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				FOREWORD

			

		

		
			
				Foreword

			

		

		
			
				Of all the stars thrown up by the pop explosion of the Sixties, none has exerted as deep or lasting an influence on our culture as Bob Dylan. Others may have been prettier, or sold more records, or made a smoother transition into today’s gossip-column celebrocracy, but none has so irreversibly altered our conception of what is possible within a popular song, and particularly within its lyrics. He was pop’s great emancipator: from Hendrix to The Beatles, Clapton to Cohen, The Beach Boys to Beck, virtually all of rock music has been inspired or influenced in some way by Dylan’s creative ambition. It’s testament to that ambition that, almost six decades on from his recording debut, Bob Dylan remains a restless, quixotic figure, heedless of musical trends, exasperatingly uneven, but still capable of stunning work like 1997’s Time Out Of Mind.

				But whatever the merits (or otherwise) of his subsequent work, and notwithstanding in particular the greatness of Blood On The Tracks, it’s upon his Sixties songs that Bob Dylan’s reputation ultimately rests: that extraordinary sequence of records which unerringly tracked the tenor of the times as he moved through his various incarnations as raw young folkie, prince of protest, folk-rock innovator, symbolist rocker and country-rock pioneer. 

				Dylan’s progress through that decade is a trail which constituted the primary motor for my own development, as it did for so many others; yet to a younger generation his position grows progressively less clear, vaguer and more blurred—possibly because of his constant creative flux, but also, I think, simply as a result of the accelerating erosion of knowledge which seems to accompany our supposed ‘information society.’ A case in point: in a weekly British music paper, a few years ago now, the guitarist with a highly successful American post-grunge rock band—we’ll call him James—cited Dylan’s ‘The Lonesome Death Of Hattie Carroll’ as one of his favorite songs. Fine, except that he erroneously claimed it was a fictional story—and one which, furthermore, was apparently issued on an album called Don’t Look Back. Which doesn’t exist. 

				This book is written to help people like James. In it, I’ve tried to give some idea of the forces—musical, political, historical, literary, philosophical and personal—at play in each of Dylan’s songs through this period of his greatest achievement, along with brief accounts of their recording, where appropriate. For research material, I consulted much of the available trove of Dylan literature, of which the most useful were the three classic biographies—Anthony Scaduto’s no-nonsense Bob Dylan, Bob Spitz’s iconoclastic Dylan: A Biography, and Robert Shelton’s 

			

		

		
			
				exhaustively detailed No Direction Home—all of which proved fascinating funds of information. 

				Dylan’s own Lyrics 1962–1985 sparked as many questions as it provided answers, and Craig McGregor’s excellent compilation Bob Dylan: A Retrospective contained a wealth of contemporary essays and interviews. Two other compilations, All Across The Telegraph (ed. Michael Gray and John Bauldie) and The Dylan Companion (ed. Elizabeth Thomson and David Gutman), offered stimulating blends of opinion and explication. Other books consulted include Levon Helm’s autobiography, This Wheel’s On Fire; Greil Marcus’s examination of The Basement Tapes, Invisible Republic; Clinton Heylin’s account of Dylan’s recording sessions, Dylan: Behind Closed Doors; and Tim Riley’s Hard Rain: A Dylan Commentary. On more general social and political matters, the following were helpful: Hugh Brogan’s Kennedy; Morison, Commager and Leuchtenburg’s The Growth Of The American Republic, and David Steigerwald’s The Sixties And The End Of Modern America. 

				I’ve also drawn on interviews I conducted at various times with Joan Baez, Donn Pennebaker, Sam Lay, Robbie Robertson and Al Kooper; I am particularly indebted to Robbie and Al for their time and generosity. I’d also like to thank my editors at The Independent, Q, Mojo and the NME—in whose pages various of the opinions contained herein were originally ventilated in one form or another—particularly Neil Spencer, Mark Ellen, Giles Smith, Nick Coleman and Mat Snow. 

				Other friends, colleagues and musicians who have directly contributed to my greater understanding of Dylan throughout the years, or who have helped this project in some other way, include—first and foremost—the late John Bauldie, who helped re-ignite my dormant interest, and also Phil Barnes, Pete Bennion, Jackson Browne, Paul Du Noyer, Barry Everard, Patrick Humphries, Daniel Lanois, Jared Levine, Roger Longmore, Phil Manzanera, Gavin Martin, Rainer Ptacek, Leon Russell, Patrick Smith, Paul Trynka, Don and David Was, Lucian Randall at Carlton Books and, most of all, the lovely Linda, who kept me sane enough to finish it. My love goes out to all of them, and to each and every underdog in the whole wide universe.

				Andy Gill

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Los Angeles press conference, September 16, 1965. When asked by a reporter what “feelings he has when he writes a song,” Dylan snapped, “I don’t have to explain my feelings. I am not on trial here.” 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Opposite: September, 1962. An early Columbia Records headshot photographed in New York.

