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INTRODUCTION


“We are not a tribute band, we are the real thing,” proclaimed the poster. It was right. After all, the band in question, Holy Holy, included not only Woody Woodmansey, the last surviving member of the Spiders from Mars, but also Tony Visconti, Bowie’s most famous producer and original bassist. The band were playing at London’s Roundhouse to mark 50 years since Bowie and Visconti had last appeared there in a gig, which went down in history as the first-ever glam rock performance. The date, the songs and the lineup made it a highly emotional evening; this was the closest that any of us would now get to a real Bowie concert. On a whim, I printed off an embryonic copy of this book, which I handed in at the door, along with a note suggesting that if Mr Visconti were short of reading material for the flight back to New York, it might raise a nostalgic smile.


I didn’t expect to hear anything more, but a few days later I opened my email and there, written in capitals letters, was the name “ANTHONY VISCONTI”. It was a name which stood out in every sense. Here was an email from Bowie’s right-hand man. I later joked to friends that receiving this email was like being touched by the hand of the hand that had touched God.


“Hi Tom, fortunately, I had a tiny space left in my carry-on suitcase,” it read. Great! “I have finished your very enjoyable book. It’s a great idea and I bet it flies off the shelves and onto e-readers.” GREAT!! “I have found many errors.” Not so great. “I am happy to help, if you promise me you’re going to finish it and get it published.” Are you kidding?!


The emergence of COVID-19 closed off many avenues, but, paradoxically, it opened one crucial door for me. All Visconti’s work had to be put on hold and he decided to use this window of free time to help someone he had never met. “All my corrections/suggestions are based on what David told me directly,” he was to tell me.


After a month of correspondence, he emailed me one last time: “Okay. I’m moving on to creating some music. I’m very happy I got to work on your book. I’ll be here for further assistance if you need me.”


So, this book is in your hands thanks to COVID, Tony Visconti and a generous hand-luggage allowance.


Around that time, another Tony entered the fray. I was interviewing Tony Blair about the coronavirus. As our talk finished, and knowing that he was a Bowie fan, I asked him if he had any tales to tell. At the mention of Bowie’s name, Mr Blair laughed loudly and enthusiastically. The one-time prime minister was transported back to being the wannabe rock star at Oxford who fronted his own Bowie-like band. He proudly told me that he had seen Ziggy Stardust not once but twice. Meeting Bowie, he said, had left him starstruck, something which had only happened three times in his life (Barbra Streisand and Paul McCartney were the cause for the other two occasions).


“One of the things I always used to say to people about being prime minister was that you got to meet the icons of your youth,” he told me, revealing a motivation for office not often discussed in political biography.


Most people, like Mr Blair, were only too delighted to talk about their “Bowie moments”. But there were a few exceptions. John Lydon told me he thought Bowie was a snob. He recalled one night when he and Sid Vicious deliberately lost Bowie and his passenger, Iggy Pop, who were following in the car behind to get to a party. A comical car chase across London ensued. Bowie and Pop never did make that particular bash.


This book is a compilation of such vignettes, all with one thing in common: they revolve around an encounter between Bowie and a fellow icon. Bowie lived through an era when icons were abundant and he appears to have met them all, from Dalí to Dylan, Lennon to Lydon, Princess Margaret to Prince. Who knew, for example, that Bowie and Frank Sinatra became such good friends that if you listen carefully to one of the crooner’s Christmas records, you should be able to hear Bowie singing in the background? Or that Bowie, unknown at the time, was so annoyed at being snubbed by Jimi Hendrix that he penned an angry letter about him to a music magazine? And if you want to find out more about the time Bowie met Michael Jackson, you may be as astonished as I was to discover his seminal role in Jackson’s moonwalk.


Each encounter is a story in its own right, but if the book is read cover to cover, a new picture of Bowie emerges. It is a picture that helps overturn the stereotypical image of him as cold, unemotional and aloof. There is humble Bowie, who is mistaken for a waiter by a band only to politely take their order, never once revealing his true identity. There is compassionate Bowie, who once helped save the life of soul legend Nina Simone. We all know cool Bowie, but how about naff Bowie? How else to describe the time he begged to write an album for teen heartthrob David Cassidy? And, in later years, there is homebody Bowie, who would ask to go on stage first so he could beat the traffic home. This is Bowie seen through his actions and not just his words.


This book is the result of interviews with dozens of people who knew Bowie, both friends and stars, and lengthy trawls through foreign-language newspapers, magazines and TV appearances to find interviews not published or heard in English. A big debt is owed to all the many great Bowie biographies out there, as well as the autobiographies of many of the stars he met.


But this book also represents a different approach to telling Bowie’s story. Unlike the standard biography, which charts its hero’s rise from humble beginnings to stardom, this book compiles some of his most surprising, amusing and revealing moments. In album terms, think of it as a Greatest Hits.





ABSOLUTE
BEGINNER


1947–69





Bowie formed his first band before the Beatles released “Love Me Do” in 1962. By the time the Fab Four broke up seven years later, he was still waiting for his first hit.1 He was so spectacularly unsuccessful during this decade that no one nowadays even considers him a sixties artist. Despondent, he was to quit music twice in these years: once to be a Buddhist monk, once to be a mime artist. He was unsuccessful here, too. Even his younger school friend, a lad by the name of Peter Frampton, was to hit the big time first.


But during these years Bowie sang, played and experimented perhaps even more than he would do in the seventies. After all, he had no audience to lose. His bands changed as quickly as his styles. He was a rock and roller, a heavy rocker, a psychedelic rocker, a comedy novelty rocker, a mod, a folk singer, a crooner, a musical-hall wannabe and more. Then he wrote “Space Oddity” and he found his style – odd and from outer space.


This is the decade where he met future legends in the most ordinary of places: on coaches, at market stalls or in sleepy seaside towns. Elton gave him the advice which would launch his career, Freddie measured his feet for footwear, and a member of Herman’s Hermits got Bowie stoned for the first time (that particular Hermit went on to form Led Zeppelin).






Queen Elizabeth II



From the very beginning, David Bowie appeared destined to rub shoulders with the rich and famous. After all, his first “celebrity” encounter, at the age of just five, was with the Queen.


