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Dandy


IAN HUNTER


Something is happening – Mr Jones


My brother says you’re better than the Beatles ‘n’ the Stones


Saturday nite ‘n’ Sunday morning


You turned us into ‘Heroes’ – can you hear the heroes sing?


Dandy – you’re the prettiest star


There ain’t no life on Mars


But we always thought there might be


Dandy – you opened up the door


You left us wanting more


And then we took the last bus home


Who let the Genie outta the lamp?


And Little Lord Fauntleroy – who let him outta his amp?


Saturday nite ‘n’ Sunday morning


Trevor’s gettin’ bolder – ‘n’ Woody loves to hit things


Dandy – the world was black ‘n’ white


You showed us what it’s like


To live inside a rainbow


Dandy – you thrilled us to the core


You left us wanting more


And then we took the last bus home


You beat up Goliath – you had it all


The voice, the look, the songs that shook


The gift of the gab ‘n’ the gall


Saturday nite ‘n’ Sunday morning


All we had to look forward to was the weekend


You made our lives worth living


Dandy – you’re still the prettiest star


There ain’t no life on Mars


But we always thought there might be


Dandy – you took us to the fair


Cabaret Voltaire – and then we caught the last bus home


Dandy – we’ve waited long enough


They should put a statue up


In Piccadilly Circus


Dandy – you blew us all away


Outta the drab ‘n’ the grey


And then we caught the last bus home


Dandy – the keeper of the flame


We won’t see your like again


No, Dandy was a one-off


Dandy – look what you’ve become


I guess I owe you one


So thanks for the memories









‘The day David Bowie died, I witnessed something I’d never seen over Manhattan: a double rainbow. I knew it was him, sending us a message. The weather was beautiful, and there was this huge rainbow with another one inside it.’


CATHERINE RUSSELL









PROLOGUE



by Jérôme Soligny





‘Planet Earth is blue and there’s nothing I can do’





The black and white pictures appearing on our bulky television set were grainy back then. It was the middle of the night, and my parents had woken me up. I vaguely remember flannel pyjamas, a cup of Nesquik. I’d turned ten the month before and, sitting all the way back in my seat, my feet didn’t touch the ground. I’d grown up playing with Mattel astronauts and building Revell model rockets, sometimes with the help of my grandfather. I’d collected the cards about space conquest that came in camembert boxes. It was the end of the 1960s – another time, the world before. I was the son of a teacher – well brought up and sensible – but already I’d been swept up by pop music including, of course, The Beatles. And there I was, at four in the morning, along with millions of other children, watching men walk on the moon. For the first time. It was two Americans, of course, because to do such a thing you had to have been born in the United States or at least be able to speak English. English was the language of Shakespeare, although I didn’t know anything about him, but I thought it was better than French because it was also the language of the songs I loved. Our memories play tricks on us because, before writing this, I could have sworn I’d discussed the moon walk early the next morning at school with my best friend, before the bell rang, before lining up and heading to class. But Neil Armstrong and Edwin ‘Buzz’ Aldrin set foot on lunar soil on 21 July 1969. Which means it was the summer holidays and, if I saw Thierry at all, it would have been later in the day.


David Gilmour’s memories of the summer of 1969 are equally confused. He’d joined Pink Floyd as a guitarist after Syd Barrett’s inevitable departure the year before, and remembers being with the band on the set of Apollo 11 when the moon walk happened. Apollo 11 was the generic title given to a series of television programmes celebrating the mission by BBC1 and BBC2, which had started airing in colour just a few months before. No one can quite recall anymore, but it seems that at the moment the Lunar Excursion Model (LEM) landed on the moon, Pink Floyd were playing ‘Moonhead’ – a partly improvised instrumental piece that was never officially released, but contained elements of the future ‘Money’ – to accompany the historic images. The actors Ian McKellen, Judi Dench and Michael Hordern recited passages and poems about the moon, and the Dudley Moore Trio performed live, along with Marion Montgomery, an American jazz singer who lived in England. Finally came the music of David Bowie, his single ‘Space Oddity’, which had been released a few days before and accompanied the images of the lunar soil, probably with men in white bouncing around on it. David wasn’t on set that day, but he watched the programme from a friend’s house somewhere in London.


This book, the first volume of Rainbowman, was first published in France on the 50th anniversary of ‘Space Oddity’, the ballad of Major Tom (whom I got to know after Major Matt Mason, my Mattel toy astronaut). It was a coincidence. The book’s release date had been pushed back at least twice – I’d underestimated the amount of work the project demanded, or perhaps I wasn’t ready to write it, or in no hurry to finish it. I know it helped me to turn a page, to close a personal chapter.


When Éditions Gallimard approached me in February 2016, I saw an opportunity to do something different with this book. At the time, I’d just turned down a request to update – for the third time (!) – a David Bowie biography I wrote in the mid-80s at the request of Christian Lebrun. With this new book I could pay tribute to Bowie the musician, by focusing only on this talent because, after (and before) all, his music is what made him famous, what enriched our lives and what survives him today. Survive? He got that right in 1999.


I really wanted to explore and recount the stories behind the creation and recording of David Bowie’s albums – and his tours and musical collaborations – in as much depth as possible, but I knew I couldn’t do it alone. As a musician myself, I knew I had to give the stage to those who had helped Bowie build and refine his work. So I spent more than three and a half years interviewing musicians, producers, recording engineers, assistants and technicians who had been with David Bowie in the studio or on stage as he created his songs and performed them live. I spoke to the well-known characters in his story, but I also sought out those who hadn’t spoken much before and even those who have never recounted their memories until now. I spoke to the designers who created the sleeves for his records, to set designers, photographers and even long-time fans. I gathered the words of the musicians who were with him in the beginning, others who loved his music or influenced it, and people with whom he simply rehearsed or recorded demos. I also spoke to two or three fellow musicians he reached out to, but never played with. To all this I’ve added reflections and opinions from people I’ve met during my three decades in rock journalism. Mick Ronson and The Spiders From Mars speak in Rainbowman. But it’s not enough to simply collect words. Memory is fallible and oral history can become distorted over the years, so out of respect for my interviewees I decided to correct a few facts here and there, with their permission and even at their request.


Each of the chapters of this first volume of Rainbowman is named after a studio album David Bowie released between 1967 and 1980. They are divided into two distinct parts – first comes the narrative, then follows a selection of interviews (dated) from this galaxy of nearly 300 collaborators (for both volumes) and those with a story to tell. To avoid repetition, the information they provided doesn’t appear in the narrative section and vice versa.


I’ve also made a point of almost exclusively including material from conversations I had with people personally. Even at my humble level, I have been a victim of the common practice among certain journalists and writers of supporting their work with large sections of interviews conducted by others (sometimes without citing the source). I didn’t want to lower myself to that here. But because this story is a bit of a family affair, I did include a few excerpts from interviews with David Bowie, Nile Rodgers and Philip Glass offered to me by my friends, the eminent journalists Philippe Manoeuvre and Eric Dahan. Their contributions are acknowledged in the footnotes. Lastly, having read (or rather skimmed through) many pieces of writing made unintelligible by the sheer volume of names – of people, places, studios, concert venues and works known to the authors but not necessarily to the readers – I have provided, especially in the footnotes, historical and geographical clarification where I felt it was necessary.


Tony Visconti – a friend of mine for more than 30 years, who has made a priceless contribution to David Bowie’s work by producing and co-producing many of his albums – has written the foreword for this book. Tony helped me, supported me, advised me and was always available as I was writing. The support of Mike Garson, whom I’ve known for even longer, was equally valuable. Craig San Roque, who met David as he rose to fame, has had less recognition than Tony or Mike by even the keenest of Bowie fans, but his interview, which Chris Haskett urged me to do, is a major contribution to this book. As I progressed through my work, other key players came forward to tell their story, either contacting me directly or through one of the people I’d already interviewed. The interview sections act as a human counterbalance to the historical narrative – alive and bursting with memories from the time.


Some statements in Rainbowman, especially by people who have spoken a lot about David Bowie (and even more so since his death on 10 January 2016), appear in other books or articles. My intention was not to gather gossip (even though there is some here), but to weave a gigantic web with the help of this brotherhood of colleagues and lovers of Bowie’s music – not to conform to the stereotype the media and public have constructed over the decades, but to paint a portrait of the active music-lover he was by those who knew him. I’m very grateful to the people (in addition to Tony and Mike) I spoke to – Reeves Gabrels, Hermione Farthingale, Mark Plati and Dana Gillespie are the first that come to mind, but there are many, many more.


There may be rock and roll in these pages, but there’s no sex and there are very few drugs. No money either. People who want to read about these subjects can find them in just about any of the other books written about David Bowie. And to avoid stretching myself too thin – and for practical reasons too (the complete Rainbowman manuscript exceeds three and a half million characters) – I didn’t delve into the other arts (acting and painting) Bowie practised. The publisher suggested Rainbowman should come out in two volumes – volume one was first published in French in 2019 and the second in 2020. The cover photo for this first volume of Rainbowman was taken by Mick Rock, another legend in his own field who recently passed away. We had known each other for many years and it was an honour that he agreed to allow one of his legendary shots to illustrate the work. At the start of the 1970s, the first David Bowie song book I bought with my own money contained only Mick’s photos. We chose one of those.


Like the majority of Bowie’s albums, this book had a different title for a good part of the writing stage. I chose the title Rainbowman at the beginning because it’s the name David Bowie adopted at the end of February 1970 for the famous concert at the Roundhouse with Mick Ronson, Tony Visconti and John Cambridge. Two years before becoming Ziggy Stardust, David had already adopted a stage name – he picked Rainbowman because of his multicoloured outfit. I then decided to change it to a title with a more musical connotation. But during my interview with Catherine Russell, a backing vocalist and keyboardist on A Reality tour, she told me that the day David Bowie died, she witnessed a strange meteorological phenomenon – a double rainbow in the sky above Manhattan. So I decided perhaps Rainbowman was the right title after all. What really convinced me, though, was ‘Dandy’, the tribute song Ian Hunter released in the summer of 2016 about Bowie, the man who gave ‘All The Young Dudes’ to Mott The Hoople. The lyrics are nothing short of magnificent and contain the most beautiful sentence written about David since his death: ‘You showed us what it’s like to live inside a rainbow.’ I took that as a sign and decided to call the book Rainbowman. I asked Ian for permission to publish the lyrics to ‘Dandy’ and he agreed (see pages 4–5).


The last time I spoke to David Bowie in person, I found him cheerful and passionate, but angry. All fired up. He was up in arms against the mediocrity of teaching, the loss of moral values, the way ‘earthlings’ were using the internet (already), the lack of curiosity among young people, the situation in the Middle East. All of it obscured by quite a dark sense of humour. That day, David talked a lot about his children. He showed me photographs of Alexandria (his youngest) and asked me about mine (all grown up now). He told me that all he had to do was put on a cap and he could walk down the street and take his daughter to the park without being recognized. He asked which singers my children liked and then warned me, ‘Youth must forge ahead. It’s especially important that children do not listen to the same music their parents did!’


The conversation turned to Toy Story and the sequel, also directed by John Lasseter that had come out three or four years before. I told him I’d explained to my children that Buzz Lightyear was named after Buzz Aldrin, the second man to set foot on the moon, in 1969. He asked me what I had been doing that night. I described the scene as I did at the start of this prologue (except for the bit about flannel pyjamas – I didn’t know how to say that in English). He laughed and said he only had vague memories of that night in July, but remembered he’d been thrilled to hear ‘Space Oddity’ on television. Then he told me he never really understood why Tony Visconti hadn’t wanted to produce the song, but that Gus Dudgeon had done a terrific job. He recalled his attachment to Major Tom, one of his first characters, and commented on pollution which, along with the melting glaciers and the devastating effects of deforestation, is now visible from space. Then he turned towards the window and raised his arms slowly, like a child pretending to be an aeroplane, and said, in a voice deeper than on the record, ‘Planet Earth is blue and there’s nothing I can do.’


Le Havre, March 2023









FOREWORD



Tony Visconti



Jérôme Soligny and I have been friends for more than three decades. Our friendship has strengthened over the years, thanks to email and the double-edged sword of social media. Actually, I’m friends with the whole Soligny family!


Although we live in two different countries, Jérôme and I are pretty close, and we often meet in New York, London or Paris, sometimes when he’s interviewing me for French music magazine Rock&Folk or, recently, for this book. And of course we had a mutual friend – David Bowie. In 2013, Jérôme and I travelled together from Paris to London for the launch of the David Bowie Is exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum. Two years later, he translated the exhibition material into French when it appeared in Paris. Jérôme also translated my autobiography, Bowie, Bolan and the Brooklyn Boy, into French. He spotted more than a hundred factual errors that I asked him to correct for the French edition. If my book ever gets another printing in English, I’ll make sure they translate Jérôme’s version.


I’m lucky to have worked with Jérôme on his music as well. I wrote some string arrangements for his next album and I mixed the song that he and Catherine Ringer wrote to celebrate the 500th anniversary of the founding of the city of Le Havre.


But how does Jérôme know so much about the history of rock (including my modest contribution)? Because he’s a responsible journalist who has done what all the others should do as well – he has mastered the art of research. Before the internet, Jérôme always had his nose buried in some insightful book about music, or in an article by a respected journalist from a previous generation, one who also took the history of rock seriously. In the 70s and 80s, being published in Rolling Stone or Creem magazine was like contributing to the Bible!


One major rock star also recognized these qualities in Jérôme Soligny – David Bowie. Right away he saw that Jérôme was responsible and capable. When in France, Bowie often communicated through Jérôme. He appreciated his point of view. When David and I worked together again at the beginning of the 2000s, when the music world was grappling with the internet revolution, Jérôme’s name came up often – we talked about things he’d told us or that he’d written about. I’ve been in the room with them together and I know that Bowie the artist has always trusted Soligny the writer.


I wanted to contribute to Rainbowman because Jérôme’s approach – David Bowie’s music as told by those who helped him make it – is the right one. I haven’t read all the interviews yet, but I know this book contains more information than any other on the subject, and that Jérôme spoke to people who have never told their story until now. I’m looking forward to reading it.


New York, May 2019









FOR THE WINGS



Mike Garson



About 25 or 30 years ago – I’m not very good with dates – I received a phone call from France. It was a gentleman called Jérôme Soligny. At the time I was playing jazz with local bands in California and teaching piano. I hadn’t seen David Bowie in over 15 years. Jérôme asked me about my time working with him in the 70s, which brought back old memories, things I’d almost forgotten. Between 1975 and that phone call, I don’t think I’d even listened to Aladdin Sane. But that call made me wake up a bit, made me feel something come alive in me again, and I said to myself, ‘Something’s going on!’ I guessed Jérôme wanted me to play with David again – and I, too, felt that perhaps it was my destiny.


I forget the details, but I know Jérôme spoke to Bowie about me, planted a seed in his mind. Apparently Reeves Gabrels also helped, as did my wife, Susan. These three lovely people all played a part but Jérôme was particularly insistent and persuasive – David was very clear about that! And the rest is history. I got back together with Bowie at the start of the 90s – I think it was for Black Tie White Noise.


Jérôme came to Los Angeles once. We spent a lot of time together and became like brothers. He’d written some nice things about me in a book he was finishing and that seemed amazing, even though, as the ignorant American I am, I couldn’t read French. But he explained it to me and the nature of his work gave me a good feeling. He only talked about music, producers, musicians – about how records were made, where and when. One day I went to pick him up at the Sunset Marquis and we drove all the way to Santa Monica because he wanted to see the Civic Auditorium where I’d played with David and The Spiders From Mars. Then we headed over to Malibu and had lunch by the beach. It was a really nice moment and I felt his connection with the ocean, which he explained to me 20 years later, before recording ‘She’s Ocean’, a song on his next album. He probably would have finished the album a long time ago had he not agreed to write Rainbowman.


Jérôme never saw this book as just another biography, more a study of David Bowie’s musical career as seen by those who contributed to it – all the while trying to remain as true as possible to historical facts. I know Tony Visconti agrees with me: Jérôme is the only journalist in the world who can reach out to us at any time of the day or night with a question he doesn’t know the answer to, but he only asks after scouring for it elsewhere first. I can’t usually help him much because he knows a lot more than I do! When we were in France, David often said, ‘No one remembers that? We have to ask Jérôme!’


The thing about Jérôme is that he’s also a singer-songwriter, which made it easier for him to get close to us, David Bowie’s musicians. I played on his album Thanks For The Wings – the title is a reference to It’s A Wonderful Life, one of our favourite movies. While we were in the studio, in Paris and Brussels, we would play all night. A year later, he composed the soundtrack for a French film and he asked me to play again. During the time we spent together, we conjured up a lot of plans and we did some great things. Jérôme was the one who pushed me to record my cover album, The Bowie Variations, with just piano. David wasn’t surprised!


Before Bowie stopped touring, Jérôme and I saw each other regularly at his concerts. Jérôme, sometimes with his friend Eric Dahan, went everywhere Bowie played – France, London, New York, and even Hartford, Connecticut! Those two always gave me the impression that they knew everything, or almost everything, about David Bowie. But the most important thing was that they loved his music.


Jérôme worked on this book for over three years. He interviewed a slew of musicians, producers and recording engineers – the famous ones, but also the lesser-known people that he rightly thought had equally valuable opinions and memories. Rainbowman is only about music. No gossip or anything of that nature. Most of the people interviewed really did contribute to Bowie’s work.


What’s incredible is that David, always open, wasn’t just a sponge or a chameleon. He attracted talented people who went on to exceed even their own expectations of themselves after coming into contact with him. Not long ago, Jérôme said something that I think is very true: ‘David Bowie played saxophone, guitar and a bit of piano, but above all, he played musicians!’ I think he really hit the nail on the head with that comment. It’s exactly that. He borrowed, he took possession of things, he rejected whatever didn’t interest him, he appropriated what really fascinated him and all this art, recycled in this way, became his own, in his own voice. This book isn’t going to tell you that David Bowie was a genius. We already know that. Rainbowman allows us to see the extent of his magnetism and how much he was able to galvanize his team.