			

		

		
			
				You’re No Good (Jesse Fuller) • Talkin’ New York • In My Time Of Dyin’ (Trad. Arr. Dylan) • Man Of Constant Sorrow (Trad. Arr. Dylan) • Fixin’ To Die (Bukka White) • Pretty Peggy-O (Trad. Arr. Dylan) • Highway 51 Blues (Curtis Jones) • Gospel Plow (Trad. Arr. Dylan) • Baby, Let Me Follow You Down (Reverend Gary Davis) • House Of The Risin’ Sun (Trad. Arr. dave Van Ronk) • Freight Train Blues (Roy Acuff) • Song To Woody • See That My Grave Is Kept Clean (Blind Lemon Jefferson)
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				For the more serious-minded young adult, American folk music offered a comparatively clean breath of righteous fresh air, having served as the rallying cry of liberals, lefties and outsiders through the conservative Eisenhower era. Just as importantly, the older, pre-war songs which were the bread and butter of any folk performer’s act came from a time before America had assumed imperial dominance over the world, and were considered unsullied by the plastic desires of the Fifties. Their themes and mythographies bore the authenticating stamp of a timeless oral tradition, and though collectors like Alan Lomax, Paul Oliver and Harry Smith may have recorded or compiled the classic folk and blues performances in the early decades of the century, there was no telling how old the songs themselves actually were, or how many generations further back they stretched. For a country which had effectively wiped out its Native American culture during its brutal colonizing years, these songs provided a badly needed sense of cultural heritage. 

				The folk movement received its biggest boost in 1958, when The Kingston Trio, a San Francisco-based folk group, had a huge, chart-topping hit with ‘Tom Dooley’, a song traceable at least as far back as 1866. Suddenly saleable, folk music started to be regarded with something approaching mild interest by the big record companies, who joined specialist labels like Folkways, Elektra and Vanguard in signing up the genre’s leading lights. Columbia had Pete Seeger and The Clancy Brothers and Tommy Makem, and Vanguard itself scored a coup when the young Joan Baez became the toast of the scene after her appearance at the 1959 Newport Folk Festival. 

				By 1961, folk music was still largely the preserve of the die-hard traditionalists, who considered these old songs to be texts just as sacred as any fundamentalist’s Bible; their performance should be as close to the original version as possible, any deviation being deemed a bowdlerization or corruption of the song’s integrity. But there were signs of a split in the folkie ranks, between these older, “High Folk” types and a new breed of “Low Folk” performers like Ramblin’ Jack Elliott and Dave Van Ronk, who sought pleasure in the music, rather than being concerned to be intellectually truthful in their interpretations. The young Bob Dylan was very much in the latter camp, drawn by Elliott’s and Van Ronk’s unashamedly “black” inflections applied to “white” material, and he quickly developed a distinctive singing style of his own, part Woody Guthrie, part blues moan—which some found quite comical. Nevertheless, 

			

		

		
			
				When Bob Dylan recorded his first album in late November of 1961, he had been in New York less than a year, most of it spent scuffling for low-paying gigs on the coffeehouse folk-music circuit based in Greenwich Village. Folk music had joined jazz as the hip musical choice of bohemian beatniks and students through the late Fifties, as a more “authentic” response to what was increasingly perceived as the gaudy insincerity of rock ’n’ roll: the raw power of originators like Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley and Little Richard was being supplanted by tame corporate copyists like Pat Boone and Fabian, and the music industry was riven by payola scandals which left a strong stench of materialist corruption around rock ’n’ roll. 
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				it was unmistakably his own. Along with the piercing blasts of harmonica (which he played in a wire brace similar to the one he had seen bluesman Jesse Fuller using during a three-week stay in Denver) and a stage style that incorporated little Chaplinesque moments of physical comedy with an engaging line of patter, Bob Dylan became an accomplished performer with an easily discernible, inimitable character. 

				The campus town of Cambridge, Massachusetts, had evolved a folk scene of its own. Its leading lights were Joan Baez, Tom Rush, Jim Kweskin and Ric Von Schmidt—the latter became Dylan’s host on his visits there. On one such trip, he introduced Bob to Texan folk singer Carolyn Hester and her husband Richard Fariña, who instantly took a shine to him. Hester was about to record her third album—her first on a major label—with the legendary John Hammond Sr. Always a man with an eye for the main chance, Dylan played her a couple of his own tunes, and Hester decided to use one, a blues called ‘Come Back Baby’, on her new album. Doubly fortunate, from Bob’s point of view, was the fact that the song featured an extended harmonica break, which Bob himself would play. He was, after all, a professional blues-harpist, his only recording session to date having been as a sideman, playing harmonica on an album by Harry Belafonte. (He would also play harmonica at sessions for Victoria Spivey and Big Joe Williams before Hester’s album was recorded.) Hester and Dylan agreed to meet for rehearsals at the apartment of poet Ned O’Gorman in New York, which is where John Hammond first encountered the young man who would become the crowning glory of his career in A&R.

