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			INTRODUCTION: ‘EVERYBODY WAS BOWIE’


			by


			Robert Elms


			From the moment he appeared on Top Of The Pops performing ‘Starman’ on that fateful Thursday evening in July, 1972 – skinny and skin-tight, pale and pretty, hair vivid orange and teased to the heavens, acoustic guitar slung over his back, arm draped around Mick Ronson in a gesture which took your teenage breath away – everything and everybody was Bowie.


			It didn’t matter where you came from, if you were a skinhead or suedehead, a rocker or reggae boy, a small-town teen, surly suburban oik or an in-your-face inner-city dude, from that life- changing, epoch-making Thursday onwards you had been touched by the Starman and you stayed touched. What Elvis and his pelvis were to a generation of Americans before – a catalyst and a cause célèbre, a reason to rebel, perform and create – so Bowie, with those alien eyes, was to kids growing up in crappy, strife-torn, early closing, corrugated-iron clad seventies Britain.


			It was of no importance that David Bowie/Jones had spent the previous decade desperately trying to find his persona and his voice. Who knew or cared that this new leper messiah had a slew of former lives? Suddenly he’d hit perfect pitch and for the next dozen or so years he stayed at the vanguard of just about everything good and wild that came out of Britain. There was barely a band or an artist, designer or writer, photographer or hairdresser who didn’t trace their creative lineage back to Bowie and, in particular, Ziggy Stardust and The Spiders From Mars.


			To understand the full potency of Bowie back then, you have to realise just how grey and broken Britain was in the early seventies. If the sixties had been a massive party this was the hangover: dreary, depressed and dominated by a suffocating corporatism that saw the country lurch from crisis to crisis while listening to leaden, long-haired rock bands in flapping flared jeans. Backward-looking, culturally conservative, prone to random violence and still fighting former wars, Britain was seen as the sick man of Europe and the prospects for a teenager growing up here were pretty bleak.


			Previously, lurking beneath this grim monotone façade, there was a vibrant youth culture born of the streets – vast reserves of teenage desire and creativity manifested as teddy boys and beatniks, mods and rockers, hippies and skinheads, a litany of trouser tribes with glorious soundtracks to match. But by 1972 it seemed to have run out of steam. The new decade had no real cult to call its own. What was needed was a figurehead, a charismatic leader who could rally the troops with a song and a style. That’s when the man fell to earth.


			Glam rock was not a youth cult as such. Burly navvies wrapped in BacoFoil, like Sweet or Slade, were never going to provoke a generational shift and a unified movement, but the gorgeous pair of cockney chameleons – Bowie and Bolan, the glitter twins, the best of buddies and the most intense of rivals – hit a riff that made plenty swoon. And it was Bowie, only Bowie, who by his very presence, his elegant artifice and otherworldly air, opened the eyes of thousands of slack- jawed urban urchins to another world.


			Bowie, with his coiffure and his couture, his arts labs and mime acts, bisexual hints and louche lyrics, his kabuki and Nietzsche, was like a portal to a glamorous, forbidden planet none of us even knew existed. Before David stepped out as Ziggy Stardust, fellating Mick Ronson’s Les Paul while wearing Kansai Yamamoto, the average British teenager was furtively reading Razzle and wearing a donkey jacket. Afterwards the Bowie boys, as they became known, could be seen groovily strolling down the streets, in the coolest clubs and boutiques. These maverick manqués, council-estate exotics with fabulous hair, exaggerated cheekbones and attitude to spare, styled on David and high on style, were the hippest kids in any town. There were Bowie girls too – plenty pretty, sexy and aloof and besides it was hard to tell which was which in this androgynous new scene where being seen was the aim.


			Almost everything that was to follow – the slick soul boys with their wedges and their pegs, the original punks in Westwood’s radical attire, the new romantics posing and preening to glory – can be dated back to the seismic shock of Ziggy as generations of British kids found a way to emulate their idol. And of course, Bowie didn’t stop there. For the Brixton boy, 1972 was an amazing year. First Ziggy made him a star; then, with ‘All The Young Dudes’, he made Mott The Hoople stars; he made Lou Reed a made man by co-producing the magnificent Transformer; then he even made Iggy Pop (who inspired Ziggy) a name to drop.


