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That all-important intro… 2–3–4



April 26th, 1963. With barely 5,000 album sales to his name, but evidently a prophetic sense of destiny, Dylan is sat with social commentator Studs Terkel in a Chicago radio studio, talking about writing his life story:



Bob Dylan: I’m writing a book now.


Studs Terkel: And what would the book be, an autobiography?


BD: Yeah, it’s about my first week in New York.


ST: Oh, that’s a very funny song… a talking song isn’t it, ‘New York Town’.


BD: It’s not that kind of [thing]. It’s got more to it than that… not too much music in it, except maybe a couple of chapters.


ST: This book involves what? Your observations about the Big City?


BD: No, not even about the Big City. The Big City’s got nothing to do with it. It’s just about somebody who’s come to the end of one road, and actually knows it’s the end of one road and knows there’s another road there, but doesn’t exactly know where it is. He knows he can’t go back on this one road.


ST: It’s [about] a new birth then…


BD: Yeah, sort of… it’s got all kinds of stuff in it which just doesn’t add up… thoughts in my head all about teachers and school, and all about hitch-hikers around the country, all about these friends of mine too, [and] college kids, and these are all people that I knew. Every one of them [is] sort of a symbol for all kinds of… people like that. And New York’s like a different world. I[’d] never been in New York before and I’m still carrying them memories with me, so I decided I oughta write it all down.
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Thirty-six years later – to the day! – his mind turned again to chronicling his life, as he’d threatened to do in 1963 and 1971. He is in the heartlands of the old Habsburg Empire, between Salzburg and Vienna, on the banks of the Danube ‘where the willow hangs down’, a place saturated in history, as he knows well.


Linz itself is charming, and the spring tour is going well, opening the curtain on a twelfth year for the subversive construct he had himself christened the Never Ending Tour. It has been eight long (but certainly not wasted) years since the last smartass knowitall tried to tell his story. Maybe the time has come for him to cover the waterfront. To tell it like it is, as the Neville Brothers once sang.


As is his wont, the man with two names has taken some hotel stationery with him to a smalltown cafe, where he pulls out a pencil and begins to scratch out in that telltale spidery scrawl his world view, his thoughts, his dreams, in that interior voice he alone knows…



It used to irritate me when the media portrayed me as a sixties artist. I never wanted for a second to be a sixties artist but an artist for all time. If it’s not for all time, it’s not worth doing. My mind works in a timeless way, and anyway I’m not good at dates, ages, names and numbers. Everything to me is timeless. 1976 might as well be 2090 – it’s all the same to me.





But if the man who is Bob Dylan only when he has to be thinks he is painting over an abiding public image of himself ‘as a sixties artist’, he is going about it in the most lateral of ways. The following night he will perform an energetic sixteen-song set to the well-fed Austrian burghers, ten of which will be culled from the sixties; all from his pre-accident canon. From the two dozen albums between Blonde On Blonde in 1966 and 1997’s Time Out Of Mind, he will exhume just ‘Tangled Up In Blue’, and even that song consciously evokes a time when there was ‘music in the cafes at night and revolution in the air’. Try as he might, maybe he just can’t connect the dots any more…






[image: image]








Both sides of the biographical coin were flipped in 2001, the year of ‘Love And Theft’, Dylan’s first studio album in four years, and the year he told Mikal Gilmore, ‘My story [by] myself would have to be more interesting than [by] anybody else that could look at it from the outside, right?’


Already that year this smartass knowitall had dramatically revised the most factually reliable of Dylan biographies – Behind The Shades – perhaps just in time. And a former tabloid reporter aka professional dirtdigger, name of Howard Sounes, had decided to out-Scaduto Spitz and go all National Enquirer on the man called Alias. The result: a depressingly well-trundled, semi-literate stroll Down The Highway.


Dylan, though, was going to take his time. Not until October 5th, 2004 would Simon & Schuster publish Chronicles Vol. 1, the sixth Bob Dylan biography, and the least reliable when it came to ‘dates, ages, names and numbers’. This bestselling volume – like the sincerer scribblings of Scaduto, Shelton, Spitz and Sounes before – largely concerned itself with events from 1960 to 1969.


Yet the evidence of a mind which ‘works in a timeless way’ was writ large across the slim volume,1 as it jumped backwards and forwards, skipping lightly around the more contentious areas of a life well lived, never once settling down long enough to lay the foundations for a broader narrative or a concerted explication of a body of work that indisputably made its author ‘an artist for all time’.


Instead, this endlessly mercurial artist slipped through this invested reader’s fingers every time he turned a page. The multitude of personalities Robert Allen Zimmerman first developed as a defence mechanism in his Minnesotan youth remained steadfastly behind closed doors. Even the self-analytical persona dredged up by his psyche down by the Austrian river would be only a fleeting contributor to the final product.


Whether consciously or not, Dylan had elected to emulate the late Graham Chapman, Monty Python’s premier pisshead, penning his own Liar’s Autobiography in the teeth of two biographical portraits foisted on the public in the interregnum between that original righteous thought in Linz and its ultimate expression. Perhaps that was always his plan. As far back as 1971, he’d expressed an intention to play fast and loose with the facts, telling Tony Glover, ‘I got a story to tell – but I don’t want to tell it the old cornball way. A real writer knows to hold it all up – he can then place his facts wherever he feels like it.’


What Dylan made of his most recent chroniclers he wasn’t about to say, save by embroidering a couple of the more outlandish stories in Sounes’s skim-read till they collapsed ’neath the cumulative weight of his and his biographer’s disinformation. But it is possible these other biographies’ very existence shaped the tenor and tone of the book he was now (re)writing with renewed urgency, having sealed a seven-figure advance for world rights from the capacious coffers of Simon & Schuster. He implied as much in that detailed 2001 conversation with Mikal Gilmore, ‘Because I’m a public figure… I can mention all kinds of things that have been written about already, but I [can] bring a different resonance to it.’


However, something shifted his autobiographical axis between Linz and Kenosha, the birthplace of Orson Welles, where Dylan came to play in October 2004 just as Chronicles was entering the bestseller lists around the world.2 Though Dylan had yet to publicly endorse Welles’s late period mockumentary, F For Fake, on his 2007 radio show, he had chosen to reflect an insight the great composer Bernard Herrmann once offered about Welles as a raison d’être for his own memoir, ‘Anyone who believes he has caught him in a fantastic lie is apt to find that the fantastic story is the truth. And some unimportant statement, like just having bought an evening paper a half-hour ago, is the lie.’


Examples in Chronicles are manifold, but I’ll cite just a single instance: the story of how the nineteen-year-old Dylan first came to hear the blues giant, Robert Johnson, and specifically the King Of The Delta Blues album. It is a tale worth deconstructing. On page 280 of Chronicles, Dylan claims John Hammond Sr gave him ‘a thick acetate’ of this seminal record – which was ‘not yet available to the public’ – the day that he was offered a five-year recording contract with Columbia (to which Dylan alleges he took one look and said, ‘Where do I sign?’).


There are enough documented facts herein which can be checked. And when one does, they don’t add up. King Of The Delta Blues was released on September 11th, 1961 (forty years to the day before Dylan released ‘Love And Theft’ and a bunch of jihadists flew into the World Trade Center, killing upward of 3,000 innocent people). Dylan wouldn’t sign his Columbia contract until six weeks later, on October 26th, the day after he had been given a first draft, which he asked be amended and extended. Hammond would hardly have given him an acetate at this late date.


Even before I was able to marshal these annoying little facts – which required the resources of Sony Music and Tulsa’s Gilcrease Museum – I found it hard to believe Dylan heard Johnson this early, though I accept he was probably the beneficiary of said album courtesy of Hammond. But any such event must have occured in late December 1961 or early January 1962. Why am I so sure? Because there is not a note of influence audible on the twenty-six-song Minneapolis Hotel Tape from December 22nd, but by January 5th he had written his first pastiche of Johnson, ‘Standing On The Highway’, and four weeks later he was telling Izzy Young he intended to write a song called ‘The Death Of Robert Johnson’. The fact that Dylan goes on to describe the impact Johnson had on him in luminescent words, making for one of the best passages in Chronicles, in no way abnegates such a wanton disregard for, er, chronology.


Caveat Emptor might have been a better, certainly a more apposite, title for a book in which the song and dance man consciously plays the joker time after time. This alone should have warranted a challenger who respected history a little more, and mythology a little less. But fifteen years on, we’re still waiting. Despite bookshelves the world over continuing to groan ’neath a never-ending onslaught of tomes on or about the man and/or his work, Dylan remains an elusive figure in the world of (the rock) biography; even more now that his position in the pantheon is secure and his creative output has slowed to a trickle.


It seems remarkable – to me, anyway – that only five proper (i.e. researched) biographies of the man have been published to date, three of which appeared between 1986 and 1991, the absolute commercial nadir of Dylan’s six decades of stardom; only one of which was not written in Tabloidese. To put this in context, this is fewer than Janis Joplin, who made just four albums (in four years) and wrote barely a handful of songs before succumbing to one of the manifold ways she found to numb the pain of daily existence. It is as if seventeenth-century controversialist Peter Heylyn were deemed more worthy of biographical study than his near-contemporary, William Shakspeare.3


It seems that the advent of the Internet really has had a deleterious effect on people’s intellectual curiosity. It certainly appears as if an avalanche of ‘new’ information about Dylan (life, the universe and everything) has dissuaded people from making sense of this rich pageant, even as the cataloguing of his every endeavour multiplies daily, thanks primarily to the extraordinary resource that is Expecting Rain. Meanwhile, misinformation contiguously feeds every other Dylan-related website – from Olof Björner’s ostensibly reliable About Bob Dylan on down.


This online dystopia, with its search engines and ‘egalitarian’ dispensation of information and misinformation, unfiltered by anything save who pays to advertise, has spawned a new kind of pseudo-historical work: the bedsit biography, of which the most overweening example must be Ian Bell’s two-volume account of Dylan’s milieu, Once Upon A Time (2012) and Time Out Of Mind (2014) – though Spencer Leigh’s Outlaw Blues (2020) runs the late Bell awfully close.


Go to the Amazon website and key in Once Upon A Time – as I just did – and one finds vox-pop ‘reviews’ like this one: ‘His level of research and depth of insight is breathtaking.’ It certainly takes my breath away. Never in the history of biography has someone done less research for more poundage. Producing nearly 1,500 pages on Dylan without studying more than the five existing biographies and Dylan’s own Chronicles, and surfing the Web for the odd aside, does not a researcher make, let alone a biographer. It would barely qualify as sufficient for a college freshman’s first essay on pop culture.4


This shiny new digital resource – the big bang to Gutenberg’s galaxy – surely should be producing something more balanced, more nuanced, more measured by now; as opposed to giving maladroit theories credence while myopically chained to the kind of insidious resource Alexander Pope could not have foreseen when he opined, ‘A little learning is a dangerous thing; / Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring.’


On the plus side, at least Bell chose to clash with the dish-the-dirt school of biography, a decade after Howard Sounes produced his protean biographical ‘exposé’, unlocking even fewer doors of perception than Shelton or Spitz. In that period, the few good books on Dylan came at him from an original angle or focused on one intense period of activity and contextualized it.


Head of the new class was David Hajdu’s Positively 4th Street, a well-received ‘dual biography’ of Richard Fariña and Bob Dylan in the lead-up to their 1966 motorcycle accidents – which the latter survived, the former did not. Appearing the same year as Down The Highway, it was its very antithesis; well researched, well written and with ‘a different point of view’ – even if Hajdu distorts the closeness of the connection between Dylan and Fariña, using their joint fascination with both Baez sisters, Joan and Mimi, as the hook on which to hang a somewhat tendentious thesis.


Fifteen years later, Barney Hoskyns refracted Dylan through the prism of Woodstock and his ultimately fraught relationship with the Grossmans in Small Town Talk. Again, original research vied with head-on myth-demolition as Hoskyns tried to explain why Woodstock became a haven for some, hell for others. In doing so, he tackled a period in Dylan’s life others largely skirted over.


Neither Hoskyns nor Hajdu – both accredited biographers before they took on our man – felt like tackling the whole life. Who can blame them? They would have been swimming against a veritable tsunami of first-person rock memoirs, specifically the almost seasonal publication of someone’s book-length recollection of time spent with some former rock icon – sometimes penned as the Reaper waved his Scythe – which for a period seemed to swamp publishers’ lists.