				It was already an illustrious career, to say the least. Hammond had discovered and launched the career of Billie Holiday, and had been instrumental in the successes of Benny Goodman, Count Basie, Lionel Hampton, Benny Carter and the celebrated boogie-woogie pianists Albert Ammons, Pete Johnson and Meade “Lux” Lewis. A devoted fan of jazz and blues, his ground-breaking promotion of the From Spirituals To Swing concerts at Carnegie Hall in 1938 and 1939 was the single greatest factor in the dissemination of the various forms of black music to a wider—and whiter—audience. He was, in short, a giant of 20th-century music, with a proven ear for original talent. 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: A keen motorcyclist, Dylan’s earliest New York shows saw him perform in his trademark motorcycle hat. Pictured here at Columbia’s Studio A, New York, September 1961.
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				At the rehearsal, Hammond was immediately intrigued by the young Dylan. “I saw this kid in the peaked hat playing not terribly good harmonica, but I was taken with him,” Hammond later recalled. “I asked him, ‘Can you sing? Do you write? I’d like to do a demo session with you, just to see how it is.’ It was just one of those flashes. I thought, ‘I gotta talk contract right away.’” Checking that Dylan would be available for the session, he set a recording date for the afternoon of September 29, 1961. In the interim, fate would play an auspicious part in Dylan’s life.

				The New York Times chose that very day to run a glowing review, which their music critic Robert Shelton had written, of Bob’s performance at Gerde’s Folk City on September 26, where he was supporting The Greenbriar Boys, a well-liked bluegrass group. Under a photo of Bob in his trademark cap, and the headline “Bob Dylan: A Distinctive Stylist,” the perspicacious Shelton raved about the “bright new face” that was “bursting at the seams with talent,” offering a detailed account of Dylan’s performing style and material, and concluding, with remarkable foresight, that “...it matters less where he has been than where he is going, and that would seem to be straight up.” 

				All the Village folkies were knocked out by Shelton’s piece—except for The Greenbriar Boys, who were relegated to the final four paragraphs of the review, a virtual afterthought. Dylan, unsurprisingly, was elated. He arrived at the Hester recording session clutching the review, which he showed to Hammond. “I could tell Hammond was hooked from the very start,” Hester later recalled. “The longer we worked, the more I could see Hammond’s interest in Bob developing, until the two of them were thick as thieves.” He played harmonica on three tracks on her album, including his own ‘Come Back Baby’, and 

			

		

		
			
				secured an invitation to come in later to cut some demos of his own with Hammond. Dylan’s studio technique, the producer discovered, was undisciplined—“he popped every P, hissed every S, and habitually wandered off mike”—but Hammond heard enough in his performance to convince him that here was a major talent in the raw, who should be snapped up quickly. Dylan, of course, was exhilarated when he left the studio. “I couldn’t believe it,” he said later. “I remember walking out of the studio. I was, like, on a cloud. It was up on Seventh Avenue, and when I left I happened to walk by a record store. It was one of the most thrilling moments in my life. I couldn’t believe that I was staring at all the records in the window—Frankie Laine, Frank Sinatra, Patti Page, Mitch Miller, Tony Bennett and so on—and soon I myself would be among them in the window. I guess I was pretty naive, you know.”

				Hammond was fortunate in that the new Director of A&R at Columbia, David Kapralik, had been appointed a few weeks before with the brief to strengthen the company’s youth roster. “Dylan’s an extraordinary young man,” Hammond told his boss. “I don’t know if he’s going to sell, but he has something profound to say.” Such was Kapralik’s faith in Hammond’s ears that he allowed the young folkie to be signed without even hearing him. There were initial problems in signing the contract—which was for one year, with four subsequent yearly options—when Dylan, still a minor, claimed he had no parents who could sign for him; but Hammond decided to let him sign anyway, a judgment call that would cause a few problems a year or two later. At the age of 20, Bob Dylan became a Columbia recording artist.

				It wasn’t that great a gamble on Columbia’s part. The album was recorded in a couple of late November afternoons, 

			

		

		
			
				“I don’t write when I’m feeling groovy; I play when I’m feeling groovy. I write when I’m sick.” 

				Bob Dylan
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				with Dylan accompanied by just his own guitar and harmonicas (which he kept moist in a glass of water), and it cost a piffling $402 to make. Hammond, who believed in catching the spontaneous flow of inspiration, rarely pushed Bob beyond two or three takes of any song, and encouraged him to vent his hostility through his performances. “There was a violent, angry emotion running through me then,” Dylan explained in his first teen magazine interview, with Seventeen magazine. “I just played 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 but I said no. I can’t see myself singing the same song twice in a row. That’s terrible.” At one point, he borrowed his girlfriend Suze Rotolo’s lipstick holder to use as a slide for his guitar on the bleak spiritual ‘In My Time Of Dyin’,’ a song he never performed live. He was pleased when, during his recording of Bukka White’s ‘Fixin’ To Die’, an old black janitor stopped working and stepped into the studio to listen. 

				The material on Dylan’s debut album—“some stuff I’ve written, some stuff I’ve discovered, some stuff I stole”—offers a rough cross-section of the kind of songs that could be heard any night at any coffeehouse folk club in Greenwich Village in 1961. Suze Rotolo’s sister Carla worked for the musicologist Alan Lomax, and through her and other notable collectors such as Bob and Sidsel Gleason, Dylan gained access to a treasure-trove of folk classics, on albums such as Harry Smith’s celebrated six-LP Anthology Of American Folk Music and Lomax’s own noted Folk Songs Of North America compilation. 

