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Do I contradict myself?
Very well then I contradict myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)


Walt Whitman, ‘Song of Myself’, 1892





Foreword: Who Can I Be Now?



During the seventies, David Bowie rewrote pop with a bravado and inventiveness that recalled the Beatles at their zenith. With each album he drew a line, moving on to a new sound/voice/look/philosophy for the next release, swerving artistic dead ends. He stayed fresh, changing collaborators as he might change hairstyles and looking to cultural margins and outliers for inspiration. He lived with ‘antennae always up’, in a phrase coined by Paul McCartney to describe the Beatles. Like them, too, Bowie’s work ethic and hit rate were astonishing, especially during the white heat of 1971–7, a period embracing his career highlights Hunky Dory, The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars, Station to Station, Low and “Heroes”, as well as the movie The Man Who Fell to Earth. He was often accused of being cold and detached, and wrote hardly any love songs, but from ‘Five Years’ to “Heroes” his catalogue includes a host of anthems born to be sung along to.


For the generations of songwriters who have come after him, Bowie’s influence is so ubiquitous as to be practically invisible – ‘almost like saying that food is an influence’, in St Vincent’s words, while Janelle Monáe has spoken of him as ‘a part of my musical DNA’. Monáe’s 2010 album The ArchAndroid was part of a conceptual series partly inspired by Fritz Lang’s dark cinematic masterpiece Metropolis, its protagonist a cosmic messianic figure in a sci-fi dystopia. The parallels with Bowie’s imperial seventies phase are plentiful there, and he would have empathized with Monáe’s sexual non-conformism, too. Lady Gaga has readily embraced alter egos, and admits to asking herself, ‘What would David Bowie do?’ when facing an artistic crossroads. In the seventies the British kids who’d seen Bowie performing as Ziggy, a glam-rock peacock, on TV, carried his torch on into punk (Siouxsie Sioux and her Banshees), post-punk (Joy Division), electronica (Gary Numan, the Human League, ABC) and the new romantics (Culture Club, Japan, Spandau Ballet). And how Bowie-esque of Radiohead to follow the all-conquering OK Computer (1997) with the fractured electronica of Kid A (2000), or make 2007’s In Rainbows a pay-what-you-want release, experimenting with market practices as others might tamper with a sample.


At the end of an interview with Bowie in 1997, music paper NME ran down a list of criticisms levelled at him over the years (‘He’s piggy-backing on the credibility of more cutting-edge artists; for all his arty rhetoric, he’s a hammy Broadway trouper of the Judy Garland school’). Then it revealed that they’d all been taken from its own pages between 1972 and 1980 – Bowie’s anni mirabiles. In his prime, he never had a fixed identity, as the rock ’n’ roll stars before him, such as Elvis Presley or the Rolling Stones, did. They became archetypes, but Bowie was something altogether more elusive and mercurial. ‘You never know who you’re getting when you photograph an actor,’ mused David Bailey, who shot Bowie in his Ziggy pomp for Vogue in 1972. ‘And he was always an actor.’ Bowie explored different identities, characters that suggested different ways of being and of interpreting the world. Under the guise of an assumed persona, he could experiment, then move on, skirting repetition and staleness. He might wrong-foot his audience, but he’d never bore them. ‘One of the principles in rock is that it’s the person himself expressing what he really and truly feels,’ he observed in 1987. ‘And that applies to a lot of artists. But to me it doesn’t. It never did.’


Bowie embodied, and relished, contradiction. The alienation and ambiguous sexuality of his most famous creations made him a magnet for those unsure of themselves and their place in the world: outsiders; mavericks. And, naturally, teenagers: the anxiety and isolation that pepper his work endeared him to unsettled adolescents. To a twenty-first century in which the sexual spectrum is considered broader and more nuanced, that seems prescient indeed: the Merriam-Webster Dictionary’s word of the year for 2019 was ‘they’, as a singular personal pronoun used to denote someone of non-binary orientation. And while some dismissed him as a dilettante for cherry-picking from pop and wider pop culture, his magpie tendencies, restlessness and low boredom threshold seem strikingly familiar to us today, increasingly reliant as we are on social media and the internet to satisfy our hunger for stimulation and novelty.


