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A Preface in the Past, Present and Future Tense







Every great man nowadays has his disciples, and it is usually Judas who writes the biography.




 





—Oscar Wilde, 1887





i


In the beginning was Scaduto. It was 1971. For five long years Bob Dylan had maintained a public profile that Howard Hughes would have been proud of. Anthony Scaduto’s was the first serious biography of the man, at a time when there was little information about his roots, his early life and his dreams of fame. It dutifully recorded his small-town youth in Hibbing, his year in Minneapolis and his early days in New York. By 1965 Dylan had outgrown the former friends Scaduto had talked to, and in the final section of his book Scaduto’s previously racy style, bereft of any major sources except Dylan’s own rewriting of his history in cagey interviews with the author, dissipated into song analysis and speculation.


It was another fifteen years before the publication of the second serious Dylan biography. In that time Dylan had reached the peak of his commercial success, released perhaps his most perfect album, converted to born-again Christianity and embarked on a series of tours all exceeding in scope his mid-sixties touring activities. On September 29, 1986—the twenty-fifth anniversary of his famous original endorsement of Dylan in the New York Times—Robert Shelton published his own, long-awaited biography of his old friend.


Shelton’s plans for a book had been first mentioned in the summer of 1966. The volume had been two decades in the making. Perhaps not surprisingly, given the level of expectation, it proved a profound disappointment. He barely advanced the story beyond Dylan’s fabled 1966 motorcycle accident, and much of the chunky tome was filled with pat song analysis and cuttings-file outtakes. Though he filled important gaps in Scaduto’s narrative of the early years, Shelton did Dylan a great disservice by interring him in the period he had already spent twenty years trying to live down.


Shelton’s book also generated another pretender to the title of serious Dylan biographer. In the fall of 1988 Bob Spitz, author of a previous book on the 1969 Woodstock Festival, published a biography as expansive as Shelton’s and as racy as Scaduto’s. Yet, despite conducting many original interviews, Spitz did not advance Dylan’s story either. His interviewees were mostly the familiar names used by Scaduto and Shelton, and his Goldmanesque approach, excruciating prose style, dubious sense of Dylan’s history and—yet again—virtual exclusion of Dylan’s post-accident career resulted in what one reviewer described appositely as ‘a thick, petrified, one-pound hunk of wood-fibre.’


My own first attempt to correct this chronological imbalance and to focus on the man’s creative output, the original Behind the Shades, written very much as a riposte to Spitz, appeared on Dylan’s fiftieth birthday in 1991, and was then heavily revised for his sixtieth in 2001; appearing shortly before another graduate of the Spitz School of Gossipography produced the latest Dylan-inspired doorstopper. Howard Sounes’s surprisingly well-received Down the Highway managed to out-Spitz Spitz in his wholesale appropriation of gossip disguised as insight, written in a similarly excruciating journalese.


Now Bob Dylan is seventy. It is forty-five years since he fell off his motorcycle in Woodstock. Yet the history of those forty-five years continues to remain in the shadow cast by those pre-accident years. Three-quarters of this book is devoted to Dylan’s post-accident career. It is my intent to show the full sweep of his life to date, and his post-accident years actually represent four-fifths of his entire recording output.


Of course, Dylan’s rise to fame is an important part of his story and the first section of Behind the Shades deals fully with the well-documented pre-accident years. Though Scaduto and Shelton have given good coverage to this period, I have tried to explore a particular thread that I find weaving in and out of Scaduto and Shelton, but rarely overtly: what made Dylan so different from his contemporaries in Hibbing, in Minneapolis, in Greenwich Village and among the pop music icons of the mid-sixties? Why did he continue to grow when others, similarly regarded, stagnated? 


The ability constantly to reinvent who Bob Dylan was, and is, remains the primary characteristic of his art. It is the way he unleashes new works. The process may be subtler now, but it endures. In the early and mid-sixties it actually seemed as if Dylan had no control over his chameleon changes, they proceeded at such a frantic pace. It is likely that Dylan never really knew in those days how close he was to the precipice.


How Dylan has coped with the legacy of those amphetamine years is an equally remarkable story. Like another ‘would-be genius,’ Orson Welles, he is generally thought to have created his masterpiece, the Blonde on Blonde double album, before he was even twenty-five, and then spent the next forty-five years twisting in the wind, determined to assert himself as an abidingly creative artist. But, unlike Welles, he did manage to convince critics that he had surpassed that youthful masterpiece with the remarkable Blood on the Tracks, and he continued to come close to replicating said trick even after his so-named religious period. Which is a story in and of itself.


If the motorcycle accident represents an obvious demarcation point in Dylan’s career, his religious conversion has been the other major break with his past. His post-conversion career has been detailed in a total of thirty pages by both Spitz and Shelton, while Sounes covers the second ‘half’ of a forty-year career in barely a hundred of his 400-plus pages. All three do a grave injustice to this major part of Dylan’s ever-changing career. Though much of this period reads as a catalog of missed chances and poor judgment, the last decade has seen a very personal battle to construct a worldview that retains his faith in both God and humanity—a struggle which has still led to its fair share of great Dylan songs (and, lest we forget, three consecutive number one albums). Yet if the story in part two of Behind the Shades in no way parallels Orson Welles’s post-Kane career, the narrative in parts three and four is rather similar with its repeated hints of revival, the promise of masterpieces often unfulfilled, or rendered minor by lack of discipline or the neophobic impulses of others.


Dylan’s perennial reinventions of himself led me to structure this book around each new guise that he has taken on. In most cases, a chapter revolves around a major work or tour introducing a new Dylan (e.g. Another Side, Blood on the Tracks, Renaldo and Clara, the Rolling Thunder tours, Chronicles). It is a convenient format to use but it is only a convenience; perhaps the dominant colour in my patchwork, but there shall (or should) be more besides.


His career could as easily be divided by his geography. Certain chapters fit neatly into the geographic notion, coinciding with artistic periods as well. Thus his 1960 apprenticeship in Minneapolis marks an obvious divide. His fleeing New York for Durango, and finally settling in Malibu, again marked an important change; while his ‘retreat’ (1966–9) is often referred to as his Woodstock Period (a slight misnomer, given that he had been spending most of his free time there since 1964). Entire albums have been the product of Dylan’s geography. Almost all of Another Side was written in Greece in May 1964; The Basement Tapes was written and recorded in Woodstock; New Morning was the first product of his return to New York City at the end of 1969; Blood on the Tracks was largely composed during a summer on his Minnesota farm, as was Street-Legal. Time Out of Mind was apparently largely written during one particularly bleak Midwest winter.


A credible biography is a bringing together of such strands. It draws from all and distils down to a point of view. With a living artist the picture can never be complete. This book, even in its third incarnation, can only be a signpost along the way. Dylan also presents a difficult subject because he has trusted people and they have repaid him accordingly. Many of the most important people in his life have refused to talk about their relationship with him; and some never will, now. The voices of his wife Sara Dylan, his ex-manager the late Albert Grossman and confidants Victor Maymudes and Bobby Neuwirth are absent from this book (and its rivals). Fortunately, most of his important musical collaborators have been less recalcitrant.


Dylan himself cooperated with both Scaduto and Shelton in the composition of their books, freely giving interviews and in Shelton’s case suggesting people he should contact. Yet in both cases there was a price to pay. Dylan, like most biographical subjects, is not looking for an accurate portrayal. To quote Orson Welles, ‘I don’t want any description of me to be accurate, I want it to be flattering. I don’t think people who have to sing for their supper ever like to be described truthfully, not in print anyway.’ Though neither biography could be described as authorized, Dylan exerted his influence upon both. Inevitably this led to a slightly sanitized portrait of the man, particularly in Shelton’s book. Spitz and his twenty-first-century doppelgänger, Sounes, predictably went to the other extreme and chronicled each and every tale of anyone who had a self-aggrandizing recollection, a chip on their shoulder and a grudge to bear.


As for Dylan’s own contribution herein, it is not the voice of a man presenting an authorized portrait of himself, save perhaps in the few instances where I have drawn from his comments to Cameron Crowe in the Biograph booklet or gleaned the odd upfront line from his own 2004 memoir, Chronicles. Other quotes have been selected from over two hundred interviews he has given in the last fifty years, from raps he has given at concerts in his more gregarious days, from bio-poems he has written. It is one of the great myths of Dylan lore that his interviews are invariably a stream of put-ons and put-downs. In fact at certain points in his life, notably in 1978 and 1985, he has been very keen to talk about his past in a surprisingly frank and honest manner. Readers will find Dylan’s voice represented here on a far greater scale than in previous biographies, but without a concomitant personal influence upon the finished product.


Of course, as I am forever reminded, I have never actually met the man around whom I have spun so many of my musings. And if one has not met one’s biographical subject, how—the subtext goes—can one hope to know him, let alone explain or reveal him to unknowing eyes? (Well, that’s every Shakespeare biography on the scrapheap.) It remains a surprisingly pervasive view that firsthand acquaintance should take precedence over critical judgment, historical perspective, and a thirst for making sense of the whole picture. Would Sara Dylan, even if she could assuredly put the intimate in biography, be capable of writing something that gave a sense of her former husband’s importance? And what about the self-publicity machine known as Susan Ross, an ex-girlfriend from the late eighties, who in 1997 wrote, in her pitch to publishers for a ‘revealing memoir’ of the man:




Since none of the previous authors have spent time with him or even knew him, they are hard-pressed to draw accurate conclusions about Dylan. Their information is so speculative and limited, at best, that even in recent books, none of them mention (or know) that Dylan has been married three times or has eight children. None of these authors know why and how he married his wives, whether they were pregnant at the time, what his feelings on abortion are, and whether he married for love or because his accountant said alimony is tax-deductible.





Not only is Ms. Ross quite unaware of the difference between a memoir and a biography, she is also oblivious to the fact that Marie is his adopted daughter, and that Dylan has only seven children. As for Dylan’s views on abortion, one suspects that they changed between the time he cajoled his then-girlfriend Suze Rotolo into having one in 1963 and when Kurt Loeder questioned him about the subject in 1984, at a time when he had started a second family. Rotolo herself passes over this traumatic event in less than a single page in her recent memoir of her relationship with Dylan, A Freewheelin’ Time (2008). Indeed, discernibly less is revealed by Rotolo’s firsthand account than she had already shared in interviews with Scaduto, Shelton and Spitz.


Which somewhat dismantles Ross’s grand assumption, one that presupposes that all the people I have interviewed about Dylan, and others whose interviews with and about Dylan I have assimilated and judiciously integrated, have shown themselves to have insights about the man above and beyond anything I myself might be able to construct. It presupposes that the man who wrote the songs is the man I might meet in a bar one windswept night when he feels like baring his soul and I feel like listening—voilà, Interview with an Icon.


I have preferred to try and deconstruct the intimate, ‘unknowable’ relationship between the artist and the man by assimilating this vast body of performance art, all the while relying on the firsthand, verbatim recollections of as many voices as were willing to share their thoughts (more than 250 souls). Their perspectives on the relationship between the creative act and the creator necessarily shaped mine, but not, I trust, at the expense of my own take. The more perceptive ‘insiders,’ like the late Cesar Diaz, who spent five years in almost daily proximity to Dylan, invariably raised their own questions with insights like:




I think the greatest masterpiece he has ever pulled off is the fact that he can make people believe that part of him is involved in the writing of those songs. To me each song is a play, a script and he’ll be that guy from the song for that moment but [then] he’ll change back to Bob. People make the mistake to think that he’s the guy that sings ‘The Times They Are A-Changin’.’ [But] the guy that wrote [that song] only existed for that moment, for that righteous thought. It took me a while to realize that. But he actually convinces you that yes, it is me who is talking to you, and I’m being sincere about it … He is able to convince you that it is him at that point when he is singing the song when in reality he’s just singing a song and just playing. So he can never answer questions [like], ‘How do you feel when you sing “Forever Young”?’ He cannot put himself in that position. He already did once when he wrote the song.





This is a devastating denial of those who equate the artist with the man, but it also has the authentic ring of truth (to invoke Wilde again, ‘Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask and he will tell the truth’). But then, the man known to Cesar Diaz between 1988 and 1993 was certainly not the man who wrote either ‘The Times They Are A-Changin” or ‘Forever Young.’ That Diaz should pick, as an example of a ‘righteous thought,’ a song of which Dylan told Tony Glover, as the first draft sat at his typewriter, ‘It seems to be what people want,’ suggests he isn’t always the one that ‘convince[s] you that it is him’ even in the moment that the thought is sprung. Which is perhaps why I have separated my own thoughts about Dylan’s 600-plus songs (now published in two equally large volumes, as Revolution in the Air and Still on the Road, plug, plug) from my portrait of the artist as a man.


Although Cesar’s voice, the voice of a man who has ‘nothing left to lose’, echoes through all that is to come, as one especially loaded question—is Dylan only/ever ‘that guy from the song for that moment … for that righteous thought’?—it is a perspective I constantly challenge. Because the man I’m writing about is as mercurial as they come. Peter Guralnick addresses this whole question in the ‘Author’s Note’ to the second volume of his Elvis Presley biography, Careless Love—endorsed on the jacket by Dylan himself—and smartly concludes, ‘At some point, you simply have to believe that by immersing yourself in the subject you have earned your own perspective.’


Guralnick, by his own admission, ‘spent eleven years with Elvis,’ writing and researching his two volumes. In my case it is twice as long, and this is the second time I’ve reevaluated what I wrote the last time around. The curve of Dylan’s career—in my hands, at least—does not resemble the parabolic symmetry of Guralnick’s Elvis. Things are rarely so neat—certainly not in Dylan’s universe. Though my own revisit affords the reader both ‘whitewashed golden calf’ and ‘incendiary atomic musical firebrand loner who conquered the western world’ (which was Dylan’s own assessment of Guralnick’s Elvis), here the former could include the Nashville years (1969–70), and the latter, his work in the seventies just as much as his fabled rise in the mid-sixties. I am also less inclined to see Dylan as the hapless instrument of forces beyond his control.


As of 2004, Dylan has begun to offer his own literary version of his past. Worryingly, the ‘first’ volume of Chronicles suggests he may no longer even be able to divide the word of truth (see chapter 43). But then, Dylan has always delighted in taking in other chroniclers. Shelton showed a willing credulity when Dylan spun his now-famous yarn about living as a rentboy when he first came to New York:




I shucked everybody when I came to New York. I played cute … I have a friend … He’s a junkie now. We came to New York together … We hung out on 43rd St., and hustled for two months … I got the ride here in December 1960. I came down to the Village in February … And I had the guitar. I didn’t have any place to stay, but it was easy for me. People took me in





It is one of my favorite Dylan yarns, for a couple of reasons. One, the idea of this nineteen-year-old schmuck from nowheresville hanging out on 43rd (I thought it was 53rd, but gabba gabba hey), hustling, is too beautiful for words. Two, that those who bought into the story wanted to buy into it; and Dylan knew he was telling them what they wanted to hear. (Shelton was not alone. Dylan also told proximate versions to the Australian poet Adrian Rawlins and to sidekick Victor Maymudes around the same time—in 1966, when he presumably hit upon it—and evidently convinced them it was so. Maymudes told the tale as the unvarnished truth to one of Dylan’s girlfriends in 1987; Rawlins insisted on its veracity to me in 1994.)


It so happens that the story tells us an awful lot about Dylan—more than any ‘truthful’ account he might have imparted about his early days in New York. It reveals a fixation with Arthur Rimbaud—whose famed conceit le dérèglement de tous les sens he was living 24/7 in 1966—so strong that this ‘thief of fire’ appropriated the legend of young Arthur’s rentboy subsistence on arrival in Paris into his own mythopoeic biography. Not so much I is another, as Another is I.
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Bruce Langhorne: I think that Dylan’s relations with people are poor. I think that he has integrity about his art, and I respect him for that, [but] Dylan and I never hung out and got drunk or high together.




 





Bob Dylan: Like most famous people, I just want to be left alone. [1997]





It is twenty years since I began this odyssey. So, am I still writing about the same man? Is the auteur of Together Through Life and/or co-auteur of Masked and Anonymous the very person who in 1980, at a show at the Warfield in San Francisco, told fans the parable of Lead Belly who changed musical styles but ‘didn’t change—he was the same man!’ After all, the one aspect of Dylan’s personal life that seems to have sporadically threatened to reveal a different Dylan since 1990 is the ‘midlife crisis’ that in the eighties and early nineties again led the man to indulge in polygamy, duplicity and some druggy decision-making.


Can it really be the author of ‘Love Minus Zero,’ ‘I Want You’ and ‘Simple Twist of Fate’ who, in this period, composed a series of monologues in song from a narrator for whom relationships had become little more than a series of transitory assignations with strange women, developing a vocabulary of intimacy that worked on a personal level (just because), but was hard to credit in song? Songs like ‘Don’t Fall Apart on Me Tonight,’ ‘I’ll Remember You,’ ‘Emotionally Yours,’ ‘Never Gonna Be the Same Again,’ ‘Under Your Spell,’ ‘What Was It You Wanted’ and ‘Make You Feel My Love’ seemed disturbingly prosaic depictions of the kinds of conversations that Susan Ross and ‘Britta Lee Shain’ depicted in memoir manuscripts, as well as the type of dialogue enacted in a number of man/woman scenes in Renaldo and Clara and Masked and Anonymous.


I have previously accused the latter-day Dylan of ‘romantic attachments to women unworthy of the moniker Muse.’ There remains a crucial difference between Sara and the likes of Susan Ross entirely separate from the intensity of Dylan’s feelings—they come on opposite sides of the divide provided by his religious conversion, one that seems to have come about in large measure because of the divorce. Dylan once told Britta Lee Shain, ‘I knew [the divorce] was my fault … I knew I’d done wrong. You see there’s just women you have to fuck because they demand it.’ This comment may be a poor excuse for infidelity, but it suggests that he had always felt himself to be in the grip of what Paul Williams, attempting to nail the ‘true’ cause of Dylan’s Christian conversion in What Happened?, called ‘the power of Woman’:




Dylan has always believed, not unreasonably, in the power of Woman. When he finally lost faith in the ability of women to save him (and he seems to have explored the matter very thoroughly, in and out of marriage, in the years 1974 through ’78), his need for an alternative grew very great indeed, and he found what people in our culture most often find in the same circumstances: the uncritical hospitality of Jesus Christ.





It took just a single year for the reappearance of the Earth Mother in the magnificent ‘Caribbean Wind,’ with her ‘bells in her braids / [that] hung to her toes,’ reaffirmed a matter of months later in ‘Need a Woman,’ in which he again asked for ‘a woman / just to be my Queen.’ If the struggle with his own demons soon overtook him again, it was at the expense of the romantic quest that had sustained his work in the seventies. And so, in a remarkable 1984 rewrite of his archetypal ‘quest’ song, ‘Tangled Up in Blue,’ he is no longer searching for ‘Her’ at song’s end, he is ‘walking towards the Son / Trying to stay out of the joint.’ Quite a change for a man who once envisaged he might be hung as a thief. Even when the songs dried up in the early nineties, he kept focused on a path to enlightenment that saw women as distractions along the way, until finally on Time Out of Mind he announced, ‘I’m sick of love / but I’m in the thick of it.’ This is a huge sea-change in worldview. (He ends up mocking his former self, and those impulses, in one of his finest latter-day songs, 2009’s ‘Forgetful Heart.’)


Unfortunately, for much of the Never Ending Tour—which had barely shifted into first gear when I wrote the first version of this biography in 1990—Dylan has seemed as much at a loss in the company of his fellow men as in the company of women. Having previously relied on the intellectual stimulation of men of ideas, he has increasingly removed himself from the kind of confidant who used to challenge him intellectually or musically. Increasingly used to getting his own way—as people in five-star goldfish bowls tend to—he has denied himself the friction that friendship on an equal footing brings. When a friend of Shain’s asked Gary Shafner what he did for Dylan, the right-hand man showed he was under no illusion, replying, ‘Paid friend, I guess.’ Maybe by the mid-eighties Dylan had concluded these were the only friends he could rely on:




Cesar Diaz: So many people wanted to get so close to him … People don’t understand that they cannot throw themselves on Bob, he’s not that kinda guy. He’s not that warm a person … There’s all this philosophy that goes behind the whole Dylan thing that a lot of people don’t understand, ’cause they’ve never had the opportunity to say, ‘Wow, he’s totally different in real life than I would ever have imagined.’ You only see it by being there day after day after day. When it’s a beautiful day and you say, ‘Bob, it’s a beautiful day, it’s great, let’s go out for a walk.’ [Dylan accent] ‘No, it’s not a nice day. It sucks.’ … You go, ‘OK. The sky’s purple, it’s not blue. See you later. I’m going for a walk.’ ‘Er, no, wait for me.’





It seems even he finds it difficult to detach his real self from his iconic status. As Stephanie Buffington told me, ‘He speaks of himself in the third person.’ Such psychological armor is undoubtedly necessary when making work as uncompromising as Dylan’s in a medium where compromise is usually the main message. And that mental toughness has always been there. As Suze Rotolo put it, ‘He just won’t accept anybody’s point of view about himself … It’s somehow all too negative, too pessimistic.’


And yet, in his younger days, it was possible to pierce the armor, and when that happened, some internal change was prone to spark the next artistic rebirth, the reinvention of self that presupposed some ongoing personal development; a moment like the one the painter David Oppenheim caught in the spring of 1975 when he ‘got him to understand that he was completely mad, [and] he would grow pale in the face, and that made me feel good because I identified with the person that I thought he was in those moments of inner understanding.’


The contrast between Dylan, Un Autre Bob and Just Bob has inspired its fair share of pithy aphorisms, of which perhaps Woodstock café-owner Bernard Paturel’s ‘There’s so many sides to Bob Dylan, he’s round’ comes closest to hitting the mark. Dylan himself clearly feels he has yet to be revealed, saying about the endeavors of my kind, ‘They usually interview people who know me or think they know me or barely know me, but … it’s [still] like reading about somebody else that never existed.’ Yet in Chronicles he addresses stories found in Scaduto, Shelton, Sounes or an earlier … Shades, and concocts versions even less believable, or credible.


What gives? As he once wisecracked to his then-secretary, Naomi Saltzman, who was being bugged by his first biographer, ‘Tell Scaduto as long as he’s talked to everybody who knows everything about me, he doesn’t need me to tell him about me.’ And those who do know him best agree that there are so many more layers to Dylan than those of his contemporaries who have invested all their personalities in their fame:




Mel Howard: There are many people whom you spend time with, and the more time you spend with them the less enigmatic, charismatic and powerful they seem, but with Dylan one’s respect and even awe, if anything, increased. I’ve worked with some of the biggest—Redford, Streisand—and Dylan’s genius and charisma transcends that of any of them.





And Dylan would like to keep the mystery going, something he hinted at in an interview with Spin’s Scott Cohen in 1985. When Cohen asked him who he would like to interview himself, the list he came up with was a fascinating one—Hank Williams, Apollinaire, Joseph of Arimathea, Marilyn Monroe, John F. Kennedy, Mohammed, Paul the Apostle—but even more fascinating was the general comment that came afterwards: ‘I’d like to interview people who died leaving a great unsolved mess behind, who left people for ages to do nothing but speculate.’


Few would disagree that Dylan’s post-accident career increasingly seems like one ‘great unsolved mess,’ containing as it does both his greatest writing (The Basement Tapes, John Wesley Harding and Blood on the Tracks; those discarded eighties masterpieces, ‘Caribbean Wind,’ ‘Blind Willie McTell,’ ‘New Danville Girl’ and ‘Dignity’; the magnetic songs of mortality that pepper his last four all-original albums) and work unregenerately abject (Self Portrait, Dylan, much of Knocked Out Loaded, Down in the Groove, Christmas in the Heart). If he had so much to live up to, and to live down, perhaps his greatest achievement has been to never surrender to the impulse for nostalgia in his work, something one suspects he will resist to his last dying breath:




Cesar Diaz: They try to pin him down with this aren’t you like an icon, the voice of your generation? See, if he accepted that title then he would lock himself into a certain time and period and he could never get himself out of it because … that was the best that he could ever do and he will never do anything else. But by denying it he can go on and keep reinventing himself. There’s always the hope that there will be something else better than that. But people try to give you titles all the time. Aren’t you so and so that did so and so? … They always talk about the past because of course it’s all they know about you. But they don’t realize that they are trapping you in a certain time and period that already happened.