Young David was in the Yorkshire town of Harrogate, where his father was working for the children’s charity Dr. Barnardo’s. For a day out, the family decided to go to the annual agricultural show, at which the guests of honour were Queen Elizabeth, who had just come to the throne, and Prince Philip. When the excited youngster spotted the royal couple, he evaded his parents’ grip and dashed through the crowds.


“Oh, hello, little boy,” said Elizabeth, as she looked down at him. Bowie later recalled that Her Majesty was somewhat bemused by his sudden appearance at her waist. The moment was unusual enough to be snapped by a photographer from the local paper. Sadly, no copies have survived.


Bowie’s desire to meet royalty dampened with the years. He twice turned down the offer to receive honours, including a knighthood, and he was to boot the Queen’s sister out of a party (see here).


Tommy Steele


A Royal Variety Performance provided the occasion when nine-year-old David met the singer who would inspire him to enter the world of entertainment. The name of Tommy Steele may stick out like a sore thumb alongside the likes of Lou Reed, Iggy Pop and Kraftwerk, but the fifties cheeky chappie with a cockney image was to become a primary role model for the young Bowie. It may seem incongruous that the light entertainer was to inspire one of rock’s great iconoclasts, but the parallels between the two are notable. Steele had rejected the fake American accents in vogue at the time to keep his own broad south London accent. He was also an all-round entertainer in the English music-hall tradition, a style that influenced Bowie’s desire to make rock more theatrical. Coincidentally, photographs of Steele in his prime, with his Teutonic good looks and tombstone teeth, show him looking uncannily like a Berlin-era Bowie.


David’s father, John, was keen for his son to be an entertainment star and had access to the celebrity world through his role organizing charity events. His job allowed him entry backstage where he would introduce his son to some of the stars. Bowie’s cousin Kristina Paulsen was there when the young David met Steele, and recalls the conversation thus:


“My son is going to be an entertainer, too,” Bowie’s father said. “Aren’t you, David?”


“Yes, Daddy,” David squeaked, his face flushed and beaming with pride.


The Royal Variety Performance had been initially postponed because of the Suez Crisis, but when it finally took place, Steele was accused of “extending the limits of acceptability” by some newspapers for asking the crowd to clap along. Audience participation had never been a feature of a royal show, and it was not until the Queen Mother started to clap that the crowd felt comfortable enough to join in. David would have noted this challenge to convention, as did the young John Lennon, who quipped a few years later when on stage at the same event, “The people in the cheaper seats, clap your hands. And the rest of you, if you’d just rattle your jewellery.”



Arthur Haynes



Not every star was as accommodating as Tommy Steele. Bowie had always adored comedy, and one of his first loves in this area was another working-class Londoner. The name of Arthur Haynes is now largely forgotten but, in the late fifties, the tubby, trilby-wearing comic was Britain’s highest-paid TV performer. So, young David was delighted to discover while holidaying in a caravan at the Pontins resort on the south coast that his neighbour was none other than Haynes himself.


Excitedly, the young boy went over to ask his hero for an autograph. “I went over three mornings running and he told me to fuck off every day,” Bowie recalled in Dazed & Confused. “That was the first time [sic] I met a celebrity and I was so let down. I felt if that’s what it’s all about…They’re just real people.” Bowie promised, then and there, that, if he ever became famous, he would never treat his fans that way.


Brian Jones


Bowie’s first encounter with the Rolling Stones was only marginally less antagonistic. The teenager was an early fan of the band and, hanging around after one gig, he fawningly offered to carry Brian Jones’s guitar. The musician was in no mood to humour his hanger-on.


“Piss off!” he said. Those were the first words spoken by any Rolling Stone to David Bowie.


Despite the rejection, Bowie and the Stone, whom he idolized above all the other band members, became friends. “I am Brian Jones,” a young Bowie once proudly declared to his girlfriend.


The two began to hang out together, sharing a love of music and a desire to look like Keith Relf in the hope that they too could pick up the Swedish groupies, who were smitten by the Nordic looks of the Yardbirds singer.


“I made a better Keith Relf than Brian Jones,” Bowie said. “He was too short and fat.”


Peter Frampton


When the 12-year-old Peter Frampton enrolled at Bromley Technical High School for Boys, the first thing he did was to ask his father, the art teacher, who was worth getting to know when it came to rock and roll. “There’s this Jones chap,” replied his dad. So, the young guitarist made a beeline for the older boy and together they would jam on the art-block stairs at break, with Bowie teaching the newcomer songs by Eddie Cochran. As was the case with many of his school friends, Bowie would stay pals with Frampton until his death.


Despite being younger by three years, Frampton was the first to hit the charts. When a surprised Bowie one day saw his young friend performing on TV, he was heard to say, “Wait a minute, that’s Peter. He should be in school!” Frampton then went on to become a member of one of the first “super groups”, Humble Pie, formed by Small Faces frontman Steve Marriott. Bowie was humbly and gratefully the group’s support act. The young guitar wizard Frampton would then go on to compose “Show Me the Way”, a forerunner of the stadium-filling pop rock to come. Bowie must have looked on with a mixture of fraternal pride and envy.


But when Frampton became unfashionable and his career nosedived, Bowie did not forget his friend. Despite their musical differences, he asked Frampton to join his tour band. “I can never thank him enough for believing in me, and seeing past the image of satin pants and big hair to the guitar player he first met at school,” said Frampton.


Bowie not only saved his friend’s career, he arguably saved his life, too. While on tour, the band sometimes travelled in a small charter plane. Once, just before take-off, Bowie noticed fumes filling the cabin. “Smoke! Smoke!” he shouted. The pilot brought the plane to an emergency stop and an attendant flung open the door. “I’m in my seat and David literally lifts me up and carries me down the chute,” said Frampton. “He could have run but he wanted to make sure I was okay.”


Little Richard


Standing atop his piano and midway through a song, Little Richard suddenly came to a halt. He clutched his chest, fell to his knees and toppled lifelessly to the floor. His horrified bandmates dropped their instruments and rushed to his side, as the compere appealed to the stunned audience for a doctor. In the audience, a panic-stricken 15-year-old named David Jones turned to his friend and, ashen-faced, said, “I think he’s going to die!”


But then, the prostrate singer lifted his head up, grabbed the microphone, screamed “A-wop-Bop-a-Loo-bop, A-wop-bam-boom!!!” and bounded to his feet. The band launched into “Tutti Frutti” and the crowd went berserk. That piece of classic showmanship was to be forever burned onto the mind of the flabbergasted Bowie. “I’d never heard anything even resembling this,” he said of the song. “It filled the room with outrageous energy and colour and outrageous defiance.”