			Like a musical equivalent of Andy Warhol with his New York Factory, Bowie in London was at the centre of a creative maelstrom, a centrifuge of talent that spun out like a spider’s web from his outrageous stage persona to reach thousands of kids, most of them still dreaming and scheming in suburban bedrooms. Armed with a bottle of peroxide and a talent to provoke, the likes of Siouxsie Sioux and Steven Morrissey, Boy George and Phil Oakey, were all little Ziggy acolytes in the making. And then he stopped.


			Of course, we know now that killing off Ziggy Stardust was just the start of a journey that saw David Bowie shape-shift his way though a dazzling array of musical and stylistic incarnations,


			each one somehow just right for the turbulent times. The joyous stomp of ‘The Jean Genie’ was the perfect soundtrack to football terraces and youth-club discos – all camp aggression, Ziggy on steroids. While ‘John, I’m Only Dancing’, a sublimely ambiguous song, which itself underwent numerous personality changes, was the next great hit and a harbinger of amazing things to come.


			Out on the streets, and deep in the night, the new big thing was jazz-funk imported from Philly and beyond: a crisp, swish sound designed for dancers and picked up by the coolest youths who wove an entire new nocturnal craze around those insistent, horn-laden sides. Recorded in 1974 (though not released until 1979), ‘John, I’m Only Dancing (Again)’, with its searing sax break, was an early sign that Bowie was veering in a funky direction, but his next volte-face was one of the most dramatic and timely of the lot.


			As well as the throbbing soul clubs of the mid-seventies, there were always Bowie Nights, where the most arch and arty kids gathered to cast shapes to Bowie tunes and a smattering of his fellow travellers’, Roxy Music. Then, one night in 1975, it all came together. I can still recall the shock. I was dressed in the epitome of soul-boy style – pink pegs, plastic sandals (same as Bowie wore in The Man Who Fell To Earth), floppy wedge haircut falling over one eye – shuffling across a West End dance floor when a strange, beguiling new tune hit me. This was soul, but not as we knew it: arch, crystalline, fake but perfect. And as the opening chords of ‘Young American’s swirled around the room, so a tiny group of kids emerged from the shadows dressed like I’d never seen before: decadent, art-full, hair dyed pillar-box red and gun-metal blue, plastic strides, exposed bras, t-shirts ripped and held together with safety pins, make-up applied with startling effect. I was watching the future dancing to David Bowie and it was not yet called punk.


			That cabal of scarily hip kids who first paraded their sartorial radicalism to Bowie’s brilliant new plastic soul became known as the Bromley Contingent. They were the shock troops of the punk vanguard, and it’s no coincidence that they came from the same south London suburb Bowie had grown up in when his family moved from Brixton. Siouxsie Sioux, Billy Idol, Steve Severin, Adam Ant, Catwoman et al. were hardcore Bowie-ites who would shape the coming punk revolution in his image.


			And that image had morphed again to meet the times, Bowie sporting the best-ever red-wedge hair and suave suits to go with his slick new sound. For a while the Bowie crowd and the proto- punk scene were intrinsically interwoven and almost all the prime players in punk’s early, highly fashionable phase were really Bowie boys and girls with guitars. This was also the peak of his live powers, a time of great theatrical extravaganzas where the cracked actor dominated the stage. These were indeed Golden Years.


			Punk was a glorious conflagration set alight by a gang of Bowie-obsessed art students, hairdressers and anarcho-waifs gathered around a bizarre Kings Road boutique called Sex. And although it was undoubtedly inspired by the Thin White Duke and his ilk – Iggy Pop in particular


			– the man himself was never going to sit easily within punk’s harsh musical confines. So he left


			town and lay low, taking his wedge and his duffel coat to Berlin to plot the next twist in the tale.


			Low and “Heroes” – electronic, Teutonic, epic and angular – were distinctly at odds with the prevailing three-chord zeitgeist, but soon became part of the template for the next great creative outpouring. Punk was beautifully brief in its original explosive outburst and by 1978 a post-punk depression had descended. Then word filtered out of a new scene gathering in the subterranean places, where peacock kids gathered to parade their elaborate finery to electronic tunes.


			The Blitz, and all the other impossibly trendy clubs which emblazoned the early eighties, were basically born-again Bowie nights, fuelled by another younger generation of kids who’d been wowed by Ziggy back in ’72, and who now believed they could be heroes, for more than just one day. Boy George, Steve Strange, Gary Kemp, Toyah Wilcox, Pete Burns, Gary Numan, Ultravox, the Duran gang… The list of musicians who emerged from that scene is almost endless, and you can throw in a host of designers, artists, scribes, dancers and filmmakers, many of whom would go on to huge success, all of whom were influenced and inspired by the returning Thin White Duke. Yet again, he’d managed to be at the very forefront of the coming cultural wave.