Honestly, I couldn’t wait to read this book – I even interviewed my friend Earl Slick for it! Many people in these pages are dear friends, people I’ve worked with. I’m curious to see what everyone has to say about David. Jérôme really was the best person for this job. We all spoke to him with complete trust. If we got a date wrong, or the location of a recording or the title of a song, he’d correct it!


I want to thank Jérôme personally, ‘for the wings’ of course, but also for his devotion to David Bowie and his music, and I hope that you’ll love this book as much as I do. I already adore it.


Los Angeles, April 2019











And these children that you spit on


As they try to change their worlds


Are immune to your consultations


They’re quite aware of what they’re going through


DAVID BOWIE, ‘CHANGES’, 1971





In memory of Mick Rock,


Jeff Beck,


Paul Buckmaster,


Ricky Gardiner,


John Hutchinson,


Phil May,


Robin Mayhew,


Terry O’Neill,


Matthew Seligman,
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Lloyd Watson and Roy Young









INTRODUCTION


In March 2003, the messages started – bottles thrown into the sea, skimming the waves between Le Havre and his management. Emails to and from the magazine. A few calls to the record label, Sony. What could David Bowie offer Rock&Folk, the most prominent French rock magazine, to get them to put him on the cover? It had only been a year since he made the front page, for the release of Heathen. Back then it was normal for the editor-in-chief of a music magazine to commit to putting a musician on the cover, even before listening to a single note of their upcoming album. But Rock&Folk never agreed to this, regardless of the artist or how famous they were. Even just three days before going to press, I’d seen them discarding covers they’d long since planned, that the record companies thought were in the bag.


After discussing covers again and again, we came up with the idea of asking David Bowie to comment on all the front pages the magazine had dedicated to him since the first, three decades before. Sony warned that while Bowie could spare a bit of time, he could only talk about Reality, his new album, which was coming out just a year and a half after the last. This was madness back then, when great time lapses between records were common. But people wanted more.


Finally, after a last-minute email exchange, the concept of an ‘expert witness’ was raised and everyone agreed that David Bowie could do as he pleased with the September issue of Rock&Folk: choose which articles to comment on, which columns, give his opinions on the music, talk about the latest gigs he’d been to, recommend a book. That he could do. But only talk about Reality? No thanks. I received an email from the magazine: ‘Hey! Big J! Bowie editor-in-chief of the issue – huge news. You’ll figure it out, we’ll send you the brief, he’s going to contribute what he wants. Call us when you’re back. Ha ha! You lucky devil!’ It was easier said than done and the editor Philippe Manoeuvre knew it. He’d set me up; made his own little merry-go-round.


The night before I left for New York, even management wished me good luck. ‘You’ll have more than enough time. But we submitted your proposal to him and he hasn’t responded yet. You should receive an email soon.’ Ten minutes before getting on the plane, I checked my inbox on my mobile at an exorbitant price – it was still empty: no more emails than there were hairs on Aladdin Sane’s chest. It seemed all too risky.


‘What, again?!’ is what everyone had said when, in January, they’d caught wind of another Bowie album, planned for the end of summer. ‘And a world tour on top of that? His biggest one in ten years?’ The man was definitely full of surprises. That spring, news had travelled around at the speed of light: Tony Visconti was in charge of the record. The Matrix, a team of young British producers who’d risen to fame after working with Liz Phair and Avril Lavigne, had been approached to take care of a couple of songs. The album would feature two cover songs (‘Pablo Picasso’ and ‘Try Some, Buy Some’) and a reinterpretation of an unreleased track, ‘Bring Me The Disco King’. Word on the street was that it was a commercial album meant to boost the tour. But actually, Reality didn’t turn out to be a sequel to Let’s Dance or to Heathen. The album was presented to the press in New York, the day before my interview with Bowie, at Philip Glass’s studios on Broadway, where Tony Visconti was working at the time. In that overheated glass box, where no one was allowed to bring in a bag (or recording device), an assortment of journalists from all over the world gathered. Over the loudspeakers, Reality sounded like New York itself – electric, a low shriek. More precisely, it sounded like the very essence of the city we love.


David Bowie gave me his interview, his last for Rock&Folk, on 26 June 2003 at around midday. The tarmac was starting to melt as we checked into the Thompson Hotel. Coco Schwab, his PA, enthusiastic and on good form, greeted me with big hugs and said David was excited to see me. She asked if the paper roll I had under my arm contained the twenty-something magazine covers with David’s face on them. She confirmed that he would be the editor of issue 433 of Rock&Folk. Once again, the interview felt like a real conversation. Sometimes he’d be the one asking questions. As always, he wanted to hear the other person’s opinion. Far from wanting to steer conversations, David Bowie let life flow into them; he let them breathe. Throughout our conversation, which lasted more than 90 minutes (we recorded on both sides of the tape), he jumped from subject to subject, lost his temper, offered insights and laughed, a lot. Always in his own style, as usual. Sometimes, when he was going a bit too far, he’d stop the recording. He gave this last interview with total honesty and openness, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. It was a unique moment. Could he comment on the covers? No problem. I placed them on the floor and he danced around them. I can still see him. Could he contribute to the issue by giving his opinion of the artists featured and the columns? He was happy to do it. And he didn’t want us to worry about the length of the interview. That year, time was still on his side.


Because I’d just received it, I had a book poking out of my bag that ‘explained’ Bowie’s songs. He hadn’t seen it before, so David, with the deftness of a pickpocket, pulled it out. ‘Ah! You’ll see. We’re gonna read here that I wrote this or that song because I had a complicated relationship with my mother. What do these people know?’ David read a few lines before bursting out laughing. ‘Sure, I was traumatized by this or that. Oh what an unhappy childhood! My youthful waywardness . . . and what else? Anyone is free to interpret my lyrics as they wish, but to assume they know everything about my life, sometimes better than I do . . . I’m not a secretive person, but I only talk about my family very rarely: my private life should remain so. Personally, I’m more interested in the work of artists than in the artists themselves.’


According to official records (usually reliable), and his Wikipedia page (laughably inaccurate), David Bowie first came into this world on 8 January 1947 at 40 Stansfield Road in Brixton, South London. But is that so? For a good number of his compatriots and a handful of future musicians, he first came into being on 6 July 1972, when he appeared on Top Of The Pops on BBC1, singing ‘Starman’ in a quilted suit made by his friend Freddie Burretti, with his arm around the neck of a platinum-haired Mick Ronson – his guitarist at the time, his comrade, his battle axe.


Or maybe his beginnings started as far back as the Blitz, the terrible and deafening bombing raids on London during World War II. Bowie was too young to have experienced the bombing, but it shaped the city and its outskirts, probably eliciting in him – and in many children of the post-war period – the will to move at all costs, to get away from the brick dust, red in their hair, to seek salvation in change. With Bowie, this would become a recurring and visceral theme. As soon as young David Jones was old enough to recognize the confines of suburbia – the inspiration for Lou Reed and John Cale’s ‘Smalltown’ (the opening track on Songs for Drella, their tribute album to Andy Warhol in 1990), intensely grey and beautifully portrayed by the Pet Shop Boys four years earlier – he sought to escape it.


For others, David came into being in 1969, the year a man first walked somewhere other than on Earth. As David Bowie, he’d just written ‘Space Oddity’, a small song inspired by a photograph of the blue planet taken from the moon, but a giant song for mankind. Others would swear that he first appeared in Berlin, near the Wall, in 1977. That’s where he recorded “Heroes”, his personal hymn. As legend has it, the lyrics came to him after he looked out of the studio window and saw Tony Visconti kiss a local girl. Well, Bowie wouldn’t be Bowie without a few sweet little lies . . .


Like all plants, from the most beautiful to the wildest, David Bowie started out growing in fertile, well watered soil, and was cultivated by particular tutors. But exactly how he evolved remains more or less a mystery. In the following pages, a prelude to the opening chapter, I chose simply to present the facts and first steps, rather than dissect or over-analyse them. Then it’s up to each individual to reach their own opinions about the artist’s youth, their own ideas about the repercussions and consequences of certain family events. Some readers will deem such events insignificant, others will see them as crucial. The parameters in the David Bowie equation, from his infancy to his departure, are subject to so many permutations that there are a multitude of explanations of his life. Perhaps one, not necessarily the most obvious, was evident only to him alone, and he has taken that with him. Meanwhile, I also want to point out that for many of today’s young lovers of his music, who have the good taste to purchase his records on vinyl (the noble format on which they were first released in the beginning), Bowie, at the eye of the most bewildering media storm they will have witnessed in their lives so far, was born on the second Sunday of January, 2016. Two days after his sixty-ninth birthday and the release of Blackstar.









WEDNESDAY’S CHILD


Haywood Stenton Jones was born in Doncaster, Yorkshire, in 1912. His father was killed during World War I and his mother died soon after so Haywood, widely known as John, spends his childhood moving between an orphanage and his aunt’s house. When he comes of age, he receives an inheritance from the family business and invests it in a theatrical troupe, but he goes on to lose everything.


John Jones meets Hilda Louise in 1933 and they marry in London. They open a piano bar at 74 Charlotte Street, but this venture is also doomed for failure although the premises are still standing to this day. So Jones goes to work for Dr Barnardo’s, a charity that helps disadvantaged children and orphans, where he will eventually become the head of public relations. John and Hilda separate at one point, but get back together after two years, shortly before the birth of Annette, John’s illegitimate child from another relationship. He and Hilda go on to adopt Annette.


John serves as a sniper in World War II. After discharge, he meets Margaret Mary Burns (known as Peggy), who is working as a waitress at the Ritz Cinema in Tunbridge Wells. Born in 1913 near Folkestone, Peggy already has two children of her own – Terence (Terry) Guy Adair Burns, who was born in 1937 and whose father was a Frenchman who’d left Peggy before he was born; and Myra Ann, who was born in August 1943 with an unknown father, and who had been given up for adoption. Even though John is still married to Hilda and is in regular contact with her, he moves in with Peggy – first in Kentish Town, then in a house they buy near Brixton, in South London.


This is where, on a Wednesday in 19471, on Elvis Presley’s twelfth birthday, David Robert Jones opens his eyes for the first time. It is a harsh winter and London is still being rebuilt after the war. People are struggling to recover from the hardships of war and food rationing is still in force – and will remain so until 1954. Life isn’t easy for David’s parents, but Brixton is a source of wonder for many children of that generation, who use the ruins of Victorian homes as their playground. That same year, John Jones and Hilda are divorced, and he and Peggy Burns get married. John’s relationship with David’s half-brother Terry is strained, but Terry takes the Jones surname (although he will later revert back to Burns).


David, the baby of the family, adores his father. He’ll treasure one of his gifts his whole life – a golden cross2, which David will wear around his neck for many years. David and Peggy’s relationship, however, won’t be quite as warm. According to Peggy’s sister Pat, Peggy inherited some of their mother’s aloofness. Her side of the family struggled with mental illness. David’s maternal grandmother suffered with schizophrenia since adolescence, and so did three of her children, including Nora, who will be lobotomized. Peggy seems to have been spared the worst of it, but she has trouble expressing her feelings. Terry, who was raised by Pat in his early years, suffers because of it. He has a shy disposition and feels rejected by his stepfather, which may contribute to the development of his mental illness later on.


In 1951, David starts school in Stockwell, down the road from his house. Two years later, the family moves to 106 Canon Road in Bickley, south of Bromley, where David attends the Raglan Primary School. In the afternoons, he hurries home to watch television, especially his favourite show The Quatermass Experiment, a hit sci-fi series on the BBC. His family is one of the first in the area to own a television. In 1954, David’s father receives a promotion and the Joneses move again, this time to 22 Clarence Road in Bromley. Although the house is elegant, it is small, but that doesn’t stop Annette, David’s half-sister, from moving in too. The following year, the family move yet again and finally settle in a townhouse at 4 Plaistow Grove, in Sundridge Park, where they will stay for 15 years. Terry has the bedroom next to David’s and although he isn’t home much, he has a strong influence on David’s cultural education by lending him, most significantly, his copy of On The Road by Jack Kerouac.


In 1955, David Jones joins the top class of Burnt Ash Primary School, north of Bromley. There he meets Geoffrey MacCormack, who will remain his lifelong friend. David thrives under Burnt Ash’s new educational system, which encourages physical expression and the playing of musical instruments. In November, Terry leaves home for military service in the Royal Air Force. David sees him as a hero, a sort of role model, or at least that’s what he will claim most of his life, although he will revise his judgement in later years.


At the age of nine, David discovers Elvis Presley. He also goes to see Tommy Steele playing live, with his cousin Kristina, who is four years older than him. Tommy Steele is idolized by many teenagers at the time, and David manages to get his autograph. The following year he joins the Scouts at St Mary’s Church on College Road. That’s where he meets George Underwood and the two will remain inseparable for many years. They are both ambidextrous and take up the guitar together. They sing in St Mary’s choir, along with Geoff MacCormack, although their interest in religion is limited. That year, Mister Rock And Roll, a musical film by Charles S. Dubin is released. David is awestruck when Little Richard appears on the screen, singing the upbeat ‘Lucille’. Little Richard, like other rock’n’roll pioneers, is very popular in Britain at the time, but David will have to wait five years before he can see him in concert, at the Granada Cinema in Woolwich. That night he will dream of joining the brass section.


After primary school, David Jones goes on to Bromley Tech, a secondary school for boys on Oakley Road in Keston. He starts to ignore his mother’s advice and increasingly turns his back on his studies to focus on music, art and fashion. Unlike his father, who regularly buys him records (and will support him in his artistic endeavours), his mother does not approve of his musical interests. David devours weekly music magazines and starts to write songs. Meanwhile, Terry has moved back in with the family and, confronted with his deteriorating mental health (Terry was showing worrying signs of schizophrenia and would later be diagnosed with bipolar disorder), David writes song lyrics that tackle some very serious subjects for a boy of his age. At Bromley Tech, David Jones and George Underwood are in the same class, with Owen Frampton as their art teacher; they adore him and he will introduce them to many painters and other artists.


By the beginning of the 60s, David and George start to cultivate their look, to notice girls and to go to any local bar that lets minors in. After school, David often hangs out at Medhurst’s, a department store on Bromley High Street. The music department specializes in American imports and is run by a couple of gay men with a passion for jazz, something they pass on to David. Terry also encourages the boy, leading him to discover Charles Mingus, Charlie Parker, Roland Kirke and King Curtis. David is inspired by everything around him and in addition to music, he becomes interested in American football (he’d started kicking a ball around at Burnt Ash) and, through the work of Illinois writer Frank Edwards, in aliens (and their spaceships!) and paranormal phenomena. He also never misses a television appearance by Anthony Newley.


George Underwood becomes the singer for The Konrads3, a local band with Neville Wills and Alan Dobbs on guitar, Rocky Shahan on bass and Dave Crook on drums. Meanwhile, David’s interest in Kerouac leads him to become fascinated with bebop and the Beat movement, which were closely related4. At the end of 1961, his father offers him a plastic alto saxophone as a Christmas present. It’s a Grafton, which he’d bought at A.T. Furlong & Sons, a record and instrument shop in Bromley (where David will later work on Saturday afternoons, and where he’ll meet other musicians). He will exchange the instrument a few weeks later for a C.G. Conn Ltd brass tenor sax5.


In February the following year, David Jones and George Underwood come to blows over a girl at Bromley Tech. David’s eye is injured and, despite an operation, his left pupil will never be able to dilate properly again. He is still recovering when in April, George and a few classmates perform at the school fair as George & The Dragons. David is well again by late spring and finally joins The Konrads. On 16 June 1962, David Jones appears on stage in front of an audience for the first time, at a school event organized by parents and teachers – he’s happy just to blow his saxophone. The band’s repertoire consists of covers of the latest hits – including many by The Shadows – and they will play pubs and small music venues in and around London until the end of the following year. Along the way, The Konrads lose their drummer (replaced by Dave Hadfield) and, when George Underwood also quits, Roger Ferris shares lead vocals with David.


In 1963, David Jones leaves Bromley Tech with O-levels in art and woodwork and gets a job as an illustrator with Nevin D. Hirst, an advertising agency in the West End of London. That same summer, The Konrads, who have been joined by keyboardist Tony Edwards, get an audition with the record label Decca, arranged by the The Rolling Stones’ management. The label – which has turned down The Beatles – is impervious to the charms of ‘I Never Dreamed’. The song is credited to Ferris and Jones and, ironically, it has a very Merseybeat sound. David is starting to feel too constrained by the Konrads. They no longer suit him – they apparently refused to add ‘Can I Get A Witness’, written for Marvin Gaye by Lamont Dozier and the Holland Brothers, to their repertoire – so on 31 December he performs with them for the last time.


At the beginning of 1964, David meets some musicians from Fulham who’ve been playing together for a few months: guitarist Roger Bluck, bassist Dave Howard and drummer Bob Allen. David and George Underwood join the group and they become The King Bees. The name is inspired by ‘I’m A King Bee’, a classic track by Louisiana blues musician Slim Harpo, covered by The Rolling Stones and Pink Floyd that same year. At the tender age of 17, David already understands that money is the driving force behind the music business, so he takes the initiative to seek financial backing from John Bloom, the washing machine tycoon known for his aggressive business manner. Impressed by the audacity of this young musician, Bloom introduces David to Leslie Conn, a talent scout for music publisher Dick James. James recently joined with Brian Epstein to launch Northern Songs, the company that takes care of The Beatles’ publishing. At the same time, Conn is interested in another musician named Mark Feld, who is also itching to be famous. And be famous he will – a few years later he will be the leader of T. Rex, under the name Marc Bolan6.