Such is the price of fame. It is a price Dylan has always been reluctant to pay. He even seems to have half-hoped that after the motorcycle accident, he could somehow walk away from his brilliant past. Moving to Woodstock full-time, to Fire Island, back to the Village, to Arizona, to Durango and finally to LA, he tried his best not to succumb to the unreality of his life to come. But surrender to it he did. By the time he entered his fifties, he realized that no number of Self Portraits, no ramshackle tours, or displays of petulance to interviewers, biographers or fans was going to ultimately detonate his iconic status, they would only further inter his reputation in a mythical past of others’ choosing.


On one of the last occasions they met, he told Allen Ginsberg that fame was something that had no redeeming features. By then, he had been living the life for over thirty years. What that life is like, on a daily basis, no outsider can possibly imagine. As to its effect on one’s art (and not just Dylan’s), Cesar Diaz put it in a single-sentence nutshell—‘How can anyone live like that, and remain in true form and be the same?’ It is a conundrum no one working in the age of the cult of personality can avoid addressing.


When he delivered his pub parable on the permanent outsider in the 1986 Getting to Dylan documentary (see page 601), Dylan was probably alluding to an actual event. He may even have had in mind an incident from 1971, when he was attempting to live that normal family life in the West Village, and turned up at a party with his friend David Amram and his wife:




David Amram: One time we went to the Village, [me,] Sara and him and we were looking through the window and I said, ‘Man, I’m glad to be with you guys, this looks like a pretty weird scene.’ It was mostly middle-aged …they were older people, very well dressed, beautiful Village town house, everybody drinking cocktails, and I was sorta trying to read everybody’s body language, and [they] looked like a bunch of really tense people … not what you call going to the Village hanging out, just relaxing, sitting on the floor, drinking a glass of wine and rapping, the usual scenes we enjoyed. And Bob said, ‘I don’t know what kind of a scene it is, but after I’ve been there it’s gonna change.’ And he laughed. So we walked in there and all these successful, established people—when they suddenly saw Bob Dylan walk in—completely freaked out and became like gawking high-school students. They didn’t mob him, everybody got silent. It was like the Pope had arrived, it was amazing, it blew my mind. Bob was just really quiet and then after a while he’d just act so natural everyone cooled out a little bit. I said, ‘My God, man, what it must be like to have to deal with that all the time.’





Dylan ultimately decided, probably for the sake of his then-young children, to settle for the uniquely Californian version of fame, something that has perhaps wreaked more damage on his art than anyone may ever know. And yet his choice, back in 1973, to place himself within the secure confines of the Malibu colony of stargazers was oh so understandable. As his attorney told the judge in his divorce case, as a preamble to a legal request to have the records of the case sealed:




David Braun: When people know where he is, his garbage is sifted and examined regularly; groups appear in front of his house on his birthday. Fans constantly try to reach him to talk to him, to touch him and to see him. Recently, the sheriff had to be called to remove a girl from the driveway of his home; afterwards she sprayed black paint all over his windows. A disturbed person has been trying to reach Mr. Dylan through me and is threatening to harm himself if he is unsuccessful. As a result of this and much, much more, Mr. Dylan has been required to engage twenty-four-hour guards about his property to prevent trespassers and protect the privacy of himself and his family … In my twenty-two years’ experience of representing famous personages no other personality has attracted such attention, nor created such a demand for information about his personal affairs.





Dylan has also chosen to develop ways of testing those who work closely with him, something that seems to have been innate even in the young Bob, who played similar games even when he was only a boy or just a nobody. Though the game has been refined over the years, as new variants spring to mind, Dylan still revels in the role of game master. In order to participate in the proceedings, insiders must first interpret whether a request is a request, an order or a test, as sidekick Arthur Rosato learnt some eighteen months after becoming a Dylan employee on the second Rolling Thunder tour:




Arthur Rosato: He’s laying on his bed in the studio down in Santa Monica and he’s talking about the sound company that I picked. It was the one that Neil Diamond used. I knew Neil Diamond’s production manager and he said, ‘Well, [if] you wanna check out his system, come on up to Seattle.’ So I flew up with Neil and his band in his private plane and [the system] was really nice … Bob goes, ‘You just picked them because they flew you up in their plane.’ I just went off. I’m looking down, I’m pointing at him … He’s falling back further into the pillow, [going,] ‘Okay, okay.’ I could see he was just being a brat. But he tests people to see what they’ll do … We didn’t play that game too often … [But] he’ll do that to a lot of people. He’ll say something just to see where they go with it. On many occasions people will just run out and do it.





Dylan evidently remains conflicted as to how he should act when required to play this Somebody he has become. When he was arrested for looking like a vagrant a couple of years back, he seems to have positively enjoyed the experience of being a complete unknown to some young bimbo with a badge just six weeks after topping the US album charts. Others have suggested part of the appeal to him of the large numbers of well-endowed young black women that he dated in the eighties was that they had not the remotest clue who he was, nor were they greatly impressed when they found out. And it is not likely a coincidence that the first intelligible line in his last film, Masked and Anonymous, should be ‘Are you humble before God?’ just as a Nipponese version of ‘My Back Pages’ crashes in over the speakers. Here, after all, is one of the most famous artists in the world who has spent the last thirty-one years writing song after song about the loneliness and despair of the sinner in an increasingly Godless world. And still, most commentators act as if his ‘religious’ period were some short-lived aberration; indeed, as if it ended some decades ago.


He has continued talking the talk, but they ain’t listening. Even if he seemingly abandoned the search for a commonality of faith after the general incomprehension that greeted songs of real communion, like ‘Every Grain of Sand,’ ‘City of Gold’ and ‘In the Summertime,’ he remained convinced that the night would soon come falling from the sky. And even as the apocalyptic strain in his eighties work became fused with a very personal sense of imminent mortality on two ‘comeback’ LPs issued eight years apart, Oh Mercy and Time Out of Mind, so he began to feel comfortable reintroducing gospel songs into his repertoire, some that he wrote himself for his own gospel trilogy (1979–81), others which had lit his way spiritually and musically from the very first time he felt the spirit in him, i.e. 1960:




Bob Dylan: I find the religiosity and philosophy in the music. I don’t find it anywhere else. Songs like ‘Let Me Rest on a Peaceful Mountain’ or ‘I Saw the Light’—that’s my religion. I don’t adhere to rabbis, preachers, evangelists … I’ve learned more from the songs than I’ve learned from any of this kind of entity. The songs are my lexicon. I believe the songs. [1997]





His latter-day performances of songs from the ‘lexicon’ suggest—to me, anyway—someone who yearns to return to the simple embrace of his original Born Again faith. Of the coupla dozen covers added to the repertoire since 1999, the likes of ‘Halleluiah, I’m Ready to Go,’ ‘Somebody Touched Me,’ ‘Pass Me Not, O Gentle Savior,’ ‘I Am the Man Thomas’ and ‘Rock of Ages’ testify to both a yearning for release and an abiding faith in Christ’s promise of redemption. It is as if, having aspired to be Hank Williams, Jack Kerouac, Woody Guthrie, Arthur Rimbaud, Joseph Conrad and John the Baptist, he has finally come to realize that after one strips away all the layers of artifice, the artistic personae, the man inside really has ‘no secrets to conceal.’ The person(a) who stalks the handful of greater later songs—‘Ain’t Talkin’,’ ‘Someday Baby,’ ‘Sugar Baby,’ ‘Nettie Moore,’ ‘Things Have Changed’—has seen it all, and gives not a fig for the judgment of others. In that, at least, Dylan has stayed true to his path, and continued ‘walking towards the Son.’ It remains a journey worthy of the chronicling, even as the odyssey continues.




 





—Clinton Heylin






















Part One


Busy Being Born

























1 1941–55: In My Younger Days




[image: ]











 





1




My country is the Minnesota–North Dakota territory/that’s where I was born an learned how t walk an/it’s where I was raised an went to school … my/youth was spent wildly among the snowy hills an/sky blue lakes, willow fields an abandoned open/pit mines. contrary t rumors, I am very proud of/where I’m from an also of the many blood streams that/run in my roots.




 





—Bob Dylan, 1963




 





You can change your name/but you can’t run away from yourself.




 





—Bob Dylan, 1967





At a 1986 press conference a middle-aged, slightly wizened rock ’n’ roller insisted, ‘I’m only Bob Dylan when I have to be.’ Asked who he was the rest of the time, he replied, ‘Myself.’ His creator, forty-five-year-old Robert Allen Zimmerman, had been a mere nineteen when he had reinvented himself as Bob Dylan: just three years older than the Arthur Rimbaud who wrote to his old teacher, Georges Izambard, in May 1871 and proclaimed, ‘Je est un autre’; barely three years younger than his maternal grandfather, Benjamin David Solemovitz, when, in 1906, he took off from Connor’s Point, Wisconsin, to rematerialize three years later working as a clerk for a fellow Jew, Abraham Friedman, in Hibbing, Minnesota, henceforth to be known simply as Ben Stone.


Back in Connor’s Point, Stone had had a sister named Ida, a year younger, by all accounts a pretty little thing. That is, until September 24, 1906, when a young Scotsman named John Young shot poor little Ida down, before blowing his own brains out with a .32 revolver. Young had been living in rooms adjoining the Solemovitzes’ for three years and had become more than friendly with Ida. But Young had refused to recognize the ostracism that would have resulted had Ida chosen to marry outside her faith. According to the Superior Telegram, ‘Young was madly infatuated with the girl … a difference of opinion is apparent as to whether the girl reciprocated his love.’ Her father, Sam, refused to countenance the possibility that his baby girl might have died for love. Ben, who was close to his sister and devastated by her death, undoubtedly knew better.


Leaving the family behind in Wisconsin, Solemovitz chose to reinvent himself seventy-five miles north, in Hibbing, at the heart of Minnesota’s Iron Range, a scabrous landscape shaped by intensive strip-mining that created both the largest man-made pit and the largest slag heap in the world. Founded by the adventurer Frank Hibbing in 1892, after he had cleared a road west from Mountain Iron, Hibbing was erected near to the spot where he had apparently awoken one crisp winter morn and uttered the immortal phrase, ‘I believe there is iron under me—my bones feel rusty.’


By the time Ben Stone had found employment with Abraham Friedman, the boomtown had already acquired eighty-eight hundred citizens, sewers, a municipal lighting plant, a fire department, and the largest grade-school building north of the Twin Cities, Minneapolis and St. Paul. However, by 1921 the mining companies found that Frank Hibbing had not erected the town near to the best ore but directly on top of it, and the whole town, houses and all, had to be moved on rollers to the suburb of Alice, leaving street signs and tracks from the old Hibbing behind. Living on the edge of such a surreal wasteland was bound to affect anyone, particularly those for whom the Moving of Hibbing was merely local folklore.




Bob Dylan: I ran into a girl [one time] … She said I was a strange person and she told me why. She said, ‘You were born in a certain area where the ground is metallic.’ [1980]





Ben Stone had been just five in 1888, when his parents, Robert (‘Sabse’) and Bessie Solemovitz, abandoned the plains of Lithuania for the promise of Superior, Wisconsin. Though Stone left Superior behind in 1906, his heart and the heart of his family remained behind. When he died in May 1945 he chose to be buried in Superior, even though he and his wife, Florence—who had also lived in Superior when she had first arrived in America from Lithuania—had lived in Hibbing for nearly four decades. Their four children, and their grandchildren, all still lived in Hibbing save for their eldest daughter, Beatrice, who lived in Duluth with her husband Abraham Zimmerman and their four-year-old son, Robert. Whether ‘Beatty’ brought her son to the funeral of his maternal grandfather has not been recorded. Whatever the case, Florence Stone, née Edelstein, now found herself a widow at the age of fifty-three.


Florence Edelstein had been the eldest of ten children, the whole clan being presided over by Florence’s imposing father, Benjamin Harold Edelstein, a salesman from Kovno who had arrived in Hibbing from Superior, aged thirty-six, with his wife, Lybba, and his then six children in 1906, shortly before young Ben Stone hit town. Once established in Hibbing, ‘BH’ abandoned selling furniture and stoves and entered the entertainment business, purchasing the first of four Edelstein theaters, the Victory. As vaudeville gave way to the dependable escapism flickering off the movie screen, Edelstein expanded his operations to include the Gopher on Howard, the State, also on Howard, and the Homer on 1st. That a town of just eighteen thousand could support four cinemas in the forties suggests just how central the images conveyed from Hollywood became to postwar middle America.


Beatrice R. Stone was the second of Ben and Florence’s four children. Born three years after her brother Vernon, on June 16, 1915, she was a vivacious child and a devoted member of a large, and seemingly ever expanding, family unit. Though Hibbing would always be a curious place to grow up a Jew—the town was largely given over to Slavic Catholics and Nordic Lutherans—Beatty’s large family cocooned her. Hibbing offered few dating opportunities to the single Jewish girl—it was to the bright lights of Duluth, a town that among its hundred thousand citizens boasted some two thousand Jews, that the brash, recently graduated seventeen-year-old turned.




Ethel Crystal: We knew that all the worthwhile Jewish boys were in Duluth. To us, Duluth was a great big beautiful city with a large Jewish population, three or four synagogues to depend on, and plenty of people like us there to meet.





It was there, at a New Year’s Eve party to welcome in 1933, that she met Abraham H. Zimmerman, another first-generation American Jew, with four years on Beatty and a job with Standard Oil. The fifth of six children by Zigman and Anna Zimmerman, who had emigrated from Odessa to Duluth in 1906 during the great Eastern European exodus, the shy Abe was bowled over by this feisty young Jewess. In his quiet, steady way he began a long-distance courtship, which ended in June 1934, when Abraham and Beatrice were married.


The newlyweds were always going to choose Duluth over Hibbing, particularly given Abe’s steady promotion through the Standard Oil ranks, and they seem to have led a contented existence through the first twelve years of marriage, twice punctuated by the birth of baby boys: Robert Allen—his Hebrew name Shabtai Zisel ben Avraham—at five past nine on the evening of May 24, 1941, in St. Mary’s Hospital, a roll down the hill from their Duluth tenement; and David Benjamin, born in February 1946, also at St. Mary’s Hospital.


Though Beatty’s family remained ensconced in Hibbing, the young couple were part of a large clan of Duluth Zimmermans, comprising four uncles, one aunt, a dozen cousins, and one grandmother (Zigman had died in 1936). As Dylan himself truthfully recalled, ‘My grandmother had about seventeen kids on the one side, and on the other side about thirteen kids. So there was always a lot of family-type people around,’ as well as the aforesaid thriving Jewish community. A survey of the Jews in Duluth by Joseph Papo, conducted the year Dylan was born, counted 2,633 Jews in 827 family units, a third of whom were foreign born, four-fifths of those coming from Russia and Lithuania. Most were white-collar employees or owners of small businesses. According to Papo,




There is no serious, open anti-Semitism in the community and the relationship with the non-Jews is friendly. During the Brotherhood Week, the Temple Men’s Club arranges a special meeting to which the members invite non-Jewish men.





And yet, despite the calm insularity of the Duluth Jews, a year after the birth of their second son the Zimmermans returned to Hibbing. Young Robert was nearly six when the decision was made, by which time the striking view of Lake Superior from their house on the hill was well enough lodged in his psyche that he recalled it in the opening couplet to the 1973 song ‘Never Say Goodbye’: ‘Twilight on the frozen lake/North wind about to break.’ According to Beatty, ‘We moved back because that was my home town.’ In truth, it was a response to a serious family crisis. Shortly after David’s birth, Abraham Zimmerman was struck down by polio. Though he stayed in the hospital just a week, recuperation was slow and painful, and the option of returning to Standard Oil receded with each month spent at home.




Bob Dylan: My father was a very active man, but he was stricken very early by an attack of polio. The illness put an end to all his dreams … When we moved from the north of the country, two of his brothers, who were electrical fitters, opened a shop and they took him with them, so that he could mind the shop. [1978]





The grand opening of Hibbing’s newly refurbished appliance store, Micka Electrics, took place on June 6, 1947. Abraham’s older brothers, Maurice and Paul, had made him secretary-treasurer, initially unsure of how much responsibility he could take on. If ‘the illness put an end to all [Abraham’s] dreams,’ the move to Hibbing, while returning a delighted Beatty to her family fold, also gave their elder son a whole new landscape on which to graft his visions. Though he would later gasp for release from its suffocating conformity, to a young kid Hibbing could also be a wildly romantic place, with a sense of specialness that never left him. 




Bob Dylan: I had some amazing projections when I was a kid … They were a feeling of wonder … [I] grew up in a place so foreign that you had to be there to picture it. [1978]




 





Bill Marinac: From Bob’s house to my house was a huge, abandoned iron-ore dump. Just below the dump was what we called the Willows—it was just willow weed—very thick and very high. It was like a forest for us … We kids used to camp out there and play there. This was our fort and clubhouse, it was our area. Of course, with ducks and all the woods, you couldn’t help but be close to nature. If you took a hike within ten minutes from home, you were in the woods. If you wanted to go fishing, that was within a half-hour from home.





But the Hibbing to which Beatty Zimmerman returned with her spouse and offspring in 1947 was coming to the end of its useful life. The need for iron to keep the Allied armies on the march had kept Hibbing economically buoyant through the latter half of the Second World War, but even the president of Oliver Iron Mining admitted to the Hibbing Chamber of Commerce the same year that ‘the greatest of all iron-ore mines is nearing [its] end.’ Young Robert would grow up in a town where every industrial dispute, and there were several through the fifties, would bring the local economy to a standstill, and where every miner had a store of stories from the old days if anyone had a mind to listen. And listening was what Bobby already did best.


Because of the suddenness of the move, and a temporary postwar shortage of accommodation, Abe and his family were initially obliged to join Beatty’s recently widowed mother, Florence, in one of the four ‘Alice Apartments,’ at 2323 3rd Avenue East, just south of Alice School. To make ends meet Beatty returned to work—as a clerk at Feldman’s. More so even than in Duluth, Bobby Zimmerman now found himself enveloped by relatives. Within walking distance of Bobby’s house at 7th Avenue East and 25th Street was Uncle Maurice, at 2620 3rd Avenue West. Grandma Anna Zimmerman had also left Duluth, and was now living with Maurice. Uncle Paul Zimmerman lived at 3505 3rd Avenue West. And that was just the Zimmermans. Great-uncles Julius, Samuel, and Max Edelstein remained in Hibbing, as did uncles Vernon and Lewis and aunt Irene, whilst his great-aunts Goldie Rutstein and Rose Deutsch lived barely twenty miles west in Virginia, Minnesota. The redoubtable BH, in his seventy-seventh year, continued to preside over the whole clan. Despite the protection such a large family afforded, Bobby still encountered his first bout of anti-Semitism at this time.




Larry Furlong: The kids used to tease Bob, sometimes. They would call him Bobby Zennerman because it was so difficult to pronounce Zimmerman. He didn’t like that … His feelings could be hurt easily. He often went home pouting.





The Jewish community in Hibbing in the late forties and fifties remained a small enclave, a minority in an essentially distrustful Catholic infrastructure. The response of the Jews was to look to the larger town of Duluth not only for cultural activities but for religious guidance. An indication of the problems of being a Jew in the North Country came about the time Robert Zimmerman’s bar mitzvah was due.




Bob Dylan: The town didn’t have a rabbi. Suddenly a rabbi showed up under strange circumstances for only a year. He and his wife got off the bus in the middle of winter. He showed up just in time for me to learn this stuff. He was an old man from Brooklyn who had a white beard and wore a black hat and black clothes. They put him upstairs above the café, which was the local hangout. It was a rock & roll café where I used to hang out. [1985]





Needless to say, the L & B Café on Howard Street was not a rock & roll café in the winter of 1954, when young Bobby was undertaking instruction in Hebrew from Rabbi Reuben Maier in his rooms above the café, and the shy twelve-year-old was hardly at a stage where he was ‘hanging out.’ His bar mitzvah was as effusive and extravagant as the proud mother. At the evening proceedings that concluded Bobby’s bar mitzvah, in the ballroom of the Androy Hotel, four hundred invited guests beamed their beneficence down upon the boy-become-man. Many of the four hundred had come from Duluth and Superior, some even from the Twin Cities, to celebrate another man among them.


At this stage, Bobby continued to play the dutiful son. In public situations he seems to have confined himself to refining his powers of observation. A shy kid among the enforced hubbub of Hibbing High School, he had begun to jot things down, not poetry exactly—Robert Shelton’s biography details just two early poems, written at the age of ten, on Mother’s Day and Father’s Day respectively—just ‘things,’ a few observations to be revisited. Two further juvenile poems—presumably from 1957–58 as they refer to Bobby owning a motorbike—were kept by a schoolfriend. The pair, entitled ‘good poem’ and ‘bad poem’, show his disregard for conventional rhyme was ingrained. The opening couplet of ‘good poem’, ‘There is a boy in school/ Who don’t live by no rule’, is trumped by an even more convoluted couplet, ‘Jimmy, he thinks himself like/ Just cause he owns a motorbike,’ before he prophetically comes to the conclusion that this boy is ‘heading for a fall’.


Meanwhile, ‘bad poem’ illustrates Dylan’s storytelling gift for the first time as he describes an arm-wrestling contest between Melvin Raatsi and Boutang, interrupted by the appearance of Dale ‘coming on his machine’. The story, told in rhyme—‘“I’m gonna arm-wrestle you to death,” says Mel the boy/ “Shut up,” said Boutang, “I’ll take care of you like a little toy”’—peters out, but shows a vivid imagination already at work. When talking to TV host Les Crane in 1965, Dylan was at pains to separate these early scribblings from later songwriting impulses:




Bob Dylan: Well, I started writing a long time ago. You know how you write, you write these insane things down when you really don’t know what else to do. That’s when I started writing. [Now] when I started writing songs—that’s a different story. I started writing songs after I heard Hank Williams. [1965]





Hank Williams, country’s foremost singer-songwriter of the postwar era, was not the first to tug at Bobby’s heartstrings, but he was indicative of two important strands coming together: a nascent interest in music with a certain authentic twang that superseded technical considerations, and a fascination with those who died young, preferably at the height of their powers. Dylan himself recently rewrote the path by which he arrived at Hank Williams, suggesting that it was Johnnie Ray who first piqued his interest in the sounds coming out of the family radio.




Bob Dylan: Johnnie Ray … was popular and we knew he was different … He was an anomaly … After that, I started listening to country music … We used to get the Grand Ole Opry. [1997]





Dylan has surely mixed up his names. The singer most likely to have touched Bob as early as the year of his bar mitzvah (Ray’s main period of chart success being 1956–58) would have been Johnnie Ace, who had several Top 10 hits on the R&B charts in 1953–54, including the gorgeous ‘Never Let Me Go’ (rendered in equally exquisite fashion by Dylan himself, twenty-one years later, on the Rolling Thunder Revue). Ace learned the true meaning of losing a bet when he blew his brains out playing Russian roulette backstage at a concert on Christmas Day, 1954.


Via the hugely popular Opry radio show, Bobby learned the songs of ‘Hank Williams, Hank Snow, Hank Perry—all kinda Hanks!’ The Williams legend—dead drunk (literally) in the backseat of a car on the way to a gig in Canton, Ohio, on New Year’s Day, 1953, at the age of twenty-nine—was already being fueled by other country singers. But the particular album that struck him hardest at this time was by another Hank, the very much alive Hank Snow. The songs themselves, though, were drawn exclusively from the repertoire of a man who died eight years before Bobby was even born—the Blue Yodeler himself, Jimmie Rodgers.




Bob Dylan: When I was growing up I had a record called Hank Snow Sings Jimmie Rodgers … The songs were different than the norm. They had more of an individual nature and an elevated conscience, and I could tell that these songs were from a different period of time. I was drawn to their power. [1997]





If Hank Williams and Jimmie Rodgers gave the young Zimmerman a sound to call his own, James Dean, who appeared in 1955 in Rebel Without a Cause, dispensed the fury. The sense of a time bomb barely contained seemed directly to mirror the sense of isolation of a million teens. At this stage, Robert Zimmerman was just one more. 




