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Introduction


The rock musician sat down for an interview. It was the early Eighties, barely midway through his half-century career: he would still be releasing new albums in 2014. “Part of me is kinda like an actor,” he said. “If I don’t have something happening directly about my life, I can take from experiences around me and then by way of becoming another person, another persona, I can express a buncha fuckin’ feelings.” That was Neil Young. And here’s Mick Jagger, interviewed in the early Seventies. “If you’re a method actor, you always stay in character—[my character] has changed a lot. It’s not just one change … every six months, another person.”


Pop music is acting: it always has been. Yet only David Bowie got the rap for being rock’s pantomime artiste, its greatest pretender. He happily owned up to the charge, calling himself “The Actor” on the sleeve of Hunky Dory, “the faker” in “Changes.” Today, with Bowie a cross-national cultural icon (one can imagine his face on a Euro note someday), it may be hard to believe he was once considered the epitome of weedy English decadence. That he was seen as a fraud, as an affront to the “realness” of Sixties rock and roll. That he was suspect.


He agreed with his critics, of course. There had never been so self-conscious an act as Bowie’s in pop before. In part this was because he’d had such a lengthy incubation, as a marginal act in the mid-Sixties—it’s still strange to realize his first single predates A Hard Day’s Night—and as a struggling folkie and rocker at the turn of the decade. Bowie spent the Sixties in the audience, standing in the corner of a club or perched off stage, always taking mental notes. There was something unique about Bowie, in his assimilative capabilities (and his pack-rat instincts), in his way of imagining himself as his own audience, and so working to entertain himself, first and foremost. And his long internship made him a consummate pro, ready to grab opportunities. The writer Nick Kent said that at Bowie’s London debut as Ziggy Stardust in 1972, there was an equipment malfunction just as the show began, creating “a sudden agonizing silence [that] was instantly felt through the hall.” Not missing a beat, Bowie “pointed to each flamboyant article of clothing he was adorned in and recited the name of its designer in an exaggerated camp accent.” When the band finally tore into “Hang Onto Yourself,” the audience was already tight in Bowie’s grasp.


Despite the hack reporter’s line about Bowie being a changeable musical chameleon, there was a deep continuity to his music. Riffs, chord progressions, phrases, lyrical subjects, amateur saxophone, sped-up Laughing Gnome voices: all reappear in his songs, even in the present decade. This book attempts to see how Bowie’s songs worked, how they were assembled, how they changed upon performance. Because Bowie was so consumed by whatever he chanced upon (books, SF films, underground newspapers, salsa records, Nazi documentaries), I wound up writing some potted cultural histories of 20th Century odds and ends. It was unavoidable: to get a grip on Bowie, you have to have a sense of his times. Only the prosperous, youth-heady, pop music emporia that was Britain and America in the Sixties and Seventies could have produced Bowie the rock musician. Had he come early in the 20th Century, he would have been a painter or a music hall performer; had he come today, he’d likely be writing for Image Comics.


But if this book seems an effort to reveal a magician’s tricks, that’s not my intent. Consider it a travel atlas. By keeping to the ground and going through Bowie’s records song by song, you can slowly get a sense of the scale of Bowie’s achievement—a body of work that holds up as well as anything from his era. Julie Welch, witnessing a Ziggy Stardust concert in 1973 at Earls Court (which the future Sid Vicious also attended), wrote that Bowie on stage “was utilizing his most splendid gift—his sense of largeness and glory.” As this book focuses on Bowie’s music, it has little room to examine other pieces of his oeuvre: his album covers, his photographs, his promotional videos and films, his costumes. Still, the music offers largeness and glory in spades.


What Is This Book?


This book is a guide to Bowie’s songs, from his first single, released in 1964, to the Station to Station album, released in January 1976. Our survey includes both released and (if I managed to hear them) unreleased songs. Feel free to zip around to find whichever songs you like. Or if you’re of a more chronological bent, read it as a narrative, starting with the first entry. This book presumes a small amount of familiarity with David Bowie and his music. But if you have no clue about Bowie, no worries: all you’ll need is in the following few paragraphs.


David Bowie was born David Robert Jones, in Brixton in January 1947. He was the only son of Peggy Burns and Haywood “John” Jones, a publicity man who’d once (disastrously) run a nightclub. Haywood had married before, both he and Peggy had children from previous entanglements, and David symbolized their much-delayed entry into lower-middle-class life. Unsurprisingly, David lacked for little in his youth. He went to Bromley Tech (the Bowies had moved to Bromley, a suburb of London, in the early Fifties) and left school in 1963. He wanted to be a famous pop musician and spent the Sixties in pursuit of that ambition, burning through a set of bands, record labels and managers in the process, with no commercial success.