			The boys kept swinging and the albums kept coming, culminating in Scary Monsters and the epochal ‘Ashes To Ashes’ – which came out in 1980 and yet has somehow become one of the defining songs and videos of the entire decade that followed. Referencing his own illustrious past while creating the future, Bowie, with a coterie of his camp followers, a Pierrot and a pied piper, led the way as he always did.


			Bowie’s immense cultural impact is still reverberating every time a new artist emerges to combine art and pop, the avant-garde and the mainstream, pushing the boundaries of theatricality and musicality to reach out to kids everywhere. It would be impossible to imagine the pop firmament, particularly here in Britain, without the enduring influence of the man who became Ziggy Stardust all those decades ago, and showered stardust over generations to come.


			1947


			8 January: David Robert Jones born, 40 Stansfield Road, Brixton, London


			1953


			The Jones family moves to the south London suburb of Bromley


			1957


			David becomes chorister at St Mary’s Church, Bromley, alongside lifelong friends and sometime collaborators George Underwood and Geoffrey MacCormack


			1958


			August: First known performance of popular music, at 18th Bromley Cub Scouts summer camp, Isle of Wight, with George Underwood


			September: Joins Bromley Technical High School


			1959


			25 December: Receives his first musical instrument, a plastic alto saxophone


			1962


			David has a fight with George Underwood, suffering an injury that leaves the pupil of his left eye permanently dilated


			June: David joins The Konrads


			1963


			David’s half-brother, Terry Burns, shows first signs of schizophrenia


			Summer: Leaves school with one O-Level qualification – in art – then starts work as a trainee commercial artist at Nevin D. Hirst Advertising, New Bond Street, London


			29 August: First recording, with The Konrads, ‘I Never Dreamed’


			December: Leaves The Konrads


			1964


			April: Forms The King Bees, a five-piece R&B group also including George Underwood


			Spring: Signs with his first manager, Leslie Conn


			c. May: With The King Bees, David signs his first recording contract – with Vocalion Records (part of Decca)


			June: Leaves Nevin D. Hirst Advertising


			5	June: UK release of Davie Jones and The King Bees’ ‘Liza Jane’/‘Louie Louie Go Home’ (Did Not Chart)


			6	June: First TV appearance promoting ‘Liza Jane’ on BBC TV’s Juke Box Jury (the song was voted a ‘miss’)


			July: Leaves The King Bees and joins The Manish Boys


			1965


			March: UK release of The Manish Boys’ ‘I Pity The Fool’/‘Take My Tip’ (DNC)


			April: Leaves The Manish Boys


			May: Joins The Lower Third


			August: Ralph Horton becomes Bowie’s first full-time manager


			UK release of Davy Jones’ ‘You’ve Got A Habit Of Leaving’/ ‘Baby Loves That Way’ (DNC) 16 September: Changes his official stage name to David Bowie, to avoid confusion with Davy Jones (later of The Monkees)


			November: The Lower Third signs a recording contract with Pye


			1966


			January: UK release of David Bowie with The Lower Third’s ‘Can’t Help Thinking About Me’/‘And I Say To Myself’ (DNC)


			Leaves The Lower Third


			February: Forms The Buzz


			April: UK release, as David Bowie, of ‘Do Anything You Say’/‘Good Morning Girl’ (DNC)


			October: Signs a recording contract with Deram


			December: The Buzz break up


			UK release of ‘Rubber Band’/‘The London Boys’ (DNC)


		




		

			DAVID BOWIE (1967)


			‘OUR RECORD PLAYER ONLY PLAYED AT 78RPM… SO I GOT THIS VERY WEIRD PERCEPTION OF WHAT ROCK ’N’ ROLL SOUNDED LIKE AT A VERY EARLY AGE. THAT COULD EXPLAIN A LOT.’1


			DAVID BOWIE, 1993


			1967


			February: US release of ‘Rubber Band’/ ‘There Is A Happy Land’ (DNC)


			March: David joins The Riot Squad


			April: Kenneth Pitt becomes Bowie’s sole manager


			UK release of ‘The Laughing Gnome’/ ‘The Gospel According To Tony Day’ (DNC)


			May: David leaves The Riot Squad


			1 June: UK release of David Bowie (DNC)


			July: UK release of ‘Love You Till Tuesday’/ ‘Did You Ever Have A Dream’ (DNC)


			August: US release of David Bowie (DNC)


			It was a different age, a time when record companies allowed their artists the freedom to fail, betting that soon they would hit the style and sound that would bring the world to them.