“Little Richard,” Bowie would reply when asked who he most wanted to be. “He was my first idol.” His most prized possession was a cellophane-wrapped photograph of the singer in a red Cadillac, which he would place on the mixing desk for inspiration. Little Richard, after all, was rock’s first makeup-wearing gender-bender with a towering hairdo. Come the nineties, Bowie not only got to meet his hero but to jam with him, too. “I did get to play piano with him one night,” recalled Bowie. “That was fun. He was a real hero of mine for years and years.”


The oddest thing, said Bowie, was that Little Richard was the only other person he knew who had different-coloured eyes.2


Stevie Wonder


Bowie formed his first band at the age of 15 and, over the next few years, would meet not only many of his heroes but also those who were to become future legends. One evening, his band was booked to appear on Radio London’s less than inspiring-sounding Inecto Show, named after a brand of shampoo. Bowie and the Lower Third were squeezed into a backstage room at London’s Marquee along with all the other acts. Among them was an even younger lad. He was from the United States and blind, and Bowie took note of the daring stage name.


Stevie Wonder was to live up to his self-titled billing. Ahead of the show, the young American, already several years into his career, was led to an upright piano in the corner of the room. He began to play and, as his female backing band started singing along, all the other bands fell silent and watched.


“We were all stood together listening intently to the amazing Stevie Wonder,” recalled Bowie’s drummer, Phil Lancaster, in his book At the Birth of Bowie. It was made even more wonderful because Wonder and his singers appeared to have improvised the song on the spot.


Ray Davies


In the early sixties, tour buses were often as packed as dressing rooms. Record companies would squeeze half-a-dozen or so bands onto one coach and send them off on a circuit around Britain. One tour in1964 was typical of the time. On board were Marianne Faithfull, who would usually sit beside her new boyfriend, Gene Pitney, headliners Gerry and the Pacemakers, who would keep everyone entertained, and the Kinks, who would keep themselves to themselves. In the midst of it all was the 17-year-old Bowie, then billed as Davy Jones. The teenager’s attempts to strike up a conversation with the glamorous Faithfull had fallen on deaf ears, but, somewhere between Wigan and Stockton, he managed to get the attention of his idol, Ray Davies, the Kinks’ lead singer, who had just had his first number one with “You Really Got Me”.


The two became friends, and Bowie started to visit Davies’s north London home. “He used to hang around with us,” recalled Davies’s girlfriend at the time, model Jeanette Ross. “We used to live in Park Avenue, Golders Green, which became well known for people just turning up. We had a studio there as well, and everybody would come around and jam.”


The Kinks had a greater influence on Bowie’s writing in the sixties than any other band, and he covered their songs throughout his career, from “Where Have All the Good Times Gone” to “Waterloo Sunset”.


“I’ve never heard a Kinks song that I didn’t like,” Bowie said. “The Kinks have come to stand for some of the most enduring and heart-clutching pop of all time. They are in the gut of every British songwriter who followed them and are indisputably a cornerstone of everything pop and rock. I love ’em. The world loves ’em.”


The two mainstays of quintessential English rock finally got to perform together at Carnegie Hall, New York, in a 2003 benefit concert for Tibet. As Davies recalled, “We did ‘Waterloo Sunset’ and David said, ‘Who’s going to take what line? How shall we sing this?’ I said, ‘Let’s imitate each other.’ So that’s what we did. David was a great mimic. That ability gave him his diversity as a performer. He was a smart kid.” In the audience was Caryn Rose, a journalist at The Village Voice, who described their duet as “one of those amazing, transcendent moments. The affection and shared emotion between the two has you holding your breath.”


Davies was so affected by Bowie’s death that the day he heard the news, he travelled to London’s West End where the Kinks’ musical, Sunny Afternoon, was playing. Unannounced, he took to the stage to tell the audience that he needed “to say a few words about my friend”. Davies spoke about touring together in the early days and recounted his fondest memory: that day in New York when they finally got to sing together. At that point, the house band struck up “Waterloo Sunset” and Davies joined the cast for an emotional rendition, which left many in the audience in tears.


James Brown


The tour bus was eventually replaced with a van, not that it would make touring any easier. Davy Jones and the Manish Boys were on their way to support James Brown in 1965 in the unlikely surroundings of Portsmouth when their notoriously unreliable vehicle broke down once again. Bowie was deeply disappointed. He was such a fan of the soul man that he would travel to Brixton at weekends to go to the only club guaranteed to play Brown’s records.


In the mid-seventies, the two singers once again came close to meeting. This time, it would have been facing each other in a court room. Brown is one of the most copied artists of all time, but now it was the turn of the American legend to be accused of plagiarism. Bowie’s guitarist, Carlos Alomar, had heard a record that sounded uncannily like “Fame”. It was “Hot” by James Brown. The similarity was no coincidence, as Brown had played “Fame” to his band ahead of his recording and told them to recreate the sound.


Alomar suggested suing Brown, but Bowie was flattered by his hero’s imitation and suggested they wait to see whether “Hot” charted; otherwise they wouldn’t get any money, anyway. The song was a flop and Bowie was spared having to decide whether or not to take one of his biggest heroes to court. No doubt, Brown’s lawyers would have argued that “Fame” was a classic James Brown sound in the first place.


It was not until 2001, and a New York fashion show, that the two singers finally met. The soul singer had just finished performing. Bowie was next up and did a classic James Brown foot shuffle as he walked to the microphone. The shimmy was so accurate, it drew a round of applause and appreciative laughter from the audience. A photograph taken backstage afterwards showed the two singers embracing and pointing at each other like two goofy fans.


Pete Townshend


If Portsmouth was an unlikely place to meet James Brown, Bournemouth seems just as incongruous a location for Bowie to meet guitar smasher Pete Townshend. It was 1965, and Bowie’s band, the Lower Third, were supporting the Who in the seaside resort beloved by pensioners. Bowie was trying to sound like the London outfit at the time, and recalled how Townshend had watched their sound check. “You’re trying to write like me!” remarked a peeved Townshend. “I don’t think he was very impressed,” recalled Bowie.