In 2019 London’s Design Museum staged a retrospective on the revered filmmaker Stanley Kubrick that featured a tribute to the auteur from another singular director, Mike Leigh. ‘In a dozen or so films,’ Leigh noted, ‘[Kubrick] demonstrates his remarkably adventurous versatility, endlessly inspiring us to realize that you can be widely varied in form and content, without ever losing your vision and style, or descending into mere eclecticism.’ During Bowie’s golden years, that was his everyday working practice. He remained a pop fan all his life, and was sometimes pilloried for his cavalier filching of ideas from other, often younger artists. (Sounds magazine sniffily compared much of Ziggy Stardust to the work of a ‘competent plagiarist’.) But more often than not, he transmuted whatever he pickpocketed into something that eclipsed the original.


Quite deliberately, Bowie set about collapsing the boundaries between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art – ‘A cross between Nijinsky and Woolworths,’ in his own pithy summation. His interests were broad and catholic. He once said that he was at his happiest reading, and often took a stock of some 1,500 books on tour, redeploying what he’d learned into his songs, spreading the word to his listeners. And if that sometimes led to pidgin philosophy stitched together from eclectic sources, not all of them reliable and some of which he later refuted, that comes with the territory when you’re an autodidact. In 2013 he posted a list of 100 life-changing books he’d read, which became part of the touring exhibition David Bowie Is. It has been seized on by book clubs, including a Twitter edition overseen by his son. In this, as in his multifaceted music, Bowie’s influence lives on.


All that said, for a rock ’n’ roll alien who morphed into Halloween Jack of Hunger City, a cold-eyed Aryan aristocrat and the blind prophet Button Eyes, Bowie’s beginning was decidedly down to earth …





1.



Becoming Bowie


David Robert Jones was born on 8 January 1947 at 40 Stansfield Road in Brixton, south London, his home for the first six years of his life. His father, Haywood Stenton ‘John’ Jones, worked as general superintendent for the children’s charity Barnardo’s, and had met David’s mother, Peggy (née Margaret Mary Burns), when she was working as a waitress at the Ritz Cinema in Tunbridge, Kent. Both came from previous relationships: John had a daughter, Annette, following an extramarital dalliance. Peggy gave birth to a son, Terry, in 1937 and later a daughter, Myra Ann, who was given up for adoption; neither father stuck around. The atmosphere at home could be strained; Terry often argued with his mother, who had a reputation for being distant and cold, but the young David adored him. The two began sharing a bedroom, although Terry was a teenager by the time his young half-brother started at Stockwell Junior School.


The Joneses moved house several times, eventually winding up in the leafier suburbs of Bromley, in a two-up two-down Edwardian terraced house at 4 Plaistow Grove that backed on to a pub, by which time John had been promoted to Barnardo’s PR officer. Terry remained behind in Brixton, then briefly stayed in a box room at the family’s new home before beginning his RAF National Service in 1956. David enrolled at Burnt Ash School, where his inherent charisma and vim swiftly won over everyone from his schoolmates to the headmaster, George Lloyd. He also joined a local church choir and the 18th Bromley Cub Pack, where he met George Underwood and Geoff MacCormack, both of whom would become lifelong friends.


To outsiders, the Jones household could come across as strait-laced and chilly. Dana Gillespie, one of David’s earliest girlfriends, remembered visiting and being surprised by the lack of conversation and his parents’ absolute focus on their blaring TV set. ‘I want to get out of here,’ he confessed to her afterwards. ‘I have to get out of here.’ Years later, he’d muse, ‘In suburbia you are given the impression that nothing culturally belongs to you. That you are in this sort of wasteland.’ Its limbo status, neither the metropolis nor the countryside, bored him, fostered his dreams and gave him something to kick against. It was a restlessness shared by a host of future British pop stars, including Paul Weller, Siouxsie Sioux, Tracey Thorn and Suede’s Brett Anderson, all of whom grew up on the fringes of London.