			In this now-forgotten spirit, Deram Records signed David Bowie and allowed him free rein in the studio. As a result, he did not make an album in 1967. Instead he made a musical and committed it to vinyl. He dreamt up a succession of characters and set their lives to brass, strings, penny whistles, every instrument it would seem except electric guitar. And this in the year of Jimi Hendrix...


			Bowie wrote songs about children, bitter retired soldiers, and an ‘Uncle Arthur’; he wrote about the ‘Maid Of Bond Street’, the ‘Little Bombardier’ and ‘Silly Boy Blue’. Then he cast his characters against a backdrop of theatrical riffs and melodies inspired by traditional British music hall.


			The result is an album out of time, out of place, but simultaneously startling. It is the kind of album a major musician might make once they’ve earned an audience and been allowed one album – and one album only – to indulge themselves. It is not, usually, the record of a young man on the make in the year of 1967, a year that saw massive album releases by Pink Floyd, Traffic, Captain Beefheart, Procol Harum, Jimi Hendrix, Tim Buckley, The Byrds, The Small Faces, Mothers Of Invention, and The Doors; the year, in other words, of LSD, psychedelic


			fashions and freak-outs.


			Intriguingly, Bowie had no interest in taking the easy road. Rather, he was expressing a unique style and he chose to do so in the year of Sgt. Pepper. Later, he said:


			‘I got some airplay, as we say in the biz. But I didn’t get people buying me and I wasn’t asked to perform, so I suppose in that respect it was a bit of a failure. But the idea of writing short stories was quite novel at the time – excuse the pun.’2 DB, 1976


			So who exactly is this character, who goes swimming so bravely against the tide in his mohair suit and bouffant hair? David Bowie was born David Robert Jones on 8 January 1947 in Brixton, London. He is born in tough times. The war has ended and necessities are scarce. When he is three years old he enters the tenant’s bedroom and smears his face in her make-up and lipstick. His mother tells him boys do not wear make-up. ‘You do, mummy,’ he replies.


			His parents are of their time – distant, not tactile. In later years Bowie struggles hard to recall a compliment from his mother, a hug from his father. But there are compensations. His father is ‘a great humanitarian’ and encourages David to explore different religions, other cultures. It is encouragement that will stand him in good stead.


			At age five he dresses up again for the school nativity play, puts on a robe and holds a shepherd’s crook. The die is cast for already the boy has something about him. His mother, Margaret ‘Peggy’ Jones said, ‘He absolutely loved it. It was then that we realized that there was something in David. If there was anything [on the radio] that caught his ear he would tell everyone to be quiet and listen, and then fling himself about to the music. In those days we thought he might be a dancer.’


			Mrs Jones is near the mark with her ballet observation. At his junior school, a progressive headmaster divides pupils into groups of four, hands them percussive instruments and tells them to dance to the sounds of the rhythms they make. Such experiences sink deep into David; he is shy but can perform in public. A valuable lesson.


			‘Inchworm’, sung by Danny Kaye in the film Hans Christian Andersen, catches his ear. He later describes it as a vitally important song for him and its influence – its use of counterpoint melodies – is heard best on his debut album in the gorgeous ‘Sell Me A Coat’.


			He starts sounding out the world. A school friend recalls him enthusing about America and Japan at age eight. At thirteen, as the other kids play football, David dons an American footballer’s outfit (given to him by the American embassy – after he wrote to them asking for more information about the sport he was hearing on US Forces radio) and walks around school in a helmet with a ball under his arm. ‘Quite bizarre,’ says his schoolmate but it is the perfect image of that which is to come: Bowie separated from the mainstream by a striking uniform.