Nonetheless, the two became friends, so much so that Townshend would even ask Bowie to babysit his kid brother. “I took my eight-year-old brother Simon and left him in David Bowie’s care,” said Townshend of a 1969 concert at the Royal Albert Hall, where the Who played songs from their concept album, Tommy. Even by the Who’s standards, it was a raucous night; this time, the audience started rioting before the band. The group was banned, but Bowie and Simon were thrilled. “They both said the same thing: ‘I am going to do this,’” said Townshend. “David, I think, meant, ‘I’m going to do concept albums that have an underlying artistic story.’”


Bowie was to hand over a song he had recently written, telling Townshend, “Play that and let me know what you think of it one day.” That day came a decade later, when Bowie asked the guitarist to play on his Scary Monsters (1980) album. “I’ve been meaning to tell you,” Townshend said, “that single should do alright.” The song was “Space Oddity”.


Bowie would ask Townshend to join him again in 2001 on his new album, Toy, at the New York studios of Philip Glass. As an introduction, the minimalist composer proudly pointed out the studio’s defining feature: a window that looked directly out onto the city’s symbol, the Twin Towers. When Townshend returned six months later, the towers were gone. So was the album. “David had completely dumped everything he’d been working on,” said Townshend. “The new album [Heathen, 2002] was darker, grimmer and more about what had changed on that extraordinary day. That event changed him, it made him darker and I don’t know that he ever really snapped out of it.”


Sonny Boy Williamson


Despite still living at home and having saxophone lessons, the 17-year-old David was confident enough to take his alto to the Marquee Club, on London’s Wardour Street, which had a tradition of allowing any musicians in the audience to join in a collective encore. One band he is said to have played along with was the High Numbers, who would change their name to the Who. Another artist Bowie is believed to have briefly joined on stage was Sonny Boy Williamson, a big influence on the Rolling Stones, Eric Clapton and Robert Plant. Legend has it that a young Plant was so obsessed that he stole Williamson’s harmonica, although the reality appears to be that the blues legend told the 14-year-old fan to “fuck off” after being approached at a urinal, and that the spurned Plant nicked his hero’s harp in revenge.


Soon after the Marquee concert, British police issued an arrest warrant for Williamson in connection with the stabbing of a man during a street fight. The 52-year-old musician quickly returned to the United States. Within months, he was dead from a heart attack.


John Lee Hooker


Bowie’s television debut provided him with the chance to meet another blues legend and one of his earliest musical heroes. “Everybody was picking a blues artist as their own,” said Bowie. “Somebody had Muddy Waters, somebody had Sonny Boy Williamson. Ours was Hooker.” Bowie had even named one of his short-lived bands, the Hooker Brothers, in tribute.


Bowie and his group at the time, the King Bees, were preparing for their appearance on the nation’s top pop show, Ready Steady Go!, when the thrilled singer discovered that the blues guitarist was in the next dressing room. “I’ve seen him close up!” an awestruck Bowie told his bandmates. “Look at those hands, those fingers!” he marvelled.


Bowie also owes one of his biggest hits to Hooker. A bandmate was strumming one of the bluesman’s riffs while on the top deck of the bus. “Hand the guitar over here,” said Bowie, who converted the riff into a song he later called “The Jean Genie”.


Marc Bolan


The two future stars of glam rock first met not with guitars in hand but with paint brushes. The teenaged wannabes had been set to work whitewashing the office walls of their record manager, Les Conn. The 17-year-old Bowie started the conversation.


“Are you a mod?”


“Yeah. I’m king mod. Your shoes are crap.”


“You’re short.”


“I’m going to be a singer, and I’m going to be so big you’re not gonna believe it.”


“Well, I’ll probably write a musical for you one day because I’m going to be the greatest writer ever!”


The two talked so much that the painting was forgotten and the manager had to convince another young wannabe to finish the job.


Despite being a year older, Bowie was the one in awe. “David would say, ‘Well, Marc says this,’ or ‘Marc says that,’ wrote Bowie’s manager Kenneth Pitt. “He considered him an authority.” Bowie described it as a “sparring relationship”, but the rapport was instant and the two started going out to the clubs or Carnaby Street, where they would “dustbin shop”, as they searched for free cast-offs.


Bolan was the first to hit the big time. “We were all green with envy,” admitted Bowie. “We fell out for about six months. But we got over that.” Bolan stayed loyal and gave his pal a support slot, despite Bowie, fed up with his lack of success with music, having switched to being a mime act at this point.


When Bowie became famous, however, the bitterness crept in. “I don’t consider David to be even remotely near big enough to give me any competition,” Bolan told the writer Cameron Crowe. “I don’t think that David has anywhere near the charisma or balls that I have. He’s not gonna make it, in any sort of way.” That was in 1973, a year after Ziggy Stardust.


Producer Tony Visconti insisted that David continued to adore Marc, but he remembered an often visibly upset Bowie walking through the door after the diminutive singer had taken “one too many digs at him”. According to Visconti, “David never saw him as a rival as much as Marc saw him as a rival.” But Bowie could be snide and superior about his friend, too. “Marc only has his music,” Bowie said. “He knows my areas stretch out.”




[image: illustration]


Bolan and Bowie share a stage for the last time in September 1977.





“The little imp opened the door,” Bowie said much later in a backhanded compliment. “What was so great, however, was that we knew he hadn’t got it quite right, sort of Glam 1.0.”


In September 1977, Bolan asked Bowie to guest on his TV show, memorable for a drunk Bolan falling off stage. A week later, Bolan was dead, killed in a car crash.


Bowie truly loved his friend. The fact that there was no proper will meant that Bolan’s partner and son were left destitute. It was Bowie who helped them out financially. “David’s generosity helped my mother and me to survive,” said Bolan’s son, Rolan.


At the funeral, Bowie was in tears. “He was fabulous, one of the funniest guys I’ve ever met. We would be on the floor rolling with laughter most of the time. I really miss him. He was stellar.”


John Peel


“Crap.” That was the rather un-BBC-like verdict handed down by the Corporation’s audition panel upon first hearing Marc Bolan sing. Bowie was to fare little better. “A singer devoid of any personality. Sings wrong notes and out of tune,” declared the panellists in 1965. Given that the BBC had a radio monopoly, their verdict appeared to deal a fatal blow to his fledgling career. But then John Peel stepped in to the rescue.