Despite most publishing houses’ penchant for deep discounting and the abandonment of backlists, the modern (auto)biography industry was for a while thriving, in no small measure due to Dylan’s own unreliable memoir. As so often, where Dylan trod, legions soon followed. An unholy alliance of commissioning editors, beady agents and rock stars with axes to grind filled the pre-Christmas shelves with ghosted recollections of hapless high jinks on their inexorable way to the remainder bins.


Thus, for a decade after Chronicles, the rock memoir flared up like an Independence Day firework display, leaving almost as little to show for it. And while Dylan spent the time fending off enquiries about Chronicles Vol. 2, at least three key figures from the pre-accident era carped the diem, scooping up pieces of silver to spill the beans – in the case of Victor Maymudes, Dylan’s skirt-chasing bodyguard and occasional drug mule, from beyond the grave and the other side of a lawsuit.


Another Side Of Bob Dylan (2014) was compiled by Victor’s son from a sketchy book proposal his father wrote and twenty cassette tapes of his father reminiscing, even though said patriarch had barely known his own flesh and blood. That a mainstream publisher like St Martin’s Press would countenance publishing such thin gruel suggested just how fevered this fools’ gold rush had become.


If Maymudes’ ghost-rider only fitfully recollected a misspent youth convincingly, the memoirs of Dylan’s great teen-love, Suze Rotolo (A Freewheelin’ Time, 2008), and Band leader Robbie Robertson (Testimony, 2016), were at least penned by the name on the spine. Each painted a portrait of Dylan which reaffirmed the astuteness of Woodstock cafe owner, Bernard Paturel, who observed of his once-regular customer, ‘He’s got so many sides, he’s round.’


An older, wiser, freer Rotolo – who already knew her days were numbered when the book deal was struck – came across as a modern pushmi-pullyu, caught between an overprotective, uptight mother (the one Dylan famously accused of using ‘strings of guilt’ to bind her younger daughter) and her spinning dervish of a boyfriend. Throughout it all, her youthful political fervour shines through, suggesting Dylan’s determination to detach himself from ‘The Cause’ by the end of 1963 might have played a role in what tore them apart.


Robertson’s memoir is far more of a curate’s egg. In his own special way, Robertson chose to be as economical with the truth as the Chronicler, his assumption that the reader would take him as a sympathetic, credible narrator of his own life story only holding true if said reader knows nothing about The Band other than their albums.


Which brings us semi-seamlessly back to Dylan, who in 2004 – before rock-memoir fatigue set in – was relying on reviewers taking his book at face value ‘as a sympathetic, credible narrator of his own life story’,5 even as he littered Chronicles with more than enough of what comic genius Peter Cook liked to call ‘a thin tissue of lies’ to cast doubt on every event described, every feeling recalled.


Witness Dylan’s excruciating sign-off to Rotolo at the end of the volume: ‘The alliance between Suze and me didn’t turn out exactly to be a holiday in the woods. Eventually fate flagged it down and it came to a full stop.’ Contrast such overwrought platitudes with Suze’s devastating comment at the time, to mutual friend and journalist, Al Aronowitz, ‘We keep wearing each other down like pencils’, and remind me again which of the two was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature.


In fairness, Dylan had previously evoked the end of that fateful relationship in words that really did burn like molten coal: ‘I still believe she was my twin / But she was born in spring and I was born too late’, using a medium he made his own: the song lyric.6


He did it again when he penned another of his instantly evocative lines, ‘I’m trying to get as far away from myself as I can’, within months (or even weeks) of starting to write a memoir of his life, in 1999. This suggests a central paradox at the very heart of the man and his art; one that will serve as a counterpoint to my own narrative, a wholly unauthorised version of the self-same life.7


It is a thread other astute critics of the man have noticed in his more recent work; not just his twenty-first-century music, but in his underappreciated 2003 movie, Masked and Anonymous – written at the same time as Chronicles – which ex-Poet Laureate Andrew Motion, for one, recognized as ‘revelatory, in the paradoxical sense that it allows Dylan to say some important things out loud, and [yet] keep the silences, and retain the elements of mystery, which are essential to his genius’.


Fast-forward sixteen years to the latest celluloid deconstruction of the Dylan myth, Rolling Thunder Revue (2019), and we find Dylan continuing to strew enough clues that anything he says in the twenty-first century about what happened in the twentieth should be taken with a truckload of salt. As he revisits the last critical lambasting he received for daring to make a movie about man and myth (1978’s Renaldo & Clara), he cites the famous Oscar Wilde aphorism ‘Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.’ Could he be trying to tell us to trust the tale, not the artist?


Even Bell grasped the fact that the 2004 memoir, Chronicles, ‘burns most strongly when he is reaching through the veil of years in the always-doomed effort to touch the lost geography of his childhood and youth’. It just never seems to occur to him that Dylan might be making a conscious choice not to tear apart the veil; that maybe that ‘effort’ is not so much doomed as damned-if-he-will.


On a whole other level, the myth has been enveloping Dylan for so long now that it provides warmth and comfort. Even as he has ventured further and further into his own labyrinthine imagination for emotional succour, so he has left a trail which allows those of us who have followed to reconstruct a way in (and out) of the ongoing odyssey (and I write this as Dylan’s 2020 album, Rough and Rowdy Ways, just topped charts both sides of the pond, reaffirming his enduring relevance).


He continues to take the savvy view that most folk wish to venture only far enough to say they have been there – not to forge into the unknowable region both he and Rimbaud came to inhabit fleetingly, at a cost to their sanity and their health. Yet there is another contradiction the returning biographer is required to address. Even as Dylan seems determined to blow smoke and hold up cracked mirrors to his own work, past and present, he has allowed his working methods in song and word to be laid bare in a series of approved archival digs.


What no one saw coming two decades ago – least of all yours truly – was Dylan agreeing to release hours and hours of musical discards from a career replete with wrong turns (and yes, I still subscribe to the view some New York Times book reviewer castigated me for back in 1991, that I’d have done a better job selecting and sequencing his albums). A brand-new Sony contract in 2012 committed him, and his archivally minded manager Jeff Rosen, to ten annual, multi-volume instalments in The Bootleg Series, a till-then occasional excavation of largely oft-bootlegged out-takes and near-legendary concert performances.


At the same time, changes in copyright law in Europe forced sixties rock icons to consider issuing limited edition ‘copyright collections’ of unreleased recordings that would soon be more than fifty years old, and would therefore fall into the public domain unless protected in this way. These copyright collections and The Bootleg Series now account for just about every Dylan studio recording of note from 1961 through 1970 – including six CDs’ worth of basement tapes – even if historical context is sometimes in short supply.


However, even these expansive collections haven’t always included those moments before or after songs – what went on not so much behind the shades as Between the Takes, making it essential that I secured access to the extant session tapes. When I did I uncovered a narrative still being airbrushed by the powers that be; witness the omission of any reference to, or comment by, Dylan’s girlfriend and muse Ellen Bernstein during the supposedly complete release of the New York Blood On The Tracks sessions, More Blood, More Tracks (2018), a rewriting of history which would have made Shakspeare and Holinshed blush.


Instead, the sleeve notes to said Sony set relied primarily on the testimony of an assistant engineer at just two of the four sessions, Glenn Berger, a generous and loquacious man, whose published account of those sessions does not get a single material fact right. Whatever his insights – and he has some – they could hardly be a replacement for Ellen’s, who not only attended all four sessions and the subsequent mixing sessions but was just about the only sounding board to whom Dylan paid any attention at A&R, and whose memory remains fiercely intact.


The main problem for any would-be biographer of a septuagenarian rock star is that memories as good as Ellen’s are very much the exception. Not only are Dylan and his contemporaries getting on, their memories are like-as-not shot, whatever their preferred poison back in the day.8 Time is not on any true chronicler’s side.


This was the fundamental obstacle confronting the likes of Kevin Odegard, Elijah Wald, and Daryl Sanders when they were contracted to tackle, in tome form, those musical landmarks: the Blood On The Tracks sessions, the Newport Folk Festival and the Blonde On Blonde sessions, from a thirty-, fifty- and fifty-two-year perspective, respectively.9


Odegard came closest to enhancing the historical record simply because a) he was actually there himself, at the December 1974 Minneapolis sessions; b) thanks to his many contacts, he managed to interview just about everybody involved musically, including chief engineers Phil Ramone and Paul Martinson, cross-cutting contradictory accounts; and c) there’s a quantifiable difference between most folk’s memories of past events at fifty and seventy.


Whereas Wald and Sanders set themselves the Sisyphean challenge to slice and dice recollections of historical events which occurred fully half a century earlier, and in Sanders’ case from some of Nashville’s most notorious bullshitters. (Having read many comments producer Bob Johnston made about working with Dylan, I’m not sure I’d have trusted him to tell the time of day.)


As Dylan himself states at the outset to Martin Scorsese’s Rolling Thunder Revue, when asked for his memories of that legendary 1975 tour, ‘I can’t remember a damn thing,’ the first and last true statement he offers in that misguided mockumentary.


Tapes, on the other hand, do not lie. And what comes across in those between-take moments at the seminal sessions to Blonde On Blonde and Blood On The Tracks (both now officially released in their musical entirety) is first and foremost the self-assurance of Dylan in the studio. Right from day one – November 20th, 1961, Columbia Studio A – he knew what he wanted and what mattered even as older, stuffier heads remained stuck in their ways and/or congenitally clueless.


If there was an auteur theory which held good for popular music, here would be the smoking gun. It certainly helps explain Dylan’s choice of producers post-Wilson (i.e. from Highway 61 Revisited on). Whereas Dylan instinctively knew what he wanted to bear his name in those ‘simple years’, producing a body of work that would continue to endure – and sell – in the teeth of incomprehension and condescension in roughly equal measures from the record label, a series of internal Columbia memos from the period – accessed here for the very first time – reveal quite a sting in the tail.


It turns out that certain people at Columbia consistently behaved immorally, and possibly illegally, in their contractual dealings with the once-underage contractee, whereas Albert Grossman did his darnedest to fight Dylan’s corner tenaciously, only for his charge to repeatedly sabotage his manager’s best efforts and his own self-interest at a cost he would not realize for years.10


So, much has been revealed in the two decades since I last tried to frame Dylan’s life and work between hardback covers. However, until March 2nd, 2016, they did not cumulatively demand a volte-face, uber-revisionist take on the Dylan biography I published in 1991 and recast in 2001 (having been gratifyingly informed, in person or print, that it remains the go-to biography for any serious student of the man and his art by writers I rate as highly as James Wolcott, Richard Hell, Jon Pareles, Robert Hilburn, Nick Kent, Francis Wheen, Douglas Brinkley, Sean Wilentz, Jonathan Lethem and Geoff Dyer).


But as a popular poet once said, everything passes, everything changes, and one mad March day in 2016 the world of Dylan studies split open and a great gaping hole at the heart of the master’s art was filled if not to the brim, certainly well past the half-full glass of the most optimistic Dylan scholar.11


A story in that day’s New York Times, called ‘Bob Dylan’s Secret Archive’, was the first breach in a veil of secrecy cast over a clandestine excavation of Dylan’s personal archives which had been going on for two or three years, resulting in boxes and boxes of manuscripts dating back as far as his motorcycle accident – housed in any number of secure (and not-so-secure) locations from New Jersey to Dylan’s Malibu garage – being disinterred.


’Twas the Hitler diaries revisited, with one important difference: this archive was for real. The New York Times article by Ben Sisario, while hinting of untold riches among the ‘6,000 pieces’, gave us just the tip of a titanic iceberg even as he highlighted a few jewels in this Tulsan crown: two previously unknown Blood On The Tracks notebooks; forty pages of draft lyrics to Dylan’s discarded late-eighties masterpiece, ‘Dignity’; all four filmed performances from New York’s Supper Club in November 1993; a typewritten draft to ‘Ballad of a Thin Man’.


All the feature could do was whet the appetite of Dylan fans worldwide, prompting them to wonder exactly when the bulk of this material would be on public display, a task the feature effortlessly achieved. Further pieces in Rolling Stone and the Washington Post filled in further detail, inspiring yet more Pavlovian salivation. Frustratingly, the subtext of all three articles was that general access to the archive was some way off (as indeed it was, and is).