				The songs he chose were picked to provide as comprehensive a demonstration of his styles as possible, though he wisely chose to downplay his interest in Woody Guthrie, apart from his own ‘Song To Woody’. Besides this and his ‘Talkin’ New York’, there was the resigned ‘Man Of Constant Sorrow’, which he had heard Judy Collins singing (as ‘Maid Of Constant Sorrow’) on his brief sojourn in Denver; ‘You’re No Good’, a song by another Denver acquaintance, the one-man blues band Jesse Fuller; revved-up versions of the old spiritual ‘Gospel Plow’ and the traveling songs ‘Highway 51’ and ‘Freight Train Blues’; ‘Fixin’ To Die’, ‘In My Time Of Dyin’’ and Blind Lemon Jefferson’s ‘See That My Grave Is Kept Clean’; a satirical romp through the traditional ‘Pretty Peggy-O’, which poked fun at more precious interpretations; a beguiling arrangement of ‘Baby, Let Me Follow You Down’ which, as he explained in a spoken introduction, had been taught him by Ric Von Schmidt “in the green pastures of Harvard University,” and which would, with minor revisions, provide The Animals with their first hit as ‘Baby Let Me Walk You Home’; and another song which heavily influenced the British R&B band, the brothel lament ‘House Of The Risin’ Sun’. 

				This last inclusion would cause a bitter split in Dylan’s friendship with Dave Van Ronk, who had originally developed the dark, haunting arrangement he used, and could thus be presumed to have first option on the song in that form. Shortly 

			

		

		
			
				after the sessions, Dylan bumped into Van Ronk and asked him if he could record the song. “I’d rather you didn’t,” replied Van Ronk, “because I’m going into the studio soon and I’d like to record it for my album.” Embarrassed, Dylan had to admit that he’d already recorded it, and couldn’t pull it from the album because Columbia wanted it included. Furious, Van Ronk stormed off, and didn’t speak to Dylan for the next two months. Bob never really regained his former friend’s full trust. 

				One notable aspect of the material chosen for his debut is the pervasive presence of death in many of the songs, particularly for such a young man. Bob Dylan had been preoccupied by death—obsessed, some say—since his youth in Hibbing, Minnesota, where he was involved in several car and motorcycle accidents. In New York, several friends, including Suze Rotolo, perceived an undertow of pessimistic despair beneath Dylan’s comic exterior, and it is entirely possible that this dichotomy was what attracted people to him. Years later he admitted to Robert Shelton that, during this time, he was terrified of dying before he had said all that he had to say, but that, ironically, he was partly dependent on this fear for creative inspiration. “I don’t write when I’m feeling groovy,” he explained. “I play when I’m feeling groovy. I write when I’m sick.” Of death itself, he seemed remarkably cynical: “All this talk about equality—the only thing people really have in common is that they are all going to die.” 

				There was a four-month wait between the recording of the album and its release, due to David Kapralik’s cold feet about his newest artist. There was no obvious single with which to promote the LP, and its cheapness meant that there was an obvious temptation to cut losses by not releasing it. Some company operatives had even tagged Dylan ‘Hammond’s Folly’, so low was their enthusiasm. Hammond, though, would have none of it. “It was the same way the first time I played Billie Holiday’s record,” he recalled, “So to me, this negative reaction was almost a recommendation, and I was more determined than ever to get Bobby’s album released.”

				Going over Kapralik’s head to his friend, CBS president Goddard Lieberson, Hammond secured a release date of March 19, 1962, when Bob Dylan duly appeared with a front cover photo of Bob wearing his trademark cap and a suede sheepskin-style jacket he had chosen after seeing how cool Ian Tyson, of folk duo Ian & Sylvia, looked wearing a similar jacket on their album cover. A glance at the stringing of Bob’s guitar, however, indicates that the photograph was actually printed the wrong way round. On the back cover, Robert Shelton contributed scholarly annotations of the songs under the pseudonym Stacey Williams. Minimal promotion ensured the LP sold less than 5,000 copies in its first year, but by the time it was released, Dylan had already far outgrown the record anyway.

			

		

		
			
				Opposite left: The cover artwork for Dylan’s first studio album.

				Opposite right: The “sensational” Dylan performs at Gerde’s Folk City, New York, September 1961. It was here that Joan Baez first met Dylan. 
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				Talkin’ New York

				A sly commentary on his early days in the New York folk scene done in the talking blues style popularized by his hero Woody Guthrie, ‘Talkin’ New York’ is the earliest of Dylan’s own songs to be recorded. Previously he had written other comic monologues in the same style, including ‘Talkin’ Hava Negilah Blues’, which satirized the “ethnic” folksong fashion of performers such as Harry Belafonte and Theodore Bikel, and ‘Talkin’ Bear Mountain Picnic Massacre Blues’, a humorous riff about a disastrous boat trip which derived from a newspaper clipping shown to him by Noel Stookey (later Paul of Peter, Paul and Mary). 