The DJ was a powerful voice within the Corporation and insisted Bowie be given a second chance. “With your inimitable manner and tremendous enthusiasm, you got me back on for another audition which I passed second time around, and which gave me freewheeling access to a lifetime of singing all the wrong notes,” the singer told a This Is Your Life tribute to Peel. Bowie continued to rely heavily on Peel, who remained the only DJ to play his records. “We kept Bowie alive for a couple of years,” Peel recalled.


As success continued to prove elusive, Bowie decided upon the most bizarre career choice ever made by a future rock god – he became a mime artist. But things got worse and Bowie ended up at the foot of the bill or, as Peel described it, “below that lowliest of God’s creatures, an Australian sitar player”. Peel was close friends with the top-billing Bolan and was often in the star’s dressing room on concert nights. The DJ’s main job come showtime, he said, was to get things started by sticking his head out of the door to shout down the corridor, “David, you’re on!”


One night, Peel decided he could take no more of his friend’s struggles. Bowie had just finished a lengthy mime routine depicting China’s occupation of Tibet, and the audience had again reacted with a mixture of perplexity, indifference and disdain. For the second time, Peel stepped in to rescue Bowie’s career. “Go back to songwriting,” he told his friend.


“You didn’t like mime,” Bowie told Peel later. “You were right. Nobody in the world likes mime.” 3


Bowie’s involvement in that TV homage genuinely touched the DJ. His previous memory of trying to have a word with “my old mate” involved Bowie’s muscle-bound, karate-trained minder stepping in: “Hey, asshole! Where the fuck you think you’re going?” “Just going to have a word with my mate David,” said Peel timidly. “Like fuck ya gonna have a word with David,” the minder replied.


“Since then,” wrote Peel, “and surely way beyond the New York karate expert’s intention, I’ve not had a single word with David.”


Jonathan King


Another influential future BBC figure who helped Bowie’s early career was Jonathan King. King was a rotund, bespectacled singer-songwriter and music producer who would eventually be found guilty of child sexual abuse. David Bowie was David Bowie, a man once described as “always the most beautiful person in the room”. And yet it was the DJ who rejected a sexual advance from the singer. At least, according to King himself.


An early convert to Bowie, King raved about the 1966 single “Can’t Help Thinking About Me” in his music magazine column. The delighted singer got in touch and was invited round to King’s place. “He was desperately trying to be a star,” King was quoted as saying in Wendy Leigh’s Bowie: The Biography. “I thought he was very sweet and I think he fancied me. But I didn’t fancy him because of his different-coloured eyes. I just had the vibes that if I wanted to…”


Bowie’s view of the encounter is not recorded, but 15 years later King, now a TV show host, was scheduled to interview the singer after a concert. Thinking back to their early friendship, King told his crew, “This is going to be great!” After a lengthy delay, they heard a commotion outside and then in walked Bowie, followed by a large entourage. The singer sat down opposite King, looked him in the eye, said, “You are a fat shit,” then stood up and walked straight back out again.


Simon Napier-Bell


Jonathan King was to promote a number of acts that made it in the seventies, but the Svengali of the music business in the mid-sixties was Simon Napier-Bell. The Simon Cowell of his day, Napier-Bell was so famed for finding and manufacturing pop acts that outrageous offers were sometimes made to obtain his patronage.


Once such incident occurred in 1965, when Napier-Bell was contacted by an up-and-coming manager named Ralph Horton, who insisted he had a hot new act destined for stardom. Horton was desperate; a creditor was asking for the return of a £4,000 loan and the electricity in his basement flat had been cut off. Napier-Bell, then managing the Yardbirds, went over to Horton’s “grubby” apartment in Pimlico to find, as he recalled, “a not especially attractive” young man called Davy Jones sitting quietly in the corner. After a brief conversation, Horton told Napier-Bell that he could have sex with the singer on condition he become co-manager. “The sheer sleaziness of the proposal was enough to make me run – which I did,” Napier-Bell wrote on his website. He never did find out if the 17-year-old Bowie was in on the proposal or not, although those close to Bowie maintain that the singer would never have agreed to such a transaction under any circumstances.


Mandy Rice-Davies


Bowie did, however, seriously countenance some highly unlikely and unglamorous proposals. In 1966, for instance, he almost threw away his chance at rock stardom to become a nightclub singer in Tel Aviv. The offer was made to him by Mandy Rice-Davies, one of the models at the centre of Britain’s biggest political scandal of the sixties, the Profumo affair, which involved illicit sexual liaisons and alleged leaks to a communist spy.


Following her part in the government’s downfall, Rice-Davies had reinvented herself as a music impresario and opened a nightclub in Israel. On the lookout for a resident singer to entertain the tourists, she bumped into Bowie at Soho’s La Giaconda café, a musicians’ hangout. Swept away by his looks and charisma, she offered him the job there and then. Bowie, down on his luck and desperate for money, accepted. Romance may also have played a role. “If I hadn’t been married at the time, I may well have fallen for David,” said Davies.


Drummer Phil Lancaster recalled the two dancing so close together that when the ex-model’s beefy boyfriend walked in, Bowie was forced to do a runner. “Her fiancé not only looked like a champion boxer, he actually was one,” said Lancaster.


When Rice-Davies returned to La Giaconda two weeks later with contract in hand, fate intervened. “I’d love to come, but I can’t,” Bowie said. “I’ve just got a recording contract.”


Elton John


La Giaconda was to play a key role in Bowie’s development. It was here, for example, that teenagers Reg Dwight and Davy Jones would discuss over a cup of coffee how they were going to conquer the world. Reg would walk the few doors down from the music publishing house where he worked as a mail boy. Davy only needed to roll out of the bed in his converted ambulance, parked semi-permanently right outside, so close that the café staff would sometimes simply pass the coffee through the vehicle’s window. Come the evening, the two singers would regularly bump into each other at the Marquee or some other music venue.


As their careers progressed, Davy became David and Reg became Elton. Then, one day, David played a song to a publishing company. He was sure it was his best song yet, but it was peculiar. His demo was greeted sceptically. His first choice as producer, Tony Visconti, dismissed it as a novelty song and passed the project on to someone else.


According to Angie Bowie – the American model and journalist who was Bowie’s wife from 1970 to 1980 – Elton happened, by chance, to be present and could tell that his friend was worried that the song was about to be swept under the carpet.