Disillusioned with and considering abandoning professional music, Bowie got a novelty hit (“Space Oddity”) in late 1969. He struggled to follow it up. Finally, thanks to the acumen of his wife (Angela Barnett), his ruthless manager (Tony Defries), a sympathetic producer (Ken Scott), a brilliant guitarist/arranger (Mick Ronson) and the full flowering of his songwriting, Bowie became a British rock star with the release of The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders From Mars in June 1972. Soon to follow were #1 albums, Top 10 hits, headlining the Hammersmith Odeon and Radio City Music Hall.


Memories of his post-”Space Oddity” limbo had made Bowie craftier and he discarded the Ziggy Stardust image at its peak of fame, playing his last show as Ziggy in July 1973 and soon afterward breaking up his band. Looking for an American hit (he’d had good press in the US but weak sales), he left Britain for America in 1974. He began exploring soul and R&B while becoming vigorously addicted to cocaine; he got a US #1 hit (“Fame”), a starring role in a film, The Man Who Fell to Earth, and acquired enough celebrity to sing a medley of pop hits with Cher on her variety show. This volume concludes with the songs of Station to Station, the album Bowie recorded in Los Angeles at the end of 1975, and his departure from America for Europe in the spring of the following year.


Bowiesongs


When referring to “song,” I mean any piece of music written, recorded and/or performed by Bowie, with the critical distinction that at least one recording of it exists and is circulating (“circulating” = available on bootleg vinyl, CD or torrent or up on YouTube.) For example, Bowie performed a feedback-laden version of Gustav Holst’s “Mars: The Bringer of War” on stage in 1966 but as there are no recordings of these performances, “Mars” is consigned to the appendix. By contrast, Bowie sang James Brown’s “If You Don’t Work, You Can’t Eat” on stage in 1972. A recording of a performance exists, so the song gets its own entry.


I’ve also used “song” as a changeable object, so whenever Bowie has revisited and re-recorded a song, I address its later incarnations in the same entry. So the entry for “I Feel Free” covers its multiple lives: a live performance by the Spiders from Mars in 1972, an aborted studio take in 1980 and a studio take Bowie recorded in 1992 for Black Tie White Noise. This hopefully will prove less confusing in the book than it may seem here.


Song are listed in the rough order of their creation, with some alterations for the sake of narrative. For example “The London Boys” and “Silly Boy Blue,” songs Bowie wrote and demoed in 1965, are held back until the 1966 chapter because it made far more thematic sense to place them there. When I lacked information about recording order, I arranged the songs in a scheme that follows (hopefully) some logic. So Bowie’s Pin Ups covers are in the chronological order of the original singles’ release.


This book revises the blog “Pushing Ahead of the Dame,” which I started in late July 2009 (http://bowiesongs.wordpress.com). I’ve rewritten, corrected and, with hope, improved all of the entries, as the blog offered many blunders of interpretation, fact and taste. In many cases, improvements came from my insightful commenters—I have tried to credit them wherever possible, but please consider this a general thank-you.


Much of this book’s insights (should you find any) is derived from the work of interviewers, photographers, concert tapers, biographers and researchers who have preceded me. Most of all, Nicholas Pegg and Kevin Cann have wrought order from Bowie chaos. Without their labors, this book could not have existed. I also obviously owe its general scheme to the late Ian MacDonald’s chronological song-by-song study of the Beatles, Revolution In the Head.


My perspective is that of my age and region: I’m an American writing about a British artist whom I first knew as the “Let’s Dance”-era Bowie, and doubtlessly some cultural nuances have escaped me. All facts in the following book have been verified to the best of my abilities; all opinions are my own. As we stop at 1976 in this volume, there’s obviously a ways to go: there will be a sequel in the near future.


Chris O’Leary


Easthampton, 2014
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Chapter 1



The Junior Visualizer (1964-1966)




I never wanted to be a rock star. “‘onest, guv, I weren’t even there.” But I was there, that’s what happened.


David Bowie, 1974.


I think he sounds terrible, but he must be some good because he’s made a record.


Haywood “John” Jones, David Bowie’s father, 1964.