Thankfully, in a welcome break from tradition with the acquisition of such substantive collections, as soon as the Dylan archive found a temporary berth at the Gilcrease Museum – a world-class repository for Americana in all shapes and sizes – it became possible for more, er, accredited Dylan scholars to petition for access. They even let me in. Between October 2017 and September 2019, I was allowed to spend ten weeks, across four distinct trips, working at the archive nine to five each day aided and abetted by librarian/archivist Mark Davidson, helping myself to make sense of this fastidious hoarder I never previously imagine existed.


But contrary to hints in the numerous articles – on- and offline – preceding my visits, it turned out Tulsa had very little manuscript material from the period covered in this volume, the pre-accident years: a fair copy of ‘Chimes of Freedom’ on Toronto hotel notepaper (already included in The Bob Dylan Scrapbook); an early typescript of ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’ (reproduced in 1973’s Writings & Drawings); and a dozen or so hand-corrected typescripts from 1965, most of which had been scheduled to be sold by Christie’s in 2011, and were as such reproduced in the auction catalogue. And that was about it.


Where the Tulsa archive did come into its own – and how – in its coverage of the pre-accident years was with the hours and hours of out-take footage it has from the two tour documentaries, dont look back and Eat The Document, revelatory at every turn; with the uncirculated recordings his Minnesotan friend, Tony Glover, made in August 1962 and July 1963 of a Dylan talking up a storm with his guard down; and a remarkable cache of drafts for his one book-length work of fiction (unless Chronicles counts), Tarantula. All of these I thoroughly trawled.


How much the portal will open when I, and others, come to the years when there are working lyrics galore, we will have to wait and see. Suffice to say that even though Dylan banked a $22 million cheque, he has retained copyright on all of the written material housed in Tulsa, which means a degree of control in keeping with his character has been retained. The eye-watering sum paid for the archive has not changed this leopard’s spots.


As it is, the first doorstoppin’ result – from my end – is the handsome book you now hold in your hands: volume one of what will be hopefully a ‘Double Life’ that, taken in tandem, aims to tell the life and times of America’s most important twentieth-century popular artist in a way that was unimaginable when I wrote Behind The Shades; a new kind of biography written in the same milieu as its subject but with the kind of access to the working processes usually possible only after an artist’s death.


I’d like to think my access to the vast archive found behind the Gilcrease’s securely locked doors, integrated with my ongoing research across the last decade, notably on auction-house Dylan manuscripts and a slew of Bootleg Series and Sony projects, has produced a cohesive portrait akin to when some Renaissance masterpiece is restored to its truer self – recognizably the same figure but sharper in detail, the colours more illuminated.


As for its author, I hope former readers of Behind The Shades will hear the echo of that voice, while at the same time experiencing this ‘rockin’ reelin’ rollin’ ride’ afresh, as if one had indeed jumped out of a moving vehicle and grabbed a-hold of a subway car, in ‘the coldest winter in seventeen’ – or is it twenty-eight? – ‘years’. Welcome to the Village, in the year of our Lord 1961…


Footnotes


1 It could have been slimmer still. The first draft apparently ran to just 40,000 words.


2 The autobiographical writings from the mid-to-late nineties which reside in the official Dylan archive in Tulsa, Oklahoma, have nothing like the same smoke’n’mirrors sheen as the published memoir, but with much of the Chronicles material currently embargoed, it is mere guesswork as to when and why this happened.


3 Despite Heylyn having two faithful biographers writing his life story a good fifty years before Nicholas Rowe, it was Rowe who spawned a mini industry in Shakspeare biographies that makes most governments’ recycling programmes seem risible by comparison. The next Heylyn biography would not appear until 2007.


4 At least Bell almost invariably defers to Behind The Shades when it comes to the facts.


5 Nor would he be disappointed. The reviewers bought into Biographer Bob hook, line and sinkhole: ‘It sizzles with biting one-liners and radiates honesty’ – Shusha Guppy, Daily Mail; ‘The narrator of Chronicles turns out to be a superbly candid and engaging character’ – Ben Thompson, Independent on Sunday; ‘Peels away some of the enigma that still swirls around Dylan’ – Patrick Humphries, Sunday Express; ‘Lucid, engaging and incredibly direct. Dylan has taken back his story from his biographers’ – David Sexton, Evening Standard. (Methinks not.)


6 Dylan actually inverts his and Suze’s birth dates. It was he who was born in spring and Suze – like Sara – who was born ‘too late’, i.e. in November.


7 This self-referential line, absent from The Wonder Boys, would trigger the Oscar-winning song, ‘Things Have Changed’.


8 And yet Richard Alderson, the soundman on the infamous 1966 tour, when I tracked him down in 2016, displayed highly detailed memories of that pill-poppin’ time. So, not a hard and fast rule.


9 The books in question are Simple Twist of Fate (2004), Dylan Goes Electric (2015) and That Thin Wild Mercury Sound (2018), all worthwhile.


10 If the final section of Chronicles is to be believed, Dylan never did fully grasp the consequences of his naiveté.


11 Note how Dylan researchers are usually referred to as ‘obsessives’; Shakespeare researchers – almost an oxymoron, at this point – as scholars. As both, I baulk at the distinction.















Prelude



July 29th, 1961: Down By The Riverside




Bob Dylan, of Gallup, New Mexico, played the guitar and harmonica simultaneously, and with rural gusto.


Pete Karman, New York Mirror, August 6th, 1961




It starts with a lie. The first time Dylan’s name is mentioned in print in the context of his music, he is already peddling the legend that he is ‘Bob Dylan, of Gallup, New Mexico’, which is how the MC introduces him this July afternoon. At least the Mirror spells his name right – something that proved beyond the (New Jersey) Record when previewing the very concert which would bring the twenty-year-old folk musician mentions in both the New York Mirror and the New York Times.1


‘Bob Dillon’ is the name the Record gave, a common mistake at the time. Where the Record, with remarkable prescience, got it right was in suggesting that the occasion – an eight-hour marathon concert at Harlem’s Riverside Church to announce the setting up of a new radio station religiously devoted to folk music – ‘should provide a field day for tape recordists’.


For one particular ‘tape recordist’, amateur folklorist Mell Bailey, the broadcast of the entire concert on WRVR created a serious conflict of interest: whether to attend or stay home and record the event for posterity. In the end, he managed both – we know not how – recording two and a half hours of the ostensible headliners on his Wollensak reel-to-reel while catching his young friend Dylan’s performance in person.


Mell and his wife Lillian were already part of a small group of Dylan cheerleaders and they were all there at the Riverside. As attendee Samuel R. Delaney later noted: ‘Among the audience of forty-five or fifty people… there were clearly about ten or twelve who were particularly enthusiastic about him, and had come specifically to hear him – among the dozen [or so] performers that afternoon – and for whom he was clearly playing.’


Mell and Lillian knew what Dylan was capable of, having recorded him a month earlier in their East Village apartment, swapping songs with Ian Tyson (of the folk duo, Ian & Sylvia) and dropping names like billy-o. But what the wider radio audience made of Dylan’s five-song performance that afternoon has gone unrecorded.


Thankfully, those mentions in the Times and the Mirror set the early cabal of Dylan collectors on the trail of a tape, and by 1971 the radio station’s own copy had been located and liberated, duly appearing on one of those legendary Trade Mark of Quality bootleg albums cover-artist William Stout emblazoned with his iconic cartoons, Early 60s Revisited.


The unknown liberator was evidently interested only in Dylan’s performance, so if the full concert was still at WRVR, there it remained. Only with the acquisition of the Baileys’ tapes by the Tulsa Dylan archive did their forty-two-song recording of the Riverside broadcast reveal not merely the context, but the entire musicial milieu on which the comet called Dylan had descended six months earlier, when he blew in from Madison, Wisconsin, part of a car-share of folkies bound for glory or bust – his ‘mind fixed on hidden interests’, as he later put it.


And what a roll call of names the Bailey tapes provide; a veritable who’s who of Dylan’s peers: Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, Bruce Langhorne, Brother John Sellers, Dave Van Ronk, Tom Paxton, the Greenbriar Boys, Annie Bird and Logan English all performed that day alongside stylistic precursors as important to the teenage Dylan as Reverend Gary Davis and Victoria Spivey. Even the son of ‘The Father of the Blues’ was there to hear Dylan fuse forms, much as his father had half a century earlier, W. C. Handy Jr joining Victoria Spivey on ‘St Louis Blues’, the very song which gave the big bang to the blues.


Dylan may well have given some thought to the songs he ought to play for his New York radio debut, fully conscious of the fact that so much of his ever-shifting repertoire had been ‘acquired’ from the very performers with whom he was now sharing this hallowed chancel. Not too much thought, though. He still chose to play ‘Po’ Lazarus’, a song he had learnt from Dave Van Ronk, who’d intended to perform it himself for the radio audience.


Here was perhaps the first indication the young tyke had no intention of respecting the unspoken folkie code of ‘dibs on trad arr.’ material whenever said arranger was a fellow revivalist. Dylan already knew the song in question was one that showed his belligerent approach to such material in a good light, even compared to Van Ronk’s gruff template.


The other two songs with which he verbally assaulted the small audience that afternoon, before turning the microphone over to his Madison friend Danny Kalb, were both ballads familiar to most Village folkies.


‘Handsome Molly’ was an American derivative of a British broadside ballad (‘Courting Is A Pleasure’) he was still singing a year later, while ‘Omie Wise’ (aka ‘Deep Water’) was a ‘judgement’ ballad composed shortly after Omie’s 1808 murder. An early Dylan tour de force, he would spit out couplets like, ‘Go hang him, go hang him, was the brother’s command / And throw him in deep water that flows through the land’, as eye-for-an-eye justice prevailed in the ballad, which the form demanded – just not in real life, where her killer, John Lewis, escaped scot-free.


Wisely, the one artist on the bill whose repertoire Dylan assiduously avoided was Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, even though songs like ‘San Francisco Bay Blues’, ‘Hard Travelin’’ and ‘Cocaine’ – all performed by Elliott at the Riverside – were a key part of this young pretender’s daily growin’ repertoire. Perhaps he had already heard the echoing Village whispers that likened him to Jack’s bastard son, so much had he taken from the Brooklyn cowboy’s act.


He also refrained from performing any of his own songs, even ‘Song To Woody’, perhaps sensing they could not yet stand alongside those his contemporary, Tom Paxton, was already writing and performing; songs like ‘The Train For Auschwitz’, which Paxton played at Riverside, surely striking a chord with this grandson of East European émigrés.


The twenty-three-year-old Paxton had already set a songwriting bar Dylan would have to clear if he was going to amount to anything. Yet even on this slim evidence – three solo performances, a harmonica accompaniment to one of Kalb’s Southern blues and a prom-song pastiche with Elliott – there was something which already set Dylan apart: his delivery. As Village bluegrass aficionados and future Holy Modal Rounder, Pete Stampfel, later noted, ‘He was doing all traditional songs, but it was his approach! His singing style and phrasing were stone rhythm & blues.’


All in all, it was a momentous day for the young tyke, topped off when he got talking to the Mirror’s Pete Karman and spun a few tall tales angling to secure an introduction to the two sisters who had shared Karman’s car on the drive uptown, Carla and Suze Rotolo.


According to the Chronicler, he already knew the former slightly because she was fastidious folklorist Alan Lomax’s personal assistant. But Dylan wasn’t interested in discussing folklore with the elder sister that day. He had eyes only for the golden-haired Suze, and when he was like this, there was no stopping him. It was exactly as an old Minnesotan girlfriend, Ellen Baker, later observed, ‘He’d see a girl… at a party, and it didn’t matter… who he was with – if he was in that mood.’


In his memoir, Dylan even admitted that his initial interest was sexual, describing Suze, rather objectifyingly, as ‘the most erotic thing I’d ever seen’. Whereas the man-boy Suze described in her own memoir was ‘funny, engaging, intense and… persistent… He started… talking backstage… early in the day and didn’t stop until the day was done.’ If he was aiming to bowl her over, to make a deep and abiding impression on the seventeen-year-old, he succeeded. He pierced her breast that day.


