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            To the wonderful Zim Fans of Minnesota –

this is not our book, this is their book.

             

            The word ‘Minnesota’ is derived from the Dakota language Mni Sota Makoce. It means the ‘land where the water reflects the clouds’ – a line that would surely grace any song by its most famous son, Bob Dylan.
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ix
            Foreword

            by Paul Metsa

         

         I lived in Bob Dylan’s house. Many of you live there metaphorically (as do I), but while I was writing this, I actually lived on the first floor of the house on Central Hillside in Duluth, Minnesota, where Abe and Beatty Zimmerman rented a second-floor apartment and welcomed bouncing blue-eyed Bobby on May 24, 1941.

         I was born in Virginia, Minnesota in 1955 as America was turning from black and white to color. That year Chuck Berry launched rock and roll with his million-dollar seller ‘Maybellene’, Allen Ginsberg read ‘Howl’ for the first time at Six Gallery in San Francisco, Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on the bus, and episodes of Gunsmoke started airing weekly on TV starring a rough and tumble marshal by the name of Matt Dillon. The times they were a-changin’.

         An Iron Range kid transfixed by the magic of AM radio, I fell under the spell of the six minutes of pure magic and bliss that was ‘Like a Rolling Stone’ blasting the airwaves from WEBC, Channel 56, in Duluth in 1965. This was xnothing like the croonings of Frank Sinatra, Jim Reeves, or the soundtrack of South Pacific that played on my parents’ stereo during Happy Hour, and mostly unlike everything else in the Top Ten that was an embarrassment of riches in itself – the Beatles, Stevie Wonder, the Rolling Stones and others. There was a spark of revolution in the air.

         I had just started playing guitar and was amazed to find out that the musician who wrote and sang that song was from the neighboring Iron Range town of Hibbing. They did then, and some up here still do refer to him as Bob Die-Lyn. As soon as I got old enough to hitch-hike, I’d catch a ride to Hibbing and stand outside his house at 2425 E. 7th Ave and envision that young man walking out the front door with songs in his head that would change America in the process. You can get there from here. It is a lesson for me that remains to this day.

         The book you are about to read, which from my vantage point could also be titled Bob Dylan is Minnesota, traces his families’ roots from Odessa, in today’s Ukraine, to Duluth, to Hibbing, and southbound to the green pastures of the University of Minnesota and the fertile artistic bohemian enclave of Dinkytown, where the transformation of Robert Zimmerman to Bob Dylan took place. You’ll read tales of people that knew him and learn more of where he hung his hat.

         This is Minnesota, from the windy shores of Lake Superior (‘the unsalted sea by the Zenith City’) to the Hull Rust mine in Hibbing, one of the largest open-pit mines in the world where the winds hit heavy on the borderline. xiConsider the deep and powerful droning of Lake Superior with ships full of iron ore heading east to be transformed into steel that helped win the Second World War and shape the modern world.

         Thanks to my friend and future landlord, Bill Pagel, a simple twist of fate delivered me to Duluth and the living quarters on the first floor of the house at 517 N. 3rd Ave. E. in July 2021. While walking my dog Blue one day, I bumped into a neighbor who lived down the alley at 215 N. 5th Street E., an historic house where Albert Woolson, the oldest survivor of the Civil War, had lived for decades, outliving 2 million soldiers. Further up the alley and across the street, students from the Nettleton School (where Dylan attended kindergarten) would walk by Woolson’s house on various American holidays and salute him as he sat in his backyard.

         Part of my renter’s agreement was to oversee the guest book. During my time here folks from four countries and almost every state in the U.S. stopped by to take photos of the house and chat, reminding me of hitch-hiking forays to Hibbing 50 years earlier. I’d give them a short tutorial, have them sign and date their entry, and occasionally gift them one of my records (all of which have gone Linoleum, I might add). From teenagers visiting from summer camps in Wisconsin to retired couples roaming the country in their RVs, it has been a pleasure to witness the respect and admiration Dylan has earned from these fellow travelers over the years.

         By all means, catch him in concert if you can. With due apologies to the late great James Brown, I think after xii60 years as a performing artist, Bob Dylan – driven by a relentless Minnesota work ethic – can now be crowned ‘the hardest working man in show business’. He has also taken up welding – you don’t get any more Iron Range than that.