David Bowie sweated away for years on a Sunday, with nobody, repeat nobody, coming to see him.


Harold Pendleton, owner of the Marquee Club.


A meaningless simplification of the blues with all the poetry removed and the emphasis on white, and by definition inferior, performers … unsubtle, unswinging, uncoloured music.


George Melly, on early rock & roll, Revolt Into Style.


I was taken on as a “junior visualizer,” which means I was a sort of stick-and-paste artist for all the other buggers there who had proper art school training.


Bowie, on his short-lived advertising career.





Liza Jane


(Conn). Recorded: ca. early May 1964, Decca Studios, 165 Broadhurst Gardens, West Hampstead, London. David Bowie: lead vocal, tenor saxophone; Roger Bluck: lead guitar, backing vocal?; George Underwood: rhythm guitar, backing vocal; Dave Howard: bass; Robert Allen: drums. Produced: Leslie Conn; engineered: Glyn Johns; (remake, unreleased) (basic tracks) July 2000, Sear Sound Studios, 353 W. 48th St., NYC; (overdubs) ca. October-early November 2000, The Looking Glass Studios, 632 Broadway, NYC. Bowie: lead vocal, harmonica?; Earl Slick: lead guitar; Gerry Leonard: rhythm guitar; Mike Garson: keyboards; Cuong Vu: trumpet; Mark Plati: rhythm guitar; Gail Ann Dorsey: bass, backing vocals; Sterling Campbell: drums; Holly Palmer, Emm Gryner: backing vocals. Produced: Bowie, Plati; engineered: Pete Keppler.


First release: (as “Davie Jones with the King Bees”) 5 June 1964 (Vocalion Pop V.9221). Broadcast: 6 June 1964, Juke Box Jury; 19 June 1964, Ready Steady Go!; 27 June 1964, The Beat Room. Live: 1964, 2004.


On the night of 5 June 2004, on stage at an amphitheatre off the Garden State Parkway, David Bowie was winding down what remains his last concert in America. It was also the 40th anniversary of the release of his first single, a song called “Liza Jane.” Bowie, who was a sentimental man at the time, marked this milestone by singing a verse of the song. As a preface, he called his debut single “absolutely dreadful” and “excruciating,” which was a fair description of the sludgy blues fragment he offered that night. Not that it mattered to the audience, the majority of whom had never heard “Liza Jane” before and never would again. Not that it mattered to Bowie, for whom the song was a memento of being young, hapless and obscure.


Back


“Liza Jane” wasn’t quite his first professional recording. In the summer of 1963, Bowie and his band the Kon-Rads had auditioned for Decca, taping four tracks that included his co-composition “I Never Dreamed” (see appendix). Decca passed on the Kon-Rads. Bowie soon ditched them for the King Bees, who were a trio of older Fulham boys—Robert Allen, Roger Bluck and Dave Howard—and a fellow Kon-Rad, his school friend George Underwood, who two years before had struck Bowie in the eye in a fight over a girl, leaving Bowie’s left pupil permanently dilated.


After a handful of months, with only rehearsals in Fulham and talent nights at pubs to their credit, the King Bees cut a single for a subsidiary of Decca, one of the two labels that ruled British pop. In 1964, this trajectory wasn’t unusual. It was a gold rush. The British pop music industry was generating £100 million annually. Some 20,000 beat groups had formed in Britain by 1963; some twenty of them auditioned for labels each week.


British pop music was the property of a London-based affiliation of cynical older men, many of whom had come up in musical theatre: they had contempt for the acts they marketed, the teenagers who bought them and likely themselves. But now a Liverpudlian beat group managed by a record store chain owner was the biggest act in the country. In the summer of 1964, the Beatles set about claiming the rest of the world; in their wake, everything was up for the taking. Every would-be manager, every grubbing concert promoter thought they were the next Brian Epstein. (A few were.) Waiting for them was a generation of boys with guitars; it was if they’d been seeded across Britain overnight.