That spring, Leslie Conn becomes the manager of The King Bees, and especially of their lead singer. David is still a minor, so at least one of his parents has to sign the contract. Bloom books The King Bees for one of his events, but the audience doesn’t much appreciate their rhythm’n’blues, so their performance is cut short. But Conn, still on good terms with Decca, even though the label didn’t sign The Konrads the year before, arranges for Davie Jones (his new stage name) and his band to record a single, to be released on 5 June 1964 by the subsidiary label Vocalion Pop.


On the A-side is ‘Liza Jane’, a thunderous reinterpretation of ‘Li’l Liza Jane’, an African-American folk song that the crafty manager furtively took credit for writing (he also credited himself as ‘musical director’ of the sessions). The B-side is ‘Louie, Louie Go Home’, written by American musicians Paul Revere and Mark Lindsay (from Paul Revere & The Raiders). It isn’t as much fun as a song, but David performs it as if his life depends on it. This single gets him on national television (on Juke Box Jury, The Beat Room and Ready Steady Go!) and earns him a few lines in the press. ‘Liza Jane’ will be a flop, but that doesn’t dampen David’s resolve. He always seems to be one step ahead.


In July, he walks out of Nevin D. Hirst, leaves The King Bees and successfully auditions as a singer-saxophonist for The Manish Boys, a band from Maidstone. Although he was initially averse to James Brown’s soul music – Geoff MacCormack tried to introduce him to it some years before – David Jones can’t stop listening to The Apollo Theatre Presents – In Person! The James Brown Show, which came out in 1963. The music of The Manish Boys – with Johnny Flux on guitar, organist Bob Solly, Paul Rodriguez and Woolf Byrne on brass, bassist John Watson and Mick White on drums – starts to take on this burgeoning influence, which will turn into a major one a decade later.


Between 25 July (in Sheffield) and 31 December 1964 (in Finchley), The Manish Boys will perform 50 gigs nationwide, often as a support band. They also perform on a joint mini-tour, with American singer Gene Pitney and Liverpudlian band Gerry And The Pacemakers headlining. David is far from being fully satisfied with The Manish Boys (the fact that they don’t live in London is a problem), but playing with them he gets better live, notably at the Marquee7. The club has opened a few months before in the heart of Soho, and David steps on stage there for the first time on 6 November 1964. This is the night he meets Dana Gillespie. She is beautiful, has a strong personality and is from a well-off family. This future good friend and singer is one of the few objective witnesses of David Jones’ rise to glory. A week later, he gives his first television interview as the founder of The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Long-Haired Men. Some of The Manish Boys sport a Keith Relf8 hairdo, which leads to mockery they could do without.


In 1964, the group recorded three covers for Decca. This company passed on them, but Parlophone, The Beatles’ label, released a single on 5 March 1965 with ‘I Pity The Fool’ on the A-side, backed by ‘Take My Tip’. The sessions were produced at IBC Studios at Portland Place in mid-January by Shel Talmy9, an American whose name will be associated with the success of The Kinks, The Who and The Easybeats over the course of the decade. David Bowie will record songs by these three bands for his 1973 album Pin Ups.


‘I Pity The Fool’ is an unremarkable cover of a blues track recorded by American Bobby ‘Blue’ Bland for his first album, but ‘Take My Tip’, the first David Jones song to be etched on vinyl, is much more adventurous on a harmonic and structural level. Jimmy Page, a 21-year-old session guitarist who works with Talmy regularly, plays on the recording.


The Manish Boys single (David’s own name appeared only on the centre label as songwriter, which he was very unhappy about) is not Parlophone’s marketing priority that spring, so the group stage a publicity stunt with Leslie Conn and Barry Langford, the producer of BBC2 show Gadzooks! It’s All Happening, on which they are appearing in March for the first time. To create some buzz, the musicians spread a rumour that the length of their hair might hinder their appearance on the show. The media (notably the Daily Mirror) takes the bait and blows the whole affair out of proportion, but not enough to keep ‘I Pity The Fool’ from being another flop.


David doesn’t have a good year in 1965 – Terry is starting to spend time at Cane Hill mental hospital in Croydon, south of London. David also resents the interest shown in a single recorded by George Underwood (which Mickie Most has produced and Leslie Conn set up) after he left The King Bees. Conn is struggling to book concerts for The Manish Boys, so David leaves the band in the spring. He will soon meet three musicians from Margate at La Gioconda10 on Denmark Street (guitarist Denis Taylor, bassist Graham Rivens and drummer Les Mighall). They came to London seeking fame as The Lower Third. They are looking for a singer and David Jones needs a band. They set up auditions at La Discotheque, another club on Wardour Street, and David mostly plays the saxophone. Future frontman of Small Faces Steve Marriott, with whom David will become friends, also tries his luck that day. The Lower Third choose David, who then cheekily asks to audition the band. He invites them to his parents’ house, where he is still living most of the time – there they give an informal but conclusive performance.


David and his new band start to perform together at the beginning of June, driving between gigs in a converted ambulance which often doubles up as their hotel on wheels. The following month, their drummer is replaced by Phil Lancaster, who responded to an ad in Melody Maker. His audition, which is more of a rambling conversation about music, takes place at La Gioconda. A few weeks before, David and The Lower Third had recorded a handful of tracks at Central Sound Studio, including ‘Born Of The Night’, a song David had recently written. Unfortunately, Shel Talmy is not interested in it, but he agrees to produce ‘You’ve Got A Habit Of Leaving’ and ‘Baby Loves That Way’ at IBC Studios that July. ‘You’ve Got A Habit Of Leaving’ is more complex than it first appears, and the debatable influence of The Who is especially felt in the cacophonous parts. On 20 August, the day of the single’s release, Davie Jones and The Lower Third open for the mod group at the Pavilion Theatre in Bournemouth. Pete Townshend, The Who’s guitarist, stops by as The Lower Third do their sound check. He stays just long enough to hear the similarities between some of David’s songs and his own, and express his displeasure.


Shel Talmy has hired Glyn Johns11 as recording engineer on the two tracks, and the excellent Nicky Hopkins (whom Talmy has also hired to play with The Who) on piano. Hopkins hammers out the chords of ‘Baby Loves That Way’ with confidence. For the chorus, David wanted to create a kind of monastic choir sound, demonstrating that his interest in Tibet and Buddhism had begun long before is generally thought. He called on everyone he could find in the studio to join this improvised choir.


The band also recorded five demos during the single’s sessions. The booklet notes of Early On (1964–1966) – a very good compilation of Bowie’s recordings dating from before his first album, released by Rhino in 1991 (some are different from previously released versions) – state that these songs were attributed to Davy Jones on the label, without The Lower Third (which not surprisingly angered the musicians). ‘I’ll Follow You’, ‘Glad I’ve Got Nobody’, ‘That’s Where My Heart Is’, ‘I Want My Baby Back’ and ‘Bars Of The Country Jail’ are not Bowie’s best songs and their lyrics are not his most beautiful. But they do confirm that at 18 years old, he was already developing a number of different strengths and wasn’t afraid to take on complicated melodies. These five songs on Early On also show Bowie’s ability to emulate the stars of the time, including Brian Wilson of The Beach Boys in ‘I Want My Baby Back’.


Believing that Leslie Conn isn’t doing a good enough job, David turns to Ralph Horton, who is best known for assisting The Moody Blues on the road (they’d had their first hit at the end of 1964 with a cover of ‘Go Now’), but is also familiar enough with the club scene to find regular gigs for The Lower Third, especially on the south coast of England. The band opens for The Pretty Things, one of David’s favourite bands, in Bournemouth that August. He is impressed by their music and by lead singer Phil May’s evident androgyny. Throughout his life, David Bowie described himself as a music-lover first and foremost. During his formative years, he always jumped at the chance to meet his idols and even open for them. Over the course of his career, he will pay tribute to some of them by recording their songs (notably on Pin Ups) and by performing snippets (a verse here, a chorus there) of other songs that influenced him. He also often ‘quoted’ the music of Johnny Kidd & The Pirates, for whom The Lower Third once opened.


At Horton’s recommendation, David and his musicians cut their hair and adopt the mod style12. In late 1965, worried that ‘You’ve Got A Habit Of Leaving’ didn’t elicit more interest than its predecessor, The Lower Third record some of David’s new songs at R.G. Jones Studios13. These include an early version of ‘Silly Boy Blue’ and ‘Baby That’s A Promise’, whose verse borrows heavily from ‘Where Have All The Good Times Gone’ by The Kinks. Ralph Horton becomes David’s official manager that autumn; the contract doesn’t mention any other member of The Lower Third.


Horton is more convinced by David’s potential than by his own ability to develop it and decides that a joint management agreement with a big name in the industry could help break him out of his stagnation. His choice is Ken Pitt, a 43-year-old show-business veteran who manages Manfred Mann, the band named after its frontman and keyboardist. A cultured man of fine taste, Pitt has a good thick address book and regularly works with Americans – in 1964, for example, he promoted Bob Dylan’s first tour in England.


Ken Pitt is too busy to meet with David, but over the phone he advises Ralph Horton to tell his protégé to adopt a stage name to avoid confusion with Davy Jones, the English actor famous for appearing in Lionel Bart’s musical Oliver! and singing with The Monkees, the American band whose (fictional) tribulations appeared on a popular television series between 1966 and 1968. In September, David Robert Jones becomes David Bowie as an artist, although on paper and posters he continues to use his real name due to contractual obligations. This name had been knocking around in his head for some time. It appears to be a double tribute, first to Colonel James ‘Jim’ Bowie, who fought valiantly at the siege of Fort Alamo in San Antonio, Texas, in the winter of 1836. As a teenager, David Jones saw The Alamo, John Wayne’s dramatic 1960 cinematic depiction of the battle, with Richard Widmark playing the role of Jim Bowie – most likely at the Gaumont Cinema in Bromley, as George Underwood specified for this book. The name might also reference Jim Bowie’s talisman, his famous ‘Bowie’ knife conceived by his brother Rezin, which David considered ‘enigmatic’ because its blade cut with both edges.


In early November, David and The Lower Third audition for the BBC, where a panel judge which artists are suitable to appear on their music programmes. One of the songs they play is ‘Chim Chim Cheree’14, from the Robert Stevenson musical Mary Poppins, released in 1964. It is in fact part of the band’s repertoire and demonstrates Bowie’s open-mindedness, but it throws off his musicians. During the performance, The Lower Third also plays a shortened version of the instrumental ‘Mars, Bringer Of War’, one of the seven symphonic movements from The Planets by British composer Gustav Holst, which was the theme song to The Quatermass Experiment in 1953. That autumn, Ralph Horton tells The Lower Third that the BBC didn’t like their performance (and thought that David Bowie was singing out of tune!), but announces that Tony Hatch has agreed to produce their new single, for Pye Records this time. Hatch is a British musician, composer and songwriter for, among others, Petula Clark and The Searchers. He also worked with Françoise Hardy and is less rock than Shel Talmy, which makes him a good choice because Bowie, after all, is not only rock.


In November, the label arranges a session at its studios at Great Cumberland Place, north of Marble Arch. That’s where The Kinks have recorded most of their earlier hits and where, according to Ray Davies, guitar feedback coming from his amp was first caught on tape (it can be heard on ‘I Need You’). David wants to record ‘Now You’ve Met The London Boys’, planned for the A-side of the next single, and ‘You’ve Got It Made’. Not much is known about the latter – in At The Birth Of Bowie (John Blake Publishing, 2019), Phil Lancaster will write he no longer remembers what the song sounded like – but many Bowie fans rate ‘Now You’ve Met The London Boys’, which they will hear a year later in a more weighted version, as one of his best early songs. However, Pye doesn’t appreciate these semi-autobiographical lyrics about moving to London, especially as pills that you start off trying, then end up taking too many of, are mentioned twice.


The band’s disappointment will be short lived and Hatch soon organizes a new session in the same studio. The Lower Third shows up after rehearsing at Regent Sounds. This time, the first track they record is ‘Can’t Help Thinking About Me’, another great song by Bowie. It is decidedly lively and has an even more autobiographical feel as he performs it in the first person. Based on a frenzied rhythm with particularly daring harmonies through the verses, the song is about leaving home and moving on to the big city. Hatch, on piano, will reproach David for his obsession with London.


On the day of the recording, David Bowie forgets to bring the song lyrics with him and rewrites them from memory with whatever comes to mind. He already owns a notebook in which he jots down words and phrases that come to him, according to his moods and whims. Because of the chorus and the fact that he liked to use words to mean whatever he felt they should mean, David will sing ‘Can’t Help Thinking About Me’ again in 1999 on Storytellers, and call the song ‘a beautiful piece of solipsism’. The B-side of the single is ‘And I Say To Myself’; it is lighter, built on a combination of two turnarounds, and more in line with what Tony Hatch expects.


David performs a few more gigs with The Lower Third in 1965, then they cross the Channel on a ferry for three concerts in Paris over the New Year – two at the Golf Drouot (31 December and 1 January) and one at the Bus Palladium (2 January). It is the first time Bowie performs abroad, and the last time the band will. He will have to wait another decade before stepping onto a Parisian stage again, and another two before playing in the same Paris neighbourhood. These gigs are part of a band exchange with the Marquee and there are other artists playing, including Arthur Brown15 on the first night. According to the local press, the concerts are good, but David seems to have lost faith. Things look like they’re working out well for him (a roadie is now accompanying The Lower Third as they travel and a party is planned for the release of their new single), but the gap is widening between him and his musicians, whose living conditions continue to be precarious. After their last concert in Paris, Ralph Horton takes Bowie back to London by plane (another first for David, though for many years afterwards a fear of flying prevented him travelling by air at all) with the excuse that he has to meet the producer of Ready Steady Go! as soon as possible. The other members of the band have to make their own way back in their converted ambulance.


‘Can’t Help Thinking About Me’, whose centre label credits ‘David Bowie with The Lower Third’, is released on 14 January 1966 to the usual indifference. It will make a brief appearance in the Melody Maker charts, but all the signs suggest this placement was ‘bought’, a practice that is as old as the record industry.


On 29 January, Bowie and The Lower Third perform together for the last time at the Marquee, because the concert scheduled for later that day at the Bromel Club, a stone’s throw from David’s house, will not take place. Horton warns the musicians that he won’t be able to pay them that evening, and confirms it as they are unloading their equipment outside the venue. Denis Taylor, Graham Rivens and Phil Lancaster refuse to play and realize there and then that their association with David Bowie is over. A band’s breakup is rarely joyful, but this one will leave a particularly bitter taste in the mouths of the musicians because during their final conversation with Bowie, he hardly says a word. His mind is already elsewhere, thinking about the audition he and Ralph Horton have set up at the Marquee to recruit new musicians.


David Bowie first performs with The Buzz on 10 February 1966 at the Mecca Ballroom in Leicester. The band name was suggested by Earl Richmond, a broadcaster with Radio London. The musicians are given nicknames because some of them have similar names; they are John ‘Hutch’ Hutchinson on guitar, Derek ‘Dek’ Fearnley on bass, Derrick ‘Chow’ Boyes on keyboards and John ‘Ego’ Eager on drums. They were hired just the week before and were warned that they are a singer-songwriter’s backing band. They quickly size him up – they find him disconcerting, but like his songs.


Chow, from Yorkshire, has played with The Tennesseans with Hutch, who has recommended him. Hutch has already been around a bit; he’s had some success with The Apaches in Gothenburg, Sweden and has crossed paths with the as-yet-unknown American musician Boz Scaggs. At the end of 1965, Hutchinson returned to England to spend Christmas with his parents. After the holidays he realized that his travel documents weren’t up to date and, instead of returning to Sweden, he decided to look for work in London. One afternoon, on the first Saturday in February, he walked through the door of the Marquee. The club was empty but its manager, Jack Barrie, gave him the phone number of a certain David Bowie. He was looking for a guitarist to join a band that so far only had a rhythm section.


By November, The Buzz will have performed almost 70 gigs, some of which were scheduled before the breakup of The Lower Third. David Bowie notices that his audience, which includes some long-term fans, is becoming less and less sparse despite his band changes. This year, a fan from Bromley will set up the first Bowie fan club.


In March, The Buzz appears alongside David Bowie on Ready Steady Go!, to the great displeasure of members of The Lower Third. Bowie wears a white suit borrowed from John Stephen, the King of Carnaby Street. Stephen owns a dozen clothing stores popular with rock stars and drives from one to another in his Rolls-Royce. Bowie’s outfit is so shiny it causes problems on set, but David refuses to wear anything else and the lighting engineer has to deal with it. ‘Do Anything You Say’ comes out on 1 April as a new single produced by Tony Hatch, with ‘Good Morning Girl’ on the B-side. Simple, playful and effective, these two tracks were recorded at Pye Studios. They aren’t Bowie’s best songs of the time, but ‘Do Anything You Say’ is improved by Hatch’s clever arrangements – a pianist himself, he raised Chow’s volume in the mix. ‘Good Morning Girl’ shows that Bowie hasn’t left jazz behind. It features a scat vocal/guitar dialogue, a form of improvisation that Alvin Lee, lead singer of the blues-rock band Ten Years After, will master the following year.


From mid-April to the end of June, David and his band will perform every Sunday afternoon at the Marquee and present The Bowie Showboat. The show’s name is a reference to the movie Show Boat. David has probably seen the George Sydney remake of 195116 at the cinema; fans consider it to be the first serious and realistic musical film ever made. Ralph Horton invites Ken Pitt along to the show on Sunday 17 April. He sees Bowie on stage and gets the same feeling that Brian Epstein felt on seeing The Beatles at the Cavern in Liverpool six years before. Pitt immediately recognizes Bowie’s talent and potential: his vocal abilities, his confidence on stage, the quality of his songs and the extent and variety of his repertoire. That day, lit by a single spotlight, Bowie ends his performance with ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’, from the musical Carousel17. Gerry And The Pacemakers covered the same song successfully and Elvis Presley will record it in 1968. Ken Pitt is in awe of the young man. He seems to have it all. As the lights come back on, he knows he is going to accept the offer and Horton will soon be relegated to the role of road manager. Pitt won’t become Bowie’s official manager until a little later, but he is soon arranging his affairs, finding him better gigs and giving him precious advice.