         Paul Metsa

Duluth, April 2023
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            Preface

            by K G Miles

         

         In 2019 I was thrilled and honored to be asked to speak at the inaugural Conference at the Bob Dylan Center in Tulsa, Oklahoma. I spoke on the subject of Bob Dylan and the English writer Robert Graves. I could have picked any one of a thousand Bob Dylan topics and talked for a hundred years.

         For a week I was in a literal heaven on earth, roaming the archives like a child in the largest ever sweet shop, marvelling with fans including Britt and Bob and Malcolm and many others. The treasures, the joy.

         I drank long into the night with a fan from Duluth who would mysteriously appear, like the sage cowboy in the film The Big Lebowski, and then vanish into the Tulsa twilight.

         We had so many questions about the world of Bob Dylan. The how on God’s earth? has this one person created such an ever-increasing body of extraordinary work. The constant what was in his mind? when creating those incredible songs. But the one question that has never really left me xivto this very day is: Why is the Dylan Centre in Tulsa and not in his homeland of Minnesota?

         
            * * *

         

         In writing this book about Bob Dylan’s homeland, I felt it was essential to collaborate with wonderful Minnesotans, to include my co-authors Paul Metsa, Ed Newman, Marc Percansky and Matt Steichen. They are supremely knowledgeable Bob Dylan fans and writers and they know Minnesota. Their contributions have been identified throughout the book and you can assume everything else was written by me.

         Our story begins meeting Bob Zimmerman’s family in Duluth, moves to Hibbing and ends with Bob Dylan as a fledgling singer in the folk scene of Dinkytown. We introduce you to lots of the key people and places in Bob Dylan’s journey along the way.

         We take you on a guided tour of Minnesota, where you can decide for yourself if this really is the true home of Bob Dylan.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Chapter 1

            Meet the Family:

Journey to Duluth

            [image: ]

         

         Although Bob Dylan’s family had emigrated to the United States from Russia, the name Zimmerman had a German origin. In the late eighteenth century, at the time of Catherine the Great, German Jews had emigrated to Russia in an attempt to avoid persecution – only to find that as the power of Czar Nicholas II faltered at the start of the twentieth century he found the easiest people to blame were the Jews.

         To stoke up hatred an official was dispatched to St Petersburg and other centres to inform the population that it was the Jews and Socialists who were preventing the Little Father, Czar Nicholas, from giving his children everything they needed. The solution offered was therefore to kill off all the Jews and Socialists. A leaflet from the time exhorted all with the following instruction: Brother Workers, Orthodox and Catholic: Christ has arisen. Let us embrace, kiss and go and 2kill the Jews. Time perhaps for the Zimmerman family to be on the move again.

         In November 1905, in the family home city of Odessa, 50,000 Czarists marched through the streets and a thousand Jews were shot, stabbed or strangled to death. Bob Dylan’s grandfather, Zigman Zimmerman, held out for a couple of doubtless tense years before taking the route to Ellis Island in 1907. From there, his path led to the town of Duluth, Minnesota, which had a familiar climate of short summers and long, bitter winters. It also had a small Jewish community although that remained relatively small: by 1948 it was still only two hundred and sixty-eight.

         By 1910 Zigman felt comfortable and safe enough in the new home to send for his wife and children, and they were to add to the family in Duluth. Zigman began by selling clothes from a horse and cart but in time established the Zimmerman Furniture and Appliance Company.

         Bob Dylan’s father Abram, known to all as Abe, was born in Duluth on October 19, 1911 and by 1920 Zigman had opened a shoe store; in Odessa he had owned a shoe factory. Legend has it that the Zimmerman family were the first in the area to have a telephone, but there is no record of who they could have called. In 1931 Abe met a visitor from the nearby town of Hibbing, Beatty Edelstein, and three years later they were married. Her birth name was Beatrice (Beatty) Stone.

         The Edelsteins had opened Hibbings’ pioneering movie theater. Indeed, the family was destined to run a small empire of Hibbing theaters. The Lybba Theater, named after Mel Edelstein’s wife, was on 2135 1st Ave. It closed in 1982 to 3become a Deli, but the Lybba marquee was saved and at one point resided in Zimmy’s Bar. The State Film Theater was on 307 E. Howard Street and lasted until demolition in 1980; the Gopher Film Theatre was on 116 E. Howard Street, one of the few buildings from the Edelstein empire to remain albeit not as a movie theater. There was also the Victory Theater and the Homer Film Theater, and it is safe to say that thanks to the Edelstein family the citizens of Hibbing were not short of entertainment. So began for the young Bobby Zimmerman a lifelong love and obsession with the movies.