				The talking blues is an easy mode to write in, and a devastatingly effective one to perform, involving as it does a simple, steady guitar vamp around three or four chords underneath the spoken lyrics, each verse usually capped by a sardonic, throwaway punch-line followed, in Dylan’s case, by a brief, double-time rush of harmonica which stands in for the absent chorus. In many ways, the talking blues was a direct precursor of rap music, enabling the performer to serve as a kind of journalist, reporting on current events with an immediacy and vitality denied to the more portentous, long-winded ballad form. As such, it served Woody Guthrie well during his decades as a labor activist and troubadour, and Dylan was to make good use of it through most of the Sixties, with comic riffs like ‘I Shall Be Free’ and ‘Bob Dylan’s 115th Dream’. Even flat-out rock tracks like ‘Tombstone Blues’ and ‘Highway 61 Revisited’, and surreal nightmares like ‘On The Road Again’ and ‘Stuck Inside Of Mobile With The Memphis Blues Again’ are ultimately just customized versions of the talking blues.

				‘Talkin’ New York’ wittily presents the young Bob Dylan as a country naïf cast adrift amid the chilly winds of the big city, eventually throwing up in “Green-witch Village,” where callous coffee-house proprietors initially turn him away for sounding too much like a hillbilly, before he gets a job playing harmonica for a dollar a day. The song oozes cynical disillusion, with Dylan even borrowing Woody Guthrie’s famous image from ‘Pretty Boy Floyd’ about people who can “rob you with a fountain pen.” But despite the narrator’s clear dislike of the harsh realities of the New York folkie’s life, he’s ultimately unable to break away completely: though he heads off for “western skies” in the final verse, he gets only as far as neighboring East Orange, New Jersey—where Guthrie resided in Greystone Hospital. The suggestion is, perhaps, that Dylan’s many visits to his ailing hero served to strengthen his ambition, to turn his steps back towards New York whenever his resolve was weakening. 

				Certainly, the song reflects Woody’s hold on Dylan’s imagination at the time, both in its style and in its borrowings from Guthrie songs like ‘Pretty Boy Floyd’ and ‘Talkin’ Subway’, the latter of which likewise talks of the singer’s bemusement at the way people go “down into the ground” in subway and traffic tunnels. Dylan did, however, claim to have 

			

		

		
			
				written ‘Talkin’ New York’ at a truck stop while hitch-hiking westwards in May 1961, a trip that took him only as far as his old stamping-ground of Minneapolis. 

				The disenchantment which underscores ‘Talkin’ New York’ does, however, seem rather unfair. No other folk singer working in Greenwich Village at the time experienced as meteoric a rise as Dylan, who made his big-time debut at Gerde’s Folk City within months of his arrival, and recorded an album—for a major label—well before his first year in the city was up. Indeed, virtually from the moment of his arrival, he was the golden boy of the folk scene, loved and mothered by a succession of benevolent friends, such as Bob and Sid Gleason, Mikki Isaacson, Dave and Terri Van Ronk, Eve and Mac Mackenzie, and Mel and Lillian Bailey, on whose couches he appears to have crashed in rotation for several months, before acquiring his first apartment on 4th Street.

				“I bummed around,” Dylan later claimed of his early days in New York. “I dug it all—the streets and the snows and the starving and the five-flight walk-ups and sleeping in rooms with ten people. I dug the trains and the shadows, the way I dug ore mines and coal mines. I just jumped right to the bottom of New York.” But though Dylan showed little compunction in using others ruthlessly—as showed by his appropriation of Dave Van Ronk’s arrangement of ‘House Of The Rising Sun’, against his friend’s express wishes—he seems to have believed that there was some sort of conspiracy operating against him in the folk scene, that people were going out of their way to retard his progress. 

				This perception probably originated in his frustration at trying to get coverage in folk magazines like Sing Out!, and attempting to score a record deal with the specialist folk-music labels like Elektra, Vanguard and Folkways mere months after his arrival in New York. “I went up to Folkways,” Dylan said bitterly. “I said, ‘Howdy. I’ve written some songs, will you publish them?’ They wouldn’t even look at them. I’d heard that Folkways was good. Irwin Silber didn’t even talk to me, and I never got to see Moe Asch. They just about said ‘Go!’ And I had heard that Sing Out! was supposed to be helpful and friendly, big-hearted, charitable. Must have been in the wrong place—but Sing Out! was written on the door. Whoever told me they had a big heart was wrong.” 

			

		

		
			
				“That boy’s got a voice. Maybe he won’t make it in his writing, but he can really sing it.” 

				Woody Guthrie

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Dylan’s first performance at the Newport Folk Festival, Rhode Island, July 1963. 

				Opposite (inset): Dylan’s first New York show, November 1961.
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				“Dylan’s an extraordinary man. I don’t know if he’s going to sell, but he has something profound to say.” 

				John Hammond
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				Song To Woody

				Of all the influences which the young Bob Dylan soaked up in his late teens, the folk singer Woody Guthrie had by far the greatest impact. Indeed, so closely associated did Dylan become with the legendary troubadour that he was twice offered the lead role in a film of Guthrie’s life based on his autobiography Bound For Glory; he turned it down both times, and David Carradine eventually took the part. 