Barely had the dazed and bemused gal returned home at 4 a.m., after the crowded backstage had relocated downtown to Anne Bird’s apartment for an after-hours party, than she wrote to best friend Sue Zuckerman, who had taken a summer job in Connecticut, excitedly telling her all about how ‘Dylan gave us a private concert, a repeat of the private one I’d gotten that afternoon in the soundproofed room. He’s a good composer, too. He and John [Wynn] sang a song that lasted a half-hour, completely impromptu… Dylan giggling his adorable giggle all through it.2


The song in question, lost to the evening’s alcohol-fuelled air, was called ‘The Beautiful People’, a satirical send-up of the kind of people the beatniks of Greenwich considered Square. For now, Dylan continued to take the view that ‘the only beauty’s ugly, man’. His ‘alliance’ with Suze, which began on this magical night, would change all that. Indeed, many things changed that night.


Here was his first radio show; his first mentions in the press; the first time he had shared a bill with the majority of his peers, enabling him to emerge as someone whose distinctive style set him apart. Just two months later to the day, Robert Shelton, folk music critic at the New York Times, and one of those who heard someone different from the rest at the Riverside, would let everyone in the Village know he thought this upstart crow could pull the sword from the stone, penning a Times review which would trigger a major-label record deal and a great deal of envy and enmity.


For the young Dylan the six months leading up to that Riverside epiphany soon became something of a blur. Yet, as late as 1963, he was still insisting they were so formative that when he did write that memoir, it would be ‘about my first week in New York… I’m still carrying these memories with me.’


When he finally got around to writing these vestigial thoughts down and publishing them, a full forty years later, he was still writing about those ‘younger days’. But his memory no longer served him well. History would require A. N. Other to gingerly retrace those steps on its behalf, to glean what really happened when it was as yet all up for grabs.


Footnotes


1 The New York Times’s Robert Shelton merely describes Dylan as ‘a twenty-year-old latter-day Guthrie disciple… with a curiously arresting mumbling, country-steeped manner’.


2 Zuckerman, in her online obituary of her friend, suggests it was John Herald, but in the version she told Scaduto, less than a decade after that party, it was John Wynn, whom I suspect it really was.

















Part 1



A Thief Of Thoughts




Perhaps we are not to look for his Beginnings, like those of other Authors, among their least perfect writings; Art had so little and Nature so large a share in what he did.


Nicholas Rowe, Some Account of the Life &c. of Mr William Shakespear (1709)






For a Jew, to change your name is to alter your essence.


Elena Poniatowska






Mildred [Peggy Maley]: Hey Johnny, what are you rebelling against?


Johnny Strabler [Marlon Brando]: Whaddaya got?


The Wild One (1953)






To understand the man you have to know what was happening in the world when he was twenty.


Napoleon Bonaparte

















1.1



January to May 1961: Big City Blues




You never could pin him down on anything. He had a lot of stories about who he was and where he came from, [but] he never seemed to be able to keep [any of] them straight.


Dave Van Ronk






You could not ask him personal questions. He’d always joke, or he’d tell you something like he used to be a miner – something like that. If you’d ask about his parents, he’d say he had none, or he’d make a joke, or he’d change the subject, or he’d put you on… [] … But if you didn’t need to get personal with him, you just wanted somebody to hang out with and play music with, he was a ball. He just liked to kid around.


John Herald






One time I asked him about his background. He said he was from New Mexico. I said, ‘Do you have parents there?’ He said, ‘No. I had a lot of foster parents.’ I said, ‘What was the name of your last foster parents?’ He said, ‘Aw, there were so many of them, I don’t rightly remember.’


Eve McKenzie






I kinda thought he was imitating Woody [Guthrie], but he said that he… learnt [all] those songs from various hoboes he met on the road. I didn’t argue about it.


Ramblin’ Jack Elliott








[image: image]








Even more momentous than the day Dylan met Suze down at the Riverside was the cold, bright day, half a year beforehand, when he first came to the city that never sleeps. It was the third week in January, and he and his companions of the road had driven ‘straight on through’ from Madison to Manhattan. The moment he saw its skyline everything changed. As he would write in December 1963, ‘I would not be doing what I’m doing today if I hadn’t come to New York. I was given my direction from New York… Jack Elliott… says he was reborn in Oklahoma, I say I was reborn in New York.’


For the nineteen-year-old Dylan, the past was a foreign country. As he would inform Bill Flanagan in 2009, in a rare moment of twenty-first-century candour, ‘I didn’t bring the past with me when I came to New York. Nothing back there would play any part in where I was going.’ He was a blank slate and he liked it that way; a man without a name, around whom rumours could (and would) freely swirl. A complete unknown.


He had not merely arrived without a past, he had covered his tracks. If any jilted girlfriend or slum landlord had been trying to follow his trail, they’d have given up long ago. In Chronicles he would claim he had ‘come… straight out of Chicago’. And he had been in Chicago around Christmas looking up a friend he’d met in Denver that summer, Kevin Krown, but he hadn’t stayed long, having actually backtracked to Madison, seemingly on his way back to Minneapolis. As he correctly recalled to Randy Anderson in 1978, ‘From there I went to New York. That was quite a trip. Another guitar player and myself got a ride with a young couple from the [university] campus, whose parents were from Brooklyn. They were going there and wanted some more drivers.’


What isn’t clear is if Krown was the ‘other guitar player’ in the car. In an earlier account of this cross-country jaunt, to Robert Shelton on a flight to nowhere in March 1966, Dylan spoke of ‘a friend… He’s a junkie now. We came to New York together… I had the guitar,’ rather implying that he was the itinerant ‘guitar player’, not his friend.


Krown was certainly more tolerant of Dylan’s newly acquired nasal whine than other passengers, one of whom, Dave Berger, was the one whose car it was and was therefore calling the shots. For Berger, the trip would prove memorable but for all the wrong reasons, with Dylan ‘singing all the way… that weird monotonic kind of style with Woody’s twang… As we got into New Jersey, I finally told him, “Shut the fuck up.”’


We know of one other passenger in the car that day: Fred Underhill, a student at the university who shared an apartment with the poet Ann Lauterbach. But Underhill was hardly a close friend of Dylan’s (though they stayed in touch till at least 1964); nor did he end up a junkie, moving to England in the mid-sixties with Lauterbach and then staying there.


Assuming Krown was indeed that ‘friend’, as seems likely, the pieces fall into place. He and Dylan were friends, and would stay close through 1964 when they began to become estranged, possibly because Krown had indeed taken to hard drugs, as many in that era did. For a short period in 1961, Krown even tried his hand at managing Dylan and seems to have been responsible for convincing Dylan to record himself on the tape recorder of the Gleasons, a family he ended up staying with in East Orange, New Jersey, less than a fortnight after he came to town.


Peter McKenzie, an awestruck kid befriended by the pair, told me that whenever he ‘was at the Gleasons’… Bobby would practise by singing into the tape recorder, learning how to use a microphone. He and Kevin made the tape one day. Kevin sent out several copies.’ If so, Krown was responsible for Dylan’s first audition tape, the so-called Gleason Tape, an important audio-document featuring three Guthrie tunes, two traditional songs to which Dylan will later put words of his own, ‘Gypsy Davey’ and ‘Trail Of The Buffalo’, and Scott Wiseman’s ‘Remember Me’, which he could still remember when song-swapping with Joan Baez at the Savoy hotel in May 1965.


According to a report on the Best American Poetry website, Krown was also one of three people who travelled with Dylan to the Greystone Asylum, near Morristown, New Jersey, on that first weekend in New York, to go see the ailing Woody Guthrie, the ostensible reason why Dylan had just trekked halfway across the country. The significance of this is that Krown, and only Krown, would have known something of Dylan’s Minnesotan past, after spending time with him in Denver, Chicago and (presumably) Madison.


Crucially, Krown had known Dylan since before Dylan ‘knew’ Guthrie, specifically the Guthrie of his own fictional memoir, Bound For Glory. He had first met Dylan when he had been playing piano in a strip joint in Central City in the summer of 1960, a long, long way from Folk City USA. He was therefore the one residue of Dylan’s past to accompany him to New York.


If they also both made that trip out to Greystone, they shared another common bond, albeit not one that resulted in Krown featuring in Dylan’s first-hand account of the historic meeting in the state mental asylum in which Guthrie had been housed ever since a hereditary degenerative disease, Huntington’s chorea, had made him need round-the-clock care. Dylan’s description of this meeting in No Direction Home allows for no third party: ‘I took a bus out to Morristown. I think it was an insane asylum… They put him in a mental home, because he just had the jitters. He asked for certain songs and I’d play them.’


The experience would have been a chastening one for most youths at Dylan’s age – barely nineteen – but unbeknownst to anyone outside Minnesota, he had been regularly visiting a crippled friend in hospital back in Minneapolis for the past three years, always playing songs to cheer him up. And as Dylan told a radio audience in 1986, meeting Woody for the first time ‘was a thrill. I [had] made a pilgrimage… and I [had] accomplished what I’d set out to do.’


If Krown was with him on that first occasion – and I suspect he was – they presumably returned to whoever’s floor they had found to sleep on in the few days they had spent in Greenwich Village. They were living like beatniks, an idea that appealed to Krown as much as Dylan, with both of them visiting Denver the previous summer for precisely the same literary reason – inspired by the part of Jack Kerouac’s On The Road set there.


Even in New York Dylan seems to have expected to be taken in by his fellow folkies, later making light of the hardships involved: ‘I didn’t have any place to stay, but it was easy for me. People took me in.’ Having already had a similar experience in Denver, Chicago and Madison, he seems to have assumed the same would apply in New York. So much for ‘hard times / living down in New York town’.


He doesn’t even seem to have been unduly fazed when, on the day they arrived, he and his travelling companion were offered a place to crash for the night, only to find that their new-found room-mate had a friend who was almost certainly a man, but went by the name of Dora.1 It was a scene straight out of one of Kerouac’s road odysseys, and one for the book he planned to write ‘about my first week in New York… [and] somebody who has come to the end of one road, knows there’s another road there, but doesn’t exactly know where it is’.


These thoughts would stay with him long enough to inspire at least two early talkin’ blues, ‘Talkin’ New York’ and ‘Talkin’ Folklore Center’, and three poems for the page: ‘My Life In A Stolen Moment’ and his sleeve notes for The New World Singers LP and Peter Paul & Mary’s In The Wind – all from 1963 – the same year as the above quote. By then, he was mournfully lamenting ‘these times… for they’re gone – an they’ll not never come again – it is ’f these times I think about now… nites when the doors was locked an maybe thirty or forty people sat as close t the stage as they could’.


Initially, he was playing to more like three or four people, and in the earliest draft to ‘Talkin’ New York’, he claimed that when he first ‘rolled into this here town, two feet a snow covered the ground / I couldn’t find no place to stay, I rode the subway for a couple a days’.


Perhaps this happened after he met Dora, not before. In the version he penned for the following winter’s ‘Talkin’ Folklore Center’, he enjoyed yet more adventures on the subway, getting ‘out on 42nd Street / I met this fellow named Delores there / He started rubbin’ his hands through my hair.’ Either his pretty-boy looks were already attracting legions of would-be pederasts or he was reusing his one brush with Dora/Delores at will.2


Either way, he survived unscathed to arrive downtown, where we can be fairly confident that the first Village folk club he performed at was the Cafe Wha?, for the simple reason that no place else would have let him just turn up and play, save on a hootenanny evening. Having been cold-shouldered by a couple of well-established folk clubs in Denver and Madison, he can’t have thought – even in his hyperactive imagination – that the likes of Gerde’s Folk City or the Gaslight would open their doors to him readily. But the Wha? was something else:




Bob Dylan: I realized right away that I’d come to the right place, because there were… places [like this] to play… Sawdust on the floor, tourist traps [with] a poet, somebody singing a song with a parrot on a shoulder. Tiny Tim-type characters. No one who had any recordings out ever played them. You only played those if you had to. [2000]


I used to play with a guy called Fred Neil… He would play mostly the types of songs that Josh White might sing. I would play harmonica for him, and then once in a while get to sing a song… when he was taking a break… He would be on for about half an hour, then a conga player would get on… And then this girl… used to play sweet Southern Mountain Appalachian ballads, with electric guitar and a small amplifier… Then there’d be a comedian, then an impersonator… and this whole unit would go around non-stop. [1984]





The girl in question was Karen Dalton, a buxom singer with lung power to spare. Serendipitously, Village Voice photographer Fred McDarrah was in the right place at the right time to snap this trio – Neil, Dylan and Dalton – at the Wha? that February. It is Dalton who is centre stage while Dylan plays cupped harmonica, ‘blowing his lungs out for a dollar a day’, while Neil hollers some harmony and strums a waist-high guitar. Dylan, who had already adopted a cloth, or possibly corduroy, cap and unbuttoned waistcoat as his Village uniform, seems to be having a ball.3


Dylan was not a Wha? regular for long, perhaps less than three weeks. By February 12th, he was telling friends in Minneapolis (by postcard) that he was visiting Guthrie four times a week – probably an exaggeration – and playing at the Commons, where ‘people clap for me’. He was already moving on, literally and metaphorically. In fact, when he pencilled out an outline of possible chapters for Chronicles around 2001, he placed his New York experiences as follows:




2. Freddy Neil – Cafe Wha? – Ricky Nelson (flawless intonation)


3. Van Ronk – basket houses – Folklore Center


4. Gaslight




Save for hearing the ghost of his own rock’n’roll past on the radio a whole two months before the release of Ricky Nelson’s April 1961 45, ‘Travelin’ Man’, this was pretty much how those wintry weeks panned out. He got to meet many of his fellow folkies, most notably Dave Van Ronk, almost the minute he came to town; spent the weekends doing the rounds of the kind of ‘basket houses’ where the basket was passed more in hope than expectation; and hung out at Izzy Young’s Folklore Center and the Gaslight Cafe when he yearned for conversation but couldn’t afford a drink – which was most of the time.