Bill Marinac: The two of us went to Rebel Without a Cause a couple of times. And he kept going. I think he went at least four times. He was one of the first to get a red jacket like James Dean. That was a good film, it made a really big impact on us. I think it was the times. Maybe you had to be there, in a small town in the fifties.




 





Bob Dylan: [I liked James Dean for the] same reason you like anybody, I guess. You see something of yourself in them. [1987]





In September 1955, James Dean was killed in an automobile accident near Paso Robles in California. He wasn’t even twenty-five. Closer to home, Anna Zimmerman had died of arteriosclerosis in April 1955, and the young Bobby most certainly attended his grandparent’s funeral, held at Duluth’s Tifereth Israel cemetery. The young Robert, though, was already becoming inured to death, not because of any particular death in his extended family but because, as he famously told Chris Welles of Life magazine in 1964, ‘I was born with death around me. I was raised in a town that was dying.’


As he entered the adolescent terrain, the physiological changes he was going through became fused with a dramatic change in the American psyche, foretold in a new language seemingly indecipherable to those not coursing with hormones: Awopbopaloobop alopbamboom! 
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The reason I can stay so single-minded about my music is because it affected me at an early age in a very, very powerful way and it’s all that affected me. It’s all that ever remained true for me … And I’m very glad that this particular music reached me when it did because frankly, if it hadn’t, I don’t know what would have become of me. I come from a very isolated part of America.




 





—Bob Dylan, 1997





If the quiet, reliable Robert Zimmerman was already sliding toward apostasy when Dean drove his Porsche off the road, hearing a certain rock & roll record on the radio the following month set him into free fall. Like many contemporaries in smalltown US of A, young Robert’s connection with the new music was initially through radio stations, which late at night beamed coded messages to the young at heart, as if each three-minute single comprised a series of semaphore signals across enemy lines.




Bill Marinac: I had a big old Zenith radio in my basement. My dad had an antenna hooked up to the TV antenna … [Bob’s] dad had a hookup like that in their house. Our parents were very understanding.





The epiphanous moment probably came when Pat Cadigan, or, to give him his preferred moniker, Pat the Cat, spun a new Specialty single on his WDSM show, beamed out of Duluth at 710 on the dial. With five thousand watts of power to play with, Pat the Cat began spinning singles for young Minnesotans sometime in 1955. One night in October 1955 he put on Specialty 561—‘Tutti Frutti’ by Little Richard. Nik Cohn conveyed the overwhelming impact of hearing that record for the first time in his seminal Pop in the Beginning: ‘At one throw it taught me everything I ever need to know about pop. The message went: “Tutti frutti all rootie … awopbopaloobop alopbamboom.”’ Or, as Lou Reed later put it, ‘When I heard [it] on the radio, [it] encompassed everything that was missing from my world.’ Recorded September 14, 1955, ‘Tutti Frutti’ was released a month later, hightailing it to number seventeen on the pop charts—though, representative of the chasm opening up between those who liked ‘the real stuff’ and those who liked ‘to hear the words’, Pat Boone’s antiseptic copy climbed a further five places up the charts. If Boone had known what the song was really about—anal sex—he might just have stuck to more saccharine fare.




‘Little’ Richard Penniman: One song which would really tear the house down was ‘Tutti Frutti.’ The lyrics were kind of vulgar, ‘Tutti Frutti, good booty, if it don’t fit don’t force it, you can grease it, make it easy.’ White people, it always cracked ’em up, but black people didn’t like it that much. They liked the blues.





If young Robert wasn’t quite ready to become a back-door man, Little Richard’s lacquered example was enough to inspire him to resume pounding the Gulbranson spinet piano that had been sitting in the Zimmerman living room ever since his father had picked it up wholesale, hoping that his two sons might display some musical promise. David, who quickly learned his scales, loved his piano lessons, but the elder son quit after a single ‘lesson’ with cousin Harriet Rutstein. That was before he heard Little Richard, and he decided further lessons, this time under the guidance of one Clarabelle Hamilton, were in order.


Though Dylan has claimed to have played guitar from the age of twelve, the piano was in fact his first instrument. It would not be until 1957 that he would begin playing the guitar, his school chum Monte Edwardson showing him the basics. Even his piano lessons did not turn him into the accomplished player that his younger brother soon became. His music teacher at school recalls the contrasting sight the two Zimmermans cut at the keys:




Val Petersen: When Bobby played the piano he would stand and really pound it. But when David played, he sat and played very nicely.





However, even as a raw fourteen-year-old with hardly any formal training, and even less patience, Bobby compensated with an all-encompassing determination to master the instrument well enough to emulate his newest and most vital hero. That such an unschooled soul was already an original seems to have been lost on the locals. It was most certainly lost on his despairing father.




Pat Mestek: I remember going into his father’s store. There was an old piano in the back and I had the idea Bobby was supposed to be stacking shelves, or sweeping or something. But he would be pounding on that piano, making his own melodies. And his father would say, ‘Don’t make so much noise!’





Abraham, in unison with the majority of middle America, undoubtedly presumed that this infatuation was a passing whim, along with the ‘jungle’ music now assailing the airwaves. However, a year passed and still Bobby was pounding the home piano to pieces. Unbeknownst to his father, he had already conceived of a need for Hibbing’s first homegrown rock & roll band. So, in the fall of 1956, sufficiently sure of himself on the piano, Robert approached a trio of players in the high school band, asking if they would be interested in putting a band together to play something other than polkas.




Larry Fabbro: None of us had ever heard the music he wanted us to play. Chuck and I were into jazz; Bill Marinac learned the string bass from a Yugoslavian folk-dance group in the area.





The band—given the name the Shadow Blasters by Bob—consisted of Zimmerman on piano, his old chum Bill Marinac on bass, Larry Fabbro on guitar, and Chuck Nara on drum and cymbal. The months of rehearsals devolved down to a single gig of note, but its impact seems to have stayed with Dylan and his contemporaries through all the simple years. The student council at Hibbing High had arranged a variety show for April 5, 1957, and announced that a local jazz ‘quintet,’ including Larry Fabbro, would perform. According to the school newspaper, the Hi-Times, ‘Surprise numbers are also on the program, and there are rumors concerning a sensational novelty number which at the moment is top secret.’




John Bucklen: He got up there … in this talent programme at school … came out onstage with some bass player and drummer, I can’t remember who they were, and he started singing in his Little Richard style, screaming, pounding the piano, and my first impression was that of embarrassment, because the little community of Hibbing, Minnesota, way up there, was unaccustomed to such a performance.





The news was out all over school. Legend has it the performance ended with Bobby breaking the piano pedal. He was even sporting a Little Richard-style bouffant, something he maintained long enough for his 1957 yearbook photo to record the change. That it was the quiet Zimmerman lad who had undergone this metamorphosis gave at least one classmate a whole new slant on his fellow pupil. John Bucklen was stunned that anyone else at the school was on the same wavelength. He recalls the younger Bobby as the kind who ‘had the new clothes, shirts buttoned to the top, hair nice and combed … kind of nerdy, I guess.’ The new Bobby, on the other hand, was willing to change into that performer self on request.




George Haben: He would get up [at school] and do songs—imitating Elvis and so on—and it was hilarious! To hear this wild singing coming out of a boy who kept to himself, [who] was really very quiet.





But the Shadow Blasters was never going to amount to anything beyond a ‘sensational novelty number,’ and now that Bobby had had his first taste of public performing he decided he liked that person up there onstage. If it had taken him eighteen months to realize Little Richard live, he did not wait to form his second band. The Golden Chords was to be a trio—piano, guitar, drums—and this time Bobby did a little market research.




John Bucklen: Monte Edwardson was the only decent rock guitar player around, so Bob sort of latched on to him. Leroy Hoikkala wasn’t a very good drummer but he could keep time, so Bob got him too. He was anxious to get anything together that could complement his music.





Hoikkala recalls that even the sixteen-year-old Bob Zimmerman was looking to apply ‘his own version’ of rock & roll to his original sources.




Leroy Hoikkala: He was interested mostly in Little Richard … But he did a little bit of everything, improvising a lot … He’d sit down at the piano and play some of the most fantastic chords I’d ever heard … He’d hear a song and make up his own version of it.





Using the piano to channel ideas to his collaborators, Bob provided the trio with its idiosyncratic impetus. The Chords would last in this guise until the late spring of 1958. They even began to play regularly at Van Feldt’s snack bar and a small barbecue joint called Collier’s on Sunday afternoons. By 1957, rock & roll had assumed bona fide teenage-revolt status. Even if some of Hibbing’s teenagers realized the Golden Chords were no great shakes, they were still the one and only rock & roll combo they had. Dylan himself fondly recalled these carefree days in 1986, with something approaching nostalgia.




Bob Dylan: We were just the loudest band around … What we were doing, there wasn’t anyone else around doing. [The music scene] was mostly horn kind of stuff, jazz—there was one other band in town with trumpet, bass, guitar, and drums. [1986]





Having established a small following among contemporaries, Bobby was anxious to return to Hibbing High with his new band in tow. The coronation of the homecoming queen, one Shelby Clevenstine, on Thursday, February 6, 1958, afforded him such an opportunity. Scheduled for the afternoon was a brand of entertainment assembled by the Pep Club: a magic show, a skit by Hibbing High School cheerleaders, plus a ‘local rock & roll instrumental group and several vocal selections.’ It was the ‘vocal selections’ by the Golden Chords that got to the kids. The entire student body of eighteen hundred assembled in the highly ornate high school auditorium at two in the afternoon. Bobby had put microphones in the piano, in front of the guitar amps and bass drum, and three at his side for his vocals. The sound was LOUD. And this time it was no novelty number, but some authentic rock & roll hollers. If the afternoon set was raucous, the evening show in front of kids, disapproving teachers and parents was hardly toned down, despite the principal’s instruction to cut the house mikes.


Adult disapproval was not long in manifesting itself. When it was announced, in March 1958, that the annual high school student-council talent show was to be held in the high school auditorium, the school administration also took the opportunity to inform any students performing that they would be liable for any further damage to equipment—namely the grand piano! If Bob had gained enough performing experience not to stomp the piano pedal until it snapped, he was not going to be given the opportunity to prove it this time around. He was not asked to perform. The Chords had also been denied their ‘rightful’ place at the Winter Frolic Queen Coronation, an event staged by the Chamber of Commerce. Though they had undoubtedly won over a crowd of 250 kids at the Little Theater auditions in the Memorial Building, the judges decided the winner of the Carnival Talent Contest was some no-talent, no-hope pantomime artist. At least he was quiet.


Not to be denied, Zimmerman teamed up with a disc jockey and reserved the Hibbing Armory, and then commenced to drive around town in a convertible, advertising through a rented loudspeaker. A fifty-cent ticket gained admission to a ‘Rock & Roll Hop for Teenagers.’ Your favorite hundred top records ‘plus intermission entertainment by Hibbing’s own GOLDEN CHORDS featuring Monte Edwardson, Leroy Hoikkala and Bobby Zimmerman.’ It was an audacious move, and a raised digit to the high school student council.


At the same time as Robert discovered rock & roll, he came to realize that girls had their uses. His friends witnessed the performing Zimmerman now taking over, and found a willingness to fall flat on his face worked as much offstage as on.




John Bucklen: If he wanted to talk to somebody, he wouldn’t be shy about going up and talking with them … He had a kind of quiet manner about him like he was shy … [But] he was bold.





Freudians would doubtless revel in evidence that Bobby’s tastes in women manifested themselves early and endured. The man who recorded ‘I Want My Milk’ in 1961, and populated his one major celluloid effort with cleavages galore, liked ’em ‘plump and large-breasted,’ to use Shelton’s choice phrase, from way back when.




John Bucklen: As far as girls were concerned, Bob seemed to have a thing for girls who were top-heavy … I was going through my old high school yearbook recently, and they were all fat and big-breasted … He was going with these girls while he was with Echo [Helstrom], and it sort of tore her up a bit. She used to call me up and start crying.





So sixteen-year-old Bobby Zimmerman was not intimidated by ‘goyrls,’ liked them with a bit on top, and was a two-timer from the start—patterns to be repeated. Further fuel for the psychobabble brigade comes from a little game he used to play with his friend Bucklen, the victims of which were usually girls. The game was called Glissendorf and it was an impromptu word game with no purpose other than to confuse some innocent third party:




— I see it’s raining.


— It isn’t raining.


— You say it isn’t? Okay, if you wanna be difficult, it isn’t. So let’s move on. What’s the next first thing to come to your mind?


— The what?


— The what? Just what I thought. I won! You won!


— I don’t understand.


— That’s exactly right. You don’t understand. You don’t understand.





After one particular round of Glissendorf, one girl started crying and Bucklen began to think that maybe this was a tad cruel. Zimmerman, though, was all for carrying on.




John Bucklen: He was a master of the put-on … and he hasn’t changed … There was a current of hostility [there].





The hostility coursing through Robert was largely directed at figures of authority, notably his reliably staid, but increasingly bewildered father, Abraham. Robert’s penchant for ‘top-heavy’ girls was not about to concern his dad, but he also tended to prefer girls from the ‘wrong side of the tracks.’




David Zimmerman: Bobby always went with the daughters of miners, farmers, and workers in Hibbing.





Not only did some pseudo-romantic Steinbeckian view of the downtrodden form a residual part of Bobby’s fascination for those who had to scratch and scrape a subsistence, it was also guaranteed to infuriate his father. That both Bobby’s best friend, John Bucklen, and his high school sweetheart, Echo, came from ‘trailer trash’ backgrounds was no coincidence. Echo Helstrom, a young blonde whom he dated throughout the summer and fall of 1957 and into 1958, was the most long-standing of his Hibbing girlfriends. Not surprisingly, the initial connection was ‘that rock & roll music.’




Echo Helstrom: I met him … at the L & B Café in Hibbing. That was back at the beginning of our eleventh-grade year, 1957 … he was always so well dressed and quiet, I had him pegged for a goody-goody … I mentioned [the song] ‘Maybellene’ [to him] … ‘“Maybellene”!’ he screamed. ‘“Maybellene” by Chuck Berry? You bet I’ve heard it!’ … And on and on about Chuck Berry, Fats Domino, Little Richard, Jimmy Reed—Bob thought he was fabulous, the best!





Echo and Bobby quickly became the devoted couple. Echo even enjoyed seeing Bobby rehearse and play with the Golden Chords, though she shared the embarrassment of her friends when they got booed.




Echo Helstrom: Bob was pretty serious about his band and they practiced a lot. It was all a blues sound then … Bob sang and played the piano, and he used to practice with the band in garages around the neighborhood. Nobody liked their music much, least of all Bob’s voice … [and] in the big auditoriums people would laugh and hoot at Bob.





Though he was genuinely smitten by Echo, Bobby still took off for Camp Herzl in the summer of 1958, to work on new ways of impressing the girls. Bobby had been attending Camp Herzl throughout his teens, but it was a newly confident Zimmerman who hit camp that year. There was one girl in particular he was interested in at camp, a sharp-tongued but pretty blonde, Judy Rubin, later to be an important lady in his life, though at this point theirs seems to have been an innocent enough friendship. Rubin excepted, he now seemed to perceive Camp Herzl as just another audience to impress.




Steve Friedman: It’s somewhere about a hundred miles south [of Duluth], a co-ed Jewish summer camp … He was the star of the camp. He used to sing just like Jerry Lee Lewis, a dazzling imitation. He’d play a piano while standing up.





If Echo was seemingly content to await Bobby’s return, his band did not prove so obliging. Whatever Zimmerman’s own belief that he was the Chords’ motivating force, in the North Country a good guitarist like Monte Edwardson was at far more of a premium than a lead vocalist with eccentric delivery and a somewhat startling manner. After another failed talent contest in May, Edwardson and Hoikkala were approached by two junior college students, Jim Propotnick and Ron Taddei, who convinced them to dump the frontman and form a four-piece, the Rockets. They even went as far as to record a single at Kay Bank studio in Minneapolis. On Bob’s return, he found an article proclaiming a new act, the Sensational Young Rockets, in the local paper. It had evidently not occurred to him that Monte and Leroy might be less committed to the Golden Chords than himself. Twenty-five years later it still stuck in his throat.




Bob Dylan: Lead singers would always come in and take my bands, because they would have connections, like maybe their fathers would know somebody, so they could get a job in the neighboring town at the pavilion for a Sunday picnic or something. And I’d lose my band. [1984]





As far as is known, Monte and Leroy were the only Hibbing musicians who ever dispensed with Bobby’s services—and he may not have shared the view that they had done him a favor—but the loss of the Chords pushed him to pick up the guitar. No damn guitar picker was gonna walk out on him again! Now seventeen, Bobby had convinced his father to buy him a motorcycle in order that he might maintain at least one vestige of the Brando–Dean perimeters-of-society outlaw persona. It also allowed him to make regular runs of seventy miles to Duluth, where he began working on his guitar-playing with his cousin, Stevie Goldberg. Sometimes the two of them would visit another Jewish kid, Dan Kossoff, in Superior, Wisconsin, and the three of them would strum back and forth, showing each other chord progressions.


In double-quick time he also found a band in Duluth he could front. The Satin Tones—‘a very ironic name for the kind of music they played,’ according to Bucklen—became something of a local success, playing one song on a local TV station in Superior, Wisconsin (just over the border from Duluth), and recording a session for Duluth radio. In Hibbing, though, they continued to play second fiddle to the Rockets. With another cousin, Bill Morris, on drums, Marsh Shamblott on piano, Dennis Nylen on string bass, and Bobby now on guitar and vocals, the Satin Tones may have represented a change in direction, but Bobby experienced a familiar sensation when they played the St. Louis County Fair in Hibbing that September—the sound of boos and demands to turn it down. Bob remained, as ever, unfazed, increasingly sure of what he wanted. Described as ‘giving a wild, “Elvis” rendition’ of some rocker by the local paper, the Satin Tones faced off against Bob’s old sidekicks, the Rockets, who had the sense to stick to crowd-pleasing covers.


Rehearsing on weekends in Hibbing, the Satin Tones campaigned unsuccessfully for high school dance gigs until another offer came Bob’s way. Ironically, it came from the Rockets, who were now in need of a new singer/rhythm guitarist, as Ron Taddei was now on his way to college. Bobby succeeded in talking Edwardson into letting him front the boys again. Retaining the name the Rockets, they played the Airport Bar, the Moose Hall, and Hibbing youth center, Bobby alternating on guitar and piano. However, the Rockets were about getting gigs, playing what people wanted to hear, and securing rebookings. With Bobby, it was back to the old days of pushing the volume, the choice of material, and the intensity of the performance beyond what paying audiences felt comfortable with, and once again Monte and Leroy decided to dispense with Bobby Zimmerman’s services and return to their staple diet of Bill Haley and Buddy Holly covers.


The Rockets’ wasn’t the only rejection slip he received that fall. Bobby had been pushing Echo’s trusting nature to the limit for some time. If he felt that he could continue to blow his plums and still return to Echo in Hibbing, he was also pushing his luck. In the first semester of his final year at high school, Echo gave him back the ID bracelet he had given her the previous summer.




Echo Helstrom: He began taking off every weekend, going down to Minneapolis or St. Paul—to listen to music, he said, but I knew he was seeing other girls as well.





That she did it in front of his schoolmates seems to have stung more than the gesture itself. If confrontation suited his artistic bent fine, in real life it was something he always abhorred. Another pattern waiting to be stitched.


Zimmerman had indeed been taking every opportunity to hitchhike or ride down to Minneapolis and St. Paul, to check out the action there. His regular trips to Duluth and Superior, where he could always rely on a hospitable relative nearby, had convinced him just how far removed from the center of, well, anything, Hibbing continued to be. Dylan would later tell a somewhat embroidered version of his first exposure to live rhythm & blues—some cover band playing Little Willie John’s 1956 hit, ‘Fever,’ in a bingo parlor. Save for the undoubted substitution of Detroit for Superior (or Duluth), and the fact that he must have been at least fifteen, the story has the ring of truth.




Bob Dylan: One of the great lakes is called Lake Superior … across the lake is a town called Detroit, and I happened to go to Detroit once when I was about twelve or so, with a friend of mine. We had relatives there. I can’t remember how it happened, but I found myself in a pool-hall parlor, where people were coming to eat all day and play bingo all night, and there was a dance band in the back … Anyway, this was my first time face-to-face with rhythm & blues. [1980]





The experience appears to have suffused Bobby with an ongoing need to repeat the experience. It didn’t take him long from the acquisition of his first driver’s license at sixteen to realize that Minneapolis and St. Paul were where he needed to be. Looking always to escape down Highway 61 whenever opportunities arose, Bobby would hunt down the places where live rhythm & blues could be found.




Steve Friedman: Sometimes we’d hitchhike down to St. Paul, stay in a lousy hotel, and look for live music … rock, rhythm & blues—Bob was very into black music.





In Minneapolis Bob could be whoever he wanted to be. John Bucklen, his best friend and only male confidant through the final two years of school, traveled with him one time and saw the first halting steps toward a new persona: Bob, the Put-On Artist.




John Bucklen: When I went down with him once, we went to a black neighborhood where he introduced me to some black kids our age that he knew … I stayed at my aunt’s house. He stayed at his cousin’s house. That was in Highland Village, a suburb of St. Paul, maybe the summer of ’59 … We sort of snowed the people down there that Bob was down to cut a record … and I was his bass player. That impressed a lot of people. We went to parties. Bob would sit there playing the piano and impressing people with how talented he was.





His fascination with black singers seems to have been an extension of his interest in those who lived on the edge of the safe, sound world he had been born to himself. If his tastes in rock & roll remained eclectic, a bias for more down-and-dirty, R&B-influenced sounds began to emerge, fostered by Bucklen’s discovery of a new radio show being beamed from Little Rock, Arkansas, and sponsored by a mail-order outfit called Stan’s Rockin’ Record Shop.




John Bucklen: About that time, I hooked up with the late-night radio: KTHS, Little Rock, Arkansas—Brother Gatemouth, Stan’s Rockin’ Record Shop Review. The name of the program was No Name Jive. He’d play nothing but good blues music. Chuck Willis, early Chuck Berry, Ray Charles, some older blues—maybe sneak in a Lightnin’ Hopkins or Blind Lemon Jefferson. I told Bob about it. We ordered a lot of records from Stan’s Rockin’ Record Shop … ‘Send for this,’ Brother Gatemouth said, ‘I’ll send you my picture.’ We thought he was a black guy, but when we got the picture we found out he was a half-bald white guy.





Playing everything from the likes of B. B. King and Jimmy Witherspoon to Otis Rush, Magic Sam, Buddy Guy, and Betty Everett, Stan Lewis, a.k.a. Brother Gatemouth, via the records he mailed to them COD, gave Bucklen and Zimmerman one man’s overview of R&B. But there was still something otherworldly about a show beamed out of Arkansas. The boys craved a more direct, hands-on crash course in the roots of rock & roll. Again it was Bucklen’s perseverance with the dial on his radio set that revealed a guy playing rare R&B out of Virginia, Minnesota, three times as close as Duluth, and twice as real. 




John Bucklen: You have the Iron Range and all of a sudden something happens that doesn’t fit … a guy who had a show in Virginia, Minnesota. He called himself Jim Dandy … a black guy who played good, what we called rare rhythm & blues about an hour a night on WHLB … Bob and I had to find out about this guy so we went to visit him. We spent many hours talking with him … He lived in a third-floor apartment of this old house. We had to climb up all these stairs … He had a lot of records. He was a jazz fan. He said, ‘I like blues. I like rock music. But there’s no depth to it like jazz.’ … He was good for us. It was like going to a guru. You’d sit with legs crossed listening to this guy talk … just a black guy whose soul was in the right place. As far as I knew, the only black guy within fifty miles.





Bucklen sat and listened as raptly as Bob, but it was that driving beat that spun his particular wheels. All that stuff Dandy spouted about the blues he skipped over in his mind, pushing him to play some more of those rhythm & blues 78s. Bobby, though, was taking it all in. He knew that there was something underlying even electric-blues masters like Howlin’ Wolf and Muddy Waters, something that dare not speak its name. He was also beginning to forsake the piano. Perhaps the salutary lesson that the Rockets had given him (twice) had pushed him away from forming bands and toward some way of making it alone. The first step was befriending his guitar.