         An early ‘talkie’ seen in Hibbing was the 1929 The Mysterious Dr. Fu Manchu. The excellent 2019 book Bob Dylan’s Hibbing, which gives a comprehensive guide to the Edelstein movie theatres, tells us that the plot includes the following: ‘On a South Sea island, three exiled men, Hugh Darrell, James Fraser and Dr Bradbroke, spend their time drinking to forget the misdeeds of their past: Bradbroke performed an operation while drunk, after a shipwreck Fraser dressed as a woman to escape in a lifeboat and Hugh Darrell seduced a girl. Eventually the three men are redeemed.’ Sometimes we don’t need to look too far from home for young Bobby Zimmerman’s creative background.

         In time Abe was brought in as a salesman to the Micka Furniture and Electric Appliances Store owned by his brothers Maurice and Paul on 1925 5th Ave. E. The company had a snappy ad slogan for the enthusiastic salesman: ‘When it comes to furniture compare before you buy!’ Life for the Zimmermans in Minnesota was pretty comfortable and their firstborn, Robert Allen, was born on May 24, 1941. Life was comfortable and safe in Duluth and then Hibbing, as the 4family moved to Beatty’s hometown – but just as their son was born, America was on the verge of joining a world war and once again Jews were slaughtered in Odessa.

         ‘Bob Dylan! One more pride of Odessa’ declared the billboard outside of Odessa Town Hall to celebrate the gifting of the Nobel Prize to Bob Dylan in 2016. A conference was held to celebrate the wonderful ‘gift that Odessa gave the world’. A mural was unveiled which included a ‘famous image of the Bard in one of his iconic pork pie hats’ – possibly not the first iconic accessory that springs to mind. Founder of the festival Chaim Chesler commented that ‘When you dig in Ukraine, you see the top talent in the world’. He cited not only Bob Dylan in this category but also Leonard Cohen and Barbara Streisand.

         At the Odessa celebration they also unveiled a plaque on the former home of another Jewish poet, Shaul Tchernichovsky. His poem ‘I Believe’ contains the lines:

         
            
               … a generation shall arise in the land,

               Freed from shackles of the past,

               To face the light with open eyes.

            

         

         Another son of Odessa might well nod in approval.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Chapter 2

            The House in Duluth:

Where Bob Dylan Took His First Steps

            Ed Newman
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         Robert Allen Zimmerman was born in Duluth at St Mary’s Hospital on May 24, 1941. According to his birth certificate he weighed 7 lb, 13 oz, 10 grams and was 20½ inches long. Abe was 29 and Beatty 25 when their first-born son was delivered by Dr James Manley. St Mary’s, which has served the community since 1898, has undergone continuous expansion and even reconfigurations.

         Bob’s parents, Abe and Beatty Zimmerman, were renting the upstairs flat of a duplex a couple blocks away, at 519 N. 3rd Ave. E. In typical Duluth Hillside fashion, the house is narrow, situated on a lot 25 feet (7.6 m) wide. Built in 1909, it’s just an ordinary house in an ordinary neighborhood 6within walking distance of the hospital and the two synagogues attended by many in the neighborhood.

         Another feature of this location is its view of Lake Superior little more than six blocks away, the largest freshwater lake in the world. From the Zimmerman’s balcony, it’s possible to see the ore boats, hear the foghorns and watch the sunrise.

         
            * * *

         

         On Bob Dylan’s 60th birthday – May 24, 2001 – the person who owned Dylan’s first childhood home at that time put it up for sale on eBay. What a novel way to sell a majorly historical place!

         The eBay headline read, Rock Legend Bob Dylan’s First Home For Sale. The auction had been arranged to last for one month, and with 23 days left the ask price was $85,000. Bill Pagel, Dylan archivist and respected collector, who now owns both Northland homes where Dylan grew up, watched as the price rose to $94.6K. After the hammer came down, Pagel made an offer to the seller’s lawyer for $5,000 more than the winning bid. The offer was declined.

         As it turned out, the consortium of Twin Cities investors that won the bid (Dylan fans) had a change of heart when they couldn’t come up with the money – or, according to one source, their wives balked. Pagel remained in touch and made a second offer, this time for $82,000. Sold! His persistence paid off.

         On June 25, the Duluth News Tribune printed a small story about the sale. Kathy Burns, the owner and also a 7Dylan fan, had purchased the house in October 1996 for only $62,000. After 3 years she moved to Solomon’s Island, Maryland.