At the end of June, John Hutchinson is replaced by Scotsman Billy Gray, who played with The Anteeks and later, in Italy, will join the prog rock group The Trip. He will only perform with The Buzz for a few months and won’t play on David Bowie’s third single for Pye Records. A few weeks after a session from which nothing came out, Tony Hatch hires studio musicians to play on ‘I Dig Everything’ and ‘I’m Not Losing Sleep’, but their names have been lost to history. As on his two previous singles, Bowie alone is credited on this one, which sounds more professional, but with a ‘pop’ flavour – Hatch’s signature style. While the overall craftsmanship of these songs is respectable, their bridges are especially remarkable – this will be one of Bowie’s songwriting strengths throughout his career. ‘I Dig Everything’, which comes out in mid-August, doesn’t cause any more of a stir than any of his other 45s since ‘Liza Jane’. A few flattering remarks will be published in the musical press, but none of the radio stations will play the song.


David realizes that Ralph Horton isn’t going to perform a miracle and is convinced that his salvation as an artist will come from Ken Pitt. He regularly visits him at his flat on Manchester Street to talk about the future, and they both agree that parting from Pye is inevitable. Pitt agrees to pay for a recording session at R.G. Jones Studios in mid-October and David Bowie and Derek Fearnley are going to act as producers, despite their lack of experience. Instead of letting himself be tossed about by the current, and at the risk of being misunderstood, Bowie decides to take his music into his own hands. He will arrange the songs on his first album with Ego, and then co-produce all of his own records from then until his last. From that moment on, he is going to devise, design and power his own tidal wave.
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When I first met David, what struck me most about him was his enthusiasm. We went to Scouts at Bromley together, but music is what really united us. I was listening to Buddy Holly and he to Little Richard, who was definitely his biggest musical hero then. We also loved Lonnie Donegan18, The Everly Brothers, Dion, Elvis Presley and groups like The Diamonds19. Even back then, you could almost feel David buzzing with creativity. You knew he was going to make it sooner or later. He was always working on his musical education, and Terry probably gave him plenty of jazz to listen to. You know, I never felt like he was listening to it just to impress or please Terry. He was motivated by a thirst for culture, which also drove him to read a lot.


I was really mad at myself for injuring David’s eye. I never wanted to hurt him like that and it kept him from performing with George & The Dragons, my band in 1962. The following summer, I got him into The Konrads because he played the saxophone, and they let him sing three or four songs. We were in other bands that didn’t last, like The Hooker Brothers, and David did some gigs with The Wranglers. Like all the other English bands from the early 60s, we fell in love with the blues and bought all the blues records we could get our hands on. Around that time, David also had a Grundig recorder and we taped quite a lot of things. He put together a sort of home studio in his room. And there was a piano at his house . . .


Things started to get a bit more serious with The King Bees. David wasn’t the frontman at first, but he knew how to scout out musicians. He and I were both very focused on our looks and how we appeared on stage. David was itching to be noticed and when he had the idea to contact John Bloom, his father helped him write the letter. A little later, I joined his famous long-hair society, and we had a laugh when they put us on television for it. At that point, he would have done anything to get people to talk about him.


Making our first record was pretty overwhelming, especially when we found out that Glyn Johns, who’d worked with Georgie Fame20, was producing the session. I remember it as if it were yesterday, especially because my guitar went out of tune and it took me ages sorting it out! We were more relaxed by the end of the recording, and you can even hear me whistling in the final cut. When David left The King Bees to join The Manish Boys, we were annoyed rather than surprised. He’d started to rehearse with them while he was still with us, which honestly wasn’t something musicians did. But he was impatient to move on . . . We didn’t see each other as much in 1965. I released a single under the name Calvin James, produced by Mickie Most, which made David very jealous. Same in 1967 . . . That’s around the time I went back to art school and gave up music. (2016)


DANA GILLESPIE


[image: ]


When I was a teenager, to make some pocket money, I delivered newspapers around Soho before school. It made it easier for me to get into places, especially the Marquee. That’s where I first met David. He was dressed like Robin Hood and was playing saxophone with The King Bees21. I didn’t know much about music at the time, but I already loved the blues and I’d seen The Yardbirds perform at the same venue.


That evening, The King Bees were opening for another band – I can’t remember who. At the time, I was already big-busted and I dyed my hair peroxide blonde, so I was pretty easy to spot! The back of the Marquee had mirrors on the walls, and towards the end of the evening I went there to brush my hair. All of a sudden, I felt someone take the hairbrush out of my hands and start brushing my hair for me. It was David. We talked for a little and then he asked me, ‘Can we stay together tonight?’


I was living with my parents at the time, in a big house next to Harrods. It took us about 20 minutes to walk there. We went up to the top floor, where I spent most of my time, mainly because I had a drum kit there. Music was my raison d’être. I was crazy about my drums and I had a friend who knew Buddy Rich22 really well, and we’d gone to see him in concert quite a few times. David and I spent the night together, but I’m only telling you because we mainly talked about music and the bands we liked. It was all David could talk about! That’s how our friendship started. I got into the habit of taking Robin Hood, who had much longer hair than the other boys, back to mine on a regular basis . . . Of course, it was always at night, because even if my parents were understanding, we still didn’t want them to walk in on us!


One day, I was playing the drums so hard that a piece of ceiling fell on my parents who had the room below. They punished me by relegating me to the basement. But that was an even better spot, because it was huge, with a separate entrance and a garden at the back, and I could make as much noise as I wanted at any hour of the day or night. I threw some pretty memorable rock parties there! From then on I practically lived in the basement and David came to see me there regularly.


We had a very normal relationship. I remember he used to come and pick me up from my dance classes and he’d always insist on carrying the bag with my ballet shoes. Even then when I was a teenager, it pissed me off, as it still does to this day, when I read somewhere that we were ‘going out together’. I hate that expression. You know, I soon realized that David wasn’t the kind of guy you were supposed to marry; we were just music fanatics who loved to spend time together and up until he recorded his first album, he’d tell me about the bands he was joining and quitting. He always knew what he could get out of people in terms of music. He wasn’t necessarily the best musician himself, but he knew how to recognize them and surround himself with them. It’s because of them that he was able to create his own style and make his songs so unique and appealing. David was also really interested in the ones I was writing and, in the months after our meeting, he remained so.


One of the things David loved the most was to spend time at La Gioconda, a coffee bar on Denmark Street. He was in his element, because he knew the business of music was done there. It was the type of place where an arranger could pop in out of the blue and say, ‘I need backing singers, can anyone here sing?’ I vividly remember one time he grabbed me by the hand and took me to a record store and made me go into a booth to listen to ‘I Pity The Fool’, his single with The Manish Boys. It wasn’t his first, but on the B-side was ‘Take My Tip’, which he’d written himself, and you could see his name on the label. He was so proud that day . . . His music was by far the most important thing to him, but he wasn’t indifferent to the girls who hung around him. I quickly understood what a musician is: someone who lives on the road and who works on the assumption that what happens on tour, stays on tour. And let’s not forget that at the time David travelled around and often spent the night in an old ambulance. In the winter, behind the frosted windows, things were happening . . .


Soon after we met, David insisted on introducing me to his parents. It shocked me, honestly. Not because of them, but because I’d never been to a working-class neighbourhood. We passed these rows of tiny houses and then I met his parents. They were sitting on the sofa watching television. They told David they had to go and see Terry, who was in a mental hospital. They’d barely closed the door behind them when David told me that he only wanted one thing in life: to get away, a long way away, no matter what. His ambition was already really strong and he needed to be in constant motion, so I have as many memories of the concerts we went to as I have of the hours we spent listening to records at his place or mine. And it was mostly blues acts, musicians like John Lee Hooker or Muddy Waters. (2016)



KEVIN CANN
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I recently had lunch with Phil Lancaster and Denis Taylor, who usually had his camera with him for interesting band events back in The Lower Third days. I asked him why he didn’t take any photos in France or Paris during that trip. He replied, ‘I can only think that it was all so absorbing and distracting that I didn’t get a chance to get my camera out! We did have a brilliant time there.’ Such a shame there is no photographic record of that trip or those first gigs. You would have thought somebody, somewhere, would have a photo of David in Paris in 1965. I do have a postcard from David’s mum and dad, sent to David while they were on holiday in Paris in 1967, as well as some colour pics of his parents on that trip. They even visited Decca’s Paris office to say hello while they were there! They were always proud of their boy. (2019)


JOHN ‘HUTCH’ HUTCHINSON
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I met David Bowie in February 1966, when I turned up for an audition at the Marquee. He needed some new musicians and I showed up with my guitar, a Telecaster. I messed about a little, strummed a few chords and they hinted to me that David liked my playing. They introduced us that day, but it wasn’t until our first rehearsal with the other members of The Buzz, also newly recruited, that we really got to know each other.


What struck me from the start was his professionalism. He already had a manager, people who spoke for him, everything seemed very organized. During rehearsals we all got to know each other better and learned more about him – when a singer-songwriter shows his songs to his musicians, he reveals quite a few things about himself. He came off as experienced even though he’d only started his career two years before. I’d just blown in from Yorkshire, I was quite rough around the edges and didn’t spend much time thinking about my appearance. But he was already in control of his image. He’d done the rounds of the London club circuit with his previous bands, The Manish Boys and The Lower Third, and his confidence blew us away. The Buzz musicians’ look was pretty clean, elegant and understated. David wasn’t about to hire a guy with a 20-inch beard! We looked a bit like mods.


Two other things struck me straight away. First of all, his songs didn’t sound anything like what people were doing at the time. They came from another universe – his. And his voice! It was powerful, he could already sing just about anything: the blues, pop, his own songs and certainly anything else. It’s something that everyone realized afterwards, but in the beginning, even before his first album came out, he impressed everyone with his vocal skills. He wasn’t a great guitar player, but he played well enough to show his songs to the musicians. He was great at describing what he wanted to hear from us.


David was the true leader of The Buzz and he knew exactly where he wanted to go. In those days, managers told artists what they should do. This was absolutely not the case with him. He seemed to have everything planned out in his head and he certainly didn’t need anyone to tell him what his band needed to do. Besides, even though Ralph Horton and Ken Pitt did everything they could to launch his career, David seemed to expect something quite different from a manager. In the end, Tony Defries was the one to succeed where others had failed.


In those days, after showing us the chords, David counted on us to play his songs as well as we could. The Buzz was a backing band whose role was to play his music, as well as covers like ‘Knock On Wood’ or ‘The Midnight Hour’. They weren’t the easiest songs to sing, but like Georgie Fame or Chris Farlowe, David was more than capable of it. For The Bowie Showboat, our residency at the Marquee in 1966, David wanted to open up the set list. Even though the club was the temple of rock and rhythm’n’blues, he wanted to sing songs with a more pop influence, like ‘Monday, Monday’ by The Mamas & The Papas. He took pride in the fact that his music was different from everyone else’s, and that turned out to be obvious from his first album!


The other members of The Buzz – Chow, Dek and John – certainly hung out a bit with David outside rehearsals and concerts, but I was already a father at the time, and when I wasn’t working with the band I tried to spend time with my family. As a general rule, his manager Ralph Horton kept him relatively distanced from us, which was probably the plan. (2016)


PHIL MAY
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David Bowie? He was my stalker! From the start, The Pretty Things story fascinated him. He turned up at all our gigs. Dick Taylor was in the band that preceeded The Rolling Stones – when they turned pro, we got them to play at our art school. Until the day they became too expensive for us, way beyond our budget! The only way for us to continue to listen to this music, these covers of songs by Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, Animals or Muddy Waters, was to play them ourselves. That’s how Dick and I started The Pretty Things. Really it was to fill a void!


The crazy thing was that I had absolutely no plans to become a musician, I didn’t have the ego for it, the motivation. I wanted to be a painter. The only reason we didn’t make it bigger was because we weren’t consumed by a thirst for success. Besides, we didn’t deal with success very well. When Dick left the band after SF Sorrow, it was mainly because he got fed up with being chased down the street, and as he said to me at the time, he wanted his guitar back, he just wanted to play. Likewise, I haven’t kept The Pretty Things going all these years in the way Mick Jagger is doing with The Stones. The band is his reason for being alive. I’m convinced that without Mick, Keith Richards and Charlie Watts would have stopped touring a long time ago . . . But Mick? What would he do without The Stones? He needs them! As soon as he steps on stage, he looks reborn.


I heard Ed Sheeran say the other day that he wanted to become more successful than Adele. What? Is that really coming out of the mouth of a musician? That’s what a banker would say, someone with a big capitalist ego! You might think I’m digressing, but I’m not. The blues – the need to succeed despite the fear of having to face yourself, of losing your bearings sometimes – that was David’s career, in a way. At the Marquee, for example, he was always in the front row, devouring us with his eyes. That guy from The White Stripes I ran into the other day, who actually reminded me that they’d opened for us in the US, which I didn’t remember, makes me think of Bowie. The first thing that kid asked me was how we got the drum sound in ‘Livin’ In My Skin’. David was the same – like a sponge and obsessed with the details. He wanted to know, to learn. That famous time when he asked me for my phone number, it wasn’t just so he could harass me but so he could ask me technical questions. Early on, he set himself up as a sort of historian with an in-depth knowledge of the English music scene, as well as the American one. Remember, he was the first to talk about The Velvet Underground and The Stooges. And believe me, that was a big deal. If Dick changed his guitar strings before they were worn out, David would ask him why! If I picked up another mic, he was curious about that too. He picked up everything, like one of those dogs you throw something for. They just keep coming back. Honestly, it sometimes got to the point where we found him slightly unnerving, but he was different and certainly not a star-struck kid, far from it.


At the same time, he was always out of step. For example, he didn’t go to art school like so many musicians of our generation, but he did share their personal approach to music. He didn’t know how to read or write it, but he made up a system for jotting it down, with colours and crosses that helped him find his way. This art-school movement wasn’t like the Merseybeat thing, the bands from Liverpool, where it was all about music. The kids at art school thought the visual was just as important as the music. We paid attention to how we dressed. And since we didn’t have any money, we were getting stuff at jumble sales, which made us look even more unique. David was like that too. He and Bolan would rummage through clothes bins on Carnaby Street to put together an outfit. We were thrifty, crafty . . . That was part of our education. I designed the cover of SF Sorrow myself, because EMI had no idea what we wanted and didn’t want to pay for a designer. (2017)


BILLY RITCHIE
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In 1966 I played keyboards in a trio, The Premiers, and we were playing in Dundee, Scotland, with David Bowie and The Buzz23. I thought he had a lot of style and confidence – he really stood out. He approached me first and said he had never seen a keyboard player like me before, playing the lead role in a rock band. So it was mutual appreciation. We vowed to get in touch when the band came to London.


Later that year, The Premiers became 1-2-324. We left Scotland for London and caused a bit of a sensation at the Marquee. Brian Epstein, The Beatles’ manager, signed us up and, when David heard that we were doing one of his songs, ‘I Dig Everything’, he came to see us at the Marquee and we renewed our acquaintance. From then on, we were close friends for a couple of years. We mainly met in between or after gigs, usually went to the pub together and spoke endlessly about music and the music business. (2017)


JOHN ‘TWINK’ ALDER
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I knew David from about 1964, when we all used to go to La Gioconda. He with his band, me as the drummer for the Fairies. At the time, we were all trying to make it. We shared information, exchanged tips. You know, Bowie was a phenomenal artist from the very beginning. I saw him play with The Buzz at the Marquee, and he was absolutely amazing. The band was really good and he was a real performer. He was determined, committed . . .


I really knew David from 1964 to 1972. We used to meet at Vince Taylor’s Mayfair flat – as you know, Vince was the main inspiration for Ziggy Stardust. That was before he left for Paris and made it big. There was always a crowd at Vince’s and the atmosphere was crazy. David was always hanging out there – well, we were fans! When I was with one of my first bands – Eddie Lee Cooper and The Trappers – we used to play ‘Brand New Cadillac’ at the 2i’s Coffee Bar. Once, Vince was there and I remember he was taken aback when he saw me sing his song from behind my drum kit! (2018)


MARCEL RAPP
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I was a big rock fan, so from the early 1960s I spent a lot of time at the Golf Drouot club in Paris. Henri Leproux managed the place and hired me on Saturday and Sunday afternoons as a ‘disquaire’. In those days, we didn’t use the term DJ. I got to know quite a few of the artists passing through, including David Bowie, when he came to play with The Lower Third. What I remember most about their performance was that it was short and not particularly well received by the audience. But hey, they didn’t get thrown out either. Far from it!


On stage, Bowie – this guy we knew nothing about – looked a lot like Mick Jagger. As if he’d copied all his moves. I remember an energetic set, the way rhythm’n’blues was at the time. I can’t remember if it was before or after the concert, but I met up with the band at their hotel in Pigalle. Bowie and I had a glass of wine and talked about our musical tastes. He was a charming guy, pretty reserved, but he opened up when he talked about music. (2019)


ROGER GLOVER
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In June 1966, Episode Six, the band I played bass in before Deep Purple and whose singer was Ian Gillan, performed at a festival at Brands Hatch in Kent. Small Faces and David Bowie were also on the bill. Steve Marriott and David were friends. He was with his band, The Buzz, but he didn’t really make much of an impression on me. On that day, no one could have foreseen that he would become such a huge star! But then again I saw The Rolling Stones in concert twice that same year and thought they were pretty bad . . . (2017)









1. Of the musicians mentioned in this book, the following were also born in 1947: Ian Anderson, Laurie Anderson, Marc Bolan, Howard Kaylan, Jeff Lynne, Steve Marriott, Brian May, Peter Noone, Ann Peebles, Iggy Pop, Gerry Rafferty, Florian Schneider, George Underwood, Peter Overend Watts, Willie Weeks and Ronnie Wood.