Leslie Conn was a record plugger, remembered for his persistence (the entertainer Max Bygraves said Conn “could set fire to a bucket of sand”) and his bad timing. He managed two of the biggest British pop stars of the early Seventies (Bowie and Marc Bolan) in the mid-Sixties. He learned of David Bowie when the latter wrote to a washing machine tycoon, John Bloom, asking for a few hundred pounds to buy new gear and promising that Bloom could make a fresh million if he backed the King Bees. An amused Bloom passed on the note to Conn, a friend, who was soon converted. Where the Beatles had won over doubters with their wit, Bowie impressed with his unmoored confidence. Conn signed a management contract with Bowie, agreed to manage the King Bees on a non-contractual basis (neatly severing singer from band) and booked them to play Bloom’s anniversary party at a Soho nightclub. The King Bees opened with Muddy Waters’ “Got My Mojo Working” and appalled the guests. Bloom ordered the band offstage after two songs; Bowie wept. An unperturbed Conn used the debacle as a hook for the King Bees’ introductory press release. Leveraging his contacts as a freelance A&R man for Decca, he landed a recording session with a label subsidiary, Vocalion.


For the single, Conn selected “Louie Louie Go Home.” The proposed B-side was a number the band had played live: “Little Liza Jane.” Though Bowie and Underwood knocked together a new arrangement for “Liza Jane,” Conn wound up credited as sole composer. He later justified his appropriation by saying he’d improved upon the “six-bar blues that everyone uses.” The song itself was a cloudy thing, of unknown provenance. Underwood once said it was an “old Negro spiritual” he and Bowie had picked up somewhere.


Further Back


“Liza Jane,” or “Little Liza Jane,” wasn’t a spiritual. It wasn’t a six-bar blues, either. It was a party song, a game song, a child’s song that adults made filthy. It was barely a song, really, more of a musical weed. You could sing anything that scanned in the verses as long as you threw in a “lil’ Liza Jane” every once in a while.


It came out of the mid-19th Century, from the lower South, possibly a slave song later adopted by minstrel shows. An ex-slave named Marshal Butler recalled singing “Little Liza Jane” Saturday nights on the Collar plantation in Georgia, drinking lemonade and whiskey, men plucking at fiddles with broom straws. The father of Sam Chatmon, one of the Mississippi Sheiks, played “Little Liza Jane” as a plantation work song. “He’d go along and make up things and holler it out in the fields where the old boss man could hear … ‘Hey Liza, Little Liza Jane,’“ Chatmon said. By the 1880s, the song had moved up to tidewater Virginia, where it was part of a game called “Stealin’ Partners.” A man standing in the middle of a circle of dancers was the lead (“come my love and go with me”), the dancers his chorus (“little Liza Jane!”).


“Little Liza Jane” never kept still: the chanting man in the circle would give it fresh lines, just as Sam Chatmon’s father had (by the 1910s, there were signs of upward mobility: “I got a house in Baltimo’/L’il Liza Jane!/Brussels carpet on the flo’…”). Then in 1916, one Countess Ada de Lachau copyrighted it, taking full composer’s credit for what she termed a “southern dialect song.” Soon “L’il Liza Jane” was a stage hit, the smash number of a cheery racist musical called Come Out of the Kitchen.


This was the song’s first pop moment: recorded as a jazz side in 1917, its sheet music sent to American army camps preparing for the Western Front. Keeping company with soldiers soon coarsened it: in 1918, folklorist Vance Randolph found an Arkansas man who sang him a version he’d picked up in army camp (“I come once but I come no more—Little Liza Jane!/I come once an’ my pecker got sore—Little Liza Jane!”). While “Liza Jane” was often a boast (“Ise gotta gal and you got none,” the de Lachau version began), some variants had the singer willing to share Liza Jane with whoever’s game (“I’ll tell my gal to give you some”).


“Liza Jane” followed a split track. Whites came to regard it as a country standard, recorded by the likes of Bob Wills and the “Cackling” DeZurik Sisters; this line would cross over to Britain as a skiffle song, recorded by Lonnie Donegan in 1958. For black audiences, it was an old familiar. Black string bands like the Mississippi Sheiks kept “Little Liza Jane” in their repertoire, as they played for both white and black audiences and found “Liza Jane” worked as a crossover piece. Which is how Huey “Piano” Smith and the Clowns considered the song a generation later.


Smith had grown up in New Orleans and knew “Little Liza Jane” as something the kids in his neighborhood sang in the street. He and his band played it for white audiences, like the fraternity row of LSU. (Not so much the black clubs of New Orleans. “You saw them looking at us like this (sitting, crossed arms),” Smith told his biographer John Wirt. “They weren’t moved by “Liza Jane” and stuff like that.”) With a session coming up for Ace Records, Smith was looking for something fresh. He grabbed “Liza Jane,” believing it was in the public domain and unaware he’d violate the copyright of the Countess Ada de Lachau.