In 1953 John Jones bought a television set so that the family could watch the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. Scant weeks later, David was glued to the landmark British sci-fi series The Quatermass Experiment. The adult Bowie admitted that it scared him stiff but engendered in him an enduring love of science fiction. And its theme tune – ‘Mars, the Bringer of War’, the opening movement of Gustav Holst’s orchestral suite The Planets – stuck with him. Some three years later his father brought home an armful of US 45s, still a relatively recent format then (RCA Records had issued the first ones in 1949). Original Stateside releases were a rarity in the UK. The clutch ranged from Fats Domino’s easy-rolling R&B and Chuck Berry’s teenage rock ’n’ roll vignettes to the joyous doo-wop of Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers and the Moonglows. Then David played Little Richard’s ‘Tutti Frutti’. And that was it: ‘I had heard God,’ he recalled. ‘My heart nearly burst with excitement. I’d never heard anything even resembling this. It filled the room with energy and colour and outrageous defiance.’ He said later that at the time his goal was to become a saxophonists in Richard’s band. For Christmas 1961, his father would buy him a white acrylic Grafton alto sax.


But Richard’s explosive music was only half the story; he was also a living, squealing object lesson in grade- A showmanship. George Underwood recalled going to a Little Richard gig at the Woolwich Granada in 1962 with David. At one point, standing on his white grand piano, the rocker began clutching his heart and croaking. Underwood and Jones swapped glances. Richard collapsed and the call went out for a doctor. Then his head rose to the microphone fortuitously positioned near his mouth, and he let rip: ‘AWOPBOBALOOBOP ALOPBAMBOOM!’ David Jones took note.


Terry Burns provided another vibrant palette of influences. Demobbed from the RAF but not welcome in the Bromley family home, he settled near Beckenham. David’s beloved half-brother introduced him to the work of leading Beat writers Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, Lawrence Ferlinghetti and William Burroughs, along with modern jazz icons such as the bassist Charles Mingus and saxophonists John Coltrane and Eric Dolphy. He uncorked stories about the gigs he’d seen in London’s jazz clubs, while his interest in Buddhism also lodged with David, who later claimed that ‘Terry probably gave me the greatest education that I could ever have had … He just introduced me to the outside things.’1


But by now, Terry was also exhibiting troubling symptoms of the mental trauma that was to dog him for the rest of his life. David’s mother’s side of the family was said to be stricken with the ‘Burns curse’; three of her sisters were thought to be mentally troubled, and Bowie himself later noted, with darkly dry wit: ‘Everyone says, “Oh yes, my family is quite mad.” Mine really is.’ It’s worth noting, though, that in 2017 his cousin Kristina Amadeus robustly dismissed the idea of genetic schizophrenia in the family. Speaking to Bowie’s biographer Dylan Jones, she offered credible alternative explanations for the women’s troubled mental states. Her mother, Bowie’s aunt Una, suffered a traumatic brain injury at the age of nine and later a nervous breakdown after her husband deserted her; a hospital, unaware of her childhood accident, classified her as schizophrenic. Problems at birth had left David’s aunt Nora with learning difficulties, while his aunt Vivienne had been born prematurely, developed tuberculosis and later suffered from clinical depression. Kristina also reported that on leaving the RAF in 1958, Terry said he’d been given mind-altering drugs while serving in Malta and Tripoli, and had entered boxing contests; both may have affected his mental stability. In Francis Whately’s 2019 documentary David Bowie: Finding Fame, she reaffirmed, ‘One of the porkies that David perpetuated for a very long time was that he came from a family where insanity seemed to be the norm. And it just wasn’t true.’


David’s friendship with Underwood continued at Bromley Technical High School. By the early sixties his burgeoning interest in girls was well established and warmly reciprocated, thanks to his charm, waif-like aura and angelic good looks – and despite his wonky teeth, a trademark feature until he had them fixed in the nineties. In 1962 Underwood set up a date with a local schoolgirl named Carol Goldsmith. But David told Underwood that she’d pulled out – so he could move in on her, of course. When Underwood discovered the ruse, he confronted David and punched him; his fist scratched David’s left eyeball. He was rushed to Moorfields Eye Hospital, but although he didn’t lose his eyesight, the sphincter muscles in that eye were paralysed, leaving the pupil permanently dilated and giving the impression that his left eye was now darker, and green, while his right remained blue. Later, he’d thank Underwood for giving him such an otherworldly feature.