Bill Marinac: In ’59 he started dabbling in [acoustic music] very seriously. We had a jam together, just the two of us, in his house. At that time, he did it on electric guitar. We were talking about … [what] if somebody could write lyrics with some social meaning, and could do that in a rock vein. He was already into it.





Dandy’s course of recommended listening seems to have somehow skipped over one key figure in the history of popular song, a man who provided the crucial link between twelve bars and modal scales. Born Huddie Ledbetter, but universally known as Lead Belly (two words), he was discovered on a Library of Congress field-recording trip by Alan Lomax. Having spent much of his adult life in prison, Lead Belly was forty-eight when Lomax rescued this remarkable repository of tradition from obscurity, and generously assigned half of Lead Belly’s music publishing to himself. Which of the many recordings Lead Belly made in the last decade of his life the young Dylan first heard has not been noted, though Bucklen dates the occasion of this particular epiphany to the summer of 1959. 




John Bucklen: Just after he’d left high school but before he left for Minnesota he called me on the telephone, as he’d done so many times before, and he said, ‘I’ve discovered something great! You’ve just got to come over here!’ … One of his relatives had given him some rare Lead Belly records, old 78s, and he was flabbergasted by them … He thought it was [all] great. I thought, this isn’t great—it’s okay.





Songs like ‘Irene,’ ‘Good Morning Blues,’ and ‘In the Pines’ had an otherworldly quality that Bobby had probably only previously heard in such distilled form in the songs of Jimmie Rodgers.


If Bucklen is correct about the date of their phone conversation, Bobby’s discovery of Lead Belly almost certainly came after he suffered his most crushing expulsion from the world of rock & roll combos. In the summer of 1959 Robert Zimmerman was staying with relatives in Fargo, North Dakota, working as a busboy/dishwasher at the Red Apple Café, when he was introduced as a piano player of some note to Bill Velline, the elder brother of Bobby Vee, in Sam Paper’s Recordland store.


Bobby Vee and the Shadows had secured their big break the night Buddy Holly’s plane went down on the way to a gig in Mason City, Iowa, on February 3, 1959. The Shadows’ bassist had convinced the promoter to book them as Holly’s replacement (Bob Zimmerman had been one of the fortunate few who caught Holly’s penultimate performance at the Duluth Armory, later insisting that it seemed ‘as if there was a halo around Buddy’s head’ that night). Having hitched themselves to the Midwest circuit, on June 1, 1959, Bobby Vee and the Shadows cut four songs for the SOMA label, including the self-written ‘Suzy Baby,’ which was soon to become the first of a string of hits for Vee that would last until the Beatles rendered him redundant. Meanwhile, Vee had decided that they were in need of a piano player to play some Jerry Lee Lewis tunes.




Bobby Vee: There was just a rhythm section at that time, and [we thought by adding a piano] we would probably have the ultimate rock & roll band. So we asked around the Fargo area and a friend of ours suggested a guy that had been staying at his house and working at a café as a busboy. So my brother met with him and they went over to the radio station to use the piano. He sort of plonked around a bit and played ‘Whole Lot of Shakin’’ in the key of C … He told my brother that he’d played with Conway Twitty, so he didn’t even want to audition the guy and he got the job. He was kind of a scruffy little guy, but he was really into it, loved to rock & roll. He was pretty limited by what he could play … He liked to do hand claps, like Gene Vincent and the Bluecaps, who had two guys who were hand-clappers. He would come up [to my mike] and do that every now and then and then scurry back to the piano. He wanted us to use the stage name of Elston Gunn for him. We went out and played a couple of small jobs in North Fargo, then … since we didn’t have a piano, and weren’t in a position where we wanted to buy one and lug a piano around with us … decided to work as a four-piece band again. We told him that we’d decided not to use a piano … He was a bit disappointed at the time.





Devastated, more like. It is interesting that Vee should recall Bobby Zimmerman—the ‘scruffy little guy’—requesting a stage name, and that that stage name should be Elston Gunn, a name Bob had been using since at least the previous summer, when he had put together a short-lived post-Chords combo, Elston Gunn and the Rock Boppers. Elston Gunn was also, almost certainly, the name that had come to him when he ran around to Echo Helstrom’s place that summer to tell her his new stage name (she would later insist that it was Bob Dylan that he came up with).


His experience with Vee may well have been the death knell of his rock & roll dreams, though he would continue to play the rock & roll aspirant when it suited him throughout his time at college. His discovery of Lead Belly both reinforced his need for a new direction and pointed him down a different highway.


Of course, the most abiding question—only partially answered by Bob’s tenure with Vee in Fargo, after working at a café—was where had he been all summer? When he returned to Hibbing and his old pal Bucklen phoned, asking how and where he’d been, he told one of his great big whopping lies.




John Bucklen: Bob went off one summer for quite a while … I was downtown one day and I saw Abe Zimmerman and I said, ‘How’s Bobby?’ He said, ‘Oh, he’s home now.’ So I called and I said, ‘Whatcha been doin’, Bob?’ And he said, ‘Well, I’ve been recording for this record label by the name of Bobby Vee.’





When Robert Shelton traveled to Hibbing to interview Dylan’s family in 1968 for his biography, he also inquired of Dylan’s parents where young Robert had been all that summer. They also told an untruth, placing their son in Denver, Colorado, a year before he was there. There can be little doubt that Beatty and Abe knew Bob had not been in Denver in the summer of 1959, the year before he went to college, rather than at a time when he had flown the coop for good and was barely in touch with his folks, and yet Beatty told Shelton unequivocally, ‘The minute Bobby graduated, he was off to Central City, Colorado.’ A motive for Bob’s lie to Bucklen is obvious enough—he wanted to associate himself with Bobby Vee, Recording Artist—but what incentive would Mrs. Zimmerman have to lie? Possibly that her son was somewhere else, somewhere she didn’t want anyone, least of all a biographer, to know he had been.


According to a psychiatrist who was there at the time, the young Robert spent some time at what has been described as a ‘country club reform school’ in Pennsylvania in the late fifties. Deveraux had a reputation for dealing with ‘difficult’ adolescents and, at considerable expense, young Robert was apparently sent to the school in the summer of 1959. The sort of money required to send him there can only have come from the ultra-Orthodox patriarch, B. H. Edelstein, who must have been in agreement with his father that such a short, sharp shock was in order. It is not known how long Robert was in Pennsylvania, but it seems likely that he drew upon the experience when writing about the somewhat stricter regime of a pukka reform school in the 1963 composition ‘Walls of Redwing.’ Interestingly, Dylan once told Al Aronowitz that he’d served time at the Redwing Reformatory, perhaps another example of him telling some autobiographical truth in code.


Such action on Abe’s part suggests not only a father at the end of his tether, but some irremediable breakdown between Abraham and Robert. Abraham had always been unhappy about his son’s taste in friends and girlfriends.




John Bucklen: His father, who was very stoic, always looked at you kind of, what the hell are you doing here? That’s the feeling I got.





That said, Abraham had extended his elder son a certain amount of slack, buying him first two and then four wheels, though his bemusement at the changes in his beloved son grew with each passing year of adolescence. He also despaired of the slide from academic excellence that had neatly coincided with the onset of rock & roll bedlam. From the sixth to eighth grades, i.e., from 1952 to 1955, the young Bobby had regularly appeared on the school honor rolls, invariably sharing the pedestal with Dennis Wichman and Laura Wilcox. Then came the change. As he slid off the honor roll three times between 1956 and 1958, even his usually supportive mother chided him. Robert, though, was now beyond his parents’ command and snapped back, ‘The honor roll isn’t everything.’ To his parents, though, it was, and Bobby seems to have made some effort to respond, since he did make the senior honor roll in 1959 along with Wichman and Wilcox (though on graduation he would not receive a pin, which required four appearances on the roll in a single school year).


Much has been, and should be, made of Dylan’s rejection of his family name. It has been interpreted as a deliberate rejection of his religious identity, though he would have been hard pressed to disguise his physical appearance. Far more plausible is that he was making a grand gesture, denying that he was his father’s son. By the time Dylan got to Minneapolis in the fall of 1959, he barely spoke of his father, and when he did, as one Minneapolis friend noted to Scaduto, he would go ‘on about how he couldn’t stand his father, and [make] veiled hints that maybe his father wasn’t too nice.’ Bonnie Beecher, the ‘real’ Girl from the North Country, specifically recalls in the early months of 1960 ‘there [being] some conflict about his father wanting him to use the name Zimmerman and Dylan refusing to use the name.’ Some occasion the previous summer had turned the gap between Dylan and his father into a chasm that would not be edged shut until after the motorcycle accident—even if, much to Bob’s chagrin, he would continue to be financially dependent upon Abe for some time yet.


Of course, the flight from Hibbing was not just about turning his back on his father. There was Hibbing itself. If his flight took place in stages, it was not the stages of a perpetual runaway painted in his 1963 bio-poem ‘My Life in a Stolen Moment,’ but a man-child spreading his wings, slowly but surely, to encompass first Duluth, then Superior, then Fargo—as far-flung from his father as he could yet be!—until finally Minneapolis and St. Paul beckoned.


His musical farewell to Hibbing and the high school came the spring of 1959, when he performed at the annual Jacket Jamboree in the school auditorium, a mere two years after his startling debut performance there. This time he gave an almost ersatz version of the singing rebel as he performed ‘As Time Goes By’ and ‘Swing, Dad, Swing’ with Bill Marinac on string bass, John Bucklen on guitar, and—the first evidence of a love for backing singers—Fran Matosich, Kathy Dasovic and Mary Defonso on backing vocals. On June 5, 1959, Robert Zimmerman graduated from Hibbing High School. His ambition, according to the yearbook: ‘To join Little Richard.’ Such an ambition would have to wait. He had managed to duck beneath the academic wire, securing a place at the University of Minneapolis, making his parents happy that their son was going to further his education, and making himself happy that, come September, he would be getting the hell out of Hibbing. 


Minneapolis was both excitingly new and comfortingly familiar. Not only had he spent many weekends in his final high school year visiting the state capital, and had the inevitable cousins and aunts in nearby St. Paul to call upon in times of need, but he knew a small coterie of fellow North Country Jews also bound to be freshmen at UMinn, including Larry Kegan, a lifelong friend, who had become permanently wheelchair-bound after damaging his spine diving into a pond at camp the previous summer. Beatty would even later tell Shelton that Kegan’s accident ‘must have had something to do with Bobby’s career … That was a real tragedy in Bobby’s life.’ As for Hibbing, one imagines, as Bobby pulled onto Highway 53, past Duluth, and onto Highway 61, he didn’t look back.




Bob Dylan: I left where I’m from because there’s nothing there … When I left there, I knew one thing: I had to get out of there and not come back. Just from my senses, I knew there was something more than Walt Disney movies. [1965]




 





Bob Dylan: I’m not the only one that left there and traveled around … everybody left there. I don’t really know of anybody that stayed there. [1965]
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John Bucklen: Bob kind of surprised me when he went to college … He came back to Hibbing … just before the Christmas vacation. He had an old acoustic guitar … and he didn’t have any neatness to the way he combed his hair, which was unusual, ’cause he used to be fastidious about that … He played me this folk song and said, ‘Man, this is the thing—folk music!’ I think [it] was ‘Golden Vanity’ … He said, ‘Down there when I play, my name is Dylan.’ … He said it was after Dylan Thomas, spelled D-y-l-a-n.





It’s a long, long way from Lead Belly to ‘The Golden Vanity,’ a sixteenth-century ballad first collected in Pepys’s broadside song collection under the title ‘Sir Walter Raleigh sailing in the Low-lands: Shewing how the famous ship called the Sweet Trinity was taken by a false gally, and how it was again restored by the craft of a little sea-boy, who sunk the galley.’ ‘The Golden Vanity,’ No. 286 in the Child canon of English & Scottish Popular Ballads, was not a song acquired from Lead Belly. Nor was it a song featured by the woman to whom Dylan subsequently attributed his conversion to folk—Odetta. And yet it certainly struck a chord with Bob, remaining in his set as late as October 4, 1961 (and then receiving a welcome revival in the fall of 1991 for a few shows). Dylan, in the Biograph notes, says he learned the song from a well-known Minneapolis folkie.




Bob Dylan: [Sometimes I was] part of a duo with ‘Spider’ John Koerner, who played mostly ballads and Josh White type blues. He knew more songs than I did. ‘Whoa Boys Can’t Ya Line ’M’, ‘John Hardy,’ ‘Golden Vanity,’ I learned all those from him. [1985]





But according to Koerner, they did not meet until the new year, when they ended up swopping folk songs on the loading bay outside the university chemistry building, by which time Elston Gunn was truly dead and buried. Young Robert doesn’t seem to have paused unduly between setting himself up at the Sigma Alpha Mu fraternity house and heading for campus coffeehouse the Ten O’Clock Scholar to try for a gig as a guitarist-singer. Its owner, David Lee, had recently started using folksingers to entertain the customers, though payment was not one of the perks on offer, simply the opportunity to play to people.


David Lee says that, when he asked Robert Allen Zimmerman his name, he replied, ‘Bob Dylan.’ Dylan himself said, in 1971, ‘It just came to me as I was standing there in the Scholar.’ But it seems inconceivable that Bob would not have thought long and hard about who he might like to be and we know he had displayed an early penchant for stage names. That Bucklen should recall Dylan telling him back in December 1959 that he took the new surname from Dylan Thomas is significant. Dylan has always insisted in interviews that this was not the case and constructed a scenario, usually involving gambling uncles named Dillon, to explain away the name. Dave Whitaker, who first met Bob in the spring of 1960, recalls him saying that ‘Dylan was his mother’s name, and that he had taken it because … he didn’t want to be known by his father’s name.’ In truth, it is hard to see where, save his Welsh namesake, the name could have sprung from in October 1959.


If ‘Bob Dylan’ was a self-conscious attempt to reinvent himself as anything but a Zimmerman, the fact that he was from the very start a folksinger clearly took many who had known him in his Elston Gunn days by surprise. That the change to acoustic folk was as sudden and spectacular as the chronology suggests it was, Dylan has attributed to one woman, Odetta Holmes Felious Gorden, a classically trained singer who began singing in Broadway productions in the late forties before arriving at her real roots in 1956 with her powerful debut for the Tradition label, Odetta Sings Ballads and Blues. Whatever the immediate significance of his new name, the metamorphosis into ‘Bob Dylan’ began with the purchase of the first Tradition album by this husky, fullthroated maîtresse of folk. The album had an immediate effect.




Bob Dylan: The first thing that turned me on to folksinging was Odetta. I heard a record of hers in a record store, back when you could listen to records there in the store. That was in ’58 or something like that. Right then and there, I went out and traded my electric guitar and amplifier for an acoustical guitar, a flat-top Gibson. [Her first album was] just something vital and personal. I learned all the songs … Anyway, from Odetta, I went to Harry Belafonte, the Kingston Trio, little by little uncovering more as I went along. Finally, I was doing nothing but Carter Family and Jesse Fuller songs. [1978]





Sure enough, the adenoidal young folksinger was soon inflicting much of Odetta Sings Ballads and Blues on the caffeine-charged audience at the Scholar—‘Jack o’ Diamonds,’ ‘Muleskinner Blues,’ and ‘Another Man Done Gone’ were staples of his Minneapolis repertoire—and he would already have been conversant with some of the more country-crossed folk material championed by the likes of the Carter Family or the Monroe Brothers. The Kingston Trio, who had actually topped the charts in 1958 with a traditional Appalachian murder ballad, ‘Tom Dooley’—instigating, some have insisted, the whole folk revival—would have been inescapable at this point. But Dylan’s repertoire would have been limited by his inexperience with the acoustic guitar, which he had only begun to play early in 1959. He was playing no harmonica, and was singing in a sweet, rich voice that sounded like a cross between a country twang and the more saccharine kind of folksinging popularized by the Kingston Trio.


But whither ‘The Golden Vanity’? This was surely a song only ‘real’ folksingers sang, and Dylan had yet to fall in with the Minneapolis minor-key folkies, or to consume records of traditional singers at a startling rate. Could it be a song he had heard back in Hibbing? Perhaps he had attended the recital by Richard Dyer-Bennet at the National Guard Armory in 1957, where Dyer-Bennet undoubtedly performed the song. Perhaps that’s how he thought folk songs should be sung, in a concert-trained manner, with the words clearly formed. His new friends in the Twin Cities were soon snapping him out of that!


Clearly Dylan knew he had latched onto something with an undertow beyond anything he had yet encountered. Rock & roll, R&B, electric blues—he was having none of them. Well, not at the Scholar, anyway. When it suited, he would happily regale anyone who would listen with stories of his days on the road with Bobby Vee. When the renowned folksinger Cynthia Gooding came to Minneapolis that fall, he couldn’t resist insisting on his rock & roll credentials, something she good-naturedly reminded him about on a radio show in 1962: 




Cynthia Gooding: I first heard [you] … I think three years ago in Minneapolis and at that time you were thinking of being a rock & roll singer … you were studying.




 





Bob Dylan: I was making pretend I was going to school out there—I’d just come in from South Dakota … from Sioux Falls.





Already Dylan was fast covering his North Country tracks, if not his rock & roll past. At the fraternity house he would also entertain his fellow Sammies, as and when he felt the need to be on their good side. A frat brother and friend from Camp Herzl recalls:




Jerry Waldman: He was quiet … [except when] he played the piano and everybody would gather around and we’d sing rock & roll songs.





The likes of Waldman and Larry Kegan were not the only habitués of Camp Herzl to find themselves in Minneapolis that fall. Much to Bobby’s delight, Judy Rubin was also in town. Young Bob had had a considerable crush on Judy at camp, and throughout his first semester he launched a series of charm attacks, in an attempt to become ‘serious’ with her. Though Judy attended his gigs at the Scholar, shouting requests and generally encouraging him, she was never in love with him. Judy was also the kind of girl who respected her parents’ views. She would not have dreamed of going against their wishes—Dylan would later go so far as to call her ‘the pawn of her parents’—and a Jew who denied the good Jewish name with which he was born was hardly going to top their list of suitable suitors.




Judy Rubin: My parents didn’t like him, neither did a lot of my friends, and there were too many things, including drugs, that separated us.





In April 1963 Dylan would jokingly suggest that his rejection by Judy set his ethnic awareness back many years. In fact, he was still writing about Judy—and how he hated her parents with all his heart—as late as May 1964, though it was probably the ongoing interference of another mother, Mary Rotolo, that recharged this particular memory bank. He was clearly profoundly affected, saying that ‘Judy broke his little out of high school heart,’ and in a remarkable unpublished poem written early in December 1963, Dylan recalled his first Christmas in Minneapolis:




‘ring ring her ma answers/her ma hates me/snobby sort … wants the best for her daughter/society bitch/bitch of a mother … talks down at me when she knows/it’s me callin.’





This poem corresponds very closely with events that Christmas, as related to biographer Bob Spitz by Judy Rubin herself. According to Dylan, he could ‘never once’ get through the door when Judy’s parents were in. It was a miserable Christmas vacation, and yet he endured most of it in Minneapolis, preferring to visit Hibbing fleetingly to show Bucklen ‘The Golden Vanity’ before sharing in a family feast and taking off again, in his mind’s eye standing on the highway trying to flag a ride but probably, in truth, as a passenger in his father’s car. On her return to Minneapolis, Judy finally confessed that she had fallen in love with someone else, and though she offered to stay friends, Bob was not about to take up that option.


In fact, by the spring of 1960, Dylan may have come to feel that he was losing his touch where women were concerned. The next girl to whom he turned, hoping to assuage some of his frayed feelings, managed to do something even more hurtful—Gretel Hoffman promptly married a guy she’d met at a party she attended with Dylan. When she met him on the street and told him the news, he came up with the sort of response that would have made even his amphetamine-fueled ’65 self proud: ‘Call me when you get divorced.’


This time, though, they did stay good friends. Indeed, Gretel’s new husband, Dave Whitaker, would become Dylan’s second great mentor. However, Gretel and Bob would never again be as close as they had been in those winter months of 1960. Though never romantically involved, it is easy to see how Dylan considered Gretel ‘his girl.’ Between January and March they would get together every single day at the Scholar.




Gretel Hoffman: We did nothing but soak up all the city’s culture and talk about books and music.





Gretel shared Dylan’s fascination with folk music, introducing him to an old brothel song about a prostitute dying from syphilis looking back on her days in ‘The House of the Rising Sun.’ She also shared his love of Odetta. As with Echo before her, Gretel found that the way to something more cerebral than a roll in the hay with Bob was through music.


So it was, too, with the third woman he met in Minneapolis who knew how to break his heart—Bonnie Beecher, Dylan’s Girl from the North Country and first lyrical muse. According to Beecher, they had first met prior to Dylan’s induction into Sigma Alpha Mu, in which case Bob had already scouted out the Scholar prior to attending university, for it was here that Bonnie overheard two young lads, Bob and Harvey Abrams, discussing some decidedly obscure blues singers.




Bonnie Beecher: I didn’t know anybody else who knew who Cat Iron was, or Sleepy John Estes, so I perked up my ears and turned around and I started to join [in] the conversation.





Like Dylan, Bonnie was ostensibly attending university. Such was the mothering instinct that she, and many others, had for the young tyke that she ended up being kicked out of her sorority house for associating with such dissolute company. Yet she continued to take him under her wing. 




Bonnie Beecher: No one would let him even play for dinner. I ended up shoplifting for him, stealing food from my sorority house.





Though the sisters were largely immune to Dylan’s charms, one other member of Beecher’s sorority, a banker’s daughter by the name of Cynthia Fincher, was equally intrigued by Dylan. Though they were not ever an item, Fincher liked to play banjo, and in the fall of 1960 they would often play together at the Purple Onion pizza parlor. It is her voice that can be heard on the so-called First Minneapolis Tape from September 1960, berating him for not playing the songs she wanted him to.


The amount of mothering that Dylan inspired became something of a running joke among his male friends in Minneapolis. If his front was sometimes wondrous to behold, beneath it was someone who could be sweet and charming. When he recognized a common bond, he seemed to have no problem endearing himself to girls and their mothers, uptight society bitches excepted. With Ellen Baker, another girlfriend from his Minneapolis days, Dylan’s charm worked on both generations, and he regularly used the Bakers’ house as a rather comfortable stopover between the rooming houses that passed for off-campus accommodation. He seemed remarkably self-aware for a nineteen-year-old when it came to charming women, but he was not unduly selective when it came to satisfying his more basic urges.




Ellen Baker: Bob was funny about his women. At first he seemed very shy, sort of scared … but it didn’t take long before you found out a good deal of that was an act. Bob was surprisingly amorous, and undiscriminating! He’d see a girl on the street or at a party, and it didn’t matter what she looked like or who he was with, if he was in that mood.





Evidently he was interested in experiencing as much of life as a nineteen-year-old would-be beatnik, fresh from the backwaters of Hibbing, could. Nor did he restrict his sexual adventures to the equally inexperienced girls he noticed while playing at coffeehouses or parties. One brief liaison in Chicago at the end of 1960 clearly left an indelible mark.




Bob Dylan: I met this woman in [a] bar. She picked me up. It was horrible. I felt used. I was about nineteen and she was, well, she was old. Really old. God, it’s all coming back to me. I’ll never forget her red hair … She was big. I thought she had a lot of experience. I’m not going to tell you her name. Even if I could remember it … She was wearing a print dress. And a girdle. She made love to me, did it all. I just walked into her room and stood there with my eyes hanging out. She lived in just one room, with a closet, a sink, and a window which looked out over the street. She had a dresser with a mirror on top that you can tilt whichever way you want, and a bed with a mattress that sagged clear to the floor in the middle … That woman was sixty years old and she had filed down her teeth! [1978]





Save for acts of immediate gratification, sordid or otherwise, Dylan confined himself to friendships with women who were interested in his type of music. Both Bonnie Beecher and Ellen Baker were very supportive of Dylan the music maker, both sharing an abiding interest in folk and blues. In Ellen’s case, as a useful adjunct to the accommodation, Dylan soon learned that her father had an unsurpassed collection of folk-music literature and vinyl, to which he was allowed open access.




Ellen Baker: He hardly ever seemed to have a place to live. But he liked our house just fine … Besides having both my mother and me charmed and a free place to stay, he had my father’s huge collection of bound folk music to peruse … my father was quite a collector. He had old manuscripts, sheet music, and folk magazines … We’d harmonize old tunes from my father’s old records, and songs that were the type Bob was doing then. Not the bluesy stuff he picked up later, but traditional things, sort of A-minorish folky.