“Gus [Dudgeon] is a great producer, David. He’ll do you right,” she recalled Elton saying. Bowie was placated and agreed to give the producer a chance. Dudgeon loved the demo and decided to use an array of innovative studio techniques which were to prove a perfect fit for a strange song about a spaceman called Major Tom. Angie later described the conversation as being the turning point in Bowie’s career.


The song certainly turned out to be a turning point in Elton’s career. The boy from Pinner was floored upon hearing “Space Oddity” on the radio. “It was the most incredible record I’d ever heard,” he said. Elton immediately contacted Dudgeon and arranger Paul Buckmaster and begged them to work with him as well. It was a union made in heaven. The very first track they were to work on was “Your Song”, and their long-lasting relationship was to provide the bedrock upon which Elton would become the biggest-selling artist of the seventies.


But that was not the only time Bowie influenced Elton’s career. Just over two years later, Elton was in the audience at London’s Rainbow Theatre for Ziggy Stardust. Astounded by the theatricality, costume changes, lights, dry ice and songs, Elton emerged with his throat raw from screaming. “That was a turning point,” he later said. “It was like, fuck, the bar’s been raised. His stage presence was quite extraordinary. David was so beautiful, so glamorous, so androgynous and so sexual.”


The two were still friendly at this point. Elton remembered going out for a “fabulous” dinner with Angie and Bowie, when the latter insisted his ultimate dream was to be Judy Garland. But the rivalry was turning bitter. Elton quickly adopted the glamorous costumes and theatricality of Ziggy, and by the time he released “Rocket Man” in 1972, Bowie was fuming. Seeing her husband seethe as he watched Elton on Top of the Pops, Angie told him, “Other people can sing about space travel too.” She also dryly noted that no one had ever mentioned Elton’s influence on the piano-based Hunky Dory (1971).


The relationship between the singers never recovered. Come 1976, one interviewer recalled Bowie and Mick Jagger laughing about “fat Reg”. Bowie went on publicly to accuse his former friend of being at the vanguard of “a whole new school of pretensions” who were copying him, before dismissing Elton as a Liberace, rock and roll’s “token queen”.


“That was a cunty thing to say from somebody like that,” Elton responded bluntly. “But then, he’s a cunt anyway.” Bowie was, said Elton, “a pseudo-intellectual, and I can’t stand pseudo-intellectuals”. Later, he said, “He wasn’t my cup of tea,” before pausing to add, clearly hurt, “No, I wasn’t his cup of tea.”


When Bowie died, Elton put all of that to one side and paid a glowing tribute to Bowie’s music, influence, dignity in death and mystique. “We know David Bowie the figure, the singer, the outrageous performer,” he said. “But, actually, we don’t know anything about him. And that’s the way it should be.”


Dana Gillespie


One Bowie incarnation of which we certainly know very little came well before the Thin White Duke, Ziggy Stardust or the Berlin years. It was Bowie’s “Robin Hood” period. Although next to nothing has been written about this brief part of his career, the singer Dana Gillespie remembers it vividly. She was at London’s Marquee Club when she noticed a singer dressed in a tunic, leather waistcoat and thigh-high suede boots with tassels, looking like he had just stepped out of Sherwood Forest.


Gillespie went to the bar after the set but, too young to order a drink, occupied herself by brushing her hair. She felt someone take the brush and gently continue to comb her locks. Bowie, it seemed, had found his Maid Marian. Within minutes, he had convinced Gillespie to take him back to her parents’ place for the night. It was the beginning of a long friendship which would, with help from Bowie himself, see Gillespie become a well-known actress and singer. The two became so close that Bowie would seek out Dana to get her views on his latest compositions. One time he called to say, “I’ve just written this song half an hour ago. I’m coming over to play it to you now.” So it was that Dana became the first person to hear “Space Oddity”.
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Bowie’s “Robin Hood” period: Davie Jones and the King Bees, c.1964.





Looking back at the night they met at the Marquee, she confessed that Bowie may have had other things than sex on his mind. One reason he asked to go home with her, she said, was that the trains didn’t run all the way to Bromley at that hour.


Lindsay Kemp


The young Bowie was to leave a string of broken hearts, and not only women’s, in his wake. His mime instructor, Lindsay Kemp, was so devastated when he discovered that his protégé was two-timing him that he rode his bicycle into the sea off Whitehaven in a suicide attempt. But Kemp quickly ended the bid to kill himself because, he said, he found the water too cold. Defeated and bedraggled, the dancer returned to the hotel and was on stage with Bowie within hours. As the performance progressed, blood from his wounds seeped through his costume. “It was a fabulously dramatic effect,” Kemp fondly recalled.


At least, that is how the mime artist described the episode later. The truth was slightly less dramatic: Kemp had half-heartedly tried to slash his wrists in his room after hearing Bowie and costume designer Natasha Korniloff having sex next door.


If one person could be credited with turning Bowie into a theatrical performer, it was Kemp. Bowie had gone to see him perform in 1967. Impressed, the singer went backstage to pass on his praise. According to Kemp, it was “love at first sight”. The mime artist took the young man back to his Soho flat which was filled with strippers, druggies, pimps and prostitutes. “He was completely at home,” recalled Kemp.


“His day-to-day life was the most theatrical thing I’d ever seen,” said Bowie. “It was everything I thought Bohemia was. I joined the circus.”


When it came to mime, Bowie did not do things by halves, going to France to study under the greatest of them all. Keyboard whizz-kid Keith Emerson recalled how, while he was playing at London’s Marquee in the mid-sixties, a youngster came straight up to him as if they had known each other for years. “I’ve just come back from Paris having lessons with actor Marcel Marceau,” Bowie told him. “My first thought,” said Emerson, “was why would he want to do that?” But Emerson was impressed enough to remember the encounter when Bowie later became famous. “I was intrigued at the depth he would go, to discover art in all its forms,” said the prog rocker.


Lionel Bart


In the late sixties, rumour had it that Lionel Bart and Bowie were having an affair. “Lionel had the hots for David and turned up one day, making it very clear my presence wasn’t welcome,” recalled Bowie’s one-time girlfriend Mary Finnigan. The composer of Oliver! disdainfully threw the keys to his Rolls-Royce in her direction and ordered her to “go away and play”. He then turned to Bowie and suggestively said, “Please, sir, I want some more.” It left Finnigan in no doubt that their relationship went beyond friendship.