On 16 June 1962 the 15-year-old David debuted with his first band, the Kon-Rads (George Underwood had been their original lead vocalist), at a Tech fete. He played saxophone and contributed occasional vocals, his blond hair sculpted into a luxuriant quiff. The period marks his first experiments with stage pseudonyms, including ‘David Jay’, ‘Luther Jay’ and ‘Alexis Jay’: not as immediately expressive as those dreamed up by manager Larry Parnes for his stable of Brit rock ’n’ rollers (Billy Fury, Marty Wilde, Duffy Power et al.), but an early sign that he was trying on the accoutrements of a star. With future Rolling Stones manager Eric Easton as their agent, the group played local low-key socials, and the following year even recorded a demo tape at R.G. Jones in Morden for Easton to tout to Decca Records. ‘I Never Dreamed’ had a generic Beat group sound; it was rejected by the label and forgotten by the band. But, rediscovered in an old breadbasket in 2018 by Kon-Rad drummer/manager David Hadfield, it fetched nearly £40,000 at auction as the first recording with the then 16-year-old David Jones as a vocalist.


David left Bromley Tech and formal schooling in the summer of 1963 with one O-level, in art. Fortunately, his inspirational teacher Owen Frampton, father of seventies rock pin-up Peter, stepped in. ‘He was completely misunderstood by most of my teaching colleagues,’ Frampton recalled. ‘But in those days cults were unfashionable and David, by the age of 14, was already a cult figure.’ Frampton Sr put him in touch with Nevin D. Hirst, a Bond Street advertising agency. In July David joined the company as a ‘junior visualizer’ – in other words, a cut-and-paste trainee and tea boy.


Although less than committed to his new day job, he picked up key lessons on how to promote and present product. Reportedly, he devoted much of his working day to dreaming up ways to maximize the Kon-Rads’ impact – a different image (maybe the Wild West?), perhaps a name change (the Ghost Riders? And he could rename himself Jim Bowie, after the iconic gunfighter played by Richard Widmark in the Western The Alamo). He was inventive and prolific, but his schemes never amounted to much, not least because he never settled long enough on one idea. And anyway, the Kon-Rads’ shelf life was very nearly up. In October 1963 David had another musical eureka moment when he saw the Rolling Stones at Lewisham Odeon alongside Bo Diddley, the Everly Brothers and his original rock ’n’ roll hero, Little Richard. In a move that was to become an enduring trait, he fell heavily for a new sound: R&B and the blues. Unexpectedly, his musical passions were encouraged by his boss at Hirst, a hipster who sent him on regular jaunts to buy LPs from Dobell’s Records on Charing Cross Road, a haven for rare imports, which also counted the teenage Eric Clapton as a customer. Further inspired by the pared-down folk songs on Bob Dylan’s debut LP, released the previous year, he and Underwood also began performing as the Hooker Brothers.


‘All he wanted to do was practise, and listen to tapes or records that he’d got hold of,’ remembered Dorothy Bass, a schoolfriend of David’s and sometime roadie for another of the scene’s young acts, the Pretty Things. ‘He would pass a party, or anything up if there was something he needed to do for his music.’ In early 1964 he answered an advert in the music paper Melody Maker from a trio in Fulham in search of a vocalist and, along with Underwood, wound up joining the King Bees. With admirable chutzpah – and his father’s help – he wrote to a successful businessman, John Bloom, advising him: ‘If you can sell my group the way you sell washing machines, you’ll be on to a winner.’ Amused, though not convinced, Bloom passed the letter on to Leslie Conn, a showbiz manager. It worked: Conn got the King Bees signed up to make their debut disc – albeit on Vocalion, a lowly subsidiary of Decca Records. Despite respectable radio and TV promotion (including Juke Box Jury and The Beat Room), the single ‘Liza Jane’, credited to ‘Davie Jones with the King Bees’, sank without trace, but David did get to make his TV debut with the band in June 1964 on TV’s must-see music show Ready, Steady Go! He sported a leather waistcoat and suede Robin Hood-style boots.


Now he and Conn devised an audacious new publicity stunt. Tapping into contemporary hissing about long-haired men – David’s carefully combed locks now overran his collar, Stones-style – on 2 November he appeared in a London Evening News & Star article. Written by future Virgin Soldiers author Leslie Thomas (a former Barnardo’s boy who’d been brought on board by John Jones), it presented the teenager as founder of the non-existent International League for the Preservation of Animal Filament. It garnered him an appearance on the BBC’s Tonight show later that month, flanked by seven similarly hirsute youths, now redubbed the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Long-Haired Men. ‘I think we’re all fairly tolerant,’ he tells the balding Cliff Michelmore, who plays along amiably, ‘but for the last two years we’ve had comments like “Darling” and “Can I carry your handbag?” … I think it’s just had to stop.” Harmless TV fluff, but it kept David Jones’s profile, such as it was, simmering.