			In 1961 Bowie saw Anthony Newley in the stage musical Stop The World – I Want To Get Off. The show had a massive impact on him; he adored Newley’s voice, his clever use of the stage and the fact that he sang ‘ordinary words that I coud understand and weren’t all gooey… That’s when I started formatting my own style.’ He would recall:


			‘In the early days when I was in a rhythm and blues band I didn’t like singing about America. I wanted to sing about the things that directly influenced me at the time. Anthony Newley… was the only singer who didn’t put on a fake American accent.’3 DB, 1973


			His half-brother Terry gives him Jack Kerouac’s On The Road and Bowie becomes obsessed with beatniks and jazz music; he learns the saxophone. He learns how to sing, play guitar, how to perform.


			At school he meets George Underwood. If anyone is going to be a star, it is George, with his striking good looks and charisma. George joins a band called The Konrads. At the same time he and David both fall in lust with a girl. Bowie makes a sneaky move and robs George of a date; George punches Bowie and renders his friend’s eye permanently dilated. Not long after, a guilt- ridden George invites Bowie to join The Konrads. Bowie sings and plays saxophone.


			Later they form The Hooker Brothers – named after blues legend John Lee Hooker – then Davie Jones and The King Bees.


			Between gigs, Bowie cheekily writes a letter to a pop impresario. We are the next Beatles he tells him, and you could be the next Epstein. The impresario, John Bloom, smiles and recommends a manager called Leslie Conn. Conn takes on the band and books them for Bloom’s wedding. Guests include Adam Faith and Lance Percival.


			Conn’s next move is to secure the band an audition with Decca. In June 1964 The King Bees release their debut single, ‘Liza Jane’/‘Louie Louie Go Home’. Both songs are blues and R&B influenced. Conn somehow receives writing credits. The single got some attention – the popular TV show Juke Box Jury reviewed it, though only comic Charlie Drake liked it, and the influential Ready Steady Go! invited the band to perform. But sales were poor and the band fell apart.


			The Manish Boys were next. Again R&B was the template, although Bowie’s look – long hair and Robin Hood attire – was (shall we say) rather unexpected for an R&B singer. The band’s debut single, I Pity the Fool’/‘Take My Tip’, produced by Who-man, Shel Talmy, again sold poorly.


			His next band was named The Lower Third. Bowie dumped manager Conn and asked Ralph Horton to guide his career. Horton pushed him into mod clothing. The band’s debut single, ‘You’ve Got A Habit Of Leaving’, was fast, frenetic and did what it set out to do by gaining them a modish audience in London.


			Their next single (produced by Tony Hatch), ‘Can’t Help Thinking About Me’/‘And I Say To Myself’, was Bowie’s best effort to date – a resounding pop record with self-examining lyrics.


			Another band follows: The Buzz. The London pop sound – that of The Who, The Yardbirds – is not the template. The band cuts a single, but the record is credited to David Bowie. ‘Do Anything You Say’/‘Good Morning Girl’ has striking guitar shapes, backing vocals and a rushed breathy Bowie vocal foreshadowing what will become a trademark. In other words, Bowie is finding his own vocal style and, although chart success is again elusive, the musical steps he is making will prove more valuable in the long term.


			Another single, ‘I Dig Everything’/‘I’m Not Losing Sleep’, was released the same year. For this session, producer Tony Hatch dumped the band and brought in seasoned session musicians. But yet another slice of Bowie’s London-style pop missed the charts by a mile. Bowie didn’t mind. He simply changed tack, again.


			His next release, ‘Rubber Band’/‘The London Boys’, had a newlyesque vocal and, for the A- side, a brass band backing. Again it sold nothing. Undeterred Bowie released ‘The Laughing Gnome’/‘The Gospel According To Tony Day’. When Bowie-mania hit the world in 1973, millions of teenagers eagerly backtracked through Bowie’s career, delighted to discover albums such as Hunky Dory and songs such as ‘The Man Who Sold The World’, until they hit ‘The Laughing Gnome’ and just didn’t know what to make of it. It can be viewed either as a great children’s composition or one of those moments in a musician’s career when he simply isn’t thinking straight.


			For his debut album Bowie further pursues his Newley obsession, adopting a particularly English voice mixed right to the forefront of each track. He isn’t Newley on every song – traces of Pink Floyd’s Syd Barrett and The Kinks’ Ray Davies can be detected on ‘There Is A Happy Land’, his paean to innocence and childhood, and there are echoes of Burt Bacharach elsewhere – but Newley is certainly prominent.


			There is a great wistfulness in his vocals – David’s has been a childhood spent apart. He does have close friends, George Underwood in particular, but much of his time has been spent in his lonely, lonely room, the room all songwriters sit in as children and dream and shape the life ahead.