Bart was the colossus of the West End, and his patronage would have been very useful to Bowie, according to Finnigan’s cynical view. Other friends described the fur-coated Bart as often being seen around town “with a rent boy in tow, or snuggled up to David”.


But Bart had a profound musical influence on Bowie’s career, too. In writing hit songs for Bowie favourites Tommy Steele and Anthony Newley, Bart was the first to reject the fashion for fake American accents and create songs with what was described as “the evocative aroma of the chip shop”. His impact is also seen on Bowie’s first stab at writing his own musical, the unproduced Kids on the Roof, almost a direct copy of Bart’s street urchins hiding out in the city’s lofts. Bowie turned the idea into the album Diamond Dogs (1974) and described his young protagonists as “vicious Oliver Twists”. He finally got to follow in Bart’s footsteps towards the end of his life when he achieved his dream of staging his own musical, Lazarus (2015).


Electric Light Orchestra


It was 1966, at a small venue in Birmingham called the Cedar Club, when a young drummer named Bev Bevan got the advice that was to launch his future band on the road to global superstardom. A London outfit by the name of Davy Jones and the Lower Third was playing. Bevan was so impressed by the singer that he went up to have a word. “It’s obvious you are going to make it,” he said. “What advice would you give us because that’s just what we want to do?” “Just find the best musicians in the city, rehearse like crazy until you are as tight as a drum, then go to London, find a manager and get yourself a record deal,” Jones replied.


Bevan would stick to the advice with his bands The Move and, later, ELO. “So, Bowie played a big part in our careers,” recalled Bevan. “I will always be really grateful.”


Paul McCartney


Paul McCartney was used to finding dozens of fans waiting outside his London home throughout the sixties but one, with his permed locks and floppy hat, stood out. On seeing the youngster outside his door again, McCartney invited him in for a cup of tea. The fan revealed that he was a musician and handed over a demo disc. McCartney happily played the song and was impressed. He wished him well, and Davy Jones left.


Years later, history repeated itself in New York. This time, a now-famous Bowie wanted to play his latest record to the ex-Beatle. McCartney was in the city to discuss the legal dissolution of the band with John Lennon, and they had dropped in on Bowie, who was renting a hotel suite nearby. Bowie insisted on playing his guests his new LP, Young Americans (1975), not once but twice. The atmosphere was already tense because of the lingering rancour between the two Beatles, so when Bowie looked like he was about to play his own record a third time, McCartney asked if there was anything else they could hear.


Bowie ignored the request, at which point Lennon felt compelled to say, “It’s great. Do you have any other albums that might be of interest?” Bowie put on another record and then walked out in a huff. When Lennon later returned to his own apartment, the phone was already ringing. On the end was a distraught Bowie, worried that the Beatles hated his music.


While Bowie never developed as close a friendship with McCartney as he did with Lennon, the two did hang out together given the opportunity. The ex-Beatle recalled one evening when the two of them pored through an old Billboard chart book, intrigued to find out where some of their lesser-known singles had ended up. McCartney certainly respected Bowie’s opinion. He sent him a pre-release version of the Wings album Back to the Egg (1979) to get his initial thoughts (Bowie loved the most experimental track, “Broadcast”, and suggested that it be the single), and McCartney added crowd-favourite “Love Me Do” to his solo set list on Bowie’s recommendation.


But there was also a spikiness to their relationship. Bowie and his girlfriend Ava Cherry once popped round to McCartney’s apartment in New York in the seventies only to be greeted by a wall of silence (Bowie, once again, stormed off). While in 1990 McCartney telephoned to say he had finished a painting of Bowie vomiting which he wanted to call “Bowie Spewing”. Would his pal be offended by the title?


“Of course not,” Bowie replied. “But what a coincidence – I am currently working on a song that’s called ‘McCartney Shits’.”


As for that very first encounter, McCartney must have been at least a little impressed: he still has that disc by Davy Jones.


Alfred Lennon


Bowie was also to meet Lennon early on. Not John, but Alfred. The 52-year-old estranged father of the Beatles’ singer had briefly made up with his son. Such was the hysteria surrounding anything to do with the band, Lennon Snr was even given his own recording contract.


Pye also happened to be Bowie’s label, so when the company held a promotion party in 1966 for Bowie’s “Can’t Help Thinking About Me”, Alfred was one of the guests. Drummer Phil Lancaster spent much of the evening with Alfred, who spoke at length about his difficult relationship with John and how he wanted to make up. “I know John must have wondered if I was after this or that,” he told Lancaster, putting a hand behind his back to mimic a handout, “but I wasn’t.” Others present remembered the older Lennon being in a “highly inebriated” state, tragically asking anyone he could buttonhole, “Do you know who I am?”


Bowie, though, appears to have kept his distance. “He quietly steered away from Lennon that night, making it clear he didn’t want to be in any photos with him,” said Lancaster. “Maybe he thought it would be disrespectful to John Lennon if he did pose with his father.”


John Paul Jones


Bowie had been popping pills and taking speed since he was 13. Then one day a hippy bass player in a minor pop band called Herman’s Hermits said to him, “Come over and I’ll turn you onto grass.” That person was John Paul Jones, the future Led Zeppelin bassist.


“Sure, I’ll give it a whirl,” replied Bowie. Three spliffs later and stoned, Bowie got his first taste of the munchies and consumed two loaves of bread. When the telephone rang, Jones was too stoned to answer, so asked Bowie to pick it up. But Bowie himself was so high that by the time he had got downstairs, he had forgotten the instruction. He walked straight past the ringing phone, out the door and all the way back home.


Years later, Bowie underwent his one and only drugs bust. It was for possession of marijuana. “What a dreadful irony,” Bowie said. “The stuff sickens me. I haven’t touched it in a decade.”


Eric Clapton


One of the most momentous events in Bowie’s life happened while watching Eric Clapton. Bowie had taken his mentally fragile older brother, Terry, to a rock concert. Terry was thrilled but Cream’s deafening sound quickly disturbed him. Seeing something was badly wrong, Bowie took his brother outside, but by the time they reached the street Terry was hallucinating. He threw himself down onto the floor, shouting that he was being sucked into space and that flames were leaping out of the cracks. It was the first time Bowie had seen his brother have a schizophrenic episode. Terry’s condition worsened, and he was later sent to a psychiatric unit, where he would spend much of the rest of his life.


