her. ‘It’s not as though she sat down and taught me these songs, she didn’t. They were new to her as well as me but it is most definitely in my blood. My feelings for the English, Irish, Scottish and early American ballads are tremendously strong, and they resound in me. Now I have to craft a song to suit my voice as I want it to sound perfect, but back when I was 18 to 30, I could sing anything that was put in front of me, which was a thrilling gift.’


In December 1960, Dylan returned to Hibbing. He told his parents that he was going to New York. He dated Judy Rubin, who had heard him in Minnesota. He bought her a dress but her parents made her give it back. They discouraged any relationship with him and they drifted apart. Dylan hitch-hiked down Highway 61 to Minneapolis. The stretch of road was going to have a section called the Bob Dylan Underpass but it never went through.


Bonny Beecher and Tony Glover recorded Bob once again and he sang ‘Johnny, We Hardly Knew You’ in an Irish accent. There is a drunk but fun ‘Corrina Corrina’. Dylan said on hearing the tapes, ‘I’m starting to learn timing.’


He was not happy with the tapes making the market, saying in the notes for Biograph (1985): ‘The bootleg records are outrageous. They have stuff you do in a phone booth. If you’re just sitting and strumming in a motel, you don’t think anyone’s there, you know. It’s like the phone is tapped and then it appears on a bootleg record. With a cover that’s got a picture of you that was taken from underneath your bed. It’s got a striptease-type title and it costs $30. Amazing. Then you wonder why most artists feel paranoid.’


I can appreciate the arguments both for and against such releases, an argument that was lost in Dylan’s case as the early performances are all over the internet. I’m for them being out there as we can learn so much about the formative years of a major musician. His early voice in 1960 is deeper, rather like the one on Nashville Skyline (1969). He is not snarling, nor particularly nasal. A good example is ‘When I Got Troubles’ in 1959.


During 1960 and possibly due to sleeping rough, Dylan had a cough and he did have a bout of bronchitis. It may have damaged his voice as it became rougher and more nasal. It could have been restored but maybe Bob liked the way it had changed; it added an authenticity and an edge to the performances.


He wanted to spend Christmas at Bonny’s home but her family said no. Instead he left Minneapolis in a blizzard to go to Chicago. He looked up his friend Kevin Krown, and he played some coffee houses and slept on floors.


At a Christmas party at the Village Gate in Greenwich Village, Richard Fariña met Joan Baez for the first time. Like Dylan, he was extremely intelligent but had difficulty with organised education. In 1957 he sat a chemical engineering exam at Cornell University and instead submitted a poem as to why he shouldn’t be studying this subject. He switched to English and then he organised student demonstrations which led to him resigning just before graduation. By meeting Joan Baez and her sister Mimi another piece of this complex story was falling into place, but Bob Dylan was not yet in New York.


Dylan knew he wanted to be in Greenwich Village. He was convinced that he had something to offer and that if success didn’t happen within a year, he would return to college. There’s no look back in anger about it. He liked Minneapolis and he wasn’t unhappy in Hibbing.





CHAPTER 3



Talkin’ New York


I. Hey, Hey Woody Guthrie


Of all the influences that Bob Dylan has acknowledged over the years, Woody Guthrie is easily on top. In terms of creativity and personality, Woody Guthrie stood apart from all the other performers of the day. He was stubborn, political and determined to do things his way. Even his most devoted followers recognised his faults except possibly Bob Dylan who has never said anything critical, possibly because he possessed similar traits himself.


Woodrow Wilson Guthrie was born into the farming community of Okemah in Oklahoma on 14 July 1912, and he was named after a Democrat politician standing for the presidency. By and large, Woodrow Wilson was a decent President, taking America into the First World War and then negotiating a peace settlement. He founded the League of Nations but couldn’t get his own country to join. He had rock-solid opinions and didn’t like to compromise so his name was appropriate for Woody Guthrie.


Woody’s father Charley was a clerk of the County Court, but with another side to his personality. Woody wrote, ‘Papa was a man of brimstone and hot fires and he was known all over that section of the state as the champion of all the fist fighters. He used his fists on sharks and fakers, and all to give his family a nice home.’


Okemah became the centre of an oil boom and, in a single stunning sentence, Woody described the scene. ‘Okemah was one of the singingest, square-dancingest, drinkingest, yellingest, preachingest, walkingest, talkingest, laughingest, cryingest, shootingest, fistfightingest, bleedingest, gamblingest, gun, club and razor-carryingest of our ranch and farm towns because it blossomed out into one of our first oil boom towns.’ (This has been a terrible paragraph for spellcheck.)


However, Charley and his wife Nora had one misfortune after another. Their new home had been destroyed by fire in 1909 and their next was ruined by a cyclone. In 1919 Woody’s sister Clara was killed when an oil stove exploded.