The songs he sang at the Ten O’Clock Scholar may have suggested someone with little more than a dilettante’s knowledge of folk music, but Dylan could be a fast learner, particularly when it was something that seemed to satisfy some basic craving for authenticity and depth. He soon realized that folk music was a form whose secrets had been debated for over three hundred years with no resolution in sight, a combination of oral literature, popular philosophy, melodies bathed in the anonymity of centuries, and a fusion of classical European forms of cadence that in the New World had been forcibly mingled with the blues. He set out in search of the most authentic replications of what he would later appositely describe as ‘the only true, valid death you can feel today.’ Bonnie, in particular, was witness to an almost pathological interest in getting back to the source of each recording he heard.




Bonnie Beecher: I would go off and find a record—a collection of old blues stuff with a bunch of different artists on—bring it back to Minnesota and we would play it through.




 





Harvey Abrams: Dylan was the purest of the pure. He had to get the oldest record and, if possible, the Library of Congress record[ing].





He also quickly developed an instinct for the songs most imbued with that ‘only true valid death’ on any folk record he seemed to hear. Paul Nelson—who was co-editing Minneapolis’s low-budget answer to Sing Out, the Little Sandy Review, at the time—recalls stumbling on evidence of how acute Dylan’s instincts were:




Paul Nelson: He had left his songbook [here] once, where he wrote down songs he was interested in singing. We had a lot of traditional records, and invariably he would pick the best song from [a] record. He would seem … [to] be uncanny.





Shrewd as his choices of songs to cover were, even in 1960, one would be hard-pressed to find evidence in Dylan’s early recordings of the man who would transform popular music irrevocably over the next five years. And yet the earliest tape of Bob Dylan, a twenty-seven-song session recorded by a fan at her sister’s St. Paul apartment—the so-called St. Paul tape—does feature two songs that reappeared ten years later at the Self Portrait sessions, ‘Saro Jane’ and Paul Clayton’s ‘Gotta Travel On’; one song that appeared thirty-three years later, on World Gone Wrong, ‘Delia’; as well as four Woody Guthrie songs—‘Pastures of Plenty,’ ‘This Land Is Your Land,’ ‘The Great Historical Bum,’ and ‘Columbus Stockade Blues’—and two songs that would provide the necessary spark for two early Dylan originals: ‘The Two Sisters,’ the prototype for ‘Percy’s Song,’ and the equally traditional ‘Go Way From My Window.’ Dylan ducked out of playing ‘House of the Rising Sun’ that night, though it was requested, as well as Ewan MacColl’s ‘Go Down You Murderers,’ perhaps the most powerful songs in his nascent repertoire.


The St. Paul tape had been made at the request of Terri Wallace, who regularly attended Dylan’s gigs at the Ten O’Clock Scholar in the spring of 1960. It was Terri who suggested in May that Dylan should consider playing the Purple Onion in St. Paul as well as, or in preference to, the Ten O’Clock Scholar. When Dylan asked to be paid at the Scholar—as he was now actually bringing some business in—he was refused, and the Purple Onion became his venue of choice.




Terri Wallace: I met Bob Dylan at the Ten O’Clock Scholar when some friends and I decided that we wanted to try something different … this was during the days when espresso coffee places were the big rage … He just reminded me of a little choirboy, he had such a cute little cherub face … I remember a pair of brown corduroy pants that he wore almost all the time, and I know that he wasn’t real concerned with his appearance … he had worn them so often he had a rip in the crotch … [But] he was looking for other places to sing.





Songs like ‘Doney Gal’ and ‘Go Way From My Window’—both given by Dylan in Chronicles as among those he sang in St. Paul—were familiar fare to all who shared his interest in trad. US folk. What might throw most fans conversant with the New York Dylan would be the voice. On ‘The Two Sisters,’ the classic Child ballad, collected that year in Alan Lomax’s Folk Songs of North America, he can be heard singing in a strangely sweet tone, ‘I’ll be true to my luuurve.’ The unfamiliarity of this voice even led one intellectually challenged Dylan collector to make the unfounded (and subsequently disproven) allegation that the tape was a fake. Everyone who knew Dylan at this time has commented on his voice, how different it was from what it later became. Spider John Koerner, with whom he started playing in January 1960, describes it as ‘a pretty voice.’ It was this sweet voice which first impressed Terri Wallace.




Terri Wallace: He had … the most beautiful voice … I really thought he had a good singing voice. Which I might add was something of a disappointment after he became well known, and I heard the voice that made him famous … It was so different from the voice that I had first heard coming out of him.





There is one performance of particular significance on the St. Paul tape, an innocuous enough minor-key blues tune, given the title ‘Twenty-One Years Old’ on the tape. It just happens to coincide with John Bucklen’s description of one of Dylan’s earliest folk compositions, ‘One-Eyed Jacks’. In it the singer affects the world-weariness of a fifty-year-old bluesman. The affectation was to endure through at least the first album.




John Bucklen: As his folk music love and involvement grew, so did his hair and his style. He had a list of about a hundred songs that he had written, and some of them were really great. I remember one that he did … I’m the only one who knows it apart from him, I think … It goes: ‘I’m twenty years old, there’s twenty years gone, don’t you see me cryin’, don’t you see me dyin’, I’ll never reach twenty-one.’ Another verse is: ‘The Queen of his Diamonds and the Jack of his Knave, won’t you dig my grave with a silver spade, and forget my name.’ It was one of those tragic things that was appropriate for the time, a backwoods blues folk song.





Though little more than a compendium of commonplace blues images, and like-as-not introduced as traditional at the Scholar, ‘One-Eyed Jacks’—and other such lost ‘original’ Dylan ditties as ‘Greyhound Blues,’ ‘Blackjack Blues,’ and a rewrite of ‘Every Time I Hear the Spirit’—set Bob apart from his Dinkytown contemporaries.




Spider John Koerner: The thing I remember about Dylan was occasionally he’d write a song. I don’t remember anything about [the songs] ’cept some of them were really nice and clean, and had bite to them, [but] none of the others of us were [really] doing that.





The other characteristic that set Dylan apart was that he was deadly serious about what he was doing, and where it was gonna take him. At the start of the spring semester he went from part-time student to full-time folksinger. From day one, he had been made to feel extremely uncomfortable by his brothers in the Sigma Alpha Mu fraternity house. 




Rich Cohen: He was sort of considered a freak, but the actives weren’t any tougher on him than on any of the other[s] … I was one of those people asked to shape Zimmerman up—[to] make grades, wear the right clothes, and fit in. I failed.




 





Steve Bard: He looked like a fifteen-year-old high school kid, who hadn’t matured much. Frankly … he was the kind of kid you always picked on in high school.





SAM was a rather conventional Jewish lodge. Bob was reluctant to contribute to fraternity life, and did not enjoy the jibes of those brothers who knew of his nighttime activities down at the Scholar. If the brothers considered him a ‘freak,’ he was not an entirely passive victim of their disapprobation.




Jerry Waldman: In college, my most vivid memory of him was during the first quarter of school when we had to put on a skit for the actives. Bobby and Bernie Paul and I wrote the music, making fun of the brothers.





Dylan’s departure from the fraternity house was the end of his formal education. He would be self-taught from now on. Though he continued to attend lectures intermittently, he was immersing himself more and more in the bohemian lifestyle of his new, hipper friends, even if he had yet to inform his parents of his abdication.




Ellen Baker: Bob was serious about his schoolwork for a while. At the very start. He tried very hard, but it wasn’t him. He finally decided he just wanted to play the guitar and party.





Not that Dylan hadn’t tried to combine the two lifestyles, just that the result was never in doubt. One incident related by Bonnie Beecher illustrates a Dylan who—having loosened the bonds around him in high-tailing it to Minneapolis—was determined to test Blake’s dictum about ‘the road of excess’ firsthand. The anecdote shows a remarkably self-assured girl.




Bonnie Beecher: I was walking to the building where I had my final and I noticed a crowd standing around. Sure enough, Dylan was lying in the middle of the street and [he was] just a mess, you know. He had thrown up and he was passed out on the street … And I remember thinking, ‘I could just keep walking … I don’t have to go in there and say I know this person’ … But I took a big sigh, knew I was going to be late for my test, and dammit, I went in and picked him up. He was barely conscious. I had this ludicrous drunk hanging on me, covered in vomit! I walked him into the ladies’ room, cleaned him up. I wanted to take him home, but he said, ‘Naw! I have to be at the music building!’





By this point he had assuredly met Dave Whitaker, a trenchant and galvanizing influence on him. Dylan would later say that one day he was ‘on this side’ and that, after meeting Whitaker, ‘suddenly I was on that side.’ Along with Bonnie Beecher, Harvey Abrams, Gretel Hoffman, and Hugh Brown, Whitaker began to reshape Dylan’s worldview. Dylan, writing in the fall of 1963, pointedly contrasted his new friends with the fraternity brothers he’d left behind:




I’d fell in with a new kind a people there in Minneapolis. I was going t new kinds a parties an thinkin new kinds a things … I read into what I was doing an saw myself romantically breakin off all ties with all things of the established order although I’d never really been accepted by that order anyway … what I saw connected with the fraternity house summed up the whole established world.





Of course, one of the things that separated the ‘new kind a people’ from ‘the established order’ was their penchant for popping pills, smoking weed, and quaffing a carafe or two of Chateau le Plonk. Though Dylan was not about to shy away from his share of illegal substances, it was drinking that gave him the bravado to come on to women and to conquer his stage fright. Dave Whitaker’s role in the transformation of Dylan into the Dinkytown equivalent of a hipster managed to be simultaneously deleterious and enlightening. Bob started staying up all night, reading books Whitaker recommended—everything from Sartre to the beats—and rap-talking, glass in hand, until dawn.




Dave Whitaker: There was a black club we used to go to, and all of these prostitutes were sitting there, and you’d come in and there’d be these guys playing the blues. And using drugs. Drugs were coming in. The truckers were using bennies and we used to take four or five and we’d go on for two or three days at a time, drinking beer, playing guitar, and going from scene to scene … He used to get really fucking drunk, we all did. But he would always play that guitar. When he couldn’t even stand up … he would stand up and play that guitar.





Dylan’s instincts were already working overtime, trying to figure out where he needed to go to round out his education. This time around he did not come up with the East Coast but rather Denver, Colorado. Why Dylan actually went to Denver in the summer of ’60 will in all likelihood continue to be a mystery. It was hardly a local excursion from Minnesota, being some 920 miles from home. However, he had doubtless ‘often dreamed of going West … always vaguely planning and never taking off,’ when those words, on the first page of one book Whitaker held in particularly high esteem, leapt off the page. Jack Kerouac’s fictionalized account of his adventures On the Road with Neal Cassady, something of a sensation on its hardback publication in 1957, had begun with the Kerouac character (Sal Paradise) hunting down ‘western kinsman of the sun’ Dean Moriarty in Denver, Colorado. Whether Dylan saw Denver, like Sal Paradise, ‘looming ahead of me like the Promised Land, way out there beneath the stars, across the prairie of Iowa and the plains of Nebraska,’ his own later account of the trip portrayed it as a response less to ‘hear[ing] a new call and see[ing] a new horizon’ than to the offer of a floor and a gig.




Bob Dylan: [When] I hitchhiked to Denver I think I went there because I knew a girl whose floor I could sleep on … I stayed around Denver for a while, but there was only one coffeehouse, and they wouldn’t give me a job. But then I met a stripper who worked at a bar called the Gilded Garter, and she bought me some clothes and got me a job playing ‘Muleskinner Blues’ between strip acts. [1978]





Considering the leap of faith involved in such a trek, it seems surprising that Dylan would have taken the promise of a ‘floor I could sleep on’ on trust. And he apparently had enough money on him to hole up at the Salvation Army hostel, conveniently located next to Denver’s premier folk club, for a few days. The Exodus was a prestigious gig in the folk world, the Denver equivalent to New York’s Gerde’s or Cambridge’s Club 47. That year saw the release of an entire album celebrating the rostrum of regulars at the Exodus, Folk Festival at the Exodus, featuring the likes of Ed McCurdy, Don Crawfurd, and a twenty-year-old Judy Collins, whose five songs on the album include her take on ‘This Land Is Your Land.’ It would have been something of a coup if Dylan had been allowed to play there. He was not.


Though Dylan hung out at the Exodus, soaking up folksinging on a whole other level, his own playing ambitions were directed at the Satire, Denver’s home away from home for second-string folkies. One Walt Conley was then playing at the Satire. Conley’s account (in Spitz’s biography) has Dylan arriving at the Satire telling Conley that an ex-girlfriend from Minneapolis had suggested he look him up. Again according to Conley, Dylan auditioned unsuccessfully at the Satire, and subsequently crashed at his house for three weeks, until Conley managed to get rid of him by getting him a gig out of town, at a place called the Gilded Garter in Central City. Within a week Dylan had apparently left the Gilded Garter, having stolen twenty dollars from the owner, and returned to Denver.


Not only does this bear little resemblance to Dylan’s 1978 account of his time in Central City, it leaves several questions unanswered: like, how could Conley have known Dylan was a competent piano player? That was what the Gilded Garter actually required, it being a touristy, honky-tonk joint. Dylan would have played guitar and sung at the Satire, tending to confine his piano playing to occasions when it impressed girls. In fact, the only matter Dylan and Conley seem to agree on was that the Gilded Garter gig did not last very long. In October 1961 Dylan told Izzy Young that it lasted a week and a half. He told Shelton, more plausibly, in 1966, that it lasted ‘a few weeks.’




Bob Dylan: I played for twenty minutes, strippers worked for forty minutes with a rock & roll band. I’d play for twenty minutes again. Never stopped. One night I was about ready to strip myself. Worst place I ever played. [1961]





And yet on two separate occasions, in February 1964 and March 1966, Dylan couldn’t resist taking his traveling companions to see the joint he played in the summer of 1960.


Corroboration for much of Dylan’s version comes from Kevin Krown, a local folksinger he met in Denver. Krown told Scaduto that he met Dylan while ‘he was playing piano in this Central City joint’ and that ‘he was living with this stripper down the road.’ If he was living with a stripper—as both Dylan and Krown contend—it seems surprising that he played the burlesque house for only ten days, particularly as his Minneapolis friends say he was gone most of the summer. And, despite Conley’s insistence that Dylan stayed at his house for three weeks, it is difficult to see how Dylan could have survived for that long without a job. According to Krown, Dylan came to Denver having already been offered the job at the Gilded Garter. This may be less romantic, but it makes a helluva lot more sense than the ‘promise of a floor’ story. It would also explain why Dylan felt he could take time out for a few days beforehand to check into a cheap hotel and check out the local folk scene. Krown’s portrait of Dylan certainly contrasts dramatically with the permanently broke man Conley has sought to paint.




Kevin Krown: In those days he had the money, he was the one doing the buying. He had a job and a few dollars and I was broke. He actually gave me a couple of bucks when I was ready to start hitching again.





In all likelihood, Conley’s portrait was colored by two actions characteristic of Dylan at this time: first, a willingness to take permanent loan of record collections—in this case Conley’s, on leaving Denver; and second, they apparently fell out over a girl they were both chasing, perhaps the very same Gilded Garter stripper.


Conley’s unwitting generosity was not confined to his record collection. When Dylan returned to Minneapolis, he had also acquired a song from Conley that had the jump on most of the material he’d been playing thus far. It was called ‘The Klan’ and, though it did not survive the transition to New York folkie, it signaled another change in Dylan as a performer and vocalist, as well as reaffirming his unerring instinct for taking the best of what other folksingers had to offer—in this case a single song. 




Dave Whitaker: The difference had actually happened before … going to New York. He came back [from Denver] with a difference in accent. He spoke differently. He was more sure of himself, really. He had gone to Denver to the Exodus, and he came back with one song that he used to play, that was entirely a new level in show business, called ‘The Klan.’ It was a surrealistic poem … someone wrote it and gave it to him.





Conley’s ‘The Klan’ was one manifestation of the change Denver induced. Another came as a result of nights spent inside the Exodus watching one of the great unsung bluesmen of the era, Jesse ‘Lone Cat’ Fuller. Now sixty-four years old, Fuller was still out there, reminding the fortunate few of the times he hung out with Lead Belly, playing the likes of ‘99 Years and One Dark Day,’ ‘Fables Ain’t Nothing but Doggone Lies,’ and his one virtual standard, ‘San Francisco Bay Blues,’ always with his twelve-string guitar and harmonica, placed in a metal neck brace for him to blow between verses. This style of playing, by the summer of 1960 quite unorthodox, clearly intrigued Dylan.


Though a couple of sources have suggested that Dylan played harmonica from his early days in Minneapolis, there is no evidence he adopted the instrument until after his return from Denver, when at least one close friend recalls his all-consuming determination to learn to play the damn thing.




Bonnie Beecher: I got him his first harmonica holder at Schmidt’s Music Shop. He would come over to the sorority house … and he’d play this harmonica, which he didn’t know how to play! And my friends would come in and they would just go, ‘Uurgh! Who is this geek?’ … I wanted him to play guitar, which he could play well and which I knew would impress them, but he just wasn’t having any of it. He was saying, ‘Naw, I wanna get this—hwang! WHwaongg!’ I was mortified, but he didn’t give a shit.





The connection with Fuller is no mere happenstance. Dylan told Izzy Young in October 1961 that he ‘met Jesse Fuller in Denver at the Exodus … Jesse was playing downstairs and upstairs was Don Crawfurd.’ He later told Robert Shelton that he had ‘quizzed Fuller’ about playing harmonica using a rack. He was already soaking up tricks of the trade in time-honored fashion—the folk process—among people who believed copyright was reserved for the wholly original:




Bob Dylan: If somebody played the guitar, that’s who you went to see. You didn’t necessarily go to meet them, you just went … to watch them, listen to them, and if possible, learn how to do something … And usually at that time it was quite a selfish type of thing … It wasn’t necessarily a song; it was technique and style … I certainly spent a lot of hours just trying to do what other people had been doing. [1968]





The standard version of Dylan-as-chameleon relates how, at this point, having returned safe and sound to Minneapolis, he transformed himself into an acolyte of Woody Guthrie. Not that he didn’t already know Guthrie’s more famous songs, four of which feature on the May 1960 St. Paul tape, but his obsessive personality had not as yet latched onto the charismatic example of Woodrow Wilson Guthrie. Within a matter of weeks of returning from Denver, having developed dramatically as a performer, he would begin to sound like a disciple of the absent Woody. Shortly afterward, he began to play the harmonica using a metal neck brace. The combination of Guthrie mannerisms and the mouth harp in its brace would, within six months, become a trademark. Dylan’s adoption of the Guthrie persona seems to have come so soon after his return that some old friends thought it was an affectation he had developed in Colorado.




Bonnie Beecher: He came back talking with a real thick Oklahoma accent and wearing a cowboy hat and boots. He was into Woody Guthrie in a big, big way … At the time it seemed ludicrous and pretentious and foolish, but now I see it as allowing a greater Bob Dylan to come out.





In fact, Beecher’s ‘cowboy hat and boots’ suggest more of a homage to Woody’s Jewish ‘son,’ Elliott Charles Adnopoz, a.k.a. Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, than Woody himself. Indeed, it would appear that Dylan’s initial vision of Guthrie was a highly Elliottized version of the man. (Elliott had spent half a dozen years in the fifties following Woody around, soaking up all he could as his folk apprenticeship.)


Dylan was greatly aided in his education by the fortuitous acquisition of Elliott’s recordings for the English folk label Topic in the late fifties. Elliott’s first album for Topic comprised a tribute to Guthrie. Entitled Talking Woody Guthrie, it totaled ten Guthrie originals, of which ‘1913 Massacre’ was soon both a powerful addition to Dylan’s repertoire and the source of Dylan’s first composition of note.




Jack Elliott: Bonnie Beecher said [to me], ‘Bob used to play all your records before he came to New York. He was fond of your voice, and he listened to your records and picked up your style.’





These Topic ten-inchers, though, were damnably difficult to find stateside. Exclusively English in origin, owners of these recordings almost constituted a secret society. Acquisition was a mysterious process. Dylan first heard these recordings at Little Sandy Review HQ, co-editor Jon Pankake’s apartment. The speed and accuracy with which he proceeded to become the person he heard on the Topic records was little short of astounding. Pankake recalls someone who ‘seemed to be very hungry for songs and music … I played a Texas chain-gang song from an Alan Lomax [album] for him. Then I offered to play him another song from a record, possibly by Peggy Seeger. He said that he was more interested in learning and hearing directly from people.’ Of course, with Jack Elliott he had no choice but to learn his sound from record.




Paul Nelson: He came over to us because we had the magazine and he wanted us to promote concerts, and we didn’t really want to … I know we played him the first Jack Elliott record he ever heard … They were sent from England, ’cause they were on Topic and no one else had them … Also probably, not certainly, the first Folkways Anthology [of American Folk Music] … And when we played him the Elliott stuff he came back in a day, or two at the most, and … from being a crooner basically, nothing special—he [had been] singing Josh White and Belafonte songs and Odetta songs and wasn’t writing anything—he came back and sounded like he did on the first Columbia record. He had this whole style down that quickly, and that was impressive. He did what it took Elliott ten, fifteen years in two days, and it was really convincing.





Dylan, though, was not content to reconstruct himself without the Elliott Topic albums to hand at all times, and he set out to acquire them by the most direct method available, presumably not envisaging a time when he might be hung as a thief.




Paul Nelson: They were just gone and we sorta knew who had ’em because Dylan was interested in those, and we knew that if we found Dylan that would clinch it. Because the Jack Elliott records were in there, and he couldn’t have stolen them from anybody else. We tracked him down through Tony [Glover] and we had like five [addresses], one address would lead to another … and there were a lot of people looking for him for various reasons. Finally [we found out where] he was staying, at a place like two blocks from where we were staying, and we went over there one night, and Jon had this huge bowling pin and Jon is six foot three and he was going to do his John Wayne impersonation with the bowling pin … Dylan came in and Jon waved the bowling pin around. He had no intention of hitting him but Dylan didn’t know that at the time. And they played this out. First he denied it and then said, No, he did have them, and [so] it went on. Jon’d be angry for five minutes and then Dylan’d sorta seemed to realize … he wasn’t gonna get clobbered by the pin. After ten minutes, Jon would go through the scene again and Dylan would go through the scene again and it’d be the same ending; and it went on for about an hour like that, and it got comic. I knew nothing was going to happen. Everyone was playing the same role but with less and less conviction. I remember Dylan being very cool about the whole thing, even when he thought he might get hit.




 





Jon Pankake: Tony [Glover], who had been spending time with Bob around the time, said he expressed some surprise at seeing certain records at Bob’s, including some English records by Jack Elliott that had not been issued over here … They were all very good records. He had very good taste. There was also some Woody Guthrie stuff … I wasn’t really that angry but I wanted to be sure he got the message … The funny thing is that I didn’t feel that there was anything malicious about his stealing the records. I think he believed that he needed them more than I did. But I felt that it expressed a certain amount of contempt for me personally.





Dylan’s highly selective tastes in folk were already apparent in the albums he appropriated, which included Elizabeth Cotten’s Negro Folk Songs and Tunes and Mike Seeger’s Mountain Music—Bluegrass Style. Nelson’s account stands in marked contrast to the hysterical tale, told by Watt Conley to Spitz, of Dylan tossing albums out of his bedroom window to dispose of goods stolen from Conley and his roommate. Though more magnanimous than Conley, Pankake never really forgave Dylan.


Around this time Dylan also borrowed, this time with the owner’s blessing, Dave Whitaker’s copy of Guthrie’s romanticized account of life on the road, Bound for Glory. Whitaker was regularly recommending books for him to read, books that never appeared on any university curriculum at the time. One book that affected Dylan greatly was Jack Kerouac’s Mexico City Blues. Allen Ginsberg’s Howl was another favored text. But neither of these, and nothing else, struck Dylan in quite the same way Bound for Glory did, nor gave him the requisite persona.