				The composer of more than a thousand songs, including such standards as ‘So Long, It’s Been Good To Know You’, ‘Pastures Of Plenty’ and ‘This Land Is Your Land’, Guthrie was the prototype hobo minstrel, thumbing rides and jumping freight-trains to criss-cross the USA through the Thirties and Forties, supporting leftist causes and singing of the tribulations and essential dignity of the common working man. “I hate a song that makes you think that you are just born to lose,” he said. “Songs that run you down or songs that poke fun at you on account of your bad luck or your hard traveling... no matter what color, what size you are, how you are built. I am out to sing the songs that make you take pride in yourself and in your work.” Throughout his life, he considered himself simply a mouthpiece for the people, a journalist noting down the way things really were. 

				His empathy with the downtrodden was well founded in his own experience, which was tough at the beginning, tough at its conclusion, and unremittingly hard in between. Born in Oklahoma in 1912, named Woodrow Wilson Guthrie after the American president who founded the League of Nations, his childhood was scarred by family tragedy, both his sister and father killed in fires and his mother dying from the degenerative nerve disease Huntington’s Chorea. This ailment would be passed on to her son, who would spend the last years of his life, from 1954 to his death in October 1967, in hospitals, slowly wasting away—a cruelly tragic conclusion to a life so full of movement. 

				By the age of 17, the orphaned Guthrie had begun the rootless drifting which would characterize a good deal of his life, joining the disenfranchised migratory workers from the ruined Dust Bowl farmlands of Oklahoma, Texas and Arkansas on their journey to the fruit farms of California—the social disaster dramatized by John Steinbeck in The Grapes Of Wrath. Taking his cue from his cousin, country singer Jack Guthrie, Woody began writing songs, adapting traditional folk tunes with his own lyrics, and quickly became the folk-poet of the underdog. Working solo, with his traveling companion Cisco Houston, or as part of The Almanac Singers with Pete Seeger, Lee Hays and Millard Lampell, Guthrie offered an alternative viewpoint to the prevailing mean-spiritedness of the times, which would eventually result in the Communist witch-hunts of Senator Joe McCarthy’s notorious House Un-American Activities Committee. 

			

		

		
			
				Seeger, who was condemned by that committee, persuaded Guthrie to write about his own extraordinary life, and the result, Bound For Glory, caused a sensation when it was published during the Second World War. It was this autobiography which captured the interest of the young Bob Dylan in Minneapolis, where he could be found avidly devouring the book in the coffeeshops of the ‘Dinkytown’ campus/bohemian district, memorizing passages and drawing inspiration from Guthrie’s tales of hard traveling and social injustice. Though he was by that time familiar with some of Guthrie’s material, he subsequently spent more and more of his time unearthing and learning Guthrie’s songs—a close friend from Minneapolis, David Whittaker, recalls him listening over and over again to a record of Guthrie’s half-hour epic ballad ‘Tom Joad’, day after day. Another college acquaintance, Ellen Baker, gave Dylan access to her parents’ huge collection of folk magazines, such as Sing Out!, and records by Guthrie: her parents were impressed with his interest, though like many who encountered Dylan at this period, they felt he was drawing on Guthrie’s life in a more than merely musical sense, trying to build himself a more interesting identity to replace the relatively ordinary one he had grown up with. His slim repertoire of folk songs soon bulged with Guthrie material, and his vocal inflection changed from a rather sweet voice to an imitation of the Okie’s brusque nasal twang.

				Dylan’s obsession with Guthrie grew into a standing joke among Dinkytown friends, particularly his ambition to meet 
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				his hero; some would play jokes on him when he was drunk, telling him Guthrie was outside or on the phone. But he did try and contact the singer one snowy night in December 1960, Whittaker affirms, phoning Greystone Hospital in New Jersey, where Guthrie was dying of Huntington’s Chorea. The ward doctor told Dylan that Woody was too sick to come to the phone. That seemed to settle matters once and for all. “I’m going to see him,” Dylan told Whittaker, “I’m going to New York right now.” And he was off, hitch-hiking east through a blizzard.

				Dylan got to meet his idol in late January or early February 1961, at the home of Bob and Sid (Sidsel) Gleason, a folk-enthusiast couple with whom Guthrie spent weekends at their place in East Orange, New Jersey, where Sundays were a kind of open-house hootenanny session for such noted luminaries of the folk scene as Pete Seeger and Cisco Houston, along with lesser lights such as Peter LaFarge, Logan English, Lionel Kilburg and Guthrie disciple Ramblin’ Jack Elliott. Dylan had apparently hitched out to Greystone Hospital a few days earlier, and had visited Guthrie’s family home in Howard Beach, Queens, where he gave Woody’s young son Arlo an impromptu harmonica lesson, but the Sunday session at the Gleasons’ was probably the first time Guthrie —or any of the folkie crowd, for that matter—was made aware of his existence. Having heard of the Gleasons in his first few weeks as a coffeehouse folkie in Greenwich Village, Dylan had called on them and secured an invite to the following Sunday’s session, where he sat quietly on the floor by the couch where Guthrie lay, frail and palsied, while Houston chatted to Guthrie about his own illness (which claimed his life later that year), and Elliott tried vainly to cheer proceedings up. It was, by all accounts, a somewhat dismal afternoon. When Dylan finally sang a few songs, the old master was impressed. “He’s a talented boy,” one of those present recalls Guthrie saying, “Gonna go far.”