2. The origins of Bowie’s cross are much debated. The author goes with the version told by Kevin Cann, writer and world-renowned expert on David Bowie. His book Any Day Now: The London Years 1947–1974 (Adelita Ltd, 2010) is a chronological reference work focusing on Bowie’s childhood and the early years of his career. The author has known Kevin Cann for a long time and asked him a few questions for this book.


3. In 2000, journalist Peter Kane will interview David Bowie for his excellent feature ‘Cash For Questions’, published in Q Magazine. In the interview, David Bowie will set a few records straight. In particular, he will provide the correct spelling for The Konrads, and point out that it looks much better without a hyphen between ‘Kon’ and ‘rads’. Many writers (but not Kevin Cann) will style it wrongly for decades.


4. David took a special interest in jazz because Jack Kerouac had fallen in love with it before him, having been introduced to bebop by his friend Seymour Wyse in the late 1940s. In the mid-60s, David came across some of Kerouac’s recordings. Influenced by F. Scott Fitzgerald, who believed that great lyrics should be judged on their musicality and rhythm, and after discovering the spoken-word records of Langston Hughes and Dylan Thomas, Kerouac incorporated bebop into his own art. He also recorded readings and improvisations inspired by the automatic writing method developed by psychologist William James and poet and playwright W.B. Yeats. Throughout his career, Bowie said many times that he attached more importance to the ‘music of words’ than to their meaning.


5. As legend would have it, David Jones couldn’t wait to swap his plexiglass saxophone for another, more professional one. But in reality, the Grafton, an alto sax made by Italian Hector Sommaruga at the end of the 1940s, was no toy – Charlie Parker, Ornette Coleman and some of the other giants of jazz used one.


6. On the music show Storytellers on VH1 in 1999, David Bowie will say he’d met Marc Bolan at Leslie Conn’s house. They’d both agreed to repaint his office on Denmark Street to make a little pocket money.


7. The Marquee Club, founded by jazz-lover Harold Pendleton, was an institution of the English music scene. During its heyday (which lasted a quarter of a century!), it was located at 90 Wardour Street. With the notable exception of The Beatles, all British musicians who went down in rock history played there at least once. David Bowie (as part of a band or as a soloist) played at the Marquee more than sixty times up until 15 June 1969. He will perform there one last time in 1973, with The Spiders From Mars, for an American television show. He played the Marquee more than any other venue. Many people have said that Davie Jones and The King Bees headlined at the Marquee on 15 May 1964, but that night The Authentics (with John Williams and Jimmy Page) were on stage. Did The King Bees sing a few songs as an opening act? It’s not impossible.


8. Keith Relf – singer, harmonicist and founding member of the The Yardbirds – had a fleeting but strong influence on David Bowie in the mid-1960s. Bowie noticed that young women liked Relf’s haircut, especially the pretty foreign girls in the London nightclubs, so he adopted it for a while. He will mention his respect for Keith Relf’s look and for his ‘blues roots’ during a promotional event following Tin Machine’s interview with Rock&Folk in 1991. He will also confirm he’d always identified with the Richmond-born singer more than he did with Brian Jones (with whom journalists sometimes associated him). Relf will die young, in 1976, at home, from electrocution while playing a guitar.


9. Mickie Most and Joe Meek, talented producers in their own right, also crossed paths with The Konrads and the Manish Boys. Meek did audition both bands, but David Jones was not a member then. Most also auditioned The Manish Boys (with David), but nothing came of it. Joe Meek is famous for having turned down The Beatles and David Bowie as a solo artist. David will later confess he would have loved to work with him.


10. La Gioconda was a coffee bar at 9 Denmark Street, a stone’s throw from Charing Cross Road in London. It was a meeting place for the big guns in the music industry (or those who aspired to become one). David Bowie was a regular in the 1960s. Denmark Street was nicknamed ‘Tin Pan Alley’, after the district in New York where music publishers and songwriters had worked for more than half a century (at 28th Street, between 5th and 6th Avenues in Manhattan). Denmark Street was also home to musical instrument shops, music magazines like Melody Maker and New Musical Express, and legendary music studios – Regent Sounds, where The Rolling Stones recorded their first album; Peer/Southern Music, where Scottish troubadour Donovan recorded his Fairytale; and Central Sound, which adjoined La Gioconda.


11. Interviewed by the author in 1995, after he’d just produced the second album by American band Belly, Glyn Johns will claim he didn’t remember recording with David Jones. He won’t mention it either in Glyn Johns – Sound Man (Penguin), his 2014 autobiography. During the 1960s, Johns will work with The Rolling Stones, The Pretty Things, Small Faces, The Easybeats and even The Beatles, as a recording engineer or producer.


12. The mod style (short for modernist) began in London at the end of the 1950s. It was started by young people who listened to jazz (and American rhythm’n’blues), enjoyed French New Wave cinema, got dressed up to the nines and nipped around London on Italian scooters. The mods were intolerant of other groups (the novel Absolute Beginners by Colin MacInnes and its film adaptation by Julien Temple depict the clashes that took place at the start of the movement) and hung around Carnaby Street in the Swinging Sixties. Their musical heroes included The Who, Small Faces and, to a lesser extent, John’s Children, a short-lived freakbeat band of crazy mods fronted by Marc Bolan in 1967.


13. Opened in 1943 in Morden in south London, these studios belonged to Ronald Geoffrey Jones, whose sound system company, one of the oldest in the world, is still around today.


14. This track is also on The John Coltrane Quartet Plays . . ., an album the saxophonist released in 1965. ‘Nature Boy’, which David Bowie will cover 36 years later, can be found on the B-side.


15. At that time, Arthur Brown travels regularly to Paris and appears on the soundtrack of La Curée, Roger Vadim’s film adaptation of Émile Zola’s novel. Brown will make it big in 1968 with The Crazy World Of Arthur Brown. He still brings the house down with the hit song ‘Fire’ more than half a century later.


16. The musical by Oscar Hammerstein II and Jerome Kern was written in 1927 and was often shown in London, but not between 1928 and 1971.


17. This is also an Oscar Hammerstein II musical, put to music by Richard Rodgers in 1945.


18. Lonnie Donegan was the king of skiffle, a musical genre with American influences, which inspired a lot of British musicians of this generation, especially The Beatles.


19. A Canadian vocal quartet that became successful in the late 1950s, mostly thanks to their covers of rhythm’n’blues hits. The Diamonds still shine to this day, though without any of the original members.


20. A British rhythm’n’blues musician who’s still performing today. He mainly plays keyboards and will make the top of the British charts three times in the 1960s. He wrote ‘Get Away’, the second of his Number 1 songs, but not ‘Yeh Yeh’, his biggest hit.


21. It’s more likely that The Manish Boys were the ones playing with David Jones the night Dana Gillespie met him, which was, most probably, 6 November 1964. They were opening for Gary Farr & The T-Bones. Dana will set the record straight in her own book, Weren’t Born A Man (Hawksmoor, 2021), four years after this interview.


22. An American giant of jazz drumming who played with the best, including Charlie Parker, Lester Young, Art Tatum and Harry James. Starting in 1966, he directed big bands and toured with them all over the world. He will die in 1987, aged 70.


23. This concert took place on 3 April. The Premiers and David Bowie (with The Buzz, not The Lower Third as some say) opened for Johnny Kidd & The Pirates at the Top 10 Club.


24. 1-2-3, later known as Clouds, is now considered the the most ill-fated band of British prog rock. However, the three musicians (drummer Harry Hughes, bassist Ian Ellis and Billy Ritchie) did influence ELP, Yes, King Crimson, Jethro Tull and The Moody Blues, all of whom will make it big. Clouds will break up at the end of 1971, as told by Billy Ritchie in his memoir, The ABC Of 1-2-3 (Hillfield, 2016).
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DAVID BOWIE


DERAM – 1 JUNE 1967




‘She was the kind of girlfriend God gives you young, so you’ll know loss the rest of your life.’


(JUNOT DÍAZ, THE BRIEF WONDROUS LIFE OF OSCAR WAO, 2007)





‘I’m pretty good at imitating singers, especially certain friends or idols of mine. At the time of my first album, I was having fun parodying Anthony Newley, who really let his Cockney accent be heard. I’ve never denied my roots. Quite the contrary. It’s often been said I loved Newley as a singer, but I especially liked him as an actor in the musical Stop The World – I Want To Get Off and, of course, in the television series The Strange World Of Gurney Slade. What also amazed me was that he was often the driving force behind the songs he performed and helped write them. I would have been fine just being a songwriter. I stepped up because no one else wanted to sing the songs I wrote! So it’s partly because of Anthony Newley that very early on I also saw myself as an actor in the service of a musical genre I wanted to dramatize, rather than just as a musician. But I never thought of myself as an intellectual and I don’t like people calling me that. I once said that I was a tactile thinker, and I believe I still am, perhaps even more than ever.’


DB (1992)


According to some biographies, the unlikely ‘Vaudeville pop’ style of David Bowie’s first eponymous album, which he released on 1 June in the Summer of Love, was the result of Ken Pitt’s influence. It’s a hasty deduction. Since childhood, David Jones had been open to anything and everything. He had an insatiable curiosity. He was a voracious reader, more than most boys his age, but more importantly, he was always listening to his half-brother’s jazz records and to the pioneers of rhythm’n’blues and rock music. He was also interested in astrology and science fiction, and watched a lot of television. He absorbed anything that could give some colour to the blandness of his suburban life, which was still overshadowed by war at the end of the 1950s. He gulped everything down greedily, indiscriminately. Anything was fair game if it could help him escape what he will later call ‘the tyranny of the ordinaire’.


Again, people often say Bowie ‘discovered literature’ in Ken Pitt’s library – Ken was as well read as he was full of good will. But actually, Bowie found a number of works he already knew there, which probably helped them develop their relationship, both friendly and professional. In truth, by introducing him to new authors like Oscar Wilde, André Gide and Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Ken Pitt is going to further develop David’s sense of theatre and cabaret, contributing to his lack of prejudice as a musician. At the end of his life, Bowie will finally be able to create a show based on his songs, a show that can be described as a musical. It will be the dream of a lifetime. He will mention such a project hundreds of times throughout his career, but the germ of the idea probably formed at Pitt’s house at 39 Manchester Street, in Marylebone, where Bowie will often stay during the late 1960s.


As Bowie’s first real manager, Ken Pitt understood early on that it was better to let him loose than try to squeeze him into a mould, so he will never impose anything on him or take any risks by trying to shape his repertoire. Enthralled with Bowie’s talent and personality, Pitt will make a point of helping him develop in any desired direction, all the while steering him gently towards advancing his professional growth. And since David writes prolifically (in all sorts of styles), Ken Pitt has quite a job finding other singers to perform his songs. Oscar Beuselinck is the first singer to perform a David Bowie song – ‘Over The Wall We Go’ – which Bowie demoed in late 1966 but did not intend for himself. Beuselinck, the son of a famous English entertainment lawyer, will make a foray into pop music under his original name1 before becoming a stage and musical actor known as Paul Nicholas. The lyrics of ‘Over The Wall We Go’ were probably inspired, in part, by the London prison break of infamous double-agent George Blake, which was in the papers that year. In the vein of Anthony Newley’s comedy songs, ‘Over The Wall We Go’ would have been great in a musical, but not so much on a pop/rock record2. It will be released on the A-side of Oscar’s single in January 1967.


Pitt, to his disappointment, will struggle to find performers for Bowie’s songs. Some that will appear on his first album will be proposed to Peter, Paul And Mary, Judy Collins or Jefferson Airplane, but three others will be selected by The Beatstalkers, a Scottish band Pitt will manage until the end of the 1960s – ‘Silver Treetop School For Boys’, ‘Everything Is You’ and ‘When I’m Five’ will come out on singles between 1967 and 1969. English rock singer Billy Fury will record a decent version of ‘Silly Boy Blue’ for one of his 45s in 1968.


David Bowie records three songs with members of The Buzz and a few other musicians in mid-October 1966 at the R.G. Jones Studios – ‘Rubber Band’, ‘The Gravedigger’ (provisional title) and ‘The London Boys’, a track he really cares about, already demoed for Pye. The label weren’t keen on the drugs references in ‘The London Boys’, but they reveal Bowie’s difficulties fitting in, finding his place in a London that he is discovering and that fascinates him, yet still eludes him. Whether they are mods, Teddy Boys or just fashion snobs, the cool kids in Swinging London only seem to accept their own people, which goes against what Bowie believes in. He pays attention to fashions and trends, but sees himself mostly as an observer, watching from the sidelines. He inhales various moods, then creates his own style without stooping to imitation. Still feeling London is refusing to let him in, Bowie plants a rough version of himself in the background of ‘The London Boys’.


In autumn, with a test pressing3 of the new songs in hand, Ken Pitt catches the attention of three executives at Decca (which had released ‘Liza Jane’): Tony Hall (promotional manager), Hugh Mendl (A&R manager) and Mike Vernon (house producer). David Bowie signs with them at the end of October and his album will be released on Deram4, a subsidiary label for musicians who can’t be easily classified. Decca started Deram to modernize their image and will release records by the likes of Cat Stevens, Ten Years After and Procol Harum.


David Bowie is almost certainly the first English singer-songwriter of his generation to get the chance to record an album before finding success with a single. Sessions for his first LP, produced by Mike Vernon, start in mid-November at the Decca Studios in Broadhurst Gardens, West Hampstead. ‘Liza Jane’ was recorded there in 1964 and The Konrads auditioned at the same place unsuccessfully a year before. It was where, in February 1962, as the pop revolution was taking off, Dick Rowe, A&R manager for Decca, allegedly told The Beatles that guitar groups were on their way out5. To his dying day, he will deny this.


In addition to the three members of The Buzz, several studio musicians play on the sessions: guitarists John Renbourn, Big Jim Sullivan (once a member of Vince Taylor’s Playboys) and Pete Hampshire, as well as Bob Michaels on organ and a number of classical orchestral musicians who are often less than cooperative. Between Bowie’s occasional public appearances with The Buzz (some concerts are cancelled), recording and mixing carry on until March 1967, with a break from mid-December to the end of January. Only a few years older, band mate Derek Fearnley has little more knowledge of musical theory than David so they make use of The Observer’s Book Of Music by Freda Dinn to support their undeniable artistic symbiosis and Dek becomes David’s arranging partner. Their combined talents will benefit about twenty songs: fourteen of them will be on the album, ‘The Laughing Gnome’ will only come out as a single, and at least two of them – ‘Bunny Thing’ and ‘Your Funny Smile’ – remain unreleased.


When the album comes out, some songs will be unjustly criticized as being rather lightweight. But there’s no need to go looking for hidden meanings or obscure references in the lyrics of these songs. The maturity and acerbic tone, combined with themes the songwriter will further develop and delineate later on, clearly stand out. Musically, David Bowie is tinged with burlesque and allusions to Phil Spector and Burt Bacharach. Some folk and even a waltz also emerge, as if from a box found in the attic of the early 1960s.


As fate would have it, on 2 December, the day the single ‘Rubber Band’ is released (with ‘The London Boys’ on the B-side), The Buzz perform their last concert with David Bowie at the Severn Club in Shrewsbury, Shropshire. ‘Rubber Band’ is based on a military march rhythm (livened up by Chick Norton’s trumpet) and could be called ‘Victorian pop’. It is light years away from ‘Can’t Help Thinking About Me’. The song is about a soldier who returns from war to find his fiancée has run away with an orchestra conductor. The music press will liken David’s voice to that of Anthony Newley, but the reviews won’t be bad. Unfortunately, this single, the fourth he’d released that year, will hardly air on the radio and won’t perform any better than its predecessors.


Bowie, however, doesn’t let this get him down. In mid-December, Ken Pitt gives him some records he’d brought back from a business trip to the States and Australia. David is inspired by the psychedelic and political poetry of Ed Sanders and The Fugs. He is speechless with wonder – no exaggeration – every time he hears the test pressing of the first album by a band Pitt hopes will soon play in England: The Velvet Underground. Pitt met Andy Warhol, the band’s ‘producer’, and a certain Lou Reed, the lead singer, at the Factory in New York. Some find the songs on The Velvet Underground & Nico repetitive, others find the melodies irresistible, but their raw energy captivates Bowie and the album totally shakes his world. From that moment on, he only wants one thing: to take inspiration from The Velvet Underground’s songs and cover at least one of them – ‘I’m Waiting For The Man’.


In early 1967, David Bowie and Ralph Horton part ways amicably (and completely), and Ken Pitt draws up a contract that will bind him to Bowie without any third parties. Recording sessions continue at Decca Studios but in March, without telling Pitt or any of his musicians, David starts to rehearse with a new lineup of The Riot Squad, a London band he likes who will benefit from his theatrical touch. After the suicide of Joe Meek, the producer of their most recent single (‘Gotta Be A First Time’), the band lost half of its original members. Saxophonist Bob Evans approached Bowie after seeing him in concert at the Marquee (followed by a meeting at La Gioconda) and hired him as singer and harmonicist. Enthusiastic as ever, David suggests expanding their repertoire with two covers – The Fugs’ ‘Dirty Old Man’ (written by Lionel Goldbart and Ed Sanders) and Lou Reed’s ‘I’m Waiting For The Man’ (The Velvet Underground’s first album came out that same month). Bowie also gets the band to play some of his new songs, including ‘Little Toy Soldier’ (or ‘Toy Soldier’), in which he recycles the theme of sexual fetishism explored by Lou Reed in ‘Venus In Furs’.