By 1964 he was spending more and more time at La Gioconda, a wood-panelled coffee bar at 9 Denmark Street. Musicians gravitated there to swap stories over a brew and a cigarette while scouring the music papers for auditions or gigs. Denmark Street itself was London’s Tin Pan Alley, born at the turn of the century, when its affordable rents and proximity to the West End theatres made it a haven for sheet-music publishers and industry professionals, such as arrangers. At barely 100 metres long, you could walk it in half a minute, but Denmark Street accommodated instrument shops, managers, agents and music publishers, whose offices spilled around the corner on to Charing Cross Road (where the Beatles’ publisher Dick James held court), with booking agents nearby too. Both NME and Melody Maker were based there. If you wanted to make a demo record or single, at no. 4 was the tiny recording studio Regent Sound, its walls lined with eggbox cartons for soundproofing. But that unpromising space counted the Rolling Stones (who recorded their first LP there in 1964), the Kinks and the Yardbirds among its clients, and later the likes of Jimi Hendrix, Elton John and Black Sabbath. Central Sound Studio, another small set-up, was on the first floor next door to La Gioconda, and Tin Pan Alley Studios was in a basement at no. 22.


Back then, Soho was heaven for mods, young sharp dressers who adored R&B, soul and ska (although the name was short for ‘modernists’, derived from the modern jazz that the original mods of the late fifties had favoured). Within easy walking distance were venues such as the Marquee, the Flamingo Club and La Discotheque – all on Wardour Street. Best of all was the Scene, in Ham Yard, where David would play with his next band. To sustain themselves on marathon clubbing benders, mods popped amphetamine (‘speed’) pills. In his 2002 memoir Black Vinyl White Powder, manager Simon Napier-Bell remembered the Flamingo as a good place to score Benzedrine, sold by American servicemen for around sixpence a tablet, while Drinamyl (an amphetamine-and-barbiturate mix, also known as Blues) was the drug of choice at the Scene. ‘I used to go to an all-night café in Soho,’ recalled Napier-Bell, ‘that served pick-me-up sandwiches sprinkled with pills like salt and pepper.’


It was at La Gioconda in 1964 that David Jones became acquainted with another young singer under Conn’s care: Mark Feld, whom Conn had also come across there. Feld was already a known mod about town: aged just 15, he’d been profiled in Town magazine in September 1962, photographed by the great Don McCullin; he boasted elfin good looks and popped with ambition. Feld and Jones once spent a morning repainting Conn’s office, in part-compensation for their not making him any money, egging each other on with how spectacularly successful they were going to become, a conversation they’d repeat in Soho’s cafes, nursing a cup of coffee for hours. In time, they’d raid the bins of Carnaby Street menswear shops together, filtering out promising gear. Their paths were to criss-cross intermittently during the decade, and a (mostly) friendly rivalry developed between them.


Ambitious, unsentimental and pragmatic, the two regularly reappraised their musical identities during the sixties as they sought to engineer their lucky break. Feld started out in the vein of Cliff Richard, then switched to folk music as peak-capped Toby Tyler before renaming himself Marc Bolan, openly aping Bob Dylan on the breezy flop ‘The Wizard’ in 1966, featuring Jimmy Page on guitar. Eventually, his songwriting talent did attract a sympathetic manager in Napier-Bell. He placed the elfin guitarist with pop-art proto-punks John’s Children, whose anarchic stage show saw them thrown off a tour with the Who, and for whom he wrote the controversial ‘Desdemona’, which the BBC banned. He went on to form his own rock band, Tyrannosaurus Rex, who bombed on their live debut as an electric four-piece. But, slimmed down to an acoustic duo of just Bolan and the percussionist Steve Peregrin Took, they began to gain traction, their folky Tolkeinesque tales winning them a fanbase among students and the counterculture, and attracting invaluable support from the DJ John Peel.
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