				Shortly after this first meeting, Dylan wrote ‘Song To Woody’, basing the melody on Guthrie’s own ‘1913 Massacre’. A sincere, if sentimental, tribute from an acolyte to an icon written in a gentle waltz-time, the song acknowledges the pupil’s debt to the master, reflects with longing upon the master’s earlier, rambling days and concludes with an assurance that the pupil, too, will seek out experiences with the same diligence and integrity. Over the following weeks, Dylan visited Guthrie several times in hospital and frequently attended the Gleasons’ weekend soirees where, much to the envious chagrin of Kilburg and English, he became a firm favorite of Woody’s. The first question Guthrie would ask when the Gleasons arrived at the hospital to pick him up was “Is the boy gonna be there?”; and when, one Sunday, the boy played ‘Song To Woody’ for him, Guthrie beamed with pleasure and assured him, “That’s damned good, Bob!” After Dylan had left, Woody told the Gleasons, “That boy’s got a voice. Maybe he won’t make it by his writing, but he can really sing it.” 

				The boy was growing up, however, and he grew to realize that Woody was far from the idealized hero of his imagination, that, 

			

		

		
			
				though touched with genius, he was just as petty, irresponsible and egotistical as the next man. This undoubtedly had a significant effect on Dylan’s songwriting and performing styles and his attitude to life. A few years later, he told Nat Hentoff of The New Yorker magazine, “After I’d gotten to know him, I was going through some very bad changes, and I went to see Woody, like I’d go to somebody to confess to. But I couldn’t confess to him. It was silly. I did go and talk with him—as much as he could talk—and the talking helped. But, basically, he wasn’t able to help me at all. I finally realized that. So Woody was my last idol.”

				The original song manuscript—a sheet of yellow legal paper—ended up with the Gleasons. On it is the song and Dylan’s note, “Written by Bob Dylan in Mills Bar on Bleecker Street in New York City on the 14th day of February, for Woody Guthrie.”

			

		

		
			
				“I am out to sing the songs that make you take pride in yourself.” 

				Woody Guthrie

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Dylan, during a John Hammond recording session, November 1961. Columbia executives referred to Dylan as “Hammond’s folly.”

				Above: Proto-Dylan: Woody Guthrie, New York, 1940.
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				Opposite: Dylan takes on ‘Talkin’ John Birch Paranoid Blues’ during rehearsals for his appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show, New York, May 12, 1963. After the rehearsal, Dylan was asked to perform a different song for the broadcast, a request he refused. Dylan walked out of the studio and never appeared on the show.

			

		

		
			
				Blowin’ In The Wind • Girl From the North Country • Masters Of War • Down The Highway • Bob Dylan’s Blues • A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall • Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right • Bob Dylan’s Dream • Oxford Town • Talkin’ World War III Blues • Corrina, Corrina • Honey, Just Allow Me One More Chance • I Shall Be Free 

				Single:

				Mixed Up Confusion
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				The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (1963)

			

		

		
			
				Helped by the support of Johnny Cash, one of the label’s leading country stars, who made no secret of his admiration for the youngster, Hammond was able to secure an extension of Dylan’s contract—for which Columbia was presumably eternally grateful. A giant leap beyond his raw debut, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan was the first of a string of Dylan masterpieces that changed the face of first folk, then rock music. 

				There are two basic driving forces behind the Freewheelin’ album: Dylan’s involvement in the civil rights movement; and his girlfriend Suze Rotolo’s absence in Italy, which spurred him into a prolific fever of songwriting. Since Suze was the person who drew Dylan into the civil rights arena in the first place, her position alongside the singer on the album cover was more than 

			

		

		
			
				After the poor sales of his debut album, there was talk at Columbia of Dylan’s contract being dropped before he could make a second record. John Hammond, however, would have none of it, and blocked David Kapralik’s move to offload ‘Hammond’s Folly’ by appealing over his head again to Columbia president Goddard Lieberson, an old friend whom he had been responsible for bringing into the company years before. 
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				justified. Bob and Suze had bumped into each other a few times before through her sister Carla—who worked for folk archivist Alan Lomax and was an early supporter of Dylan—but the two became a couple following a benefit concert he played on July 29, 1961, for the Riverside Church’s radio station WRVR-FM. The youngest daughter of politically active Italian immigrant parents, Suze was already involved in de-segregation and anti-nuclear campaigns, working as a secretary for the Congress On Racial Equality. She helped Bob bring his general concern for the underdog and dislike of injustice into sharper, more specific focus.