Between March and May, Bowie will play around twenty gigs with The Riot Squad. Inspired by both Warhol’s pop art and Syd Barrett’s Pink Floyd (who he had discovered at the Marquee the year before), Bowie encourages the band to put on more of a show, to dress up and wear make-up. We know that the sinister ‘post-skinhead’ look worn by the Droogs in the 1971 film A Clockwork Orange (the work of costume designer Milena Canonero) will later inspire David Bowie when he creates Ziggy Stardust And The Spiders From Mars, but as proof that influences don’t just travel in one direction, Stanley Kubrick actually used photographs of The Riot Squad taken in the spring of 1967 as inspiration for A Clockwork Orange, recreating the bowler hats and black make-up around the eyes. On 5 April, without the knowledge of Mike Vernon or anybody else at Decca, David will secretly tape some of The Riot Squad’s songs by asking recording engineer Gus Dudgeon to slip them in between sessions for the album6.


Less than two weeks later, ‘The Laughing Gnome’ comes out on the A-side of a new single, released by Deram. The gnome voices in the song were created by recording normal voices at a slow tape speed. Many believe it to be David Bowie’s most embarassing song – some find it utterly strange, but actually it’s just supposed to be a funny song. Like many children of his generation, David devoured Tolkien’s The Lord Of The Rings and, in the late 1960s, he decided to incorporate supernatural creatures and fairy-tale characters into some of his songs7. What’s funny is that rhythmically ‘The Laughing Gnome’, despite its dominant bassoon and oboe, emulates The Velvet Underground’s ‘I’m Waiting For The Man’. Bowie didn’t perform it with The Buzz as some have said (Ken Pitt gave him The Velvet Underground album two weeks after The Buzz’s last concert), but that is the song he will cover live most often throughout his career and that will serve as a framework for several others. On the B-side, ‘The Gospel According To Tony Day’ is a drawn-out blues track with a woodwind section that doesn’t really add much. ‘The Laughing Gnome’ was another commercial failure for Bowie in 1967 and would have been forgotten with his other failed experiments had Deram not reissued it as a single during Bowie-mania in September 1973. The song climbed to Number 6 in the British charts and remained there for twelve weeks8.


David Bowie is released on 1 June, around the same time as the monumental Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band 9. One might think that in 1967, The Beatles’ revolutionary album would have overshadowed all the rest, but that wasn’t the case. Many other pop records released between May and September of that psychedelic year would also be successful and stand the test of time, including Are You Experienced by Jimi Hendrix, Absolutely Free by Frank Zappa (credited to The Mothers Of Invention), Flowers by The Rolling Stones, The Piper At The Gates Of Dawn by Pink Floyd, Scott by Scott Walker and Procol Harum’s eponymous album. All of these 33s are of their time, but have one eye on the future. David Bowie, with its meticulous but dated arrangements, goes against the general tide of experimentation. While The Beatles’ album relies in part on George Martin’s classic arrangements and orchestrations, it also features electric guitars, a hallucinogenic atmosphere, innovative vocal harmonies and completely new song formats (for example, on ‘A Day In The Life’). As for Pink Floyd’s album, with Norman Smith, a former recording engineer of The Fab Four, at the helm, its writing is as ground-breaking as its production. Similarly, The Velvet Underground & Nico, which was released in March, was relentlessly modern and has remained so ever since. By the 1970s, David Bowie will start to anticipate musical trends, but his first album is staid and polished, even a little retro. Listening to it feels a bit like wandering through a musical flea market, though no trace of the rhythm’n’blues of his first singles can be found. Even his military jacket on the cover (he was photographed for the front by Gerald Fearnley, Dek’s brother, and for the back by David Wedgbury), looks drab compared with the multicoloured outfits worn by The Beatles on Sgt. Pepper10.


In 1967, David Bowie is still a long way from being a master in the art of provocation, but it does take some nerve to open his album with ‘Uncle Arthur’. Channelling a jig vibe (with wind instruments replacing the violin), he sings about an uncle who is very close to his mother and who goes to live with her again after a breakup. Despite its folk nursery-rhyme chorus and delicate arrangements (similar to those found in Donovan’s songs or the work of Simon & Garfunkel), ‘Sell Me A Coat’ reveals Bowie’s lingering self-doubt. Three years have passed since the release of his first single and there are days when success still seems far away, despite the support of his family and Ken Pitt.


When he gets out of bed on the right side, David Bowie writes songs like ‘Love You Till Tuesday’, a playful pop tune with a rapid tempo (almost 150 beats per minute). Even without Mick Ronson’s guitar, it is a precursor to the more upbeat songs of Hunky Dory. ‘Love You Till Tuesday’ could have increased sales of the record if Deram had released it as a single instead of ‘Rubber Band’. In the song, Bowie mischievously tells a girl he will commit only three days to their romantic affair.


The first serious track on the album, ‘There Is A Happy Land’, is a finely orchestrated ballad that lies somewhere between fantasy and reality11. It is a song about childhood, seen as a country David doesn’t want to leave (he turned 20 in January that year). The title and multiple references in the song come from a novel by English writer Keith Waterhouse, published in the late 1950s, in which a teenager talks about coming into contact with the adult world for a few weeks.


The notion of dystopia was often built into Bowie’s songs and became a cornerstone of his work, inspired by the magazines and science fiction novels he read. On David Bowie it takes the form of ‘We Are Hungry Men’. The tone is farcical – the voices of Mike Vernon and Gus Dudgeon, a dictator and a television news presenter respectively, can be heard – but the suggestion of cannibalism to control overpopulation reflects concerns being discussed in the media at the time.


In ‘When I Live My Dream’, Bowie portrays a daydreamer as he rides a golden horse and meets a dragon and some giants. To escape his troubles, fuelled by self-suggestion, he projects himself into a utopian future and invites his believers to join him. The chord progression at the end of the song will be echoed five years later in the whirlwind ending of ‘Rock’n’roll Suicide’. Throughout his career Bowie will be famous for his bold and unpredictable chord progressions which showcase one of his most amazing musical talents as a songwriter. After ‘Rubber Band’ and ‘Love You Till Tuesday’, ‘When I Live My Dream’ is the third song on the album to feature arrangements by Arthur Greenslade, who was very much in demand at the time.


The first song on the B-side of the album, ‘Little Bombardier’, has a waltz rhythm and addresses the theme of paedophilia – several news stories on the subject made the front pages of the papers in the 60s. The instrumental part of this surrealist track is truly odd and invites appreciation of the widening gap between Bowie’s songs and those of his contemporaries. Since the beginning of the decade, The Beatles have mastered similar time signatures (and seduced a lot more) with the stunning ‘This Boy’ (which David will later cover on stage), ‘Baby’s In Black’ and ‘Norwegian Wood (This Bird Has Flown)’.


The quality of ‘Come And Buy My Toys’ is primarily down to the fingerpicking of London guitarist John Renbourn, who will form the folk band Pentangle with Bert Jansch in 1968 (the two guitarists had already released Bert And John, an excellent album). Of the entire discography of David Bowie, this is the song that gets closest to Donovan’s style of folk music. The first verses come straight out of an English nursery rhyme (‘A Toyman’s Address’, a poem published in 1816 in The Monthly Magazine, attributed to a certain G.N.). Trickier than it might seem, the melody spans two octaves, and David, with a lot of bucolic images, again contrasts childhood with adulthood.


The only note David Bowie ever sung out of tune on a record can be heard 15 seconds into ‘Join The Gang’. It is clearly intentional and meant to enhance the satirical nature of the lyrics. Here Bowie describes a trendy London – he still hasn’t tasted fame for himself and he’s happy to make fun of those who have. The song features a soulful drum intro, Big Jim Sullivan’s sitar playing, a piano part borrowed from ‘Let’s Spend The Night Together’ (the first 1967 single issued by The Rolling Stones) and a direct reference, halfway through, to ‘Gimme Some Lovin’’ by The Spencer Davis Group. ‘Join The Gang’ is a real mosaic and, despite the lack of an electric guitar, it’s by far the most rock song on the album.


As Nicholas Pegg notes in The Complete David Bowie (Titan, 2016), it’s highly possible that when writing ‘She’s Got Medals’, David took inspiration from the story of journalist Dorothy Lawrence, who disguised herself as a man so she could fight in the Somme in World War I. Like other songwriters – including his elder, John Lennon – Bowie plucked song ideas from history and from news articles he read. But in his song, Mary (who became Tommy during the war, then Eileen afterwards) has a less tragic fate than did the real-life Dorothy Lawrence, who eventually died in a mental hospital. At the end of the first verse, Bowie sings that Mary wore hobnail boots, also mentioned by Lou Reed in ‘Run Run Run’ on The Velvet Underground & Nico, and again in 1968 by Lennon in The Beatles’ ‘Happiness Is A Warm Gun’. Harmonically speaking, the song bears an undeniable likeness to ‘Hey Joe’, the Billy Roberts’ song, which was covered by a great many American bands during the 1960s. Jimi Hendrix, one of the most famous people to perform the song, played it in London on 7 May 1967 – the day Bowie first saw him live. However, ‘She’s Got Medals’ had been recorded several months before, so the version of ‘Hey Joe’ by American band Love, which appeared on their first album released in 1966, was probably the one that had caught Bowie’s ear.


In ‘Maid Of Bond Street’, which, like ‘Little Bombardier’, features a ternary beat, David Bowie talks about a successful model who appears on the front covers of magazines. Her heart has been broken by her boyfriend, who is jealous of her success because he wants to be a star himself. David Bowie is the only person who could have known which of his lyrics were autobiographical and this is something that makes them even more enticing. An interesting musical detail in this song is the repetition of two major chords separated by a tone, a sort of pendulum that Bowie will use many times again. Back in 1965, Donovan had used this technique in ‘Hey Gyp (Dig The Slowness)’. According to David, the idea was inspired by ‘The Inch Worm’, one of Frank Loesser’s songs for Hans Christian Andersen, the 1952 Charles Vidor musical loosely based on the life of the Danish storyteller.


The last song on David Bowie is the unlikely ‘Please Mr Gravedigger’, one of the three whose first recording had been financed by Ken Pitt in October 1966. It is another oddity, an a cappella piece enhanced with sound effects. As noted by Paul Trynka in his Bowie biography Starman (Sphere, 2011), the song was probably inspired by the Moors murders, the series of child killings by Ian Brady and Myra Hindley in the 1960s12.


Like the singles that preceded it, David Bowie’s first album is going to be a commercial failure. Also released in a few European countries, it will be well received by some inquisitive journalists but, despite Ken Pitt’s enthusiastic sleeve notes (he made Bowie a year younger), audiences will largely ignore it13. In mid-July, a new version of ‘Love You Till Tuesday’ comes out as a single, arranged by Ivor Raymonde14, who is known for his work with The Walker Brothers and London singer Dusty Springfield. The B-side is the playful ‘Did You Ever Have A Dream’, which despite its apparent superficiality (Big Jim Sullivan plays banjo and Derrick Boyes is on a keyboard that sounds like a mixture of harpsichord and saloon piano), deals with the subjects of space travel and the out-of-body experiences that had interested Bowie since he started reading about Buddhism. If Deram had released this catchy song on the A-side of the single, would it have done better? We’ll never know.


Over the following months, Ken Pitt does everything in his power to keep up the spirits of his protégé, who won’t take to the stage to promote his new album. Convinced of Bowie’s potential, Pitt tries anything to help him find success in a number of different fields – as a theatre or film actor, even a cabaret dancer or a television presenter. With the blessing of David’s parents, Ken gives him a room in his flat and, when necessary, some money to meet his needs as a starving artist. That summer, Pitt is starting to worry that Decca will soon lose interest in Bowie as success continues to elude him. Pitt decides to take action, and believes that a change in direction might work. He decides to approach Denny Cordell to produce the songs David continues to write prolifically.


Denny Cordell had been instrumental in the success of The Moody Blues, Procol Harum and Joe Cocker, but he isn’t so sure about David Bowie’s music. He declines Pitt’s offer, but suggests that David Platz, the President of Essex Music with whom Bowie signed the year before, talk to his assistant who has just arrived from New York. This will turn out to be a career-defining meeting. Tony Visconti is just three years older than David, and had played in several orchestras in the United States before he and his first wife started the folk duo Tony and Siegrid. He had then become an in-house songwriter for the Richmond Organization, which managed Essex Music in the United States. Tony had made a few demos for them and met Denny Cordell there at the beginning of the year. Cordell was looking for an assistant and wanted to hire Phil Spector. The producer of The Ronettes refused, so Cordell asked Visconti to come with him and see how the Brits went about making their amazing pop records. In exchange, Cordell expected Tony to bring his experience and American touch to future productions.


It was Platz, as a publisher, who arranged the first meeting between Bowie and Visconti, which marks the beginning of one of the most unique collaborations in the history of rock, both for the quality of their work together, and for the longevity of their relationship. Over the course of half a century, Tony Visconti’s name will appear on sixteen of Bowie’s albums, from those that ignited his rise to fame, through his more experimental records, to his final masterpiece. Visconti is the producer, arranger and musician who spent the greatest amount of time with David Bowie in the studio and contributed most to the making of his music.


In the summer of 1967, David hears that Lindsay Kemp, who has studied dance with Hilde Holger and Marcel Marceau before working for the Ballet Rambert, is using the songs from his album in Clowns, the mime performance that is showing at the Little Theatre in Covent Garden15. Flattered, Bowie is also impressed with Kemp, who will encourage him to take mime lessons. They become firm friends (even though the student’s approach to his lessons is far from diligent), and will go on to write Pierrot In Turquoise16 together, a new stage show with a contribution from Australian Craig San Roque (‘as stage manager’, he recently claimed with modesty). The show will open in England that winter and David will sing a few songs from his first album in it. He will play the role of Cloud, alongside Lindsay Kemp and Jack Birkett17, while dressed in an outfit made by Russian costume designer Natasha Korniloff, with whom he will also become good friends. We now understand just how much David benefited from the time he spent as a mime. Kemp will give him confidence and teach him how to move on stage, how to make an entrance and an exit. The two will talk a lot about Jean Cocteau, Jean Genet, Oscar Wilde and James Joyce, new sources of inspiration for David. Lindsay Kemp will also introduce him to the Theatre of the Absurd, which he will read about extensively and often reference in his work18.


On 1 September, David Bowie records with Tony Visconti for the first time, at Advision Studios19. They tape two new songs which, according to Ken Pitt, David called ‘shitty’, because he had decided to write hits and that repulsed him. Actually, ‘Karma Man’ and ‘Let Me Sleep Beside You’ will be among his best recorded songs that year. Like ‘Silly Boy Blue’, the first reflects David’s infatuation with Tibet. That autumn, perhaps feeling a little disillusioned, and looking for something he could really throw himself into with passionate enthusiasm (he was unable to commit himself to anything lightly), Bowie will express a desire to go to Lhasa, leave everything behind and become a monk. His curiosity about matters of the mind, sparked by his reading (especially Seven Years in Tibet by Heinrich Harrer), drove him to visit the Buddhist Society in Eccleston Square, London. Bowie will attend lectures by Christmas Humphreys, a judge who converted to Buddhism, and meets Chime Youngdong Rinpoche, a lama refugee and teacher of Tibetan Dharma. While he also attended some of Rinpoche’s lectures and went to the Samye Ling monastery in Eskdalemuir, Scotland, soon after it opened, it’s unlikely that David pursued his studies any further. But his commitment to refugees from Tibet (today just another subjugated and polluted Chinese province) will last until the 2000s. Tony Visconti also cares about this cause, and together they will perform three times (between 2001 and 2003) at the Tibet House Benefit Concert, organized in New York by Philip Glass. Later, at 2016’s concert in the same series, Iggy Pop will be sure to pay tribute to the friend he has recently lost.


At Advision, Tony Visconti and Andy White20 play bass and drums, while on guitar are Big Jim Sullivan and John McLaughlin (a session musician from Yorkshire and future leader of the Mahavishnu Orchestra). ‘Let Me Sleep Beside You’, also recorded that day, is a folk-rock song with orchestral strings and an acrobatic bridge. The song’s title might not have been Decca’s main reason for refusing to release it as a single – the label had not hesitated to release The Rolling Stones’ ‘Let’s Spend The Night Together’ earlier that year – but it certainly didn’t help. Less shocking than they might have been, the lyrics reflect David Bowie’s rapid emancipation. Addressing his girlfriend, he sings to her: ‘ . . . lock away your childhood and throw away the key.’


In September, Visconti helps Bowie forge a relationship with Marc Bolan that will eventually lead the two of them to work together. The three friends regularly meet at Visconti’s house at 108 Lexham Gardens, between Kensington and Earl’s Court. That same month, David finds out that his album and first single released in the US (‘Love You Till Tuesday’/‘Did You Ever Have A Dream’) have been well received by some music journalists there.


September 1967 is also the month David Bowie makes his on-camera acting debut in The Image, a horror short directed by Michael Armstrong. Bowie plays The Boy, a model who climbs out of a canvas, whose artist (The Artist) is played by Michael Byrne. Armstrong had first contacted Pitt when he was creating A Floral Tale, a more substantial project for which David was to compose the score, but it eventually fell through; the director would continue to hold on to the pieces written for it, until the present day. In the end, David Bowie will have to wait for more than a quarter of a century to put his name to a soundtrack, the one for the television series The Buddha Of Suburbia. Bowie’s songs will often be heard in films, but he will never compose an original score for the cinema. The silver lining will be that in 1976, after director Nicolas Roeg and his producers reject the music proposed by Bowie for The Man Who Fell To Earth, he will set about making Low, the first volume of his famous European Trilogy.