			For sure, rock ’n’ roll music, and Little Richard in particular, speaks to him just as it does all the other kids in Britain. But Bowie also seeks out other sources of inspiration, looks in places others don’t.


			What did Deram see in this thin young man? Musical talent, for sure; the album carries some stunning melodies, some lovely songs – ‘Silly Boy Blue’, ‘Sell Me A Coat’, are prime examples. And in places the album does manage to chime with the London of 1967. ‘Little Bombardier’ and ‘She’s Got Medals’, for instance, tap into that year’s Edwardian fashions. But most of this


			record stands alone. Pop culture at the time demanded music that broke boundaries. Bowie took them at their word and gave them an album with no guitars, full of waltzes and show tunes, that ends with him delivering a poem called ‘Please Mr Gravedigger’ during which he sneezes and delivers the rest of the words as if with a heavy cold.


			Of course, the album sold poorly on its release. No one knew what to make of it. No one knew who to sell it to. It is only now we can see the brilliance of the work and begin to make sense of Bowie, age twenty, and his strange and wonderful fascinations.


		




		

			DAVID BOWIE/SPACE ODDITY (1969)


			‘THE RECORD IS BASED A LOT ON THE FILM 2001. IT’S A MIXTURE OF SALVADOR DALÍ, 2001, AND THE BEE GEES. REALLY IT’S JUST A RECORD WHICH AMUSES PEOPLE.’1


			DAVID BOWIE, 1969


			1967


			18 December: Records first BBC radio session, for John Peel’s Top Gear


			28 December: First performance of Lindsay Kemp’s Pierrot In Turquoise, in which Bowie appears as ‘Cloud’


			1968


			30 March: Final performance of Pierrot In Turquoise


			September: Forms mixed-media trio Turquoise (later Feathers) with girlfriend Hermione Farthingale and Tony Hill


			1969


			January–February: Records promotional film Love You Till Tuesday


			February: Feathers breaks up


			Summer: Makes numerous appearances at Beckenham Arts Lab


			June: UK release of ‘Space Oddity’/ ‘Wild Eyed Boy From Freecloud’ (5) July: US release of ‘Space Oddity’/ ‘Wild Eyed Boy From Freecloud’ (DNC) 5 August: Death of father, Haywood Stenton ‘John’ Jones, aged 56


			9 October: First appearance on BBC TV’s Top Of The Pops, performing ‘Space Oddity’


			14 November: Release of David Bowie (later retitled Space Oddity) (DNC)


			Bowie in 1969, already so different from the Bowie of 1967. Gone are the suits, the mod haircut, and the Newley-driven songs about London. Now he wears long hair and flares, plays acoustic guitar and writes very wordy songs à la Bob Dylan. Times have changed and so has David Bowie, who seems to have developed a very nonchalant approach towards his music. He tells Melody Maker after the release of his second album:


			‘I haven’t really wanted to make any records for ages but people have been on at me to record again, so I went to the studios. I have been doing mine for a year and a half so this is my comeback! The first album I did in fifteen minutes for five shillings and sixpence. You could say I was rushed, I got discouraged with pop by the lack of work.’2 DB, 1969


			Don’t believe the man. It is a front, a disguise. All songwriters need validation, all need to have their work alive in the world. Bowie is desperate to be taken as seriously as Dylan and knows that to do so he must cut his own cloth, go his own way.


			Example: since the release of his debut album, he has immersed himself in both Buddhism and the art of mime, activities not traditionally associated with young musicians on the way up. It is a trait that will define his career, seeking out new experiences and art forms and then bringing them into the musical arena.


			Bowie came to Buddhism through the novels of beat-generation writer Jack Kerouac. By the summer of 1967 he was deeply immersed in the religion and had already paid a visit to the UK headquarters of the Buddhist Society. Soon, he was talking about leaving behind all ambitions, turning his life around and becoming a Buddhist monk. His first biographer, George Tremlett, quotes him saying at the time, ‘Material things just don’t interest me. I have one good suit in case I have to go anywhere important, but I don’t want a car and I live with my parents. I’m not interested in clothes at all really.’


			That he should be ditching the sartorial for satori shows the depth of the man’s commitment. David remained highly interested in Buddhism until 1970 when doubts about his guru surfaced. David later commented, ‘See, I am not the only one playing a character.’