Dave Whitaker: My role, as far as Bob was concerned, is that I taught him to read, turning him onto the world of books … For him reading had always been a painful process, outside of his existence. He told me in Oakland, in 1978 … ‘I never thought of reading books until I met you.’ I’d say, ‘Bob, you’ve got to read this,’ and he’d read it … I gave him Bound for Glory, which is the story of these folksingers and how you could earn your living going from place to place, [Woody] and Cisco Houston, playing these songs and taking a collection … And for days Bob carried it around, and he read it, and he came to me and said, ‘Come on, Dave, I want to show you something.’ And he went and picked up his guitar and he had memorized ‘Tom Joad’ … it’s a twenty-minute song! … Bob did have this marvelous ability to hear a song once and commit it totally to memory.





It was a very specific version of Guthrie in which he now cloaked himself. What really appealed to Dylan was the heroic figure Guthrie portrayed in Bound for Glory, one ‘of these folksingers [who knew] how you could earn your living going from place to place,’ not the husk of a man hospitalized in 1952 with Huntington’s chorea, an irreversible degenerative disease that would take fifteen years to kill the man whose guitar had killed fascists. The wisecracking folk poet who wrote ‘This Land Is Your Land’ (complete with anti-patriotic verse), ‘Pastures of Plenty,’ and ‘Grand Coulee Dam,’ auteur of the talking blues form, a loose, almost free-verse, song shape with an easy, cascading tune and an extended melody line that permitted every verse to end with a suitably weighted verbal riposte, was the figure he sought to emulate. It was with a series of talking blues that Dylan first began to affect an Oklahoma twang to his voice. And that twang became more and more pronounced as he immersed himself totally in Guthrie’s oeuvre and projected character.


The second-earliest recording of Dylan, normally referred to as the first Minneapolis tape, shows the first stage of the ‘Guthrie phase’ of Dylan’s development. Probably recorded at the beginning of September, it features a Dylan who had discovered the Bound for Glory Guthrie and the talking blues, but not seemingly how to play the harmonica. There are four talking blues on the tape, three by Guthrie and one improvised by Dylan about his roommate Hugh Brown, ‘the laziest man in town,’ who is so indolent that, even when it is raining on his bed, he won’t get up and close the window. Also on the tape was Fuller’s ‘San Francisco Bay Blues,’ seemingly learned from Elliott’s second Topic album rather than Fuller, since neither it, nor any of the other cuts, features ‘the first white performer to combine the Sonny Terry harmonica with the Woody Guthrie guitar,’ to use Harvey Abrams’s choice description of a Dylan soon to evolve.


Through the fall of 1960 Dylan worked at his harmonica playing. Though he still played the Purple Onion, he had another regular gig in St. Paul, at the Bastille, which had fewer of the distractions that made the pizza parlor such a hard gig. Sometimes he would play with Cynthia Fincher, who accompanied on banjo; sometimes he would play with Dave ‘Tony’ Glover, who had only gradually come to consider him a worthy enough musical companion. Glover and his partner, Dave Ray, were highly respected musicians on the local scene. Dylan had first met Tony Glover, an important influence who pushed him to look beyond Minneapolis, in May, at a party held by the recently married Gretel Whitaker. Though it wouldn’t be until after Denver that he and Glover became buddies, Glover even then made a mental note of Dylan, who refused to continue playing at the party until certain people stopped talking and began listening. Glover noticed Dylan’s insatiable thirst to learn, that incredible way he had of soaking up influences, styles, tunes.


Glover chooses to underplay his role in Dylan’s development. And yet he not only provided some much-needed tutoring on the mouth harp, but recollects that Dylan originally had a chord harmonica, that is to say one that can be played in a number of different keys. Though suitable for certain types of traditional music, this harmonica type was not of much use when playing the blues, where you were required to bend notes. It also required a higher degree of musical expertise than the conventional blues harmonica. Glover suggested Dylan change to a single-key harmonica, à la the great Sonny Terry, and showed him how to play ‘cross-harp,’ where the harp player plays in a different key from the one the harmonica is tuned to.


The pace of Dylan’s development as a harmonica player proved truly remarkable. More than any other instrument, the harmonica would always seem tailored to his musical ideas, and it remains the only ‘lead’ instrument he can play with any confidence. Within days of reaching New York in January 1961 he was already competent enough to secure a regular gig as a harmonica accompanist for Fred Neil (a wonderful Fred McDarrah photo from the Café Wha in February captures a cloth-capped Dylan, mouth harp cupped, playing along with Karen Dalton and Neil). As Beecher recognized, it was his capacity to genuinely not ‘give a shit’ about the opinions of others that made him a nigh-on perfect example of the self-taught musician. If not everyone in Minneapolis noticed a man on the move, when his old friend from Hibbing, Bill Marinac, visited him that fall he was surprised how far his ex-rock & rolling buddy had come. 




Bill Marinac: After he went down to the university, he had an acoustic and his harmonica. We got together and jammed again. He’d started to write some music. It was really tender, a lot of very good blues, a lot of things about growing up.





Marinac was not the only one impressed by Dylan’s development. In the fall of 1960 Rolf Cahn came to Minneapolis. A renowned guitarist with albums on Moe Asch’s Folkways label, Cahn apparently informed a few friends on his departure that Dylan was ‘the most talented guy around.’ Odetta also came to Minneapolis that fall, and again Dylan received the commendation of a noteworthy folk performer.




Bonnie Beecher: I remember Cynthia Fincher coming running over to my house saying, ‘She said that Dylan has real talent and he can make it!’





Such plaudits no doubt reinforced Dylan’s intuitive faith in his own abilities and the suitability of the path he had chosen. Yet when he announced to his friends in early December that he had decided to head for New York to find the great Guthrie, he was met with derision by those on the Minneapolis folk scene apt to complain of the ingratitude of one about to rise above them.




Stanley Gottlieb: When he told us he was going to New York, we thought he was crazy. We said, ‘You can’t make it here; how the fuck are you gonna make it there?’





In fact, Dylan had ‘made it’ in Minneapolis, having become some kind of big fish in a fair-to-middling pond. Unfortunately the pond was one thousand five hundred miles from New York, and he had no intention of being there when it froze over. He doubtless took solace from the knowledge that many of his peers regarded him a noteworthy performer—save perhaps for his love of Guthrie covers, which could be a little wearing at times—but he could make no further headway in the North Country. Many who would later disparage the 1960 Dylan had seen a lot of him in the spring and early summer, far less of him in the fall, as he honed his art away from the campus nexus, in Minneapolis’s twin city, St. Paul. They had not seen the startling pace at which he had developed as a performer since his return from Denver. Dylan wisely trusted his instincts, and as long as he continued to do so his development as a popular artist was assured. 




Bob Dylan: I’d learned as much as I could and used up all my options … When I arrived in Minneapolis it had seemed like a big city or a big town. When I left it was like some rural outpost. [1985]





Unfortunately, even with his consummate skill at acquiring floors (or ladies’ beds) on which to lay his head, the young Dylan was going to need some help from home if he was going to make it all the way to New York. According to his uncle, his parents were already aware of his quitting college—and had come to terms with it—when he returned to Hibbing, cap in hand.




Maurice Zimmerman: Bobby was … independent—like when he quit school. Came home from Minneapolis and told his parents he wanted to go to New York, to try and make it on his own. Didn’t want any help, just took enough money from his father to get east.





Abraham recalled it differently, requiring a concession from his son whereby ‘he could have one year to do as he pleased, and if at the end of that year we were not satisfied with his progress, he’d go back to school.’ Presumably, it never occurred to Dylan that he might just find himself, a year down the line, still no further down the road to fame and fortune. Whatever his thoughts, a respectfully shorn son took the money and ran.




Bonnie Beecher: It was an unexpected trip he had to make up to Hibbing and he wanted me to cut his hair real short, real short so that [they] ‘won’t know that I wear long hair.’ He kept saying, ‘Shorter! Shorter! Get rid of the sideburns!’ Then in the door come Dave Morton, Johnny Koerner, and Harvey Abrams. They looked at him and said, ‘Oh my God, you look terrible!’ … [and] he went and wrote that song, ‘Bonnie, why’d you cut my hair? Now I can’t go nowhere!’





‘Bonnie, Why’d You Cut My Hair?’ was one of a number of comical, semi-improvised throwaways Dylan had begun composing (he reprised it one last time on the May 1961 ‘Party Tape’) but, as he headed out of Minneapolis, Dylan also began writing another song for Beecher, a song in which he tried to remember the good times. ‘Song to Bonny,’ just like the later ‘Song to Woody,’ took as its tune Guthrie’s ‘1913 Massacre,’ a favorite of both Bonnie and Bob. Some time after Dylan arrived in Chicago, he played Kevin Krown his new song, Krown later becoming convinced that he had been played ‘Song to Woody’ back in December 1960. 


The resemblance between the two songs was not merely musical. Addressing in the first person both Bonnie and Woody, in the former he tells Bonnie, ‘I think that you know what I am doing and where I must go,’ whereas in ‘Song to Woody’ he does not presume to tell Woody anything, because ‘I know that you know.’ ‘Song to Bonny’ is also littered with folk-song commonplaces, for example, ‘Springtime’s a-comin’ and the grass’ll turn green.’ More significantly, he changes a familiar traditional opening from ‘My parents raised me tenderly’ to ‘My mother raised me tenderly.’ Evidently the son of the father was still not in a mood to forgive.


How much Dylan’s trip to New York was bound up with visiting Woody Guthrie remains unclear. According to Whitaker, Dylan set out for New York on a whim, after being up all night and attempting to phone Guthrie at Greystone Hospital near Morristown, New Jersey, where he was confined as Huntington’s chorea slowly wasted his body away. The fact that Dylan visited Hibbing first makes it clear that the trip was no such whim. Though Dylan clearly realized that going to New York would provide him with an opportunity to visit Guthrie, it would have been an uncharacteristic display of naïveté on his part if he had really traveled fifteen hundred miles east primarily to see Guthrie.


Scaduto is the only previous biographer to have chronicled Dylan’s trip from Minneapolis to New York accurately. Spitz was simply lousy on his history, claiming that Dylan headed straight from Denver to New York, a claim denied by a mountain of evidence. Shelton accepted Dylan’s even more implausible claim that he’d arrived in New York in December 1960 and spent two months in Times Square hustling as a male prostitute, evidence merely of his desire to reinvent his past long after stories of running away as a child and joining the circus had been revealed as a sham. In fact, his convoluted journey to New York is well documented, not least by himself.




Bob Dylan: I went to Chicago first and stayed there. Then I went up to Wisconsin, which was more or less the same general scene as it was at the school in Minnesota. And from there I went to New York. That was quite a trip. Another guitar player and myself got a ride with a young couple from the campus whose parents were from Brooklyn. They were going there and wanted some more drivers, so we just drove. [1978]





However, Madison does not lie directly between Chicago and New York—it’s between Chicago and Minneapolis, on Highway 94. And yet, neither Dylan nor Scaduto are mistaken. Having arrived in Chicago around Christmas, Dylan looked up Kevin Krown, who had returned to Chicago from Denver, and crashed at Krown’s place for a couple of days before moving in with a girl (or perhaps it was the sixty-year-old red-haired woman he later claimed he slept with in Chicago). At this point, he seems to have become disheartened, abandoning his original plan and deciding to head back north. Hitchhiking as far as Madison, whose campus had an active folk scene, Dylan wrote to the Whitakers informing them of his change of mind. Madison, though, provided enough opportunities for an itinerant folksinger like Bob to convince him to stick around.




Marshall Brickman: Eric Weissberg and I roomed together. Our apartment was the place where all the folksingers wound up. We were the underground railroad. One day this guy, Bob Zimmerman, came through town on his way from Minnesota [sic]. He had a brown suit and tie and played sort of blues on the piano.





Brickman and Weissberg were considerably harder to charm than other young Madison folkniks. Dylan quickly attached himself to another local boy, Danny Kalb, an adept blues guitarist, with whom he proceeded to play at a local coffeehouse.




Danny Kalb: Dylan was sort of a strange person when I first met him. He was the first guy who had marijuana in his mitten … He took out his guitar and he started playing some Woody Guthrie songs. Bob seemed like a repository of songs, from this sort of generalized left-wing people’s songbook … He was nothing out of the ordinary. I knew a lot of people like that—even myself … I believe that Bob played with me … on harmonica, at the Pad, a little beatnik coffeehouse, very small … I used to sit on top of the piano there and play blues … I’d got my version of ‘Poor Lazarus’ from Dave Van Ronk and I shared it with [Dylan] in the kitchen of Fred Underhill’s house in Madison.





Dylan may have shared songs and a piano with Kalb, but his faith in his musical powers seems to have been undermined by the competition he encountered playing at parties and coffeehouses in Chicago and Madison. Perhaps Kalb’s assessment—‘he was nothing out of the ordinary’—had even impinged on Dylan’s mental armor. It was Fred Underhill who saved Dylan a few blushes, and handed him the opportunity of fulfilling his destiny, when he told him about a friend of his who was heading to New York and needed a couple of relief drivers to share driving duties. Underhill was up for the jaunt and being from Williamstown, New Jersey, presumably knew all about Greystone, Guthrie’s living mausoleum. So, with his newfound friend to hold his metaphoric hand, Dylan found himself agreeing to complete the journey east as originally planned. Underhill apparently did not feel it his duty to apprise their main driver, one Dave Berger, of the young Dylan’s Woody fixation. 
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We drove straight through without stopping, which was typically what we did. He was singing all the way—it was annoying, that weird monotonic kind of style with Woody’s twang. It was a pain in the ass. As we got into New Jersey, I finally told him, ‘Shut the fuck up.’




 





—Dave Berger





Bob Dylan and Fred Underhill arrived in a freezing cold Manhattan on or around January 24, 1961, being dropped off uptown by an exasperated Berger. Dylan recalled two feet of snow covering the ground. Fred and he may have intended to walk the fifty blocks down to the Village—after all, this was New York, money was tight, and they had a lot to take in—but when they realized just how cold it was, they hopped a subway. In the released recording of ‘Talkin’ New York,’ on his first album, Dylan would claim that he took ‘a rockin’, reelin’, rollin’ ride’ straight down to the West Village. In the original draft of the song he says he ‘rode the subway for a couple of days.’


Whatever the truth, they eventually hit upon the Café Wha, a fairly seedy ‘basket house’, a place where singers passed the basket. It was Tuesday, hootenanny night, and anyone was allowed to get up on stage and sing a couple of songs. Dylan would later claim that the audience ‘flipped,’ though it seems unlikely that a large, appreciative crowd would have congregated at the Wha on such a bitterly cold weekday night. The owner of the Wha, Manny Roth, though, must have heard something, because Dylan was soon playing there in the afternoons. After his brief set that night, Roth told the few Village stalwarts in attendance that Bob and Fred were looking for a place to crash for the night.




Bob Dylan: My buddy and I … picked out this fellow who was with a girl. Then my buddy says to me, ‘He doesn’t look so hot … He looks pretty gay.’ And I said, ‘He looks OK’—and anyway, he was with a girl. And so we went up[town] with him. And the girl got off at 34th Street, and we got off at 42nd Street! Well, we went in a bar before we went to find this place to stay, and we met his [gentleman] friend ‘Dora.’ ‘Dora’ was his friend who stayed with him. Both of us looked [at each other], and ran out of the bar. [1961]





Perhaps it was at this point that Fred and Bob chose to ride the subway for a couple of days. At least the subways had heating, and they had arrived smack in the middle of what Dylan later called the ‘coldest winter in seventeen years,’ actually the worst in twenty-eight. But in all likelihood, however much they thought about running out of the bar, they took a chance and spent a warm if worrying night with Dora and his friend.


That first week in New York, Dylan did the rounds of the many folk joints in the Village. The first weekend he turned up at Izzy Young’s Folklore Center, a small shop with an impressive assortment of ‘folk’ fare on vinyl and in print, as well as assorted acoustic instruments. It also had a back room in which folkies regularly congregated, to talk and sing. That first Sunday morning, Dylan was to be heard in the back running through ‘Muleskinner Blues’ on one of Izzy’s autoharps. J. R. Goddard, of the Village Voice, was an early convert.




J. R. Goddard: People looked on in amusement as he began hopping around a bit. He was funny to watch, and anybody with half an ear could tell he [already] had a unique style.





But before that, probably the first thing Dylan did when he arose on Wednesday the 25th was to travel out to New Jersey, to the daunting Greystone Hospital, to visit Woody Guthrie. Woody had told the Gleasons that he ‘picked Greystone because it was the prettiest damn booby hatch I came across … so I fixed it so that I’d get arrested and sent there.’ In truth Greystone picked him, at a time when he was running out of options. Diagnosed with a hereditary, degenerative disease of the central nervous system, and having seen his mother die of the very same disease, he was by his own admission ‘scared witless.’ By the time Dylan found him, Guthrie knew he was destined to be permanently interred in Greystone, save for weekend sabbaticals in East Orange, at the home of Sidsel and Bob Gleason. In his first year in New York, Dylan visited Woody often, and all those who accompanied him have spoken of the rapport that clearly existed between the elder statesman of folk and his not-so-apparent heir.




John Hammond, Jr.: I had a car and I would drive him to Brooklyn [New Jersey], to the hospital, to see Woody Guthrie. Woody really liked Bob, and Bob really liked Woody. [In fact] he idolized him. Woody was not well at all. He had spasms and I felt uncomfortable seeing him in such pain, but Bob was really mellow and real calm, and I was very impressed with Bob’s ability to handle that whole thing. He played Woody’s tunes for Woody, and some of his own.





After meeting Guthrie for the first time, Dylan barely waited till he made it back to the Village before he penned a postcard to the Whitakers saying, ‘I know Woody … I know him and met him and saw him and sang to him … Goddamn.’ Such, though, was Bob’s burgeoning reputation as a teller of tall tales that few back in Dinkytown believed him. When Bonnie Beecher visited a few months later he insisted on taking her to Greystone to meet the great man.




Bonnie Beecher: I think he took me to meet Woody Guthrie in the hospital mainly because he wanted me to go back to Minnesota and tell Harvey Abrams, Hugh Brown, and Red Nelson … that he really was a friend of Woody’s. Which he was! … Woody was in the insane asylum section with all these creepy people … He played ‘Hard Travelin’,’ but it was hard for him to hold the guitar because he had these spastic movements … And then Dylan played ‘Pastures of Plenty’ … And Woody loved Dylan, loved Dylan doing his songs.





Woody Guthrie was permitted by the hospital to spend each weekend at the Gleasons’, where he could be made to feel comfortable in the company of old friends. Congregated there would be figures like Alan Lomax, Pete Seeger, Ralph Rinzler, and Ramblin’ Jack Elliott. Dylan, also, managed to secure an early invite to the Gleason gatherings. Indeed, he was there the first Sunday in February 1961 when Cisco Houston, Woody’s oldest and dearest friend, and a fine traditional singer in his own right, said his goodbyes and sang for Woody one last time. Dying of stomach cancer, Cisco was going back home to California, where he died on April 29, 1961.


Though initially daunted by such company, Dylan’s innate self-confidence soon flowered and within a couple of weeks he was self-consciously joining in the conversation, though he rarely played for the assembled throng. At the same time, he had ingratiated himself with the Gleasons and, when he had nothing pending in the Village, would often stay over in East Orange for a few days at a time.




Peter MacKenzie: It was at the Gleasons where Bobby would practice by singing into the tape recorder, learning how to use a microphone. He and Kevin made [a] tape one day. Kevin sent out several copies of those recordings … trying to drum up interest in him.





The tape in question seems to have been made one afternoon in February. The first known recording of Dylan playing guitar and harmonica, the seven-song tape opens with a favorite of Krown’s, ‘San Francisco Bay Blues,’ and concludes with a long-forgotten country hit from 1940, Lulu Belle and Scotty’s ‘Remember Me (When the Candle Lights Are Gleaming).’ The songs in between, though, drew entirely from Guthrie’s established repertoire, including ‘Pastures of Plenty,’ ‘Jesse James,’ and Guthrie’s take on ‘Gypsy Davey.’


If this was indeed intended to be Dylan’s first audition tape (of sorts), it suggested someone self-consciously walking in Guthrie’s shadow. However, for anyone conversant with Dylan’s Minneapolis sets, it also suggested someone who had digested Guthrie’s songs and style at a bewildering rate. Dylan had been blessed with a remarkable ear for song. As Sid Gleason observed, ‘He’d go maybe twice through a record and he’d have all the words copied, and chord progressions [too].’


Sid Gleason may have been one more matriarch to charm, but Dylan had no shortage of opportunities to work on his orphan-boy act in the Village. And, as the early photos bear out, he cut quite a figure at the time.




Eve MacKenzie: The first time [my husband and I] met Bobby was in February 1961, after a Jack Elliott concert at the Carnegie Recital Hall. At that concert was Marjorie Guthrie … [who] invited us down to hear Cisco Houston at Gerde’s that night … Anyway, there was this young fellow sitting on a bench to the left of me, wearing this little corduroy hat, very quiet, smoking one cigarette after another, leg jerking up and down, in a black winter overcoat down to his ankles, with the collar turned up. He reminded me of a character out of a Charles Dickens novel. Marjorie introduced him to us as a young folksinger from New Mexico named Bob Dylan … Bobby was looking over at the table [of sandwiches], but not saying anything. He looked hungry … so I offered him one of our sandwiches and said, Eat! It’s free … You never saw a sandwich disappear so fast in your life.





During his first few months in New York, Dylan made considerable use of the maternal instincts he seemed to engender in otherwise sane women, and which he had already refined in Minneapolis. 




Liam Clancy: Dylan had this image of the lost waif, and all the girls wanted to mother him—he made out like a bandit!





A certain lack of discrimination and a mock shyness that soon revealed a considerable libido proved to be a potent combination in the Village, where the more bohemian girls found previously unsuspected maternal desires being brought out by this chubby, boyish Huck Finn character. He delighted in showing off his prowess to his male friends, most of whom were more bashful (or maybe more discriminating) than Dylan.




Mark Spoelstra: He had a lot of nerve with girls. More than I did. Chasing them, coming on to them, not being intimidated—man, Dylan was remarkable.





Dylan was not used to being without a lady companion for any length of time, and the pattern continued in the Village. Within a week or two of his arrival, he had moved in with a beautiful, bright dancer named Avril, who had fallen deeply in love with him. With a base in the city and a home away from home in New Jersey, he had organized his affairs well. Now he could concentrate on making a reputation as a New York folksinger.


He had soon scouted out those places in the Village where anyone with a guitar could get up and play. Initially his only real opportunities were at the basket houses, where acts played without actual payment, relying upon donations from the crowd at the end of their set. There were numerous such establishments in the Village at this time, like the Figaro, the Commons, and the Wha. Greenwich Village was the epicenter of a buzzing folk revival.


At the beginning of February, Dylan was playing regularly at the Commons, Café Wha, and even the Gaslight. More upmarket establishments like the Limelight, the Village Gate, and Gerde’s Folk City remained as yet inaccessible, save for Gerde’s Monday hootenanny night, when amateur talent endeavored to impress club owner Mike Porco enough to secure a paying gig. Meanwhile, Dylan supplemented his meager earnings by playing harmonica at the Café Wha, his first stop in the Village that Tuesday in January.




Bob Dylan: I worked for Manny [Roth] all afternoons, from twelve till eight. I worked the day shift back then … It stayed open from eleven in the morning until four in the morning and there was constantly something happening on the stage … You never really did get popular there,’cause people never knew who you were. Nobody was billed on the outside … You passed the basket … That’s why I started wearing hats. It was just a nonstop flow of people, usually they were tourists who were looking for beatniks in the Village. There’d be maybe five groups that played there. I used to play with a guy called Fred Neil … He would play mostly the types of songs that Josh White might sing. I would play harmonica for him, and then once in a while get to sing a song … when he was taking a break or something. It was his show, he would be on for about half an hour, then a conga player would get on … And then this girl [Karen Dalton] … used to play sweet Southern Mountain Appalachian ballads, with electric guitar and a small amplifier … Then there’d be a comedian, then an impersonator. And that’d be the whole show, and this whole unit would go around nonstop. And you got fed there, which was actually the best thing about the place. [1984]





Dylan would later suggest, somewhat caustically, that he was ‘blowin’ his lungs out for a dollar a day.’ Certainly it was hard work for little pay—but it was experience and it allowed him to join a growing band of authentic young troubadours wandering the streets of the Village. When he wrote to the Whitakers at the beginning of February he told them he was playing the Commons, where ‘people clap for me.’ However, his Minneapolis friends might have had trouble recognizing the man singing at the Wha. Not only had that hokey Okie accent become even more pronounced, but in the Village he was considered first and foremost a harmonica player. The man who had made that awful racket at Bonnie’s sorority barely five months earlier had quickly discovered a natural aptitude for the instrument. He had also, seemingly unconsciously, developed a way of playing that set him apart from his Village contemporaries.