				The pair began an intense, if problematic, two-and-a-half-year affair. At first, Suze had the effect of smoothing out Bob’s spikier side, sweetening his demeanor and encouraging him to 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				21 

			

		

		
			
				The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (1963)

			

		

		
			
				smarten up a little. But after the couple took a tiny apartment at 161 West 4th Street, the demands of his ego began to encroach upon her own ego-space, and she started to feel smothered by his attention. She was an intelligent young woman with interests of her own in the theater and visual arts—she introduced Bob to the work of Bertolt Brecht, who would be a big influence on his work—but Dylan seemed to require nothing more of her than that she be “Bob’s girl.” As early as November 1961, before Dylan had released any records, she confided in a letter to a friend, Sue Zuckerman, “I don’t want to get sucked under by Bob Dylan and his fame. I really don’t. It sort of scares me... It really changes a person when they become well known by all and sundry. They develop this uncontrollable egomania... Something snaps somewhere, and suddenly the person can’t see anything at all except himself... I can see it happening to Bobby...”

				Besides which, Dylan was, even then, not the most forthcoming of people. “It’s so hard to talk to him,” Suze told another friend. “Sometimes he doesn’t talk. He has to be drinking to open up.” She sensed a pervasive air of despair about Dylan, a pessimism about people which bordered on paranoia and made him reluctant to leave the flat. Suze’s mother, Mary, disapproved of her relationship with this scruffy 19-year-old kid who had dubious personal hygiene and a cavalier way with the truth, particularly concerning his own past. She persuaded her daughter to travel with her in the summer of 1962 to Italy, where Suze took a course at the University of Perugia. The trip, which was meant to be for a few months, was ultimately extended to a total of six months, during which time Dylan pined terribly for her. 

				Like many an artist before him, however, Dylan successfully learned how to transmute his pain into creative energy: the period of Suze’s absence marks the first full flowering of his poetic talent, with songs of high quality pouring out of him at a phenomenal rate. A friend, Mikki Isaacson, recalls going on a car trip with him at the time, and being amazed at his industry: “He had a small spiral notebook, and must have had four different songs going at once. He would write a line in one and flip a couple of pages back and write a line in another one. A word here and a line there, just writing away.” Another friend, the singer Tom Paxton, recalled strolling late at night through Greenwich Village with Dylan as he scribbled away on scraps of paper. “His mind was on fire. Between the club and wherever he was heading, he’d start as many as five songs—and finish them!” 

				The most frequently used word to describe Dylan at the time was “sponge”—he would listen quietly to friends’ conversations, making notes, and later on they would find phrases, stories and nuggets of information from their conversation appearing in his songs. He was omnivorously open to influences, but unlike most of his contemporaries, he had the drive and application to build something of his own out of the accumulated fragments. During a radio interview with Pete Seeger, Dylan explained his working methods. “I don’t even consider it writing songs,” he claimed. “When I’ve written [a song] I don’t even consider that 

			

		

		
			
				I wrote it when I got done... I just figure that I made it up or I got it some place. The song was there before I came along, I just sort of took it down with a pencil...”

				Having written a song effectively as a poem, he would then try and find a melody for it, often borrowing or adapting an old folk tune, some of which he learned from English folk singers on a trip he made to Europe in December 1962 through January 1963. Ironically, just as he rushed over to Italy to see Suze, she was sailing back to New York, where she managed to settle in before Bob returned a few weeks later, hoping to pick up their relationship where it had left off six months before. Suze was reluctant—she had matured considerably in her time away, and did not want to become just “Bob’s girl” again—but Dylan was persuasive, and after a short time staying with her sister, she moved back into the 4th Street apartment. 

				Things had changed radically, however. Bob’s fame had grown rapidly while she was away, and it seemed that everyone was trying to get to him through her, that nobody was interested in her for her own sake and that the process of objectification was growing even stronger than it had been before—particularly since songs like “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right” in effect made their relationship public. Furthermore, Bob himself, encouraged by his new manager Albert Grossman, was becoming reclusive and aloof, and she found it more difficult than before to communicate with him. Before long, the old stresses and strains began to pull them apart all over again. 

				Besides several songs, such as ‘Boots Of Spanish Leather’ and ‘Tomorrow Is A Long Time’, which were written 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Dylan and friends perform ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ at the Newport Folk Festival, July 28, 1963.

				Above: Dylan and Suze Rotolo walking down Jones and West 4th Street in the West Village, New York, September 1961.
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				specifically about Suze during her absence, Dylan also continued maturing as a protest songwriter, with songs like ‘Oxford Town’ and particularly ‘A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall’, whose strings of imagery reflected the influence of the French Symbolist poet Arthur Rimbaud, a favorite of Bob and Suze’s. With John Hammond again at the helm, recording for the new album began with a couple of sessions in April 1962, but it was not until July that Dylan started laying down the more distinctive material that would set this new album firmly apart from his debut and establish him as a songwriter of great power and individuality. 

				Several of the protest songs that would appear on Freewheelin’, such as ‘Blowin’ In The Wind’ and ‘Masters Of War’, were originally published in the folk/protest magazine Broadside, a small but influential disseminator of new views for whom Dylan served as a contributing editor. (Later on, in 1963, he would also contribute to an album of Broadside Ballads using the pseudonym Blind Boy Grunt so as not to infringe his contract with Columbia Records.) The first issue of Broadside included the lyrics to one of his earliest songs, an amusing talking blues called ‘Talkin’ John Birch Paranoid Blues’, which took a satiric swipe at the right-wing anti-communist organization: in the song, the narrator searches for communists so avidly he finds them everywhere, eventually spotting one in his mirror. 
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