         For the record, Pagel collects more than physical objects like posters, houses and backstage passes. He also collects information, including set lists and reviews of nearly every concert Dylan ever performed at. If you want to share a concert review, or read the reviews of past concerts, you’ll find them at Boblinks.com, a site that has been visited more than 42 million times as of 2022. In short, whether you want to see where Dylan has been or will be next, Pagel’s Dylan-themed website will keep you in the loop.

         It wasn’t until 2019 that Bill Pagel added the Hibbing house to his collection, but that’s another story.

         
            * * *

         

         If you’re a diehard Dylan fan with time to make only one stop while passing through Duluth, this is the stop. It’s the yellow duplex adjacent to the alley. Many people who’ve come here over the years would stop out front and try to figure out which yellow house had been the Zimmermans’, because the house next door on the upper side looks similar.

         To help differentiate the house from its neighbor, a circular plaque was placed into the concrete walk out front on Bob’s 75th birthday, May 24, 2016. The plaque has a profile of Bob and is emblazoned with the words ‘In Bob We Trust’. When Bill Pagel added the house in Hibbing to his ‘collection’, he made a pair of identification plaques and had them placed on the front of the houses themselves. Now when you 8come to take photos, it’s much easier to identify the correct home.

         
            [image: ]

         

         9The best time to visit, of course, is always going to be the week of May 24. That is the week we celebrate Dylan Fest. On the afternoon of his birthday, we gather in the front yard and in the street to celebrate with fellow fans, listen to music, eat cake and send Bob a happy birthday wish.

         
            * * *

         

         There are many books, articles and websites that detail the stories of Abe and Beatty Zimmerman. Here’s a brief overview of how the family came to live at the home where Bob was born – drawn from a study of Duluth city directories and Dave Engel’s Just Like Bob Zimmerman’s Blues: Dylan in Minnesota.

         In 1906, Odessa-born Zigman Zimmerman fled modern-day Ukraine during an intense wave of pogroms under Czar Nicholas, 1905–06. When he arrived at Ellis Island, he eventually headed to Duluth. Northern Minnesota became a destination for many Eastern European immigrants. The Zenith City was approaching the zenith of its commercial strength, and there was also a strong Jewish community. Once settled he sent for his family.

         According to Engel, Abram was Zigman’s first Americanborn son in 1911, though at least one other source disputes this. The family took up residence in an apartment at 22½ West First Street. Abram graduated from Duluth’s Central High School in 1929. (The high school is located on Second Street filling the entire block between Lake Avenue and 1st10Ave. E. It, too, is a noteworthy Duluth landmark.) Shortly after graduation Abe found employment with the Standard Oil Company as a clerk. According to the Polk city directory Abe initially lived at 725 E. 3rd Street with brothers Jacob and Marion.

         On June 10, 1934 Abe Zimmerman married Beatrice Beatty Stone at her mother’s Hibbing home. After a Chicago honeymoon, the newly-weds moved to 402 E. 5th Street where Abe’s mother and three brothers lived, a block above St Mary’s Hospital on the hillside. In 1938 Abe and Beatty move to Apartment A in a four-unit brick building at 308 E. 5th Street along with three of Abe’s siblings.

         Till the end of the decade he remained a clerk, but by 1941, after 7 years of marriage, Abe had been promoted to manager of the stock department at Standard Oil. He was also head of the union. Abe and Beatty found their own place to live, upstairs at 519 N. 3rd Ave. E. In the spring they would soon bring home a bouncing baby boy named Robert Allen.

         In the 1940s infantile paralysis (aka polio) continued to cripple young people in America. Many who contracted the disease had no symptoms while others became paralyzed or even died. As the epidemic grew, Abe Zimmerman was stricken in 1946. Unable to work for 6 months, and challenged by living in a second-floor flat, the Zimmermans looked to Hibbing to make a new start. Young Robert Allen had finished kindergarten at Nettleton elementary school and infant David, their second son, was old enough to make the move.

         
            * * *

         

         11Collector Bill Pagel, owner of both the Duluth home and now the Hibbing home, has been actively acquiring period-specific furniture and appliances for both this and the Hibbing house in an effort to recreate the settings young Dylan grew up in. Dylan’s highchair in the Duluth home is authentic. You can see where he slept as a boy. And here is where he began to crawl before learning to walk, run and fly.
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