To make matters worse and despite Woody’s testimony, Charley Guthrie was no match for the con-men who came with the oil boom and he lost what money he had. His hands were clenched from too much fighting and he himself was dreadfully burnt in 1924. Nora, who had a violent temper, was held responsible for the fire and placed in an asylum. Although not diagnosed at the time, she was suffering from the hereditary Huntington’s chorea.


In 1927 Charley went to live 200 miles west in Pampa, Texas, while his sons, Roy and Woody, were left in Okemah. Roy had regular employment but Woody’s ramblings began. ‘I was a little past 16 when I first hit the highway and took a trip around the Gulf of Mexico, hoeing figs, watering strawberries, picking mustang grapes, helping carpenters and well-drillers, cleaning yards and moving garbage cans. Then I got tired of being a stranger, so I stuck my thumb in the air again and landed me back in Okemah.’By 1929 Pampa was an oil town and Charley managed the long rows of cots that the oil workers occupied on a Box and Cox basis. Woody helped him out and he was also figuring out how to write songs. In 1933 Woody married a local girl, Mary Jennings, and they had three children. They had little money and their home was only thirty feet by ten.


Woody was restless and throughout his active life, he was prone to drift away at a moment’s notice. Jack Elliott, who has his own history of rambling, says, ‘Woody was a tough little guy. He was a hobo; he rode on a hundred freight trains up and down the country, slept in a hundred jails. He liked to stay dirty a lot of the time. He could be on the road for a week without a bath and then he’d get in the bathtub and stay there all day.’


The definition as a hobo is usually that of a homeless tramp and yet Woody had a home and a family. Ramblin’ Jack adds in his own laconic way, ‘Woody really liked to ride those freight trains and I don’t know why. I’ve only ever been on one freight train and I didn’t like that. It wasn’t comfortable and there were no cushions. There were no stewardesses and the only good thing about it was the price of the ticket.’


The word ‘hobo’ has gone out of fashion: you don’t hear it at all these days. It has been replaced by ‘tramp’ and ‘homeless person’, and yet neither capture that. Being a hobo could be a lifestyle choice. Woody was a hobo, choosing to roam around, taking food and sleep where he could. He valued his liberty, his freedom.


It was one way of seeing the country. Burl Ives is seen now as much more of an establishment figure but he was also travelling: ‘I hoboed in 46 states and I went to Mexico and Canada. There’s an old joke that says a tramp is a tramp but a hobo is a tourist without funds. That’s what I was. A lot of folk singers went travelling but I didn’t lead a life of riding the rods. That was a dangerous, daredevil thing to do and not many people did it. I have a mark on my finger where a policeman brought his stick down on my finger to stop me riding on a train.’ Ives’ radio show, broadcast during the war years, was named after an American spiritual, The Wayfaring Stranger.


The dust storms evolved from overuse of the soil. The farmers had grown crops over and over until there was no nourishment left. The crops died, the soil eroded and the terrifying Black Sunday of 1935 was 1,000 miles long, 100 miles wide and a mile high. Huge black clouds of soil were swept along at 70 miles per hour and as one farmer put it, ‘Why pay taxes in Texas when our farm is in Kansas?’


Will Kaufman, a university lecturer who tours with a Woody Guthrie stage show, says, ‘The first of his great Dust Bowl ballads was ‘So Long, It’s Been Good to Know You’. It took place on Palm Sunday when the entire region was hit with the biggest dust storm that anyone had ever seen. It was like witnessing the end of the world and they felt God’s judgment was upon them.’


The drought continued through 1936. There was no work, babies were dying and respiratory diseases were rife. The healthier migrants headed west on Highway 66 but promises of work in California didn’t materialise. As Woody wrote, ‘I saw thousands of stranded, broke, hungry, idle, miserable people.’The Los Angeles police had been overwhelmed by the influx of migrants and set up road blocks on the borders to California. Although the blockades themselves had been lifted by the time Woody reached California in 1937, he was still infuriated by this illegal act and he wrote ‘Do-Re-Mi’, advising people not to come to California without the right papers.




‘California is a garden of Eden, A paradise to live in or see,


But believe it or not,


You won’t find it so hot,


If you ain’t got the Do-Re-Mi.’





Despite the tragic circumstances, his songs were packed with good but mordant humour. In ‘Dust Pneumonia Blues’, he said that he can’t yodel for the rattling in his lungs.


Woody was fortunate. His cousin Jack lived in California and together they sang on KFVD and in bars. The radio station didn’t censor his songs. When Jack went into construction work, Woody teamed up with a husky-voiced farm girl, Lefty Lou. They were earning $65 a week and Woody asked his family to join him.