Although the episode cast a heavy shadow over Bowie’s life, he retained fonder memories associated with Clapton. When Bowie and his band the Lower Third toured in 1966, their support act was a new outfit called Cream. The roles were soon reversed, and Bowie’s group ended up backing the rock trio. Never one to settle for second best, Bowie even convinced Clapton to give him some guitar lessons, according to future bandmate Woody Woodmansey.


The favour was returned decades later. Intrigued by all the media hoopla surrounding the release of Bowie’s The Next Day in 2013, Clapton listened to “Where Are We Now?” “This song took me by the scruff of the neck,” the guitarist said. “The construction gave me cold chills.” Clapton sent an email to Bowie’s office praising such “a beautiful song”. Bowie emailed back: “Thanks for the shout-out, old sock.”


Clapton loved the phrase so much that he named his next album Old Sock (2013).


Jimi Hendrix


Bowie was also to meet the greatest rock guitarist of them all. Jimi Hendrix played a concert in London in 1967, and Bowie was in the crowd. Amusingly, the youngster had turned up to see not the American but the support band, a Scottish prog rock outfit called 1-2-3. The group, who were his pals, had promised to play one of Bowie’s songs, “I Dig Everything”, albeit in true prog fashion with the verses chopped up and a Bach fugue inserted. Not that Bowie wasn’t a fan of the guitarist. He had turned up early at the Saville Theatre to help set up. The band remembered a delighted Bowie grabbing the chance to carry Hendrix’s own guitar into the venue.


The concert was typical Hendrix fare, with the guitarist battering the amplifier. The audience went wild, but 1-2-3’s organist, Billy Ritchie, recalled laughing. “What we could see from the side of the stage and the audience couldn’t, was Jimi’s five-foot-nothing roadie standing behind the Marshall amps, struggling to keep them from collapsing in a heap!”


After the set, Ritchie took Bowie backstage to their dressing room, and there, in the middle, was the gangly figure of Hendrix himself. The Saville Theatre may have been able to fit in 1,400 punters, but it only had one space for all the bands. “I introduced David to Jimi,” recalled Ritchie. “It seemed no big deal at the time. David was just a bloke then, not the famous Thin White Duke.”


But the meeting did not go as hoped. “Jimi at that time was very shy and quite introverted off stage, he was withdrawn and ill-confident with strangers,” said Ritchie. “He shook David’s hand and muttered something I didn’t quite catch. I could see David was a bit miffed: even though he was unknown, he liked to be taken seriously and certainly not be misjudged.”


Later that week, a review in the weekly music newspaper Record Mirror was critical of 1-2-3 for failing to match up to the might of the American guitarist. Bowie penned an angry response, defending his friends. But, for Ritchie, it was also because Bowie was angry at his perceived snub. “David was annoyed with Jimi, offended that he hadn’t been given a bit more enthusiasm and respect as he saw it,” said Ritchie. “I told David it was not personal, it was just Jimi’s shyness but I think he thought I was trying to placate him rather than tell him the truth. He was pissed off with not being taken seriously.”


Bowie did have one reason to thank the flamboyant showman. Like everyone, he had been thrilled when Hendrix played the guitar with his teeth and he suggested taking that display a step further. “One person gnawing the guitar was one thing,” he said, “but two people, well, that was two things.” The photograph of Bowie “giving head” to guitarist Mick Ronson on stage was to propel Ziggy into the stratosphere.


Vince Taylor


But when it came to Ziggy and his antics, the fundamental inspiration came from a rocker closer to home. Draped in bed linen and looking like Jesus, Vince Taylor walked out on stage, proclaimed himself the Messiah and proceeded to sack his band in front of the audience. If that sounds familiar, it should do.


The singer was briefly “Britain’s Elvis”, a leather-clad rock and roll rebel. Bowie was a big fan of his unpredictable, odd-ball iconoclasm and remembered one particular encounter outside London’s Charing Cross tube station. An agitated Taylor was convinced the end of the world was nigh. He unfurled a map on the pavement and, using his magnifying glass, pointed out to Bowie all the secret locations where alien spaceships had gathered to prepare for the invasion.


“He was out of his gourd,” Bowie told the BBC presenter Alan Yentob. But Taylor’s madness enthralled Bowie. His flipped-out vision of a rock and roll Messiah was to become “part of the stew” of his most famous creation. “I thought of Vince Taylor and wrote Ziggy Stardust,” Bowie said.


Taylor spent many subsequent years in prisons and psychiatric units, before moving to Switzerland where he ended up getting married and working as an aircraft mechanic (“The happiest days of my life,” he said). He was still working there, living anonymously, when he died in 1991, aged 52.


Syd Barrett


Another ingredient of the Ziggy stew was an English eccentric whose career would burn briefly and end in tragedy. “Wow!” was Bowie’s response on first seeing Syd Barrett. The Pink Floyd frontman’s theatrical space rock, complete with English accent and heavy eyeliner, was unlike anything that had gone before, and Bowie was taking notes.


“He’s a bohemian, a poet, and he’s in a rock band. His impact on my thinking was enormous,” recalled Bowie, who named Barrett as one of his three major influences alongside Iggy Pop and Lou Reed. “He was the first I had seen in the middle sixties who could decorate a stage,” said Bowie. “This strange mystical look to him, with painted black fingernails and eyes fully made up...Syd wasn’t altogether of this world.”


One reflection of Barrett’s influence was that Bowie named his prototype Ziggy Stardust band Arnold Corns in homage to the Pink Floyd song “Arnold Layne”. Another, less celebrated, link is that Barrett is the only rock star other than Bowie to write a song about a gnome.4 The two English eccentrics would appear, on paper at least, to be destined to hit it off. After all, if anyone had decided to “turn and face the strange”, it was Barrett. But the opposite was the case. “I only met him on a couple of occasions, and then we didn’t get on all that well,” Bowie recalled. Perhaps it was because Bowie was feeling sensitive after Barrett’s disparaging review of his single “Love You Till Tuesday”. “He [Barrett] began to laugh with delight until I played him David Bowie’s latest pop platter,” wrote Chris Welch of Melody Maker. “Syd stared at me with a haunted look and launched into a cold, angry diatribe: ‘Yeah, it’s a joke number. Very chirpy. But I don’t think my toes were tapping.’”
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