However, this is hardly the whole story. He needed to make ends meet, or at least eat, when the basket was empty. And in that 2001 outline, he makes two references to playing for a soul-dance company uptown, suggesting a failed audition of sorts, about which he made no mention at the time. He also kept quiet about another extracurricular activity to his Village friends, though he admitted to Sid (short for Sidsel) and Bob Gleason – the couple whose couch soon provided a home away from home in East Orange – that he took work as a day labourer for the Department of Sanitation, shovelling some of the snow mounting up during that record-breaking winter.


He also described the experience in the first draft of ‘Talkin’ New York’: ‘One day I shipped out from 3rd Avenue / Shoveling snow way out there in Rockview / Me and about thirty other men.’ If it demonstrated someone who had yet to strip every element of realism from the process of turning life into art, the lines would not survive until the song’s appearance on his debut LP, the following March.


For now, talkin’ blues was Dylan’s preferred medium of expression. A fixed form appropriated by hillbilly singer Chris Bouchillon from blues singers on the ironically named 1926 78, ‘Original Talking Blues’, its elastic structure enabled verbal asides and elongated verses, improvisation and caustic one-liners to reign.


Dylan’s early talkin’ blues were the first of his ‘originals’ to make people sit up and take notice, being perfectly suited to the Village clubs where comedy and folk were frequent bedfellows. However, the idea of using an identical template for multiple lyrics was lost on some, including Dylan’s first Columbia producer, John Hammond Sr. When he began recording a talkin’ blues about the John Birch Society, at a session shortly after Talkin’ New York’s release, the experienced producer suggested to Dylan, ‘Why not a few different chord changes, ’cause you’re using the exact same chord changes?’ A bemused Dylan replied, ‘Yeah, they’re the ones I use’ – at which point Hammond quietly dropped the subject.4


Originally, ‘Talkin’ New York’ would reference Guthrie twice: once, as the reason Dylan came to the city – ‘I rambled to NY one time, came to see a friend of mine’ – and then as the ‘very great man’ who first noted how ‘some people rob you with a fountain pen’, a line from Guthrie’s paean to Pretty Boy Floyd. For now, Guthrie’s influence seeped into everything his protégé wrote.


By the time Dylan wrote these lines, he had met the ‘great man’, and had even apparently attempted to ingratiate himself with the family, turning up at their door in Howard Beach in Queens, perhaps after shovelling snow in Rockview. If he did come to call, it can only have been at Woody’s (or Mrs Guthrie’s) suggestion, which makes daughter Nora’s almost perfect recall of the visit forty years later, to Sounes – describing Dylan as ‘a very dusty-looking character’ who turned up unexpectedly and ‘looked as bad as my dad [did] with Huntington’s’ – hard to believe.


In 2004, Nora’s description seems to have stung the Chronicler into telling the kind of story he used to preface his talkin’ blues with back in the day. In it, he claimed he needed to cross a swamp to get to the family home, having come to find some manuscripts of lost Guthrie songs their pa had told him about, before gleaning that ‘the babysitter was uncomfortable, [so] I stayed just long enough to warm up… [before] trudg[ing] back across the swamp to the subway platform’.


It’s an odd anecdote, made even more peculiar by the fact that Dylan already knew about the weekly Sunday gatherings the Gleasons, old friends of the Guthries, held at their East Orange home; to which Woody would get a day pass from his Greystone ‘prison’, sitting and listening while various friends sang and shared memories. One must assume Marjorie Guthrie came along on these days.


Dylan certainly met her shortly after he visited Woody, just not in Howard Beach. If it was during his first Sunday at the Gleasons on January 29th – the more likely scenario – it was an auspicious afternoon. Cisco Houston, Woody’s sidekick on many a Bound For Glory jaunt, was there – as was Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, whom Dylan had already met at Greystone’s, the second of his early musical idols he could now tell the folks in St Paul he knew.


Elliott, whose Topic albums had been such a lodestar for Dylan back in Minneapolis that he had attempted to take permanent loan of someone else’s import copies, had been in England for some time when he came to Greystones to see his old friend and mentor, only to find a ‘strange but interesting [young kid with] full, round cheeks and big soulful eyes, sporting a peach-fuzz beard and wearing a funny hat’ had got there first.


If it was Elliott who informed Dylan about the Gleasons’ weekly gatherings, it was undoubtedly Dylan who ‘charmed the heart of the lady’ of the house, Sidsel, who would describe the youngster to Scaduto as ‘like a choir boy, with that little round face and beautiful eyes’. A real heartbreaker, in other words. Soon he was, in Sid’s own words, ‘com[ing] out in the middle of the week, when he was really broke, [to] have dinner and stay over sometimes for a day or two’.


Also staying there for days on end was the forty-two-year-old Houston, who had travelled extensively with Guthrie, playing guitar and singing harmony. (They had even joined the merchant marines together during the war.) According to Dylan, talking to some friends in 1963, ‘I slept on the couch. He slept on the couch across a room as big as this… for two weeks out in Jersey. I knew Cisco.’ It must have been for only a fortnight at the most because – unbeknownst to everyone, including Dylan – Cisco was on his last go round, having been diagnosed with stage-four cancer a few months before.


Houston was due to play his last New York club date at Gerde’s Folk City, the Village club run by Mike Porco, on February 16th, a potentially unfortunate choice as it clashed with a ‘proper’ concert uptown at Carnegie Hall announcing the return of Ramblin’ Jack – but a necessary one. Cisco was heading for his sister’s home in San Bernardino, California, where he would pass away on April 29th, 1961, eleven months before he was immortalized on vinyl with the line, ‘Here’s to Cisco and Sonny and Lead Belly, too’, from Dylan’s first notable original, ‘Song To Woody’, which according to the untitled fair copy he gave the Gleasons was written ‘in Mills Bar on Bleecker St… on 14th day of February’.


The last line of said song – ‘The very last thing that I want to do / Is to say I been hitting some hard travelling, too’ – could also be a knowing nod to Houston, who in his last recorded interview, two weeks before his death, spoke about these ‘young kids [who] come to me all the time and ask me about my days on the road. It’s very romantic to them. I try to dissuade them from just going out like that… We did that in those days ’cause we had to.’ He surely had in mind, at least partly, the kid with whom he had just shared a living room in East Orange for a fortnight.


Not that such references would have been understood outside folk circles at the time. This remained a small, insular world; not one in which even an absence of three years in England could stoke enough demand to justify a gig at Carnegie Hall itself. Which is why Jack Elliott had been booked into the smaller Chapter Hall, hidden away up the stairs and seating a couple of hundred at best, as a new venture by the owner of the Folklore Center, Izzy Young, who was still smarting from the fact that Mike Porco had taken the booking of acts at Folk City away from him after he had introduced the club owner to all the upper-echelon folksingers – or so Izzy liked to claim.


Fortunately, uptown concerts generally ended before Greenwich Village clubs had even unfurled their awnings, and Elliott that night went out of his way to tell people to head to Gerde’s after the show; as did Marjorie Guthrie, who was there with her thirteen-year-old son, Arlo, and folklorist Alan Lomax, himself recently returned from England.


Marjorie was also doing all she could to fill Gerde’s for Cisco’s farewell performance, inviting Eve and ‘Mac’ McKenzie, two stalwarts of the Village scene, to come along.5 At the same time, Mrs Guthrie introduced the pair to a young singer who was standing nearby. It was Dylan (thus confirming she knew him by then), whom she introduced as ‘a young folksinger from New Mexico’, proof that he was already peddling that line.


Eve had already noticed ‘this young fellow sitting on a bench to the left of me, wearing this little corduroy hat, very quiet, smoking one cigarette after another, leg jerking up and down’. Her first impression close up was no less striking, ‘a character [straight] out of a Charles Dickens novel’, a description that was both apposite and intentional.


If Dylan was already soaking up personae like a sponge – from Charlie Chaplin to Bob Cratchit – the chance to see Elliott’s act in a concert setting, after listening to his albums till he knew them by heart, was an opportunity too great to pass up. In fact, so profound was its effect that he soon morphed into a person much like the one performing that night at the Chapter Hall. Within days he became Elliott’s mirror image, much to the chagrin of the man who had booked the hall that night:




Izzy Young: When he first started singing he stole from Jack Elliott. He imitated him, he looked like [him], he dressed like him… He’s done that with everyone since that time, and not given credit to anyone… Now people say they knew him when he was a square boy in Minnesota, and he had a regular haircut and business suit… but he decided to go with that image, the Jack Elliott image. [1965]





The change also came as something of a shock to Elliott himself, who had heard Dylan sing at the Gleasons’, ‘The first time Bob got up on the stage and sang, it was such a direct and obvious imitation of my whole style that the people sitting next to me were… offended for me… I felt like I had to defend him… because everybody else was so angry about it.’


Elliott never allowed that early affectation to affect their friendship. And nor did another fellow amanuensis of tradition, Dave Van Ronk, just because, as Dylan later put it, ‘We sang the same type of songs.’ As a matter of fact, not ‘the same type’, the exact same songs, sometimes the exact same way, thus storing up trouble ahead. Dylan appreciated the way that ‘Van Ronk could take the essence of the song and only go after that, not… the frills’. It was a gift, and Dylan treated it as such. It mattered not for now. They were both scuffling singers scraping a living, who got on like a house on fire. Dylan soon added the Van Ronks to his list of potential crash-pads.


Where and when that first brief encounter happened is not so clear. Van Ronk, in his posthumously published memoir, claimed it was at the Cafe Wha?, Fred Neil was on stage, while ‘playing harmonica was the scruffiest-looking fugitive from a cornfield I do believe I have ever seen… After the set, Fred introduced us. Bob Dylan, spelt D-Y-L-A-N. “As in Dylan Thomas?” I asked, innocently…. I [also] made my first acquaintance with his famous dead-fish handshake.’


Tom Paxton says otherwise. He insists both Van Ronk and himself first encountered Dylan ‘in Gerde’s Folk City on a Monday night hootenanny… the first three songs that he ever sang in New York [sic]. They were three Woody Guthrie songs, and he had on a harmonica rack and a black corduroy cap.’ Since both singers would have been asked this question a thousand times by the time they put their version down, we should perhaps say simply, the jury is out as to whether it was the Wha? or Gerde’s. What is not in doubt is the kinship Van Ronk and Dylan struck up almost immediately, duly noted by the ‘Paul’ in Peter, Paul and Mary:




Noel Stookey: The intense and insecure Dylan could relax around Van Ronk. Part of the connection with Bobby was that Van Ronk was a historian and Bobby was very well read. Bobby [had] read Balzac, Ginsberg, the poets.