			At about the same time, a girlfriend secured tickets for a mime show called Clown’s Hour in Covent Garden.


			‘A mime, what could be less interesting? Then she told me that he was using my one album as his interval music. A mime, how interesting.’3 DB, 2002


			Bowie loved it. Afterwards, he met the show’s creator, Lindsay Kemp. The two men instantly clicked and soon Bowie was attending Kemp’s classes in London. In a 1974 interview Kemp said, ‘I taught him to exaggerate with his body as well as his voice, and the importance of looking as well as sounding beautiful. Ever since working with me he’s practised that, and in each performance he does his movements are more exquisite.’


			Through Kemp’s tutelage, Bowie learnt much about stagecraft, use of space and use of audience. By December 1967 they were appearing together in a production entitled Pierrot In Turquoise in which Bowie both mimed and performed his own songs. It was generally thought that he was a fine mime artist.


			‘I was desperately keen on mime at the time… the way you could transform an open space and create things by suggestion… I knew at the time that I wanted to present music in a very theatrical fashion but I wasn’t sure exactly how. I used to go and see The Living Theatre and those American concept groups at the Roundhouse and think, if I could put this to a band format it would be very exciting.’4 DB, 1993


			Through Kemp, Bowie met a young dancer called Hermione Farthingale. Hermione was beautiful and bewitching and Bowie was smitten. They performed together in an acoustic trio called Turquoise with guitarist Tony Hill. When Hill quit, John Hutchinson came on board and the three formed a multimedia outfit, Feathers, singing, dancing, reciting poetry and performing mime.


			In February 1969 David and Hermione split up. David was devastated and retreated to Beckenham. By April he was seeing a young writer named Mary Finnigan. Together, they decided to open a folk club in the back room of a local pub. The club was based on the concept of an arts lab, something originally pioneered by a forward-thinking American called Jim Haynes at the Drury Lane Arts Lab.


			‘There isn’t one pseud involved… arts labs generally have such a bad reputation as pseud places. There’s a lot of talent in the green belt and there is a load of tripe in Drury Lane. I think the arts lab movement is extremely important and should take over from the youth club concept as a social service.’5 DB, 1969


			The nights proved highly popular with Bowie miming, reading and performing for an audience that grew every week. Some who witnessed Bowie at these events say that he delivered absolutely riveting performances. And it was here that Bowie honed many of the songs that would make up his second album.


			He had now dropped his London-centric material in favour of an acoustic rock sound. The new songs were lengthy, wordy and displayed his wide musical skills. Bob Dylan was a big influence, as were Simon and Garfunkel, and this major shift in his songwriting is best viewed through the story of the track by which the album – originally titled, like his debut, simply David Bowie – would come to be known: ‘Space Oddity’.


			In November 1968, Bowie had been dazzled by the Stanley Kubrick film 2001: A Space Odyssey. From that point on, space, alien life forms, astronauts would exert a huge influence.


			Inspired by Kubrick’s vision, by December Bowie had written the punningly titled ‘Space Oddity’. After playing it to Mercury Records (as well as performing it in the short promotional film Love You Till Tuesday, financed by his manager Kenneth Pitt), he secured himself a new record deal and entered the studio in June. NASA had announced that by mid-July they would land a man on the moon and Mercury wanted Bowie’s song out as a single at the same time.


			The man who would produce the rest of the album, Tony Visconti, whom Bowie had met and bonded with over a mutual interest in Eastern mysticism, dismissed ‘Space Oddity’ as a gimmick so Bowie entered the studio with producer Gus Dudgeon instead, as well as pianist Rick Wakeman, bass player Herbie Flowers, drummer Terry Cox and guitarist Mick Wayne. They emerged with a near-perfect single: a catchy musical arrangement with intriguing sound effects, and a concise story concerning the travails of an astronaut named Major Tom who winds up


			floating forever in space.


			With ‘Space Oddity’ finished in December 1968, the songs that completed the album tended to be longer, full of shifts in time and texture. Many began on acoustic guitar and ended up with the full band jamming. None of them is as concisely arranged as the precise pop of ‘Space Oddity’, which would go on to give Bowie his first top-ten single in the UK.


			Three of the songs that followed were written for or about Hermione Farthingale – ‘Letter To Hermione’, ‘Unwashed And Somewhat Slightly Dazed’ and ‘An Occasional Dream’. There is a sense of hurt and confusion attached to all of them which tells us Hermione did the walking, not David.