In late 1967, David Bowie continues to write new songs21, including the ambitious ‘C’est La Vie’ (he probably played all the instruments himself on the demo) and ‘Something I Would Like To Be’, written for John Maus, one of The Walker Brothers, who’d started a solo career after the trio broke up earlier that year. Bowie also makes his first overseas television appearance, singing ‘Love You Till Tuesday’ on the Dutch programme Fanclub in November, then takes to the stage for a few moments for a charity event at The Dorchester Hotel in London (the elegant Ziggy Stardust will give a memorable press conference there five years later, in the presence of Lou Reed and Iggy Pop).


In mid-December, the BBC invites David Bowie to play three songs from his album and a new track on the radio show Top Gear, accompanied by The Arthur Greenslade Orchestra. This is the first in a long series of sessions David will record up until 2002 (he will appear on the Dave Lee Travis Show, the Sunday Show with John Peel, Sounds Of The 70’s and In Concert, among others). But while Ken Pitt is trying to make him succeed in any field (nobody showed interest in The Champion Flower Grower, a play he wrote for the radio), Bowie is concentrating on mime and Pierrot In Turquoise. After a few performances around the country, the London premiere takes place in early March 1968 at the Mercury Theatre (then managed by Frenchman, Jean-Pierre Voos). The show will run there all month.


A few weeks before, while filming an episode of a made-for-television drama series directed by John Gibson, David Bowie met Hermione Farthingale, a classical dancer. They will make music together but, more importantly, they will have an intense year-long romantic relationship. Their eventual breakup will devastate David, who will mention Hermione’s name in the title of one of his later songs – as a lover, she alone will be given this honour.


In the spring, Tony Visconti holds new recording sessions at Decca Studios with sound engineer Gus Dudgeon, Mick Wayne22 on guitar and Andy White on drums. In ‘London Bye Ta-Ta’, Bowie tackles migration, a subject he will address again 15 years later in the video of ‘Let’s Dance’, but in a very different way. While the term isn’t yet used to refer to a musical genre, this song, played to a rhythm with military march accents and enhanced with strings, heralds the glam rock that will ignite the following decade.


Unveiled in late 1967 as part of David’s performance on Top Gear, ‘In The Heat Of The Morning’ has an especially daring chord progression (and melody). The guitar and the rhythm section give it a touch of soul to rival the sound of Stax or Motown. Deram’s refusal to release ‘In The Heat Of The Morning’ as a single brings forward David’s break with the label, which is made official in April. The following month, he makes a second appearance on Top Gear without the support of a record label. His musicians are John McLaughlin, drummer Barry Morgan, Alan Hawkshaw on keyboards and Steve ‘Peregrin’ Took, the percussionist of Tyrannosaurus Rex, the folk duo formed by Marc Bolan whose first album (recorded at Advision and produced by Visconti) will come out in July. They play five songs, including ‘When I’m Five’, which The Beatstalkers will cover in 1969. As the title indicates, it’s another ode to childhood (sung with a little child’s voice), but it has more of a petulant feel than ‘There Is A Happy Land’.


That year in London, Tolkien’s influence isn’t just limited to music. David takes to the stage as a mime in a marathon show at Middle Earth on King Street, in London, with proceeds going to the underground magazine Gandalf’s Garden. Tyrannosaurus Rex also perform there and, in early June, they will invite David Bowie to open for them as a mime at the Royal Festival Hall. But overall, the summer of 1968 is one of disappointments for Bowie23. Apple Corps., The Beatles’ label, are not interested in his music, and he can’t find any support for the cabaret show he has been trying to put out for a few months. Unresentful, he plans to include in his show a song which might reflect a huge missed opportunity from earlier that year. Ken Pitt had advised him to write English lyrics for a French song that a publisher wanted to release in English-speaking countries. David loved the melody of ‘Comme d’Habitude’ by Claude François, Gilles Thibault and Jacques Revaux, but he wrote the words in a hurry. The song became ‘Even A Fool Learns To Love’ and Pitt believed it would make a phenomenal single. But learning that a young nobody was writing the lyrics instead of a known star, the French publisher backed out and ‘Comme d’Habitude’ was picked up by Paul Anka, who turned it into ‘My Way’24. What happened next is part of the great history of popular music, and Ken Pitt often wondered what Bowie’s career would have looked like had his lyrics been used. Three years later, he will write ‘Life On Mars?’, in which the chord progression – but not the melody – of the verse cleverly mimics ‘My Way’. As Hermione Farthingale points out later in this book, 1968 was a year of trial and error for David Bowie, but not necessarily a wasted one. David might not have released any albums that year (nor did he in 1978, 1988, 1998 or 2008), but the seeds of his unique talent are being blown around in the wind and will soon germinate and bear fruit.


In August, David Bowie, Hermione Farthingale and Tony Hill form a folk trio, which they describe as ‘multimedia’. Tony Hill, a British guitarist who played in The Misunderstood, a Californian band who had come to London five years earlier (and were managed by the influential radio DJ John Peel), was recruited by a classified ad in the underground paper IT (International Times). He brings ‘Back To Where You’ve Never Been’, one of his own songs, to the couple’s repertoire. The trio will play just three performances as Turquoise, the first at the Roundhouse25 in September. Many acts perform that night, including The Scaffold, a musical comedy trio featuring John Gorman, Roger McGough and Mike McGear (Paul McCartney’s younger brother), who will go on to have the biggest hit of their career at the end of the year with ‘Lily The Pink’. The event organizers probably had trouble keeping up with Bowie’s artistic endeavours, so his participation was announced under his name alone (and not Turquoise). The trio will also open for The Strawbs and Third Ear Band, two groups similarly hard to classify and with whom David will later again cross paths.


Ken Pitt is not too sure about Turquoise, but Tony Visconti agrees to produce two of their songs in October. That’s when David Bowie discovers Trident Studios26, a place where he will often record over the coming years. At the end of the month, Tony Hill leaves Turquoise and forms High Tide, a solid group whose first album, Sea Shanties, will come out in 1969. He is replaced by John Hutchinson, who has reconnected with David, and the trio becomes Feathers. They will give three performances, the last one in early December at Sussex University near Brighton. Bowie spends the Christmas holidays in Cornwall. On 24 December, a poster by the entrance to the Magician’s Workshop in Falmouth advertises a free performance of ‘Tibetan mime’, which Bowie is putting on as the opening act for Steve Miller Delivery (a band from Canterbury with no relation to the American Steve Miller Band). Even if his intentions were sometimes lost on the audience, David Bowie’s few appearances with Hermione Farthingale were far from irrelevant. Like his mime performances, they were indicative of his creative development, a bubbling river forever drawing energy and inspiration from its many tributaries.


In January 1969, David Bowie is at home at 22 Clareville Grove27, where he’s been sharing the top floor with Hermione Farthingale for six months. He is absentmindedly strumming chords on his 12-string guitar, chords he’s been playing around with since the previous summer when they saw 2001: A Space Odyssey28, Stanley Kubrick’s film, which he wrote with Arthur C. Clarke29. But, as explained in the exhibition David Bowie Is, which Bowie himself will approve in 2013, the real inspiration behind this song is a photograph, Earthrise, published two days before his twenty-second birthday in a special edition of The Times dedicated to the space mission Apollo 8. Slowly but surely, long before the days of the internet, this photograph will travel around the entire world, inspiring awe in all who see it. While the future looked bright, the fragility of the blue planet (and the Earthlings on it) became blatantly clear. Humans had not yet set foot on the moon when, on a cold winter day in London, the legend of Major Tom was born.








	Mike Vernon


	John Hutchinson







	Gus Dudgeon


	Hermione Farthingale







	


	Roger McGough







	


	Craig San Roque







	


	Alan Mair







	


	Lou Reed







	


	Tony Visconti







	


	Dana Gillespie







	


	Billy Ritchie







	


	Edward Sanders










MIKE VERNON
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I didn’t know David Bowie’s music very well before I produced his first album. I knew about a single he’d made with The Lower Third, but I’d never listened to it. To be honest, I’d never even heard of him before Hugh Mendl phoned me and arranged a meeting about him. If I remember correctly, David wasn’t there that day. It was just Ken Pitt, his manager, and Mendl, who was my immediate boss at Decca. I’ve read, several times, that I produced David Bowie because I’d been Anthony Newley’s recording engineer. That’s not true at all! It’s rubbish! I’ve never met Newley, and I wasn’t even an engineer when he became famous. Hugh Mendl was involved with him, and I think that’s what brought Ken Pitt to Decca. Pitt had talked about this artist he was managing, who was at once a poet, a mime artist, a singer, a composer . . . And so, when Hugh heard some of the demos Bowie had just recorded, songs that hadn’t come out yet, he must have thought they’d be right for me. And yes, I noticed straight away that Bowie was a young version of Anthony Newley. But crazy as it sounds, when we first met, and even later, I never mentioned it. I honestly think that when I met him, he was trying to distance himself from Newley’s influence, especially because the similarity wasn’t ideal for a young artist trying to assert his own style.


Hugh Mendl could easily have forced me to produce the album, but he gave me a choice. Meeting Ken Pitt wasn’t enough to convince me. Hugh said to me, ‘If you like this artist, and I think you will, the job is yours.’ To be completely honest, I’m not sure I really understood what that young Bowie was trying to do. At our first meeting, he told me where he was from and what he liked – the blues, soul music – and that of course triggered my interest. I’ve covered many genres in my career, but that’s the type of music I like best. I had a passion for the blues, so it didn’t take me long to see that Bowie was anything but a blues musician. Working with him, I’d be out of my safe area. But Hugh kept encouraging me, if only to help bring out in Bowie things he didn’t even see in himself. I don’t know if I succeeded, but I thought to myself at the time that it couldn’t hurt to branch out a bit into unfamiliar territory. I wanted to stretch my horizons.


During the sessions for David Bowie, the orchestra musicians weren’t very forgiving of Dek Fearnley, who was able to do some arrangements and write chord charts. They happily threw them back in his face, saying they weren’t right. It was a real baptism by fire for him. It was obvious that it would have been easier to record the album with drums, a bass and a guitar. The fact that David wanted most of the songs to feature an orchestra definitely made everything more complicated. I don’t think Dek wrote the string parts, but he certainly contributed to the brass arrangements. He did a good job and he is credited for it, as he should be.


After the album’s commercial failure, David definitely wanted to end his time with Decca and leave Dek behind30. That’s when he started doing mime, to break with all that. I have to admit he had a lot of guts to do that in smoky clubs, opening for bands like Fleetwood Mac or Chicken Shack! David knew what he wanted, but it was really bizarre. I can’t remember Ken Pitt spending a lot of time with him in the studio but, you know, when it came to his music, Bowie was pretty much in charge. Usually, during recording, there’s always a manager present, a publisher or some useless guy from the record label, but he stays back, like a fly on the wall – the type of guy who lets you know what he thinks of the bass sound, and you just want to tell him to get lost. However, I remember that Hugh Mendl did stop by to hear how our work was going and I regularly went to Decca to keep him up to date. Hugh was very supportive and encouraged us to follow the artist’s direction.


But then again, David and Dek had a true musical relationship. David thought it was great to have Dek on board because he understood the songs. He was the conduit between Bowie, the musicians and me. Gus and I helped David to find the true picture of the stories he wanted to tell. But saying that I knew exactly what I was doing or where I was going with that record would be a lie. No one did actually, except – possibly – Bowie! In the back of his mind, I’m sure he knew how he would perform the songs; I guess he had some kind of concept. We went along with that, although not always. But most of the time I had the feeling he was creating the record rather than me. I was in charge of the sessions, making sure we were getting a good result and not spending more money than we were allowed. Gus and I did have a few ideas, but David was the creative force. It was a record that was fun to make but, to be honest, I still don’t know how we made it. For example, Gus got really involved in ‘The Laughing Gnome’, which took forever to record and contains loads of sound effects. He even sings on it! When the single came out, it got some good reviews but it still wasn’t a success. Decca had been happy to release ‘The Laughing Gnome’, thinking they couldn’t go wrong with a song for children. I’ve always thought that some of the songs on that album felt like nursery rhymes and were too gimmicky. But more to the point, I had the feeling that Bowie was seeing the world through the eyes of a kid who was in no hurry to grow up. He told me he loved ‘The Inch Worm’, which he must have heard from Danny Kaye in Hans Christian Andersen.


When the orchestral version of ‘Love You Till Tuesday’ failed as a single, David and the label started to become disillusioned. I was so sure this version would be a hit, but it didn’t even make the Top 40. Bowie’s time with Decca wasn’t successful. In the end, the record did sell a fair few copies each time it was reissued. It’s crazy to think that this record came out in the summer of 1967, the famous year when pop and rock really took off. But David Bowie had no rock edge and I had to admit, listening to the final album, that we were a strange fit. That record is still pretty incongruous and, you know, David never asked me to come and see him in concert . . .


With him, I kinda felt like a fish out of water. The songs we recorded together were pretty poetic, but he used his lyrics to tackle some serious subjects, sometimes set against a backdrop of war. But as I said, I did the best I could, despite feeling quite uncomfortable most of the time. And I still wonder if I was the right person for the job. However, like all of Deram’s albums, David Bowie doesn’t sound dated even now. You can think what you like, musically, about these records, but their sound quality is undeniable – they still sound big even though the studios had pretty primitive technology. The stereophonic image benefited what David Bowie was doing at the time, just like it benefited the Ten Years After’s albums. The most complex songs on David Bowie were recorded on two 4-track tape recorders. From a purely technical standpoint, what surprised me most about Bowie at the time was how fast he did his vocal takes. He was really quick. Usually, he just needed one take, which he would listen to carefully. Only when he thought he could do better, he’d do a second take and that would be the one! I don’t remember him struggling with any song and we didn’t have much to do in terms of fixing.


I rarely listen to the records I produced, but whenever I happen upon that first Bowie album, hearing the quality of his voice, I can see him again in the studio – so focused, so determined. He was on his job and knew exactly how he wanted to perform. When he felt it was time to record his vocal, Gus was happy just to set up a mic in front of him, probably a Neumann U87, and off he went. Gus always had good ideas, and he and David got along very well during the sessions. I was not surprised they ended up working together again. Gus was a real character, hilarious. He used to wear the tightest trousers in rock business, very short, so everyone could see his pink socks! More seriously, I was so happy for him when ‘Space Oddity’, with his name on it, made the charts. There are some epic songs on David Bowie – ‘There Is A Happy Land’ and ‘When I Live My Dream’ – but I think it was a good record at the wrong time. It’s good, but it missed the mark. There was a crack between pop music and rock back then, and it fell through it. Had it come out six months later, it could have been a hit. (2016)



GUS DUDGEON31
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David’s first album? I have wonderful memories of it! First of all, I often wondered if that funny little song, ‘Please Mr Gravedigger’, was about me! After all, I’m Mr GD. The subject wasn’t very cheerful though, but we laughed a lot during the recording. We really made the most of Decca’s sound library – there are sound effects everywhere on that record. (1990)


JOHN HUTCHINSON
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I left The Buzz as I was going to leave Feathers some time later: on friendly terms, and because I had to earn some money to provide for my family. Concerts with The Buzz were increasingly few and far between . . . I didn’t have a choice. David understood and he told me he’d offer me work again if he could. Which he did . . . In September 1968, I was able to commit to music full time again. I wanted to play acoustic guitar and I’d got better at singing and doing vocal harmonies. I gave him a call and he invited me to his house on Clareville Grove, and took me on the Feathers adventure. As always with him, it happened naturally. The David Bowie I knew in 1968 wasn’t all that different from the one I’d known two years before, but he was a lot more relaxed. (2016)


HERMIONE FARTHINGALE
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From the age of 12, I’d been going to dance school and I grew up surrounded by music. I listened to it with my body, because I had to move to it. I played a bit of piano and, like everyone my age, I started to sing along to a few guitar chords. But I was by no means a musician. At the end of January 1968, I was hired to dance a minuet in The Pistol Shot, an episode from the television series Theatre 665 on BBC232. There were a few ballet dancers there that day, most of them way overqualified . . . You had to make a living somehow! Lindsay Kemp, who was always broke, brought David to the set, but I’m not sure if he choreographed the sequence or not. At first, David didn’t seem to belong there. He wasn’t a dancer.


David and I finally came face to face when we started rehearsing. Honestly, I didn’t know his music and I hadn’t listened to his first album, which had come out the year before. He was very disappointed by his lack of success, but he didn’t talk about it much when we first started seeing each other. In those days, he wanted to become a mime. He was very talented and he had the body for it. But he never went to mime school and only took a few lessons from Lindsay. Lindsay loved David’s songs, which he used in his shows. During the Pierrot In Turquoise performances, David would sit on the edge of the stage and sing. He was the perfect narrator, like a sort of bard, a travelling gypsy who performed wherever he could. Of course, he had an incredibly beautiful voice.


We fell in love instantly. We met on a Wednesday and by Friday we were completely in love. I kept the Valentine’s Day card he sent me a few days later. In those days, he was playing hide-and-seek with his manager, Ken Pitt, who never knew where to find him – of course he was with me. Before that, he was either with Ken, or with his parents in Bromley. Everyone thought he’d disappeared, except for me. A lot of people wanted to know where he was . . . There was something about him that made you want to protect him. Ken was instrumental and played an undeniable and really positive role in his cultural education, but he had trouble keeping up with David. Everything interested him, he wanted to absorb as much as he could, try lots of different things. Whenever we went out, we’d go to the theatre or to the cinema – I have a diary from that year. I wish it was more full . . . Some days I wrote at length, others not so much33 . . .


We lived in a pretty Georgian-style house in South Kensington, not in a small studio as I’ve seen written. At the time, you could rent that sort of place for a reasonable price . . . In fact, we were sub-letting a room in the house. Breege Collins, who was just a bit older than me, was renting the whole house, which I think had six bedrooms. Breege had a bit of a mind for business and had placed an ad to find renters. Also living in the house with us were two models, a girl who was doing an internship at a radio station, a writer named Tom, someone called Ray34, and photographer Vernon Dewhurst. My bedroom was on the top floor, and from the window I could see a beautiful tree. It was a very nice room with a fireplace. That was where David worked on his songs and practised with John Hutchinson when he came to visit. They were more relaxed up there than in the living room downstairs, where there was always someone coming or going.