The melody for ‘Dust Pneumonia Blues’ is based around Jimmie Rodgers’ ‘T for Texas’, while ‘I Ain’t Got No Home’ was Woody’s answer to the Carter Family’s ‘This World Is Not My Home’. Many, if not most, of Woody’s songs used borrowed melodies and he wrote several lyrics to the tunes of ‘Wildwood Flower’ and ‘Goodnight Irene’. Ralph McTell justifies his behaviour: ‘It didn’t matter that Woody took his tunes from elsewhere. He was saying, “This is your tradition, this is your music, fellow Americans, this is your stuff.” It’s a valid approach but I haven’t done it much myself as I like writing my own tunes.’


Woody’s biographer Joe Klein sees it this way: ‘Sometimes he’d change the notes of an old tune here and there to make the melody fit the words better, thereby creating a new tune – but the music was an afterthought. The words were always more important to him than the music. He wrote his songs at the typewriter. It was the instrument he played best.’


Tony Davis of the Spinners puts this in the context of Guthrie’s life. ‘If you are sufficiently erudite, you can recognise the sources of any composer, that is, the elements that they take from other songs. Woody didn’t care. He had no clever lawyer, no manager. He had a Russian philosophy: tunes belong to everybody and anyone can sing them.’


Political songs were permitted at KFVD and Ed Robbin, a journalist for the Communist newspaper, The People’s World, broadcast for the station. He invited Woody to sing at a rally. ‘Left wing or chicken wing, makes no difference to me,’ joked Woody. Country singer Stuart Hamblen, also on KFVD, criticised them both.


In May 1939 Woody began a daily column of homespun philosophy in The People’s World. He performed for radical politicians and he toured the migrant camps with the actor Will Geer, later to be Grandpa in The Waltons.


Will Geer was recruiting performers for left-wing entertainments in New York. Burl Ives recalled, ‘A whole bunch of us balladeers seemed to descend on Manhattan all at once. People like Leadbelly, Woody Guthrie and Josh White. We were like a flock of geese migrating. Leadbelly was a great artist who thrilled the ladies. The girls would flock around him and the men didn’t like that. They’d get jealous. They’d start a ruckus and Leadbelly was good at defending himself. As for Woody, he could write brilliantly and he could give a new ballad the texture, the quality and the essence of a true folk song. He was the one true genius of all of us.’


On 3 March 1940 Woody Guthrie and Pete Seeger shared a stage for the first time at a benefit in New York for migrant workers in California. Pete had been born into an academic family in New York in 1919, his father being a musicologist and his mother a violin teacher. Pete learnt the banjo and ukulele when he was young and he connected with American folk music. At the time he met Guthrie, he was completing his degree at Harvard University. Unlike more polished performers like Josh White and Leadbelly, the unshaven Woody would amble on stage and warble a couple of songs with an out-of-tune guitar. Pete was fascinated and wanted to know more about him. Woody liked the way that Pete communicated with an audience and could get everyone singing.


Josh White’s voice had no rough edges and he sang blues like ‘St. James Infirmary’ more smoothly than other singers. He and Leadbelly found a niche in the supper club market where a more sophisticate clientele would meet for cocktails and entertainment. Josh White Jr says of his father: ‘My dad was criticised because he spoke too well and he was too articulate when he sang. He didn’t sound rural like the other country blues singers as he had improved himself but it wasn’t going to change him. (Laughs) In 1949 I was nine and my father had a concert in Philadelphia at Orchestra Hall, I was there and I sang ‘I Am Marching down the Freedom Road’; it was a poem that my father put to music and the reviewer called us both Communists.’


Billy Bragg: ‘To songwriters of a political ilk like myself, everything goes back to Woody – Dylan went to see Woody, and Woody went to see Leadbelly. They are at the apex of the western-singer / songwriter tradition.’


Pete Seeger took Woody home and introduced him to his family. His half-sister Peggy, 15 years younger, remembers, ‘Pete brought Woody Guthrie to the house when I was four or five years old. I have a memory of this small man putting his guitar on the floor and pushing it around with the strap by pretending it was a dog. My mother was baffled by him. She had strict rules of housekeeping and the people that Pete turned up with did not necessarily conform to that. They didn’t have dirty habits: they were just too informal for her.’


One of Woody’s skills was deriving humour from serious situations. The Office of War Information objected to Woody’s song ‘Take It Easy’ because it advocated the use of bomb shelters for making love.


The folk song collector Alan Lomax recorded Woody in Washington for the Library of Congress. It was intended that these recordings would be heard only by students and library members but quite rightly, they have a wider circulation. Woody talks about his life and performs 28 songs. Several are traditional but many are his own compositions.
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