Another key contemporary who became a bosom buddy, with consequences for both further down the line, was the tradest of all the trad folksingers. Paul Clayton had been a field-collector and student under the great Virginian folklorist, Arthur Kyle Davis. Just like Elliott, Clayton was someone whose records Dylan had already encountered in Minnesota, recording his ‘Gotta Travel On’ on the so-called St Paul Tape in May 1960. In a February 1964 interview Dylan gave Clayton the greatest of compliments, crediting Paul with showing him the true meaning of tradition:




From folk songs I learnt the language, I learnt a lot about people by singing them and knowing them and remembering them… English ballads, Scottish ballads, I see them in images… Something like ‘Barbara Allen’… goes deeper than just myself singing it… [But] the only guy I know that can really do it is Paul Clayton, he’s the only guy I’ve ever heard or seen who can sing songs like this, because he’s a medium, he’s not trying to personalize it, he’s bringing it to you.





Future sidekick Victor Maymudes confirms, ‘Clayton [was] definitely one of his teachers’, even if the pupil soon surpassed the mentor, who then became more of a conduit to others who, as Dylan put it, were ‘authentic nonconformists… who said… it was okay to stay at their apartments any time I needed’. At this stage in his peripatetic existence this was the highest praise Dylan could bestow.


But it was not just his contemporaries who frequented the Village in the period when it was the epicentre of the last great US folk revival. As Paul Colby, owner of the Bitter End, recalled in his own memoir, ‘The Village [at this time] was where Pete Seeger lived and… all the men that Dylan adopted as his spiritual fathers. And these people weren’t vague, historical figures that lived centuries ago. You could run into most of them right on Bleecker Street.’


Lead Belly might have been long dead, and Cisco and Woody both dying, but great blues artists like Skip James were being (re)discovered daily by the indefatigible Mike Seeger, the younger brother of Pete (and Peggy), and the son of Charles Seeger, who had chanced upon the great folksinger Elizabeth Cotten by the simple expedient of hiring her as a housekeeper.6


If Dylan was always closer to Mike than Pete, and not just in years, the elder brother also took the teen prodigy under his wing once he realized that’s what he was. Dylan would proceed to inform Pete he had heard him play at the University of Wisconsin in 1958, when the show was picketed by the right-wing John Birch Society (presumably on the grounds that Seeger was a ‘goddamn Commie’).7 But he certainly was anxious to listen and learn from a man he would laud in print even after he plugged in, breaking Pete’s heart (and any hold he still had on the folk revival).


But the piece of advice from Seeger he most took to heart in the year and a half they hung out he got indirectly from a slim book he had spent a few hard-earned dimes on. Called California to the New York Island, it was a Woody Guthrie songbook published by Moe Asch’s Oak Books. The perfect-bound collection came with an introduction by Seeger, which the impressionable youth pored over repeatedly, highlighting one particular section in his copy, marked in pen, ‘property of Bob Dylan’. The ever-didactic Seeger encouraged readers to ‘learn from Woody’s method of performance… [a] matter-of-fact, unmelodramatic, understatement throughout… getting the words out clearly’, while admonishing them to ‘beware of trying to imitate Woody’s singing too closely – it will sound fake and phoney. Don’t try and imitate his accent. Don’t try and imitate his flat vocal quality. In short, be yourself.’


The first sign that Dylan was slowly learning to be himself came when he wrote that first heartfelt tribute to Guthrie, just a couple of weeks after he met the man. Though he had been adapting and reworking song forms for almost a year, this was the first time he felt like he ‘needed to write that [kinda song] and… to sing it’.


According to the ‘fair copy’ of ‘Song To Woody’ he later gave the Gleasons, he had written the lyric ‘in Mills Bar’, though he duly contradicted himself by telling Sing Out! the following year he wrote it ‘in the drugstore on 8th Street… on one of them freezing days that I came back from Sid and Bob Gleason’s in East Orange… It was a Sunday night.’8 If the diction – and the tune, which he self-consciously lifted from Guthrie’s own ‘1913 Massacre’, just as Woody had lifted it from Aunt Molly Jackson’s ‘One Morning In May’ – was Woody’s, the affected world-weariness was all Dylan’s.


At this stage he was delighted to date and sign his own work, even though he would later insist, ‘I did not consider myself a songwriter at all.’ A lyricist, though, he now was, albeit very much in the Guthrie mould. This is where he would stay for the next six months. In that time he would continue thumbing the pages and memorizing the words of the Oak songbook, perhaps one of only a handful of items he ever purchased at Izzy Young’s Folklore Center, a cubbyhole of a shopfront on MacDougal Street, where the proprietor liked to hold court.


Young, a larger-than-life figure, would soon become another mentor for Dylan, who willingly let him vent his many frustrations on this captive audience of one in order to hear suggestions for songs. If Chronicles can be believed, the elder statesman of folklore had a plentiful supply, though the examples Dylan quotes – by the Country Gentlemen, Charlie Poole and Big Bill Broonzy – were songs he never did live. In an earlier draft, Young more credibly suggested doing ‘Omie Wise’, supposedly playing him a version by the Boston bluegrass outfit, the Charley River Valley Boys, who had yet to make a record. That certainly wasn’t where this great murder ballad came from.


But Izzy could be real insistent. The way Dylan remembered it, he’d be in his face, saying, ‘Ever heard of Charlie Poole?’ ‘I don’t think so.’ ‘Listen to this.’ For now, Dylan was open to all avenues of information, the irascible Izzy included.


By charming Young, he also gained access to the resources of a first-class folk repository that served more as a lending library than the business it purported to be. (As social commentator Oscar Brand observed, the Folklore Center in those days ‘was a social center, like an old Eastern European town square, and just as profitable’.) The perpetually hard-up Dylan certainly wasn’t about to make Izzy’s store a viable business, prompting the proprietor in later years to cast a rueful backward glance at the boy who became another ingrate as far as he was concerned:




Izzy Young: He used to hang around and be a pain in the ass; he was a hustler, always asking me questions, wanting to meet everybody. I didn’t think he was so interesting in those days, but I did know that he was intensive. He ransacked the shelves at the store; read all the magazines; the good, bad, the little tiny things, twelve pages or big things with a hundred pages. He would go through them regularly and consistently; more than anyone I ever met. He absorbed everything, reading non-stop and always [borrowing] records from the store and listening to them. I particularly remember him taking John Jacob Niles records with him. He was always listening to the people in the back room, and… he would play in the store for anybody who was there, like Dave Van Ronk, Reverend Gary Davis… [even though] his playing wasn’t that hot then!





For someone who spent as much of his time criticizing others as Young would, he wasn’t much of a critic. Even at this stage, others felt that Dylan had something which set him apart. The following spring Village Voice reporter J. R. Goddard noted his own reaction the first time he heard the young cub at the Folklore Center, just in from out of town, singing ‘Muleskinner Blues’ à la Jimmie Rodgers: ‘He began hopping around a bit. He was funny to watch, [but] anybody with half an ear could tell he [already] had a unique style.’


Barely settled in, Dylan had just made his first media connection, revelling in the Greenwich universe he was determined to bend to his will. For now, as he noted in that 2001 outline, he was ‘living the bohemian lifestyle’, which meant sleeping on a folding bed; sometimes, a couch. According to a couple of Village habitués, he even resorted to the odd flop house on occasion, hoping some of the Bound For Glory spirit might rub off.


Perhaps it did. He wrote another notable original some time in early June, about a tramp lying dead in the street being stepped over by a succession of people in a hurry until a policeman rolled up and informed the body, ‘Get up, old man, or I’m a-takin’ you down.’ The song was called ‘Old Man’ (later ‘Man On The Street’). It was another early indication he was getting a handle on this songwriting lark, even if he’d consciously copped the idea from ‘John Doe’ by the Almanac Singers, a popular wartime combo Seeger and Guthrie assembled.


But finding subjects about which he could write was not as easy as Dylan had assumed, perhaps because he was stuck in a past of his own making, one full of ‘murder ballads & bad men’. Finally, in April, something happened in his neck of the woods about which he – and everyone he knew – was enraged. It was enough to inspire his first topical song. It was called ‘Down At Washington Square’, and purported to be a piece of first-hand reportage, a modern broadside ballad, detailing the events of Sunday April 9th, 1961.


On this fateful weekend the police – at the behest of some ‘pipe-smoking professor types’ – tried to shut down the communal singalong gatherings which had been taking place in Washington Square every Sunday afternoon since before the Kingston Trio had made folksong fashionable again. Predictably, at the head of the militant wing of the folksingers’ union that day was Izzy Young. On hearing about the planned clampdown, Young set out not to mourn, but to organize a peaceful protest:




Jerry Silver was there, [as were] Pat Clancy, Cynthia Gooding, Happy and Artie Traum… And we had [placed] posters in front of my store… So a group of about 200 people [met up] in front of the store and we marched down MacDougal Street to the park… The Deputy Police Commissioner came over to me and he said… ‘You know you don’t have any right to sing in the square today,’ [to which] I said… ‘We’ve been singing songs since the American Revolution… We have a perfect right’… Then I got into the center of the ring and we sang ‘The Star Spangled Banner’… We marched around [some more, but] when we got to the church, I looked back and there was a riot going on… They arrested about thirteen people… It was the last gasp of respectable America against folk music. [1965]





Though Dylan’s song rather implies he was one of the spartan 200, the ‘girl with a banjo’ who was trampled to the ground in the lyric was another figment of an already wild imagination. There is no actual evidence he was there. He is certainly nowhere to be seen in the illustrated press reports or the film footage of Washington Square that afternoon, teeming as it was with beards, capos and placards, as well as ‘television and newspaper reporters’, whom Oscar Brand described as taking ‘great delight [when] a melee ensued directly in front of their cameras’ – the Daily News’s particular delight evident in their headline, ‘Park Songfest… Boils [Over] Into Slugfest’. Dylan preferred to retain an abiding memory of a time when ‘people you knew or met congregated every Sunday [in the Park], and it was like a world of music’.


Also absent that day, though she had been driven all the way from Boston by a friend with the express intention of showing solidarity with her guitar-totin’ sisters and brothers, was the new darling of the folk revival, Joan Baez, who could pierce the walls of Jericho with her contralto at twenty paces.


Thankfully, she arrived too late to sing her party piece, ‘We Shall Overcome’. Instead, she and her younger sister Mimi stayed over at the apartment of civil rights activist Clark Foreman, before heading down to Gerde’s to check out the competition at the now-traditional Monday night hootenanny. And much to Baez’s amazement, there was someone excitingly different. He came in the form of a scruffy young singer in a Huck Finn cap. But if she expected the boy from Minnesota to be in awe of her, she was to be sorely disappointed. In fact, it was with her sister, Mimi, that Dylan was smitten, asking her if she wanted to go to a party with him.


Mimi, who was only about to turn sixteen, was sorely tempted. As she told Howard Sounes, ‘I found [Bob] appealing. He was not really the centre of attention that evening, but in fact he was, because even then he was charismatic.’ Joan, accustomed to being the centre of attention herself, apparently snapped, ‘It is already past your bedtime.’


Six months later, when asked what he thought of Baez’s singing, Dylan told Izzy Young, ‘Her voice goes through me.’ If he still thought ‘the only beauty’s ugly, man’, he was prepared to make an exception when it came to the lovely Mimi, for whom he continued to carry a torch, even though he had a girlfriend, a dancer called Avril (whom he perhaps met at the dance troupe). One imagines she would not have been impressed by the unabashed way Dylan hit on other women.


No matter. By the end of the month his on-off relationship with Avril would be firmly off-piste as the poor unfortunate gal became the first of many to discover that confronting Dylan was not the way to make an honest man of him. Fellow Villager Mark Spoelstra, who knew him from Madison, remembers ‘walk[ing] in on them in a restaurant when Avril was breaking up with Bob… All she wanted was honesty… The next day he left her a note and simply disappeared… Avril was really in love with Dylan, but he was intimidated by her honesty and directness.’


What Avril had seemingly not considered was the stiff competition she already faced holding on to her slippery beau. The Village scene was teeming with talented female folksingers, most of whom felt liberated enough to treat men as men had traditionally treated women, and most of the male folksingers were just fine with that.


What singers like Hedy West, Karen Dalton, Jean Redpath, Delores Dixon and Barbara Dane all had in common was a willingness to party, changing partners with aplomb. For the red-blooded Dylan, opportunities to let his libidinous self cut loose were frequent and usually successful. Nor did he ever imagine Avril was ‘that special one’, just someone with a warm apartment and a body to die for.


And yet, unbeknownst to Dylan, ‘that special one’ was six feet away at Gerde’s on a Monday night in April – possibly on this very night – having been enticed there by her friend Sue Zuckerman, who had already ‘witnessed Dylan perform[ing] at an intimate setting of six or seven people in April 1961, not long after he had arrived in New York. I later raved to Suze about this unusual, appealing kid [who invariably] showed up for Monday open-mic nights at Gerde’s Folk City.’