At first, I was just David’s girlfriend and there was no reason for us to make music together. I was a dancer who wanted to join a ballet troupe and there were very few of them at the time – I didn’t want a career in music. But then I started singing with David because when he was writing, he sometimes needed an extra voice. He would ask me, ‘Can you sing this verse?’ and then he’d harmonize over it. The funniest thing was that my voice, although not great, blended perfectly with his. It would have been impossible to have three David Bowies singing together, but my voice and Hutch’s complemented his really well. But I wasn’t planning to go down that path; I was just a friend who was helping out.


Before Feathers, I found myself on stage performing with Turquoise, the short-lived trio that we formed with guitarist Tony Hill. It turned out that Tony was not at all the man for the job, so Hutch, who’d played in The Buzz, joined us. David’s voice was so compelling. Which made it even harder to sing alongside him. And it had nothing to do with any technique. The quality of his vocals, that sort of magic, came from his intelligence, which powered his lyrics. He believed in the strength of words.


The time I spent with David, he was a sort of unemployed songwriter with all these people flashing around and trying hard to make him big . . . His father thought it was about time he earned some money with his music. Ken Pitt thought David should turn toward cabaret . . . He’d hired Hutch because he was a good musician and David himself wasn’t yet – Feathers couldn’t work unless we had a really solid player. And our trio looked pretty good. We didn’t wear anything special, but our stage clothes were usually black to make our silhouettes stand out clearly. Feathers was based on the songs of Jacques Brel35. Especially ‘Amsterdam’, which I thought tackled a particularly grim subject, with its references to night life, ports and prostitutes . . . I’m not sure the audience was ready for that. We also covered ‘Next’ and ‘My Death’. Looking back, I’m surprised that David was interested in such serious subjects. He was just a kid. It took him a while to become a man – he didn’t need to shave very often! Singing ‘My Death’ at 21 years old! It’s such a sad song, about the great beyond on a spiritual level . . . But we also covered ‘Life Is A Circus’ by English folk group Djinn and ‘Love Song’36 by Lesley Duncan, who was one of his good friends. Hutch and I really liked that part of the set, those really beautiful melodies and vocal harmonies . . .


David used to perform a brave mime act, Jetsun And The Eagle, to the song ‘Silly Boy Blue’ . . . We also did a mime together, something called The Seagull. Hutch started the tape recorder and made scratchy noises and percussive sounds with his guitar, and David and I did this mime that we had worked out, like interpretative movements really. Hutch recited a poem by Roger McGough, Love On A Bus37, and of course David mimed The Mask. You know, our trio was more remarkable for its nature – a mix of song, mime and poetry – than for its repertoire. David was experimenting, trying things. We were friends and he felt safe with us. These were the things he enjoyed and he wanted to know whether this type of performance would work. The audience was never big and people sometimes scratched their heads, wondering what they were looking at. When you think about David’s career, you can see how those few months were seminal for him.


Sometimes he also played ‘When I’m Five’, a song of his that I thought was rather strange. Because of its similar chord progression, it turned into a cover of Carole King’s ‘Going Back’. One night, David wrote ‘Ching-a-Ling’ and we played it to Tony Visconti the next day. He loved it because it had a bit of Marc Bolan in it and they were working together at the time. David had the idea for the bit at the end while listening to the tape played backwards38. Musicians used to do that in the studio back then, especially The Beatles, whether they were stoned or not. That technique contributed to the mythology around them. David wanted to give the impression that a crowd of people was singing along with him in the chorus. But the verses are complete gibberish, utter nonsense! You can’t find any meaning in them, but it’s still funny to see people trying. Anyway, it wasn’t an easy song to perform and I don’t think I ever sang it very well. After Tony Hill left, Hutch recorded his voice onto the song, but he and Tony Visconti didn’t get along very well. Their personalities were too different, and Tony had him sing in a key that was too high for him . . . (2016)


ROGER MCGOUGH
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I met David Bowie twice, the first time at the Roundhouse at the end of the 1960s. We were at the bar and he came up to me and introduced himself by saying, ‘Do you know that we recite one of your poems?’ At the time he wasn’t famous, but you could tell that he wasn’t like the other musicians either. He really did stand out from the others. The fact that he chose mime as a mode of expression said a lot about his desire to be unique. His eyes were also unique! So I said that was fine by me. The funny thing was that Bowie wasn’t the only one to use that poem. Bernard Wrigley, a singer-comedian known as The Bolton Bullfrog, also recited it. He told me about it one day, and I asked him if he told his audience that I had written it. He said, ‘Only when it’s a flop!’


The Mersey Sound was a hit when it came out, and it still sells today. We’ve sold more than a million copies. People liked it so much because we proved that poetry could come from places other than London. We were from Liverpool, a popular place in the 60s. We were working class. Our poetry was new and came from real life. It was well received by the general public and by people like Bowie, who were curious by nature.


The second time I saw him was in February 1972 when The Scaffold opened for him at Sheffield University. After our set, John Gorman accidentally walked into one of the big speakers next to him and it fell over at the back of the stage. Well, I understand that didn’t make Bowie laugh! I remember that we slunk away as quickly as possible after that . . . You’re the first to tell me that what I wrote might have inspired ‘Five Years’. Honestly, that makes me happy. It was a dystopic era . . . All the musicians borrowed heavily from literature, and apparently Bowie was no different. (2019)


CRAIG SAN ROQUE
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First, let me say the only reason I’m talking to you today is because your book is about David Bowie as a musician, and that you are giving a voice to those who worked with him. Personally, I think that’s the best angle to approach him. I could talk about other parts of his life, but I don’t want to do that. You see a man and, through him, you see yourself, from the age of 20 to the twilight of existence – there’s a whole lifespan there. You’re in your role as biographer and I’m the psychoanalyst. You write about lives and I listen to people tell me about theirs, so I’m used to becoming involved in people’s biographies. I don’t approach them in the same way you do. I focus on themes. In this case, the music theme, the creative theme, the psychological theme . . . And of course I’m interested in the themes that I have glimpsed in David’s life.


I first want to mention silence. France. Silence. Jean-Louis Barrault. Marcel Marceau. The contribution to theatre, how mime heightens silence. We can’t forget the context in which Les Enfants Du Paradis was shot. Under German occupation. When I saw the film in Australia in the mid-60s, for people my age, the country was synonymous with psychological depression and stagnation. Everyone I knew left for Europe because they didn’t feel like killing themselves. So I went with my then wife. My generation never imagined that silence, in theatre, could be so moving and eloquent. We owe that to the French.


I spent some time in Italy, in Spain, and of course in France before finally finding myself broke in London. I’d tried to get into a mime school in Paris, but that was in May 1968. The Théâtre de l’Odéon, managed by Jean-Louis Barrault, was occupied by students so of course I couldn’t make any connection. One day, as I was walking in the street in Soho, I noticed a poster saying, ‘Mime lessons, Lindsay Kemp’ . . . There was a telephone number. I called him and started lessons with Lindsay at the same time as Jack Birkett. I had the desire to pursue the art of silence as performance. I quickly noticed that Lindsay – and I mean no disrespect by this – was happy to just copy Marcel Marceau. Short performances, beautifully done, repertoire pieces. We started wondering how to perform a whole event, not just a performance piece.


In the summer of 1968, theatre was really blossoming, with pop and rock music involved. Lindsay wanted to know how he could bring contemporary music into traditional mime. One afternoon, I went to see him and he said, ‘You have to listen to this voice, it’s the one we need for our performance.’ And he played ‘Sell Me A Coat’, a song from David’s first album. His voice immediately spoke to me. It was a sort of working-class/cockney kind of English at that time. That was the first thing that struck a chord with Lindsay; he wasn’t really a refined kind of artist. I’m not talking about sexual relations, but an artistic connection between two Englishmen, each aware of their own working-class background. David wasn’t singing rock’n’roll at the time. He was nothing like The Rolling Stones or Small Faces. If Lindsay were standing in front of me today, I would ask him how David’s music touched his heart to the point that it became a source of artistic inspiration. In those days, all he wanted to do was improve as a performer and he wanted to do it through theatre. David’s voice matched what Lindsay, the artist of silence, was after. The two of them together stimulated a direction for them both, that each of them then developed in their own way. At that moment, the combination of their abilities really helped to generate the next development for David. And David kept doing this throughout his career – his growth as an artist was down to his continual meetings with other minds.


David was very stiff when he met Lindsay, who pushed him, as a teacher, to relax on stage. After that, through various performances, you could see it happening. David became looser, less shy, less narcissistic; he made mistakes, like everyone else, which is necessary. He got a lot out of those lessons. On the other hand, I was lucky enough to watch one of David’s recording sessions at the time, and he was simply masterful as a musician. He managed the situation, the musos around him, with confidence and ease. He was completely in his element.


You can’t talk about David without mentioning Tibet – what he learned on the subject, how intensely he dedicated himself to it, and the aborted film project on the life of Jetsun Miralepa39. Like many of us at the time, Pete Townshend for instance, David really connected with traditional Tibetan Buddhism and he was supposed to play Miralepa in the film. But I think his appetite for this form of spirituality had everything to do with the compassion that David developed, which was already part of his character. In ways that we can’t really know, Miralepa, as a Tibetan who went through transformations, who was also a musician and a singer, planted a kind of seed in David’s mind that we must take into consideration. Much of Bowie’s mystique, a big part of his enigma, comes from this already active, compassionate attentiveness to learn, to be a student, to be a disciple. These notions were completely unheard of in the entertainment industry and probably made it harder for him to find his place; they were unique to him. David’s meeting with Chime [Rinpoche] was crucial in the sense that, psychologically and spiritually speaking, it helped him focus during a turning point in his journey, through all these complications and this confusion. At his age, his connection with Tibetan culture, which matched his music and the complexity of his potential, gave him something he probably couldn’t have found in English culture. Tibet was like a jewel in David Bowie’s story. (2017)


ALAN MAIR
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In the 1960s, I played bass with The Beatstalkers and we had the same manager as David Bowie. We sometimes shared the bill with The Lower Third but, at that time, David was as much trying to write songs for other people as he was trying to make a career with his band or under his own name. He’d started composing very young and, at that stage in his artistic journey, Ken Pitt was a bit baffled and wondered if David was really made for the spotlight. He was only 20 when he wrote ‘Silver Treetop School For Boys’ – it’s crazy that he came up with a song like that at such a young age. He had a very elaborate way of writing and singing songs: his phrasing was typically English, and our Scottish singer really struggled to get it right. I’ve always considered ‘Silver Treetop School For Boys’ a superb song that would have sounded good in any style.


Every time we recorded one of David’s songs, back when sessions, including the mix, only lasted about three hours, he would be there in the studio with us. He played some acoustic guitar and put a lot of effort into the backing vocals. Being a bit older than him, I was already a father when he was writing songs for his first album, but we spent quite a lot of time together. Sometimes I’d go to Ken Pitt’s house with Frankie, my three-year-old son. David got on well with him. ‘Little Bombardier’ was originally like a folk song, then David changed it and also changed the lyrics. But initially it was inspired by Frankie, Little Frankie Mair40! (2018)



LOU REED
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When I found out that David Bowie had a thing for The Velvet Underground, I wasn’t surprised. He’d always been drawn to what was different from him, even things that frightened him a bit. He felt the same kind of attraction to Iggy And The Stooges, Mott The Hoople and others like that . . . Also, he was intrigued by Andy Warhol . . . (2003)


TONY VISCONTI41
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One day in the autumn of 1967 David Platz called me into his office: ‘You seem to have a talent for working with weird acts. I’d like to play something for you to consider,’ is the condescending way he framed it. After six months working in London, Platz seemed to be irritated by my very presence. ‘This is an album made by a writer I’ve been working with for some time,’ he went on. ‘We were hoping he’d be right for the musical theatre, but he’s become something quite different since he’s made this record.’ From the speakers came an amazingly mature voice, the phrasing and subtlety was something you’d expect from a seasoned stage or even a cabaret singer. The songs were humorous and dark; the backing was imaginative. But Platz was right – what was this? I listened to half the album and remarked that although it was all over the place, I liked it. ‘His name is David Bowie and he’s 19. Would you like to meet him?’


Behind David Platz’s office was a small room with a piano; it harked back to the days, not that long before, when a publisher actually had a member of staff sit at the piano and play a song to a prospective singer, or a songwriter would play their latest compositions to the publisher. Platz led me into this inner sanctum and there was David Bowie – nervous and shy. I realized then that this casual encounter was a set up. As I shook Bowie’s hand I realized that he had two different-coloured eyes. The only other person I ever met with two different-coloured eyes was Jerry Leiber, of Leiber and Stoller. After a brief introduction, Platz wisely left us alone. I liked David Bowie immediately.


We talked for ages about anything and everything, like two people getting on really well at a party. David seemed obsessed with American music in the same way I was with British music. He told me he bought as many American records as he could. He adored Little Richard. He also liked American jazz – sax player Gerry Mulligan in particular. He said he also played baritone sax. He loved underground music, like Frank Zappa and The Fugs; I had the same records in my collection. Another album that we shared a mutual love for was Ken Nordine’s Word Jazz. He was a radio announcer from the American Midwest with a very deep voice. He made a spoken-word album with jazz music and some sound effects for accompaniment. It was another album I had bought back in the States and David had it too; we must have been one of a dozen people who had bought it.


We decided to leave the stuffy office and take a walk and eventually found ourselves on King’s Road. We came across a small cinema showing Roman Polanski’s A Knife In The Water; we watched it and discovered another shared interest – foreign art films. If it was in black and white, made anywhere but the USA or UK, and it was scratchy and had subtitles, we loved it. I left David around 6pm and went back home to Elgin Avenue and told Siegrid about my new friend. [ . . . ]


David and Turquoise were very enthusiastic about one song they had written and were anxious for me to record it with them. It was called ‘Ching-a-Ling’ and, after I’d heard it, I begged Denny and David Platz to let me record it. But Denny was explicitly anti-Bowie: ‘You know I’ve never “got” him,’ was Denny’s take on things. ‘I’m not about to finance another of Bowie’s follies,’ was how a slightly less than generous Platz put it. I was slightly baffled because it was he who had initially wanted me to work with Bowie. Once again, I did my ‘embezzling’ gambit and booked Trident Studios in St Anne’s Court in late October to record ‘Ching-a-Ling’ and a second song written by Hill, which was called ‘Back To Where You’ve Never Been’. Unfortunately within a few days Hill was out of the band and David’s friend John ‘Hutch’ Hutchinson was in. I needed another day in the studio to take Hill’s voice off and put Hutch’s voice on. I thought Platz would be over the moon with the results of this session.


‘What’s this? Who’s Feathers? I didn’t know we had a group called Feathers on the label?’


I thought that Denny recorded so much bullshit stuff, wasting so much time and money in the studio I could just slip this session through. I wasn’t a great ‘embezzler’, because I didn’t think of writing ‘Joe Cocker’ on the work sheet. Yet again I was severely reprimanded and almost fired. The Beatles’ ‘Hey Jude’ had been recorded at Trident a few months earlier, but none of their magic rubbed off on us42. (2007)



DANA GILLESPIE
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A lot of people have talked about Anthony Newley’s influence on David Bowie, which of course wasn’t just musical. David undeniably cultivated vocal similarities, but what also impressed him at the time was Newley’s fame. He was blown away by his weekly television show, his references to aliens . . . We watched it with our noses glued to the screen. From then on, David was intrigued by anything that seemed weird. He was fascinated by things other people hardly even noticed. Later, after seeing photos of a kabuki theatre in a magazine, he’ll become passionate about all things Japanese. Being unique himself, he was attracted to whatever was unique.


In those days, we hung out on Carnaby Street, which was quite trendy. It wasn’t yet the horrible trap for Japanese tourists it is today! I remember the time he bought the military jacket with epaulettes he’s wearing on the cover of his first album. I also saw the London premiere of Pierrot In Turquoise at the Mercury Theatre43, a tiny place that I’m sure no longer exists. There weren’t a lot of people there . . . David was dressed in a sort of Pierrot costume and was very keen on his mime, which of course he’d learnt from Kemp. Lindsay later said that he used to do all his shows on acid, himself, but I’m sure David wouldn’t. Lindsay also had his wonderful friend Jack in the production and one could see that David was seriously influenced by these two great men. David was a born actor, both on and off the stage, so this was a great learning experience for him.


As for his Buddhism leanings, I really can’t say, except he never shaved his head! He never told me about that, but he changed his mind and his roles pretty regularly and, if I didn’t see him for a few days, I risked missing something! It was the era for all of us to be experimental and he could easily have been studying Aleister Crowley one week and Buddhism the next! It’s what we all did then, only he sometimes took things a little further than most . . . (2017)


BILLY RITCHIE
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1-2-3 played the Saville Theatre with Jimi Hendrix and we shared a dressing room44. David came with us and, at one point, was carrying Jimi’s guitar like a roadie. Later, in the dressing room, I introduced him to Jimi. Of course, at that time, David was completely unknown. The irony of their meeting didn’t become apparent until much later, when David was a star and Jimi was dead. But at the time, David felt a bit offended by Jimi; he thought he was being aloof and not taking him seriously. But he was wrong. Jimi was just very shy. (2017)


EDWARD SANDERS
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I don’t know much about David Bowie, but I’m honoured that he liked the music of The Fugs. And that my book, Tales Of Beatnik Glory, was in his list of favourite works45. I had no idea he’d covered our songs with The Riot Squad. Like Frank Zappa and Leonard Cohen, Bowie made a big impression on a whole lot of people. That much was clear when we saw the tsunami of grief and sadness that came with his sudden death. (2017)
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