Bob Dylan: This sounds a little vague, but sometimes, like most of the time, I would blow out on the harmonica because everybody sucks in. The proper way to play is like Little Walter or Sonny Boy Williamson would play—which would be to cross it—and I found myself blowing out more because nobody was doing that … And that’s what defined that harmonica and guitar sound, which I hadn’t heard until that point. I just stumbled on it one day. [1978]





Dylan himself readily admits that there were some conscious influences involved in the style of harmonica playing he now adopted. Jesse Fuller may have been the first performer who impressed him live, but by now he would have heard Sonny Terry’s harp accompaniment to some of Woody’s and Lead Belly’s recordings, if not his classic albums with Brownie McGhee on Prestige. Nor did he forget the music he had heard in Hibbing and Minneapolis, notably that reedy sound his old hero Jimmy Reed had managed to get on his records.




Bob Dylan: Jimmy Reed blew out instead of sucking in on [the harmonica]. He had his own style of playing—he’d play like three notes, sometimes the whole solo would be like three notes. [1989]





In those first few months Dylan was developing at such a pace that the chronology has become twisted by inconsistent and unreliable recollections by contemporaries, many with agendas of their own. Some ex– Village folkies have Dylan writing prodigiously a year before it was true. Others omit his days as a harmonica accompanist, or forget the occasions when he played piano at Gerde’s hootenannies. The Dylan who was not even twenty was still trying styles on, seeing which ones fit.


Something, though, had clicked since he’d arrived in New York. In less than three months he secured a support slot to John Lee Hooker for a two-week residency at Gerde’s Folk City. Though Dylan was doubtless conversant with his earlier, electric R&B recordings for Modern Records, Hooker had recently reverted to a solo acoustic format, issuing The Folk Blues of John Lee Hooker on Riverside in 1959, the beginning of a lucrative new career as a folk-blues artist. Dylan spent the week before he began support duties, from the fourth to the tenth of April, watching Hooker work his charm on a packed-out Gerde’s, and honing his own set down to the five-song maximum afforded support acts.


The two songs he was sure he wanted to incorporate into each night’s set were a new arrangement of ‘House of the Rising Sun’ taught to him by Dave Van Ronk, and the first song he had written on his arrival in New York, ‘Song to Woody.’ If it seemed impertinent to some that he should lift the tune for his affecting tribute from one of Guthrie’s own efforts, there can be little doubting the sincerity of this particular song. On giving his handwritten manuscript to the Gleasons, he wrote at the bottom of the sheet: ‘Written by Bob Dylan in Mills Bar on Bleeker Street in New York City on the 14th day of February, for Woody Guthrie.’ If the prototype for ‘Song to Woody,’ ‘Song to Bonny,’ concluded with a folk cliché, this time Dylan introduced a newfound sense of equivocation. After glorifying those who ‘come with the dust,’ Dylan refuses to express any desire for ‘some hard travelin’ too.’ His trip from Minneapolis to New York, via Chicago and Madison, had perhaps taught him the true meaning of ‘hard travelin’.’


And yet, barely had the Gerde’s residency run its course before Dylan was retracing his steps back to the North Country. If he was looking to be gone with the wind, the sort of confrontation he hated most seems to have precipitated a prompt departure.




Mark Spoelstra: Avril was really in love with Dylan but he was intimidated by her honesty and directness … I walked in on them in a restaurant when Avril was breaking up with Bob … All she wanted was honesty. She was very intense about it. And Bob just kind of played the James Dean thing—very quiet, reserved, and cool, like he couldn’t have cared less. The next day he left her a note and simply disappeared.





Though Spoelstra’s take on the café confrontation was of a couple breaking up, this was clearly not Avril’s intent. She was just trying to get Bob to be a little more upfront with her—which was tantamount to breaking up in Bob’s book. Whatever the note to Avril said, it evidently didn’t reveal where he was bound. Avril turned up at Eve MacKenzie’s door in a state, crying, ‘He’s gone! He just picked himself up and he left. I didn’t know he wasn’t coming back.’ In fact, he had returned to Minneapolis. That he hadn’t planned such a trip is confirmed in a postcard, dated April 28, to his parents, in which he states, ‘I don’t know if I can come home then (or when I expect to now).’ He also informs them he is making a hundred bucks a week(!) and has ‘already played the top place in New York for folk music.’


Minneapolis provided Dylan with the first real opportunity to gauge how far he had progressed in those six months. Those who had envisaged a humbled Bob coming home were in for a shock, as were those who felt he might have toned down his Guthrie fixation.




Jon Pankake: He was pretty much transformed by the time he got back to town. I stayed to hear him at the hoot and, musically, he was just potential. His guitar was shockingly out of tune. He started to mumble something about Woody’s guitar always going out of tune … I thought he was terrible but I was fascinated by him. When he had been here, he had been as inhibited as the rest of us but now he was howling and bobbing up and down. He picked up his freedom before he had gotten his technique.





The two ‘party tapes’ from Dylan’s stay in Minneapolis show an artist who had been daily a-growin’ while his North Country friends had been content to pass time. Though nine Guthrie songs punctuate the couple of dozen items recorded, it is Dylan’s reworkings of Rabbit Brown’s ‘James Alley Blues,’ the traditional Scottish ballad ‘The Trees They Do Grow So High,’ and the death ballads ‘Pretty Polly’ and ‘Railroad Boy’ that provide the better signposts to a new Dylan.


How he changed so quickly from Guthrie clone to genuine interpreter, capable of powerful harmonica playing and marvelously expressive singing, can never be definitively nailed down. Dylan himself was mystified by the process. When he attempted to write a book two years later, his initial intention was to base it around his arrival in New York, when he ‘has come to the end of one road, knows there’s another road there, but doesn’t exactly know where it is.’ Though the tapes show us the stages in the transition, they fail to explicate it. That said, they suggest a more gradual change than those achieved by Robert Johnson when he sold his soul to the devil, or Rimbaud when he discovered absinthe and buggery. Perhaps, as Paris unleashed Rimbaud’s muse, it was New York itself that released Dylan’s.


Only on leaving town that May, though, did he write his first New York song, ‘Talkin’ New York,’ which was sketched out as he awaited a lift on the New Jersey Turnpike. As with ‘Song to Woody,’ it was adapted from one of Guthrie’s musical templates. He stopped off in Madison, again, on his way back from Minneapolis, staying with a girl named Ann Lauderbach who—aside from being involved in a poetry group at the university—had provided Dylan with a crash pad when he had passed through town the previous December. At Avril’s insistence, Kevin Krown had tracked him down to Madison, but Bob seemed in no hurry to come back to New York, and Avril finally gave up waiting, taking off west. Right on time to be too late, Dylan returned east, expecting his rent-paying girlfriend to still be waiting.




Peter MacKenzie: [But] Avril had to leave the apartment. So she came to live with my parents for a couple of weeks. Then her brother [or] mother got sick. She had to leave for San Francisco. When she left, Bobby came back and he wasn’t sure what to do ’cause she had closed up the apartment, left town, and he was coming to the house to say, Hi, what’s happening, and basically found out she wasn’t there. There he was with his guitar over his shoulder and his little suitcase which only had one pair of underwear in it and my mother asked him if he had a place to stay,’cause it was like two in the morning. He said, No, no, I’ll find a place. He never asked to stay … [but] there are some people, when you’re sitting across the room, they have a way of asking that, after you offer to do something for them, they can disclaim they ever asked for anything. And he just stayed.





In classic Dylan fashion, he now seems to have been overcome with remorse, and insisted on calling Avril so he could sing her a song he had just written for her, ‘California Brown-Eyed Baby,’ set to the tune of Guthrie’s ‘Columbus Stockade.’ In the final verse he advises the ubiquitous ‘boys’ not to ramble, but to stay in their hometown, get a girl who loves them, ‘and settle down.’ Perhaps for the first time he was writing for an audience, in this case of one. He was certainly not writing from himself.




Eve MacKenzie: He was insisting on using the telephone. ‘I’m gonna call her!’ And I tried to stop him. He said he’d call collect, and I said no, that [Avril] was a poor girl and she couldn’t afford to take a call collect … But he did call her—maybe it was the next day—and she took the call. And he said, ‘I have a song for you.’ And he sang ‘California Brown-Eyed Baby.’ I held the phone for him, he sang it, and everybody cried. It was the first time we’d heard him sing one of his own songs.





The few songs he’d written at this point were mostly talking blues in the Guthrie vein. It was a form that allowed full rein for his mordant wit and that way he had with folk phrasing. Initially they were more extensions of his storytelling than songs in themselves. And yet they proved extremely popular. ‘Talkin’ New York’ was a sardonic depiction of his early weeks in the Village. ‘Talkin’ Hava Nagila Blues’ mercilessly parodied the type of folk song repeatedly requested by weekend tourists. ‘Talkin’ Bear Mountain Picnic Massacre Blues,’ perhaps the finest of his early talking blues, was a hilarious résumé of a boat trip to Bear Mountain which had been oversold because of counterfeit tickets.


Aside from his talking blues, which were always ripe for interpolations and asides, Dylan had also developed the knack of telling long, rambling monologues, often disjointed yet combining almost a rap poet’s sense of rhythm with a self-conscious, down-home patois. Indicative of his ability to slip between rap and song was an astonishing version of ‘Black Cross,’ a spoken monologue he’d learned from a Lord Buckley record that told the story of a poor black farmer, Hezekiah Jones, who is hung by white racists for being well-read. 




Jack Nissenson: He was always an incredible storyteller. He was distant … onstage, very into his own thing, but he could do these long, long monologues, with no point, and no punch line—except they kept you in hysterics. Same when you talked to him. He either told you a story, or he said, ‘Yeah? Is that right?’ as if what you were telling him was the most amazing thing he’d ever heard.




 





Arthur Kretchmer: Onstage he was essentially a funny character. Maybe that isn’t what he intended to be, but the audience reaction was one of laughing, not at but with Dylan. I recall him standing up there looking behind the curtains for the words to his next song, or cracking up about something which he was mumbling to himself. He was natural and loose, a real country character, and that is what everybody loved about him … Sometimes he would play piano, or tell a funny story, or just clown around for a few minutes.





If he was already an original on stage, he was still relying on songs from yesteryear for his repertoire. However, in the summer of 1961, as Dylan settled into his new home at the MacKenzies, he really started to apply himself to the craft of songwriting. Initially, these efforts were not intended for public performance, they were exercises to see if he had it in him to become another Guthrie, the extent of this folk poet’s ambitions.




Eve MacKenzie: Bob’s routine at this time would be that he would come home … three or four in the morning … sit down at the table, close the doors and start writing. And then he would go to sleep until noon. Then I would prepare breakfast. I always made him breakfast.





Thanks to Eve and Mac’s sense of these writings’ historical worth and Dylan’s devil-may-care attitude toward them, the manuscripts of many of these formative efforts have survived, songs with great titles like ‘Preacher’s Folly’ and ‘Died for a Dollar,’ comprising line after line of derivative drivel. If, in ‘Colorado Blues,’ he wrote something semi-autobiographical, disparaging Denver and Central City and wishing he was back ‘in the good ol’ USA,’ most of these early songs placed Dylan in a milieu he had never known, and can barely have even read about. One has him playing a Second World War soldier addicted to morphine (‘Dope Fiend Robber’); another has him playing a seaman dying of syphilis penning a final letter to his sweetheart, nobly informing her, ‘I’ve got that ol siff and I’ll not bring it home dear to you.’ The one song that could be described as vaguely topical was ‘Down at Washington Square,’ which dealt with the occasion one Sunday in early April when the busking folkies protested en masse against residents’ attempts to ban their weekly gatherings.


One of the primary appeals of his understanding, undemanding landlady, Eve MacKenzie, was that she never asked where he had been if he went missing for a few days. Even after less than six months in New York and one long trip ‘home,’ his ramblin’ shoes couldn’t stay in one place too long. At the beginning of May, before his trip to Minnesota, he’d headed up to an obscure folk festival held at a hotel in Branford, Connecticut, with Mark Spoelstra. There he met Bobby Neuwirth, destined to become his regular sidekick in the amphetamine years, and jammed with a Boston folksinger named Robert L. Jones.


In June he visited the self-same Robert L. Jones in Cambridge, Massachusetts, home of the famous Club 47, where he was introduced by Jones to Eric Von Schmidt. He would return to Cambridge in August, again hooking up with Von Schmidt, and this time he would meet folksinger Carolyn Hester and her husband Richard Farina, finally get to play at the Club 47 (at Hester’s invitation), and be invited to play harp on the forthcoming sessions for Hester’s debut album for Columbia. Not that Dylan was looking to the Cambridge scene to further his ambitions; the real appeal of that scene was the lack of political directives it attached to the art of folksinging.




Eric Von Schmidt: One of the things that separated the Boston-Cambridge group was our devotion to the roots people, the folk elements and not the political usages of these songs. We just loved the music … Just recently I heard a quote from Pete Seeger where he said, ‘It isn’t whether the song is good, it’s will it do good.’ That was about as far from the way we looked at a song as you can get … unless you were trying to break some little lady or if you were looking for a place to spend the night, that probably was the closest thing to using a song to achieve an end.





Now here were sentiments Dylan could embrace—and embrace them he did. Looking back, it is easy to forget how divided the early sixties folk scene had already become. The New York scene was initially dominated by those who championed the traditional, ‘purist’ approach to folk song, wherein a song acquired worth by its origins and ‘authenticity,’ or a politically appropriate attitude, rather than by any intrinsic melodic or lyrical power.




Bob Dylan: Folk music was very split up … You know, many people didn’t want to hear it if you couldn’t play the song exactly the way that Aunt Molly Jackson played it. I just kind of blazed my way through all that kind of stuff. [1984]





One of the ways Dylan blazed his way through was to put himself inside the song, as blues musicians like John Lee Hooker and the Reverend Gary Davis were wont to do. Trad Folk, founded on an academic construct based on field recordings of largely geriatric singers of questionable pitch, insisted on ‘genuinely classic impersonality.’ The position was summarized best by the late Professor Bertrand Bronson:




The dominant impression conveyed by a good folk song sung in the best traditional style is … one of genuinely classic impersonality…. They are sustained and made far more impressive by … the characteristic singing, which is of an incantatory masklike aloofness that apparently makes no concessions to ordinary fluctuations of human sympathy or excitement, nor shows any awareness of audience, but tacitly acknowledges … the strangely abstract, impersonal law of tradition.





The irony is that almost nobody sang folk songs in their original modal forms, and as such the notion of authenticity was by and large bound by little more than instrumentation. Even if B. F. Shelton’s 1927 recording of ‘Pretty Polly’ conveyed ‘genuinely classic impersonality’ and Dock Boggs’s 1927 recording did not, no folk revivalist considered Boggs, most of whose 78 rpm recordings he sang to order, to be anything other than an authentic traditional singer. His credentials were the banjo he played, the poverty and obscurity he lived in, and the weal and woe he sang about.


Dylan’s take on the synthesis he managed to achieve has changed over the years. In December 1961, he told Robert Shelton, ‘I really couldn’t decide which I liked the best, country or blues. So I suppose I ended up by becoming a mixture of Hank Williams and Woody Guthrie.’ But one would be hard pressed to find much of Hank Williams’s spirit on his debut album. He would later admit to a more eclectic synthesis, observing that he ‘crossed Sonny Terry with the Stanley Brothers with Roscoe Holscomb with Big Bill Broonzy with Woody Guthrie.’ But even this was less than half the picture. Perhaps he was being deliberately coy, insisting that his fusion came solely from artists steeped in tradition. As bluegrass pioneer Peter Stampfel recognized, other equally real roots showed through in the way he put the songs across:




Peter Stampfel: He was doing all traditional songs, but it was his approach! His singing style and phrasing were stone rhythm & blues—he fitted the two styles together perfectly, clear as a bell.





As a result, Dylan divided opinion in folk’s cricles-within-circles more than any Greenwhich Village newcomer since the Kingston Trio kicked off the debate by putting the second folk revival into gear. Bruce Langhorne, the most in-demand guitarist at New York folk sessions through the first half of the decade, encapsulates the extremes of opinion Dylan engendered when he says, ‘People either liked him or they hated him. A lot of people who were more into the traditional folk performers thought that he was [just] another Woody Guthrie imitator, and a lot of people didn’t like the fact that he didn’t have a crystal clear voice, and talked his way through a lot of his songs. But a lot of people liked his charisma and his stage presence.’ Nor were all champions of traditional singing doing the ostrich. The New Lost City Ramblers’ John Cohen recognized the validity of what Dylan was doing, even if he himself went down the path lit by Bronson:




John Cohen: Once you get into that area of folk music, there is an incredible richness. Most people in our world have lost touch with that. They don’t know how to listen to old ballads. I think Bob does … The path I followed led me to attempt to sing like those old singers did. Bob heard much of that same old music, and took from it what he needed. He had the feeling, and made his own interpretation of it.





No matter how much he ‘blazed … through all that stuff,’ Dylan could not escape the comparisons people drew, or the disdain his music sometimes generated. When he spoke to Izzy Young in October he tried to insist that ‘folk music’ was just a name and that he sang ‘a lot of old jazz songs, sentimental cowboy songs, Top 40 hit parade stuff … old blues and Texas songs,’ whatever the last category might be. He also insisted that what he did was not ‘Folk music’ but rather ‘folk music.’ If their huge and immediate popularity had made the Kingston Trio’s lack of authenticity moot, the early Dylan still remained part of the madding crowd. Friends recall a singer who could prove a most adept house clearer when the time came for club owners to shift those last few recalcitrant customers. 




Happy Traum: Before he made his first album he was even rougher sounding and more off pitch, and he didn’t tune his guitar… We used to play in a place called Gerde’s Folk City … we would let him come in and do some songs for the late show … He’d start playing and if there were ten people in the audience, five people would get up and walk out.





Dylan also found it hard to secure gigs out of town, where his unique approach to performing made him an unknown quantity. Club owners prepared to book him for the sheer joy of seeing him play were heavily outnumbered by those who would go to any lengths to keep him out. Terri Thal, Dave Van Ronk’s girlfriend (and later his wife), took on the responsibility of managing Dylan part-time, aided and abetted by Kevin Krown. She succeeded in obtaining a booking at the Café Lena, in Saratoga Springs, and Lena Spencer, the owner, loved his performance—but there was much heckling from the audience the night he debuted. In despair, Thal convinced Krown to make a tape of Bob playing his set at the Gaslight Café.




Terri Thal: We made a tape of Bob, and I took it up to Springfield, Massachusetts, where Carolyn Hester and Richard Farina were playing. The guy who ran that club flipped. We really did a selling job. We went to Boston and I tried to get Manny Greenhill to do a concert with Dave and Bobby, and he turned me down. I went to Cambridge’s top folk club, Club 47, and a couple of other places, and they all turned me down. Nobody wanted him.





Despite its failure to generate out-of-town gigs, the six-song recording, the so-called first Gaslight tape, gave a good idea of the point at which Dylan had arrived by September 1961. It features three Dylan originals—‘Song to Woody’, the best of his talking blues, ‘Talkin’ Bear Mountain’, and ‘Man on the Street’—as well as a ludicrous duet with Van Ronk on Guthrie’s ‘Car Car’ and his own arrangements of two traditional songs. Apparently two of Dylan’s supporters, Carla Rotolo and Sybil Weinberger, even tried to get legendary Columbia producer John Hammond to listen to the tape, without success. However, eight days later Dylan found himself sitting in the same room as Hammond, who was perhaps wondering why the name Bob Dylan rang a bell. The circumstances by which these two men—separated by a couple of generations but bound by a common love of authenticity—came together is tangled up indeed.


One of the two traditional songs featured on that Gaslight ‘audition’ tape had only recently entered the Dylan repertoire. It was a plaintive number called ‘He Was a Friend of Mine,’ and he had acquired it from newfound friend Eric Von Schmidt having only just returned from his second trip to Cambridge, where he had spent a rewarding afternoon with the talented Von Schmidt.




Eric Von Schmidt: Dylan came up … it was Huck Finn hat time, before his first record … When we got to my apartment he wasn’t much interested in playing; he wanted to listen. So I played ‘He Was a Friend of Mine’, ‘Wasn’t That a Mighty Storm,’ ‘Baby Let Me Lay It on You,’ ‘Acne,’ and a couple of others. It [sure] was something the way he was soaking up material in those days … [but] he wasn’t at that time quite able to handle material that related to the blues, and he was still feeling around for a way to do that.





At this stage in his development Dylan was prepared to cop material from just about anybody. He soaked up an enormous amount just by sitting and listening to contemporaries like Von Schmidt, Mark Spoelstra, Dave Van Ronk, and Carolyn Hester in clubs, coffeehouses, and apartments. The ear that had impressed Paul Nelson in Minneapolis and Sidsel Gleason in East Orange also seemed remarkable to the folksingers of New York and Boston.




Liam Clancy: The only thing I can compare him with was blotting paper. He soaked everything up. He had this immense curiosity; he was totally blank, and ready to suck up everything that came within his range.





Later, Dylan would come in for a good deal of stick for the way he appropriated not only other singers’ best songs, but often their actual arrangements. Obligations arising from moral debts may not have been always served once he learned the actual ins and outs of music publishing, but in his first year in New York he was as much a part of the folk process as his fellow scramblers. Hence the open admission of his debt to Von Schmidt on the Columbia recording of ‘Baby, Let Me Follow You Down’; or the acknowledgment on Ian and Sylvia’s debut platter that their version of ‘C. C. Rider’ ‘was arrived at in the course of a long afternoon session with Bob Dylan last summer’; or Dylan donating an old blues tune he’d learned from Dave Van Ronk to Carolyn Hester one August afternoon in Boston, for use on her forthcoming recording session at Columbia. This was the folk process, and had been since, say, Scottish minstrels in the Middle Ages adapted Danish and Breton ballads to their native tongue. No one yet knew how much money a Dylan rendition of a traditional arrangement by a Paul Clayton, or a Jean Ritchie, or a Dave Van Ronk, might actually generate. And when you ain’t got nothing … 


Part of what set Dylan apart was a streak of ambition as wide as the Mesabi Range. At twenty, the idea that there might be a price to pay was still blowing in the wind. Hence, starting in June, he began to work on persuading Robert Shelton, the New York Times folk critic, to review one of his gigs. In July he phoned Shelton to tell him he was playing a week at the Gaslight, but Shelton considered that strictly small-time. At the end of July, he received a small but favorable mention in Shelton’s review of an all-day hootenanny at the Riverside Church, at which he performed a four-song set, also his first radio broadcast since his Hibbing days (WRVR-FM broadcast the entire day’s proceedings). Finally, at the end of September, he convinced Shelton to come down and see the first night of his second Gerde’s Folk City residency, still in the support slot, this time to the Greenbriar Boys.


By this time, Shelton was already providing him with a place to rehearse and open access to his own folk-music collection. Shelton also acted as a useful barometer, indicating when he thought Dylan was working up something truly original, and when he was simply regurgitating old values already reiterated a thousand times by more authentic troubadours than a middle-class ex-college student from Minnesota.




Robert Shelton: We used to knock around listening to music together, and that period was interesting because Dylan was listening to every bit of music he could hear. He walked around with his ears hanging out, eager to follow whatever was going on in folk music. He’d come over to my house and play piano, and listen to records.





When Shelton’s review finally appeared, it was no whim on his part. He had been musing about how best to introduce Dylan for some weeks before his September 29, 1961, review. Shelton’s first and most famous review was extraordinary because it gave a young, promising support act at Gerde’s a three-column headline—‘Bob Dylan: A Distinctive Stylist’—a photo no less, and four paragraphs, which concluded with the prescient claim that ‘Mr. Dylan [may be] vague about his antecedents … but it matters less where he has been than where he is going, and that would seem to be straight up.’ As Shelton himself would later admit, ‘The layout, the picture, and the headline trumpeted Dylan even louder than [the] story.’