When Suze Rotolo did see Dylan play for the first time, what blew her away was not his way with words but ‘the way he played the harmonica… He played with an earthiness that was wonderful.’ Still playing harp for others, he’d formed a short-lived duo with Mark Spoelstra which allowed him to blow some harp and ‘clown around onstage tuning his guitar’. Meanwhile, Spoelstra got to play twelve-string guitar, singing traditional songs in a voice palatable to the ‘folk’ tourists who crowded the club for its weekly hoots.


Initially, Suze was more interested in Spoelstra, whom she thought had ‘lovely shoulders’. She wasn’t that big a fan of Guthrie, preferring traditional ballads and the blues, whereas Dylan’s own repertoire was still top-heavy with Woody’s words, the very ones he would sing to their author when visiting the ailing folk icon.


And as of April 3rd, he had the chance to see Woody without having to schlep all the way from Port Authority to Morris County by bus, Guthrie having been finally transferred to the Brooklyn State Hospital, close to his wife and family in Howard Beach. Now Dylan just needed to cadge lifts from any Village folkie who could afford, or knew how to borrow, a car:




John Hammond Jr: I had a car and I would drive him to Brooklyn, to the hospital, to see Woody Guthrie. Woody really liked Bob, and Bob really liked Woody. [In fact] he idolized him. Woody was not well at all. He had spasms… but Bob was really mellow and real calm, and I was very impressed with Bob’s ability to handle that whole thing.


Barry Kornfeld: He used to go out and see Woody with some regularity at Brooklyn State [Hospital]… The reason I was there was [because] I had a car… When we went out there [together, Woody] was pretty far gone. You couldn’t understand a word he said. Bobby could but [not me]. He liked having Bobby do [his own] songs, ’cause he couldn’t do it. And [when] Bobby brought him a pack of cigarettes, [he’d be] holding onto the wall with both hands, [as] he went around the ward giving out [the] cigarettes. Kept one for himself.





On the downside, the move signalled the end of weekends in East Orange. Fortunately for Dylan, he now had an array of potential girlfriends and mother hens to look after him, all of whom hovered around the Village. As of April 11th, he also had his first paying gig: two weeks supporting the blues legend, John Lee Hooker, at Gerde’s. Not that his first week’s pay cheque went very far, according to Kornfeld, who like Van Ronk and Paxton caught the pre-Gerde’s Dylan shortly after returning from Boston that spring:




When I got back to New York in 1961, there was [already] a buzz about this guy Dylan. He hadn’t started to write yet – he had one song, ‘Song To Woody’. There was a coffee house he did sets in, he didn’t get paid – Cafe Wha?. He never had any money. Most of us had enough to buy a drink, he didn’t have enough to buy a drink. Then he got a gig at Gerde’s, [but] he had to spend it all paying back his bar tab.





Although Dylan’s parsimony was already the stuff of legends south of Washington, north of Houston, he had acquired another part-time manager, at Kevin Krown’s expense. The girlfriend of Van Ronk, Terri Thal towered over Dylan and swore like a sailor, but spoke Clubspeak well enough to convince Mike Porco, the owner of Gerde’s, to take a punt on ‘the kid’, an association he would trade on for as long as he stayed in business.


It wasn’t like Porco was taking that big of a risk. It was Hooker who was the draw, not the callow kid propping up the bill. For the first fortnight of Hooker’s four-week residency, Dylan just soaked up as much as he could – quite literally – from this older, wiser man who (just like Bobby) had reinvented himself as an acoustic folksinger once playing electric no longer paid the bills:




I met Bob Dylan in New York at Gerde’s Folk City, him and his girlfriend… He were hangin’ round me at the old Broadway Central Hotel. I had this suite there, and he had come to Gerde’s to hear me and see me and talk to me… Every night he’d be right there with me. We’d stay there, we’d party… drink gin.





Dylan had scrabbled all the way from the Wha? to a billed residency at Gerde’s in under three months, an impressively fast trajectory. Which makes his next move a little perplexing: he went home – his real, Midwest home – staying away for most of May, despite previously telling his parents – in a postcard dated April 28th – that he didn’t ‘know if I can come home then’.9 In the version of his adventures he told his mother after he made this unexpected return, he rather implied he had ‘made’ it against the odds:




Beattie Zimmerman: There were lots of times when he was ready to come back to Minnesota. But he stuck with it. No one helped Bobby – they shut doors in his face, but no one helped him.





Precious few in the Village would have recognized this account of her son’s first three months in New York. Already the boy wonder was developing his own unique spin on events, casting himself in the role of martyr, put down or put upon. Indeed, if the legend is true, it was when he was on the New Jersey Turnpike, hitch-hiking to Minnesota – possibly via Connecticut – that he sat down to pen ‘Talkin’ New York’, a song from the ‘New York is a mean ol’ town’ school of hard knocks, berating club owners who told him, ‘Sorry, we can’t use you today, you sound like a hillbilly, we want Folk – with a capital F.’


In truth, he was acting more like the High Plains Drifter who comes into town, paints it red, then disappears into those black hills, dark as night. What no one east knew was that initially he was heading for Minneapolis, the city he had left the previous December to come to see Woody Guthrie.10 Oh, how his friends had laughed at the very idea; all except for one, who was stuck in a wheelchair, waiting for word from the friend who had disappeared on a winter’s day chasing – or so he thought – the very dream they had once dared to share: becoming a pop singer.


Footnotes


1 He told the story to Columbia publicist Billy James, that fall: ‘I didn’t have a place to stay that night. So I asked from the stage and about four hands went up. So my buddy and I, we… picked out a fellow. He was with a girl. And my buddy says to me, “He looks pretty gay.” I didn’t really know anything about that kind of stuff. Anyway, he was with a girl. And so we went up with him and the girl got off at 34th Street and we got off at 42nd street [Dylan laughs]. We went in a bar first before we went to [his] place and we met his friend Dora. Dora was his friend who stayed with him. And we all went to a party. That was my first night in New York.’


2 He would further embellish the narrative in talking to Shelton in 1966, when he tried to claim he was briefly a rent boy in Times Square when he first came to New York, a Rimbaudian fantasy.


3 According to Chronicles, Dylan already knew Dalton from ‘the previous summer outside of Denver in a mountain-pass town… folk club’. There is no way of confirming this. Dalton died in 1993, eleven years before his memoir’s publication, having wrestled with drug addiction for even longer than her erstwhile nightly accompanist at the Wha? (I mean Neil, a notorious junkie even then).


4 Dylan had actually been using the form since the fall of 1960, after listening to how Guthrie handled it on records he found at Ellen Baker’s parents’. He duly improvised a send-up of his room-mate Hugh Brown, ‘the laziest man in town’, someone who ‘sprained his arm combing his hair’, captured on the so-called 1st Minneapolis Tape.


5 According to the Chronicler, there was also a farewell party for Cisco, at a woman called Camilla Adams’s place, that had the greatest guest list the folk world has ever known. Dylan claims he arrived with his ‘part-time girlfriend’, the singer Delores Dixon, and in the space of the evening met Pete Seeger, Woody’s manager, Harold Leventhal, Moe Asch of Folkways Records, Irwin Silber, Logan English, Harry Belafonte and Mike Seeger. Some eight pages are devoted to this fantastical occasion. Camilla is a fiction, and one suspects it all is. Even Dylan’s description of Houston that night, as someone who had ‘achieved some great deed, praiseworthy and meritorious’, turns out to be lifted verbatim from Jack London’s 1906 novel, White Fang.


6 Dylan’s pencilled outline of the people and places he planned to write about in the section of Chronicles covering his early days in New York includes a reference to ‘Lybba Cotton’, but she would be absent from the published book. He had already acknowledged her influence, playing ‘Shake Sugaree’ at shows in 1995.


7 This seems unlikely. Perhaps he had heard tell of the historic confrontation when visiting Madison that January and wanted to place himself there.


8 The nearest Sunday would have been the 12th, the third Sunday he had spent at the Gleasons’.


9 In the same postcard he triumphantly informed his parents, ‘I’ve finished my time at Folk City, now I am at the Gaslight… I am now making $100.00 a week for five nights playing – that’s not bad, considering that three months ago I was unknown.’


10 Dylan told Henrietta Yurchenco in 1962 that he originally ‘planned to return to Wisconsin with his friends… but [on the] morning Bob watched some children playing in Washington Square Park. “They were so friendly and so warm that I decided New York couldn’t be that bad, so I stayed.”’ Since he also told her the crowd went wild the first time he played a Village club, one should perhaps order some more salt.

















1.2



Summer 1953 to January 1961: On The Road To Damascus




When Larry was sixteen, tragedy struck. On a family vacation to Miami Beach, he was with a group of kids diving into the ocean from a high retainer wall. In Minnesota, there are 10,000 lakes but no tides, so Larry was unaccustomed to worrying about variations in the depth of the water. As luck would have it, the tide was out when he took the plunge, diving ten feet into two feet of water: in a mere moment, Larry was paralyzed… About a week or so after the accident, Bobby and I visited Larry at the University of Minnesota Medical Center in Minneapolis… As we walked back down the hospital corridors in silence, I saw something I’d never seen before, and would never see again – Bobby with tears in his eyes.


Louie Kemp






Larry: How did I break my neck? Ahh, jumped off a wall into the ocean. And ah, landed on my head in two feet of water. Ah, broke my neck, C-5/6 Lesion. Now I’m laying there, doing a dead man’s float, holding my breath. My eyes are open. Seeing the little fish fly by and everything. And I realize that the rest of my life is going to last as long as I can hold my breath. I hear this breathing. But I don’t feel anything. I look back and it’s this friend that I was diving with, who had swam in and turned me over. He thought I was kidding!


Unproduced screenplay for When Billy Broke His Head






That [accident] must have had something to do with Bobby’s career… That was a real tragedy in Bobby’s life.


Beattie Zimmerman, 1968






Writing is nothing; anybody can write really… if they got dreams at an early age.


Bob Dylan, May 1966
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When the teenage Dylan started to develop the craft of songwriting seriously in the second half of 1961, two of his best songs – one an ‘original’ arrangement of a traditional song, ‘He Was A Friend of Mine’; the other, his first north country blues, ‘Ballad For A Friend’ – mourned the loss of friends; one of whom ‘died on the road’, the other on a railroad track. But he never sang about, or talked about, the ‘real tragedy’ that ended many of his friend Larry’s dreams until one night in November 1980 at San Francisco’s Warfield Theater, when he related an incident ostensibly from Carmel, circa 1964:




About fifteen years ago, [Joan Baez] invited me out to her house… [and] said, ‘Let’s go out to the beach.’… The waves were… crashing up against the rocks… I started climbing up these rocks, and pretty soon I was in this cave. Things being what they were, I got carried away and sat there for a while. The sun went down and I was still in the cave, and [Joan] was nowhere to be found. And the water started coming in. I looked out of the cave, and all these waves are crashing… towards the cave, [with] no way to get back to the beach except to jump in the water. And eventually that’s what I had to do. I just… jumped into one of those waves and, sure enough, it just carried me back to the beach. I was lucky, but this friend of mine did the same thing down in Florida, and jumped off a wall… but he broke himself up pretty bad. He’s sitting in a wheelchair now.





Leaving aside whether the above story should be taken at face value, the subtext is undeniable: it could have been me. That thought alone made for an unshakeable bond between Bobby and Larry – superglued by five years of teenage friendship – that the passing years and diverging paths would not break.


It all began in the summer of 1953 when a twelve-year-old Robert Allen Zimmerman, plain Bobby to his friends – born May 24th, 1941 in Duluth, Minnesota – was shipped to camp for the summer by his conformist, aspirational parents, Abraham and Beattie. They concurred with a thirty-six-year-old Bob Dylan who told a female reporter that, growing up, ‘Other than my family, I didn’t have many friends. In a small town, of course everyone is a friend of sorts, but I really only had one close friend all during high school.’ The pair hoped he might find some friends among his fellow Jews – who were in short supply in their home town of Hibbing, Minnesota.


What his adult self doesn’t say is whether his ‘one close friend’ attended the same high school, or even lived in the same rinkydink town. Because, by the time he was twelve, there was already a young Bobby who yearned to live in another world. (It is no coincidence that most of his later stories of running away begin when he was twelve.)