			He also wrote about a free festival he had helped to organise – ‘Memory Of A Free Festival’ – and added a ‘Hey Jude’-like chorus at the end of it. It was re-recorded and released as a single in June 1970 but did not chart.


			He wrote ‘Janine’ about his best friend’s girlfriend and sounded like Peter Sarstedt who had dominated the UK charts that year with ‘Where Do You Go To (My Lovely)’. Having read a newspaper report about a middle-aged woman who had been caught stealing, Bowie wrote a song from her point of view and called it ‘God Knows I’m Good’. And it was good. Then he attacked the slavish nature of the hippie movement in the long and intricate ‘Cygnet Committee’.


			By 1969, hippies had replaced mods at the centre of youth culture but Bowie disliked their snobbishness; speaking to Disc and Music Echo that year he said he preferred the skin-heads, a radical statement to make given that youth cult’s fearsome reputation, and added, ‘a cygnet is pretty to look at but is totally helpless’.


			Even after ‘Space Oddity’ hit the charts, the album did not sell in great quantities. Bowie would have to wait for the breakthrough of Ziggy Stardust to see it fly. In the meantime, it now seemed like a very good idea to stop trying to be accepted as a sensitive singer-songwriter, put on a dress and make a heavy metal album.


		




		

			Beckenham Arts Lab


			‘I never knew there were so many sitar players in Beckenham.’1 DB, 1969


			The original Arts Lab was founded in 1967 by the American Jim Jaynes, a leading figure of the British counter-culture and co-founder – with Barry Miles and John Hopkins – of International Times and, later, Suck.


			The Drury Lane Arts Lab ran for just fifteen months but was incredibly influential, and even exhibited John Lennon and Yoko Ono’s first artwork in May 1968.


			Bowie founded his lab on 4 May 1969, with then-girlfriend Mary Finnigan and friends Christina Ostrom and Barrie Jackson at The Three Tuns, a pub on Beckenham High Street. Originally a folk club called ‘Growth’, it proved a huge success and between 1969 and 1973 a surprising amount of talent passed through its doors, including Marc Bolan, Steve Harley, Peter Frampton, Rick Wakeman and Lionel Bart.


			As a fundraiser for the lab, on 16 August 1969, Bowie organized a free festival at Beckenham Recreation Ground, a low-key, almost village-like affair later immortalized, through somewhat rose-tinted glasses, in ‘Memory Of A Free Festival’.


		




		

			The Mime Behind the Moves


			‘I was singing the songs of my life with my body; he was singing the songs of his life very fabulously with his voice, and we reckoned that by putting the two together the audience couldn’t help but be enthralled.’1 Lindsay Kemp, 1974


			Dancer, choreographer and actor Lindsay Kemp was born in 1938 in South Shields, north-east England. As a young boy he would don make-up and dance on the kitchen table. Later in life he studied dance with Hilde Holger and mime with Marcel Marceau before forming his own dance company in the early sixties.


			Kemp doesn’t consider himself a mime artist, rather a conceptual dancer; he is particularly keen on the Japanese dance technique ‘Butoh’ – from where the ‘traditional’ mime’s look of the white-painted face and body is derived.


			Kemp’s influence on Bowie cannot be overstated. Bowie’s study of theatre is, arguably, the defining activity that set him apart from other sixties wannabes; grist for a mill that would produce such fine-grained theatrical creations as Ziggy Stardust and The Thin White Duke, not to mention a host of intelligently produced live shows.


			‘From make-up to costume, [Lindsay Kemp’s] ideas of an elevated reality stuck and his commitment to breaking down the parameters between on-stage and off-stage life remained firmly in my soul.’2 DB, 2002


		




		

			THE MAN WHO SOLD THE WORLD (1970)


			‘I REFUSE TO BE THOUGHT OF AS MEDIOCRE. IF I AM MEDIOCRE, I’LL GET OUT OF THE BUSINESS.’1


			DAVID BOWIE, 1971


			1970


			February–May: Performs with backing band Hype


			March: UK release of ‘The Prettiest Star’/ ‘Conversation Piece’ (DNC)


			c. March: Tony Defries and Laurence Myers of Gem Productions take over Bowie’s management


			20 March: Marries Mary Angela ‘Angie’ Barnett


			10 May: Wins Ivor Novello Award for Best Original Song for ‘Space Oddity’
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