Most other Village folkies had previously been unaware of how much Shelton thought of Dylan. Dylan, though, was greatly concerned about what Shelton thought, and when Little Sandy Review editors Jon Pankake and Paul Nelson came to a hootenanny at Gerde’s in the fall of 1961, he apparently visibly blanched on seeing them, and turned to Shelton and said, ‘Don’t talk to those guys, they’ll tell you all sorts of stories about me. Don’t listen to them.’ As the New York Times folk critic, Shelton couldn’t be anything but a figure of considerable influence downtown. Support on this scale inevitably caused some animosity toward Dylan in the Village.




Liam Clancy: [Shelton], more than anyone, was responsible for Bob Dylan. He pushed and pushed and pushed. He thought Bobby Dylan was a tremendous poet. [Even when] he … made a very folkie record … with John Hammond that wasn’t doing anything … Shelton kept pushing.





Suze Rotolo, Dylan’s girlfriend at the time, remembers them being told about the review by Shelton, and Bobby raced down to the corner store to buy a stack of copies, one of which he surely sent back to his family in Hibbing, proof that he had fulfilled his side of the deal he’d struck with his father. Subsequently Shelton almost became Dylan’s unpaid press officer, writing the sleeve notes for his first album, giving him glowing reviews for his October 1962 appearance at the Town Hall with the Travelin’ Hootenanny, his solo performance there in April 1963, his guest appearance with Joan Baez at Forest Hills in August of the same year, and his triumphant Carnegie Hall gig in October. A possibly jaundiced Izzy Young insists that Shelton’s articles were always first vetted by a small coterie of advisers.




Izzy Young: At the time, [Dylan] was living at Dave Van Ronk’s house, and playing at Bob Shelton’s house a lot. That’s when I got to know him and that’s when I became part of the little mafia around Bob Dylan … Bob Shelton was the main mafia. He’d write an article in the Times about him being in Mike Porco’s place and I’d read the article beforehand, and Dave Van Ronk would read the article beforehand, and we would approve it. And then it would be put in the paper.





Even Dylan was caught out by the enthusiastic, almost triumphal tone of that first review in September 1961. Shelton’s review was a welcome endorsement when Dylan needed it most. Though John Hammond subsequently claimed that he signed Dylan to Columbia before he had even read Shelton’s review, Shelton recollects in No Direction Home that Dylan told him, the night after the review was published, about seeing John Hammond that afternoon and being offered a five-year contract with Columbia. The standard story, which Shelton reiterates in his biography, has it that Dylan attended the first Columbia session for Carolyn Hester’s new album, held the day the New York Times review ran, and Hammond was so impressed by his ‘authentic’ look and his harp playing that he offered to sign Bobby without even hearing him sing.


Even for a man who later signed Bruce Springsteen thinking he was an acoustic singer-songwriter who’d swallowed a dictionary, signing a folksinger based on his harp playing and his hat wouldn’t have been so much trusting to instinct as operating by radar. In truth, there are few convincing aspects to this account of Dylan’s Columbia signing. Hammond’s decision genuinely seems to have been unaffected by Shelton’s review, though the review certainly made it easier for the wily old producer to get his whim endorsed by the upper echelons of Columbia A&R.


What we don’t know is whether the proselytizing of Carla Rotolo and Terri Thal, combined with his son’s endorsement, had already impinged on Hammond’s consciousness when he first met Dylan. He had certainly already been told about Dylan by his son, John Hammond, Jr., who it seemed recognized real talent as well as his father.




John Hammond, Jr.: I was not that close with my father, but I do remember having told my father about this guy that was in New York playing at Gerde’s, and at other coffeehouses, and that this guy was really good.





We do know John Hammond, Sr., first met Dylan in mid-September at a rehearsal session for Carolyn Hester’s first Columbia album, Dylan having been invited by Hester to provide harmonica accompaniment when he was hanging out in Cambridge that August. The rehearsal was held at Ned O’Gorman’s apartment on West 10th Street. At the rehearsal, Dylan showed more than an unaffected mastery of the harmonica. He must have run through ‘Come Back Baby,’ which he had introduced to Hester only the previous month, and Hammond was impressed enough to want to hear more.




Carolyn Hester: At the end of the session in Ned O’Gorman’s apartment, I’m sure that Bob had realized that he was going to have a chance to get to know Mr. Hammond.





Despite the oft-repeated story that he offered him a contract on the spot, Hammond subsequently insisted that he did audition Dylan. In fact, Eve MacKenzie, with whom Dylan continued to reside, specifically recalls him returning from the practice with Hester and saying to her that John Hammond came by, heard Bobby sing, and said to him, ‘Come and see me. I think you have something.’ Eve also recalls that Dylan asked her to keep this secret at the time.




John Hammond: When I first saw Bob Dylan, it was at a rehearsal of Carolyn Hester’s down on West 10th Street and he had on his cap … this was before he opened at Gerde’s Folk City … I liked what I heard of him there so much I asked him to come up to the studio. I didn’t know that he did much singing, but I knew that he wrote. So I asked him to come up and I heard some of the things that he did, and I signed him on the spot.





What Hammond certainly did not do was organize a proper audition tape—the records at Columbia confirm this. This suggests that Hammond was either scared of his bosses actually hearing Dylan sing, or that he was testing an organization he had only recently re-joined to see if they still had faith in his judgment. Or both. Whichever way it came down, it was a shrewd move on Hammond’s part. Hammond’s recollection also fits in with Shelton’s assertion that Dylan had already agreed to sign with Columbia by the night of the 29th (though it still required the rubber stamp from upstairs). Not that Shelton’s endorsement wasn’t the talk of the session that afternoon, or that Hester and her then-husband Richard Farina weren’t willing champions of the cause.




Carolyn Hester: When … we were actually in the studio, Dylan had had his own featured gig at Folk City and Robert Shelton had written the now-famous review, which was so laudatory, and Richard [Farina] and I had our own copy of it, and we took it with us to the session, and it was our copy of the review that John Hammond read. We were actually pushing it off on him.





But Hammond had already decided to sign Dylan—not that it involved a huge risk on his part. The contract that was sent to Dylan, care of Mikki Issacson, on October 26, 1961, was a typically unilateral recording industry contract that gave the company five-yearly options to purchase ‘your services at recording sessions at our studios, at mutually agreeable times, for the purpose of making phonograph records,’ the results of which ‘shall be entirely our property, free from any claims whatsoever by you.’ In exchange, they gave Dylan a measly 2 percent royalty on whatever they elected to release, and no guarantees that they would continue the relationship beyond his first album. It was a contract signed by someone who had seized an opportunity, without considering the benefit of due representation.


Despite his comment in his autobiography that he ‘knew that [Dylan] wrote,’ Hammond undoubtedly signed him as a performer. Save for ‘Song to Woody,’ Dylan had no really strong original material at this point. Deciding which songs from the common pool of folk songs he should record for his first album now became Dylan’s main conundrum, occupying him right up to the actual sessions themselves in November. There was still time to go through a few record collections and find some obscure songs to make his own.


Perhaps the best archive he had direct access to belonged to Carla Rotolo, the dark-haired older sister of his new girlfriend, a seventeen-year-old golden beauty named Suze. Suze had regularly attended Dylan’s gigs during his first spring in New York—ever since he’d played his first paying gig at the NYU Folk Society in early April—though more as a companion for the love-struck Sue Zuckerman than as a devotee of his work. Suze herself first met Dylan at the post-Riverside Church bash in July, and Zuckerman quickly found herself excluded from the picture as Dylan directed all his attention at the busty beauty by her side. In a matter of weeks Suze and Dylan became a regular Village fixture and he found himself flung into his first serious romance since his days in Minneapolis.


Carla was more of a fan of Dylan’s music than her sister. She regularly sang his praises to Shelton and, along with Sybil Weinberger, tried to tout Dylan’s crude audition tape around the record labels. She also had an occupation of great interest to the folklorist in Dylan. She worked for Alan Lomax, a man ever mindful of his credentials as the premier living folklorist in America. Lomax had published Folk Songs of North America the previous year, after years of working on similar folk-song anthologies with his father, John, and Dylan had clearly been through the book with an otherwise unused comb (a scrap of paper among the MacKenzie manuscripts has a whole set of numbers that tally with songs in Lomax). Dylan could go round to Carla’s, or Lomax’s, and listen to recordings from the collection. After all, he couldn’t read music, so even if he learned the words, he still needed to hear a tune in order to play any of the old songs. Through the years Dylan has continued to acknowledge the debt he owed to Lomax, if not Carla, only recently referring to Alan as ‘one of those who unlocked the secrets of this kind of music.’


From such a resource he was able to hear original field recordings Alan’s father, John, had made ever since the day in 1904 when, across the Brazos river from Texas A&M College, he heard a lady called Dink sing her song, called simply ‘Dink’s Song’ in Folksong USA. Though every line came from another song, another place, the overall effect led Carl Sandburg to ‘compare them to the best fragments of Sappho.’ Dylan transformed such songs, but they also transformed him.


If Carla encouraged Dylan’s musical education, his personal growth was now bound up with her underage sister, Suze, who provided some much-needed stability, even if their romance was accelerating at a pace that remained touching only as long as they remained equal partners in the relationship. Carla’s endorsement of Dylan certainly held no sway with Suze’s mother, who distrusted the young whippersnapper from the start.




Mary Rotolo: He told me so many lies right away, and while my daughters and their friends didn’t seem to notice, they were stories that were highly suspect … beyond belief to an older woman.





Suze temporarily subdued Dylan’s raging polygamy, and he finally prevailed upon her to move in with him in December, a major commitment for both of them, particularly as she had not yet reached eighteen, the age of legal consent. But at last, with the small advance he’d garnered from Columbia, he could afford his own place and, when he wanted to be, he could be real insistent. With a steady relationship, the respect of his peers, and an increasing repertoire of songs, both original and traditional, it would seem that Dylan’s career was already living up to Shelton’s billing. However, a particularly disastrous concert uptown at the beginning of November reminded him that there really was no success like failure.


Part of the problem was that those willing to attach themselves to this comet were not necessarily the ones best equipped to ride its tail. Izzy Young had been befriended by Dylan back when he needed every friend he could get, but his interest in Dylan the artist had not really been piqued until he read the Shelton review, reinforced by a comment the wily entrepreneur Albert Grossman had made to him the second week in October, which Izzy thought worthy of comment in his journals: ‘I think Dylan can make it.’ Suddenly Young was taking him up to Moe Asch at Folkways Records—who had turned Dylan down flat back in the spring, when Dylan would have signed a contract with anyone, even the notorious Asch—and suggesting a feature in Sing Out. Young then arranged for him to make his first studio radio appearance, on Oscar Brand’s WNYC show Folksong Festival, even if Young’s recollection of the session—two of his own songs on a piano!—doesn’t tally with the recently unearthed tape. 




Izzy Young: I had a reputation in New York that I didn’t call up people every day to say, ‘Hey, this guy’s great.’ It was very few times. So I called up Oscar Brand. ‘Listen, there’s this guy in my store, he writes really good songs, you should really listen to him.’ He said, ‘Okay, send him over.’ So I went over to his studio, which was in the Village at the time, and he sang two songs … his own songs, and he was mumbling. I was very embarrassed and Oscar was embarrassed. But … he put him on the radio.





In fact, Dylan’s performance was exemplary, ripping through his arrangement of Guthrie’s ‘Sally Gal,’ complete with whooping harmonica riffs, and the traditional ‘Girl I Left Behind,’ which he couldn’t resist insisting he had learned from a farmer named Wilbur. Brand also gave an important promotional plug for the forthcoming concert at the two-hundred-seat Carnegie Recital Hall (part of the Carnegie Hall complex). Young arranged to book the hall, print up the programs, and attempt to sell the hundred tickets required to break even. Unfortunately, only fifty-three people attended the November 4 concert, and many of these were Dylan’s friends, and therefore from his personal supply of freebies.


In particular, Young was baffled by the non-appearance of Shelton, but there was no way Shelton could have reviewed another Dylan set six weeks after his ‘jet-propelled push.’ The 22-song performance—three-quarters of which now circulates—still shows a young Dylan casting himself as the ‘son of Guthrie’ with versions of ‘1913 Massacre’, ‘This Land Is Your Land’ and ‘Talkin’ Merchant Marine’, and another trio of songs based on Guthrie templates: ‘Song to Woody’, ‘Talkin’ New York’ and ‘Sally Gal’. The raps between songs are also hardly the freewheelin’, rambling monologues he was famous for at Gerde’s, as Dylan struggles to find a punchline to each impromptu remark. Indeed, his self-deprecating introduction to ‘Black Girl (in the Pines),’ one of the few songs held over from his September Gerde’s sets, suggests just how out on a limb he felt he had gone:




Come pretty prepared tonight. This is a new list. I used to have one on my guitar about a month ago. That was no good. Figured I’d get a good list. So I went around … to other guitar players—sorta looked on their list and copied down songs on mine. [Pause] Some of these I don’t know so good.





His search for new songs was not really about finding material for an unreviewed gig to fifty-three largely familiar faces, but putting together a set of tunes he could record for Columbia that would—in toto—be seen as some kind of statement, setting him apart from his contemporaries, the best of whom were also scrambling to present their own repertoires on album. Dave Van Ronk had just recorded his third album for Folkways; Ramblin’ Jack Elliott his second for Prestige. Much of the Carnegie set was clearly intended as a trial run for the album, though just six songs definitely made it to the album, ‘Pretty Peggy-O,’ ‘Gospel Plow,’ ‘Freight Train Blues,’ ‘Song to Woody,’ ‘Talkin New York’ and ‘Fixin’ to Die.’ At Carla’s apartment on Pretty Street, Dylan continued to trawl his way through her collection, picking potential songs, discussing selections, changing the list from day to day.




Carla Rotolo: He spent most of his time listening to my records, days and nights. He studied the Folkways Anthology of American Folk Music, the singing of Ewan MacColl and A. L. Lloyd, Rabbit Brown’s guitar, Guthrie, of course, and blues … his record was in the planning stages. We were all concerned about what songs Dylan was going to do. I clearly remember talking about it.





On one piece of paper he scratched one of his angular guitar drawings and wrote, in capital letters, THE GREAT DIVIDE, a Guthrie song he had been performing at Gerde’s, and perhaps a working title for the forthcoming album. Underneath he wrote two sets of song titles, with numbers alongside:












	1.

	 The Cuckoo [Is a Pretty Bird]

	1. Trying to Get Home [!]






	2.

	 Snow White Dove [a.k.a. Rail-road Boy]

	2. Highway 51 [Blues]






	3.

	 [Will the] Circle Be Unbroken

	3. [The] Battleship of Maine






	4.

	 Pretty Polly

	4. [The] Lady of Carlyle [sic]






	5.

	 On My Journey Home

	 






	6.

	 [Man of] Constant Sorrow

	 






	7.

	 [The] Great Divide

	 















Not resembling any set he was known to be performing at the time, this list of songs includes four songs (2, 3, 4, and 6 in the first column) found on the May 1961 party tapes, a couple of favorites from Gerde’s—‘The Cuckoo’ and ‘The Great Divide’—and some four songs for which no Dylan recording/performance is known from this period. The two broadside ballads, ‘The Battleship of Maine’ and ‘The Lady of Carlisle,’ would have been quite daunting performances with which to close an album, if that was his intent (though Dylan managed a seemingly impromptu word-perfect ‘Lady of Carlisle’ in Australia in April 1992). The emphasis on ballads of British origin (column 1: 1, 2, 4; column 2: 3 and 4) would also have been quite a statement in itself. As it is, just two songs from these early jottings made it to the sessions (and the album): ‘Man of Constant Sorrow’ and ‘Highway 51 Blues.’


What is interesting about the list is the lack of any originals, and inclusion of a solitary song by Woody. Dylan was clearly determined to disavow the Guthrie mantle he had so cherished barely six months earlier. In a copy of the Guthrie songbook, California to the New York Island, marked ‘the property of Bob Dylan,’ can be found an introduction by Pete Seeger, a section of which had been highlighted by Dylan for inward digestion:




Beware of trying to imitate Woody’s singing too closely—it will sound fake and phoney.


1. Don’t try and imitate his accent.


2. Don’t try and imitate his flat vocal quality.


3. In short, be yourself.


What any singer can learn from Woody’s method of performance are such things as this:


1. A matter-of-fact, unmelodramatic, understatement throughout.


2. Simplicity above all—and getting the words out clearly. They are the most important part of the song.


3. Irregularity.


This last perhaps needs explanation: to avoid a sing-song effect, from repeating the same simple melody many times, Woody, like all American ballad singers, held out long notes in unexpected places, although his guitar strumming maintained an even tempo. Thus no two verses sounded alike. Extra beats were often added to measures.





Dylan learned this lesson well. In December, when he recorded his third Minneapolis tape, the only Guthrie songs among the twenty-six titles were ‘Ramblin’ Blues,’ his own adaptation of ‘Sally Don’t You Grieve’ (‘Sally Gal’), and Guthrie’s obscure quarter of VD songs. ‘Ramblin’ Blues’ would also be the only Guthrie song recorded for the first album. It would not make the final cut.


That first album, called simply Bob Dylan, was recorded over just two three-hour afternoon sessions, November 20 and 22, at a reputed cost of $402. And yet Hammond would later suggest that Dylan was something of a nightmare to work with. 




John Hammond: Bobby popped every p, hissed every s, and habitually wandered off mike. Even more frustrating, he refused to learn from his mistakes. It occurred to me at the time that I’d never worked with anyone so undisciplined before.





Perhaps Hammond expected to complete the album in a single afternoon! As it is, Dylan managed to cut seventeen complete songs, more than an album’s worth, in a couple of afternoons, suggesting quite remarkable discipline. If both Hammond and Dylan later dismissed the results, Hammond seemed perfectly happy with what he had at the time. Suze Rotolo, after sitting patiently through both sessions, occasionally loaning Dylan her lipstick holder for use as a substitute bottleneck, wrote to her friend Sue Zuckerman at college, claiming ‘John Hammond … completely flipped. I swear, if Dylan vomited into the microphone, Hammond would say, “Great, Bob, but try it again with harmony.”’ Dylan’s own assessment of the sessions was concise:




Bob Dylan: I just played the guitar and harmonica and sang those songs and that was it. Mr. Hammond asked me if I wanted to sing any of them over again and I said no. I can’t see myself singing the same song twice in a row. [1962]





Allowing for a little Dylanesque exaggeration, that’s a pretty fair summary of the sessions. Five of the album tracks really were cut in single takes (‘Baby Let Me Follow You Down,’ ‘In My Time of Dyin’,’ ‘Gospel Plow,’ ‘Highway 51 Blues,’ and ‘Freight Train Blues’), while ‘Song to Woody’ made the grade after just one false start. Dylan also cut the last four songs in single takes, without respite, concluding with the most extraordinary performance of the sessions, as demonically driven as anything Robert Johnson put out in his name, a rendition of the sixteenth-century Scottish ballad ‘The Dæmon Lover,’ a.k.a. ‘The House Carpenter.’ Introduced as a tale of ‘a ghost come back from out in the sea, come to take his bride away from the house carpenter,’ Dylan conjures up every banshee that ever wailed ‘all for the sake of thee.’ Why he chose to record such a favorite in folk circles, having not played the song in any documented performance, giving it such a powerful reinterpretation, and still omitted it from his lucky thirteen, is the first of many mysterious calls in the man’s recorded output.


It was probably during that second session that he was introduced to a young Columbia publicist whom Hammond had recently taken under his wing. 




Billy James: I wrote these publicity bios … I guess because I had some knowledge of music as a fan, John Hammond … would invite me to his recording sessions … I got a call from John, in his patrician way, ‘Billy, I have a young man up here in the recording studio and I think you might be interested.’ This was [at] 799 7th Avenue … and I was immediately taken with him, I was flabbergasted, I had never heard a skinny little white young kid sounding like an eighty-year-old black man before and doing it with that sureness and intensity, and that unswerving understanding of who he was, and what he wanted to do.





Yet Dylan quickly grew dissatisfied with the results achieved over the two afternoon sessions. As early as the following month, he told Shelton, who was pseudonymously composing the sleeve notes, that the notes were better than the record. They were not. However, his decision to incorporate so many songs new to his repertoire—just two of the covers and both originals on Bob Dylan had been in his club set in September—meant that this was an album of songs he had not really lived with. When Dylan described the songs to Hammond as ‘some stuff I’ve written, some stuff I’ve discovered, some stuff I stole,’ there is an implied casualness to the choices made. Evidently he had yet to understand the importance of delivering on record. Or perhaps the problem had been one of trying to second-guess his audience, such as it was.


The Dylan on Bob Dylan was not yet ready to stamp his authority upon his listeners. The night after he completed the album, he was at the MacKenzies’ sharing a Thanksgiving meal with Eve, Mac, their son Peter, and Suze, afterwards playing an informal set for his friends. Once again, though, he found himself having to deal with someone convinced he had a better idea of who Bob Dylan should be.




Peter MacKenzie: Halfway through ‘Baby Let Me Follow You Down,’ Kevin Krown walked in and he immediately stopped singing, and … they started chatting. At that point Kevin took over the entire proceedings and you can hear it [on the tape], the dialogue between the two of them, where he basically tells Bob what to sing, [and] how to sing it. Bob had his own agenda and here’s Kevin telling him, ‘I want you to do this song, I want you to do that song—hey, make the people happy.’ He really didn’t want to do that, but he couldn’t really squirm out of it. The two big songs that he wound up doing, that Kevin was really pushing for, were ‘San Francisco Bay’ and ‘House of the Rising Sun,’ which was his signature piece at that time.








Krown and Dylan went back further than New York, and that made their friendship unique. They also were constantly constructing verbal jousts for each other. Krown, who hated peace and quiet, knew how to goad Dylan. As Eve MacKenzie put it, he ‘really taxed Bobby’s brain. But he really liked that at the time. They matched each other in [a] battle of wits [and] Kevin was one of the few people who could hold his own with Bob.’ Dylan, though, was not so sure he wanted to ‘make people happy.’ The failure of Bob Dylan would convince him that he should have more faith in his own instincts and less in others, no matter how close or sincere. It was a hard-won lesson.


Evidence of how quickly Dylan moved beyond these songs was provided a month to the day after the final session for his debut album. Having selected thirteen songs for his recorded debut, he proceeded to perform twice as many at Bonnie Beecher’s apartment in Minneapolis on December 22, Tony Glover recording them on a reel-to-reel tape recorder. The legendary so-called Minneapolis hotel tape provided a far more diverse selection of songs, and illustrated Dylan’s harmonica and guitar work to much greater effect. As an illustration of how quickly he outgrew the hastily assembled material chosen for the Columbia set, there are only four songs from his month-old album on the hotel tape.


Glover recalls a Dylan who had gone from being a run-of-the-mill kind of player and singer into a really dynamic picker and performer; doing bottleneck blues and playing some pretty damn fine cross-harp. He had also written a few songs, and seemed to have Woody Guthrie down to a T. Sitting on Bonnie’s bed as he polished off a bottle of Jim Beam, Dylan was putting some real drive into these folk and blues songs. Glover vividly recalls the sheer energy of Dylan, and the incessant tapping of his feet on song after song. The tape was done in a single night over two and a half hours, pretty much straight through.


Perhaps inevitably, given the informality of the occasion, there are at least half a dozen moments on the hotel tape that transcend anything on Bob Dylan: the ‘Black Cross’ monologue; the bottleneck playing on ‘Baby Please Don’t Go’; singing the pants off of the old washerwoman on ‘Dink’s Song’; the pentecostal fury of ‘Wade in the Water’; ‘Stealin’,’ turned inside out and upside down till it’s stealing back to its good ol’ used to be; and, finally, a remarkable rewrite of the traditional ‘Nine Hundred Miles’ where Dylan transcends his source material for the very first time. It is hard not to see ‘I Was Young When I Left Home’ as a message to Mom: ‘I used to tell my ma some time/when I’d see them ridin’ blinds/gonna make me a home out in the wind.’ And make a home out in the wind he had. Even if he had come home for Christmas. In the new year he would take notions he’d acquired over a two-year apprenticeship in traditional song and make them his own. 
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