The boy who turned up at Camp Herzl in Webster, Wisconsin, that summer was already looking to spread his wings. For the first time, he would be beyond his parents’ command and he was determined to make the most of it. Just as with his coming to New York, Beattie had to accept the version of events he gave to her of what went down in Webster. He just needed a couple of co-conspirators for Bobby the Entertainer to blossom. He found them in a boy from Duluth, Louie Kemp, and a kid from Minneapolis, Larry Kegan.


At least one pseudo-biographer has given the impression that Herzl was ‘a Jewish Zionist camp’ whose ‘primary purpose was to endow its youthful participants with a thoroughly Zionist education’, campers being enjoined to ‘speak Hebrew in the dining hall’. In reality, the only Zionist aspect was the name itself, from a zealot instrumental in the restoration of Israel. One of Dylan’s new-found friends, Louie Kemp, has nothing but fond memories of the place and time:




It was in northern Wisconsin, but it was run by people from Minneapolis; an orthodox rabbi was the director… who had a good influence on all of us… We were there for five years. It was a wonderful experience for us [all]. They gave Hebrew names to some of the rooms, but we spoke English. None of us could [even] speak Hebrew. We were in the same cabin the first year, and we stayed together thereafter.





At the tender age of twelve, Bobby had just discovered the recently deceased country singer Hank Williams – his first musical hero – but couldn’t as yet emulate him, let alone ask the question, are you sure Hank done it this way? Indeed, some former campers retain a ‘vivid memory of Bob… constantly hugging his guitar’ yet never ‘actually playing it’, perhaps because his mother had just bought him a Silvertone guitar from the Sears catalogue but forgot to buy the requisite amplifier.


But he could still talk about music, notably Hank’s, especially to Larry, who shared his passion even at the age of twelve. A scene shot in Kegan’s camper van on the Rolling Thunder Revue, used in the 2019 Netflix mockumentary, captures Bobby and Larry duetting on ‘Your Cheatin’ Heart’, probably the first Hank Williams record Dylan ever bought, surely a conscious emulation of what they got up to when the lights went out at Herzl.


If his guitar-picking needed work, it didn’t take Bobby long to pick up the basics of another instrument, the piano. When he returned to camp the following summer he was ready for his public debut. By then, he had discovered R&B – as had Larry – the two of them again in sync as to musical taste and an ambition to perform. Kemp sat on the sidelines, proud as punch:




The 1954 version of the camp’s Talent Night… was… the first public performance by the prototypical Bob Dylan… Talent Night was special. It was the night when the entire camp – more than 400 kids, plus rabbis, counselors, and staff – would assemble to witness the best skits, magic acts, and musical numbers we could muster… Bobby and Larry had decided to perform together, with Bobby on piano… The tune was called ‘Annie Had A Baby’, and [it] started out, ‘Annie had a baby, can’t work no more…’ They went on to list the various things Annie had to do instead of work… When confronted [by some campers] about his choice of material, Bobby responded tersely… ‘[You]’re squares.’





The moment would stay with Dylan, as would the song. When he wrapped up the long, tortuous sessions for his 1981 album, Shot of Love, with a jam session of fifties standards, the final song was ‘Annie Had A Baby’, which he still knew how to vamp on, even if some of these A-list musicians didn’t.


From hereon at Herzl, Dylan stuck to the piano even as popular music experienced a series of seismic shifts in sound by those key-poundin’ men, Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis. By 1956, the young Bobby was telling anyone who would listen that he was going to be a rock’n’roll star, and he wasn’t shy of showing ’em just how. As another friend from Herzl, Steve Friedman, recalls: ‘He was the star of the camp. He used to sing just like Jerry Lee Lewis… He’d [even] play piano… standing up.’


He had finally found an outlet for his prodigious memory – discographical information. Whenever Larry would challenge him about a particular record, he would not only know the singer and/or band, he would know the label and the B-side. It was a party trick of his, with which he didn’t really go public until 2006 and the advent of his (and Eddie G’s) brainchild, the Theme Hour radio show. Louie was blown away by his friend’s facility:




When we were in the activity room, he would play the piano. The whole company was there, and he’d start playing all these different rock’n’roll songs he knew. He knew many songs, more than any of us. He’d listen to the AM stations coming out of the south at night – Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis, all these blues people – he knew ’em all.





Bobby also found out real quick that playing and singing was a good way of impressing the girls at camp. He seems to have been particularly smitten by a girl from St Paul, Judy Rubin, for whom he carried a torch right through his college days. Indeed, according to the first reporter to research those Minneapolis days, it was the unnamed Rubin who first ‘introduced him into a social whirl of Jewish youth in the Twin Cities’. Not that Judy retained an exclusive on his affections. Even then, he remained open to offers. But at an age when many contemporaries were obsessing about girls, he was obsessing about music, sometimes sharing his rock’n’roll dreams with Louie, more often with Larry.


The trio enjoyed their fair share of adventures and high jinks, and not just at camp. From 1956 on, the twin cities of Minneapolis and St Paul beckoned after Bobby’s indulgent parents gave him a motorbike, and with it a first taste of freedom. As Larry told Gene LaFond, a regular travelling companion in later life, ‘Bob used to ride his motorcycle down from Hibbing and stay with [me] at [my] parents’ home in St Paul. [We] would go to parties, bang on the piano, sing doo-wop songs and get thrown out more times than not.’ Most of the time, Louie would tag along; providing excellent cover for the young Bobby, who could tell his parents he was going to visit a friend in Duluth:




Bob would come to Duluth – he would come down and stay with me. And then sometimes we’d hop the train to Minneapolis and St Paul. You can [do] it in two and a half hours. We’d go down Friday, come back Sunday afternoon/evening. Most of the kids we met at Herzl camp were from Minneapolis and St Paul. So we knew a lot of kids [there]. They’d invite us, we’d go to these open houses. [Judy] lived in Minneapolis.





Bobby would also sometimes stay with cousins in the Highland Park area of St Paul, perhaps to allay his parents’ concern that he might be ‘up to no good’. But, as Kemp recalls, ‘Usually, we would all crash at a friend’s house.’ There was no shortage of options. Five summers at Herzl exponentially expanded Zimmerman’s address book. According to Steve Friedman, the two of them later in Bobby’s all-important musical education would sometimes ‘hitch-hike down to St Paul, stay in a lousy hotel and look for live music… [mostly] rhythm & blues – Bob was very into black music’.


But it was usually the terrible trio who ran riot. Not surprisingly, in such austere times, they soon developed something of a ‘rep’. As Kemp’s 2019 memoir records, ‘Eventually, one of our camp friends informed us that we were no longer welcome at his place. “You can’t run around with those wild boys anymore,” his mother had declared. “Kemp, Kegan, and Zimmerman… will get you into trouble.”’ Nor is there any doubt who was the leader of the pack at this time – Kegan.


In fact, the younger Larry could have been Dylan’s Neal Cassady to his Jack Kerouac had not fate twisted its blade. The portrait Kemp paints of the pre-accident Kegan instantly conjures up that mythical youth the New York Dylan later transposed to the first person:




We were all active, but he was wild… By the time he was thirteen, [Larry] was frequently taking off in his parents’ car in the middle of the night to go joyriding with friends… Once Larry even set off for California – [though] he only got as far as Iowa… []… Bobby and I didn’t do things like that. We did things in a more sedate way. Larry just took it [all] a little bit further… [Then] one of us can’t walk anymore – and [it’s] the wildest of the three of us – the one who was all over the place.





Without wishing to be reading too much into a single photo, it is all there in a shot of Larry and Bobby in the back seat of a family saloon, from 1957, the year before the accident, used in the No Direction Home film. The photo shows two fresh-faced young boys, but it is the younger Larry – with his leather jacket and greaser haircut – who looks like he has seen The Wild One more times than he cares to mention, and Bobby who is riding his coat tails all the way to the twin city they named after a Jewish zealot who persecuted Christians before he had a vision on the road.


For Larry, it was not a vision but a lack of vision that changed everything one Floridian day, when he was a little too wild for his own good. Suddenly, for Louie as much as Bobby, those trips to Minneapolis were in the role of ministering angel as they tried keeping their friend’s spirits up: ‘Larry… endur[ed] a seemingly endless cycle of surgeries. We worked hard to provide whatever encouragement and comfort we could… We’d spend most of our time talking about the good old days at Herzl Camp… Bobby often visited Larry on his own, and would bring along his guitar.’


The experience shook Bobby to the core. According to LaFond, on these Louie-less occasions, ‘Bob would come in and wheel Larry into the day room on a gurney where they would sing together’, attempting to rekindle the spirit of Herzl, knowing the good times had gone, and with them their dream of forming a band together.


But Dylan remained determined to make it in music, and to make it to Minneapolis, leaving his own private Hicksville behind. And if one close friend and fellow muso from camp couldn’t now help make that happen, another maybe could. Fast-forward to the summer of 1959, and an eighteen-year-old Dylan who is now so far beyond his parents’ command that he won’t even go home.


Larry’s tragedy the previous March had temporarily sent him off the rails; his grades at school had plummeted even as he fuelled his rock’n’roll dream with a series of hastily assembled bands of no fixed purpose, at least two of which had Duluth, not Hibbing, as their base: The Satin Tones and Elston Gunn & The Rock Boppers. His parents feared the worst. They may even have sent him to a ‘country-club reform school’ in Pennsylvania to see if that would straighten him out.1


If they did, it didn’t do the trick. Instead, he headed for Fargo, North Dakota the minute that last school bell rang, looking up another ex-camper, Ron Joelson, who one summer at Herzl had become ‘friends with Louie Kemp from Duluth, Larry Keegan from St Paul and Bob Zimmerman from Hibbing’. This can only have been pre-accident, i.e. 1957.


Joelson goes on to suggest that the ‘following summer [sic] Bob stayed at my house for about three months, during which time I introduced him to local musicians’, to whom he now introduced himself as Elston Gunnn, with three n’s. We know this was really 1959. Although three months is probably an exaggeration, it does seem as if Bobby was in Fargo for a goodly while, bussing tables and pushing his luck with Mrs Joelson:




Ron Joelson: Zimmerman only played piano at that time and wasn’t into writing yet, only performing – mostly Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis-type basic early rock’n’roll. My mother couldn’t take the way Bob sang or played…. [She] wanted me to throw him out every time he began warbling!





The final straw, according to Joelson, was when ‘Bob, Tom Conoby and Mickey McGuire came over to my house to see if I’d leave Fargo to go to Minneapolis [to make music] with them. I had a big fight with my mother who didn’t want me to go with these “no-goods”.’ Thus was another ex-camper denied the chance to participate in Bobby’s rock’n’roll fantasy.


But he was not about to give up on the other part of his plan, making it to Minneapolis and never returning to the dying town he grew up in. By September 1959 he had somehow secured the tacit blessing of his parents, provided that he attend the university; perhaps, as father Abraham hoped, he would study architecture once he got past the usual foundation year. With grades just about good enough to make college, Zimmerman grasped the opportunity with both hands.


The way he tells it in Chronicles, he arrived in the Twin Cities feeling ‘liberated and gone, never meaning to go back… I rode in on a Greyhound bus – nobody was there to greet me and nobody knew me and I liked it that way.’ Actually, nothing could be further from the truth. He had been escaping to Minneapolis and St Paul on an increasingly regular basis since 1956, and had a veritable frat-house of friends he could call on; as well as assorted cousins, one of whom had been president of one of the two Jewish frat-houses on campus, Sigma Alpha Mu.


Another ex-camper, Dick (or Rich) Cohen kindly put his name forward for the fraternity. According to Kemp, ‘The two of them would [often] hang out in Bobby’s little room, listening to music.’ Cohen was soon co-opted into a collective effort to get Zimmerman ‘to shape… up – [to] make grades, wear the right clothes and fit in’. However, Cohen’s camp buddy, truth be told, was no student. Nor was he a joiner, save for when the opportunity arose to poke fun at his fellow SAMmies:




Louie Kemp: When the brothers wanted to put on a skit for their winter party, Bobby – along with two pledges named Bernie and Jerry – volunteered to write the script. The skit was called ‘Sammy Claus’, and cleverly made fun of the frat brothers… Bobby played the title role and he was a big hit, playing the piano.
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