He told his band to think “bluegrass music. That’s the session.” They were putting a spin on a corny old white song. Smith had his saxophonist Lee Allen play a melody from Dvořák’s “Humoresques” popular with Dixieland jazz bands but adding some honking twists. “It was hipper because it was Lee playing, not no bunch of Dixieland front men,” Mac Rebennack, aka Doctor John, told Wirt. “Huey was catching the real second line on “Little Liza Jane.” Smith purged “Little Liza Jane” of any residual corniness. No more verses about houses in Baltimore or frogs or mules. It was about girls, and it was a rock ‘n’ roll song.


Smith’s “Little Liza Jane” was a regional hit, prompting the competition (including Fats Domino, who shamelessly stole Smith’s arrangement) to cut their own versions. Dale Hawkins picked it up in 1959, flavoring Smith’s revision with cues from older country versions by the Carlisles and Bob Wills. A Texan teen idol, Scotty McKay, cut a “Liza Jane” with a killer rock ‘n’ roll line buried in it: “I would stay longer but I stayed too long.” This was enough of a ferment for the rock ‘n’ roll “Liza Jane” to make it over to Britain, where five teenagers from Fulham and Bromley thought it was a “Negro spiritual.”


Forward


“Their stuff is homemade music,” Cliff Richard said of the Beatles in February 1964, just as the band toppled him as Britain’s biggest pop act. “Anybody who can shout can be a Beatle.” He was right: it was the moment for amateurs. Fifties British rock ‘n’ roll had been the work of slumming jazz musicians but now the kids in the stalls were playing it. Cue the King Bees.


Instead of the “little Li-za Jane” refrain that went back to Ada de Lachau, the King Bees sang a salacious “OHHHH lit-tle LIZA!,” slavering on the long vowels. (The standard refrain became the eight-bar refrain.) Theirs wasn’t a courting song, like Smith’s. Bowie already has the girl, he has too much of her, she’s driving him crazy. His lines are the desperate brags of a boy upturned by lust.


Though it kicked off with a three-chord guitar riff, almost note-for-note the opening of the Yardbirds’ take on “Smokestack Lightning,” the track’s main hook was Bowie’s overdubbed tenor saxophone, which zipped around, wasp-like. (His limitations as a saxophone player and Conn’s as an arranger collided mercilessly here, as Bowie plays the same descending phrase over and over again, breaking character only on refrains.) Bowie’s voice seemed constituted of adenoids and spit. “Well I gotta girl thassa GOOD to me!” he screams, with little mystery as to how—the band groan along on refrains. “Now she ain’t more than-uh five-foot-three!” (Liza loses an inch later in the song.) The refrain was the title slurred four times. The second verse was incomprehensible: “Ah gotta girl whooza guh to GUH!” His voice cracking hard by the last verse, Bowie battled to cloak his accent, but “Jane” soon became “Jayne” and in the fade he snapped that Liza was “coming back to me lurve!” Bluck’s 12-bar guitar solo fell apart after six; Allen slammed the backbeat on his snare as if trying to catch someone’s attention.


Conn didn’t produce the record as much as he got out of its way. Despite having future master engineer Glyn Johns behind the console, the single was misshapen, murky-sounding, as Johns had spent much of the session just trying to adequately mike Allen’s cheap, tape-patched drums. “Liza Jane” was voted down on Juke Box Jury, got no airplay in the few hours the BBC allotted to pop music and it died. So did the King Bees.


Further Forward


Their singer managed to keep at it. Bowie’s brief live revival of “Liza Jane” in 2004 drew upon a much finer remake he’d cut in the studio for his self-covers album Toy, which his label in 2001 had refused to release. This “Liza Jane” was a slow-groove exhumation, the song taken at a loping amble, with seemingly every instrument in the mix distorted: Earl Slick and Gerry Leonard’s guitars; the jazz trumpeter Cuong Vu, who sounds as if he’s playing through a metallic cloud; a Bowie vocal, likely piped through an effects pedal, that suggested Tom Waits’ trademark abuse of megaphones and trumpet mutes.


That night in New Jersey, the 57-year-old Bowie had treated “Liza Jane” like an embarrassing joke. His teenage self had known better. Maybe he’d sensed the song was far bigger than him. He didn’t care. He broke it open, he made it work.


Louie Louie Go Home


(Revere/Lindsay). Recorded: ca. early May 1964, Decca Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; Bluck: lead guitar, backing vocal; Underwood: rhythm guitar, backing vocal; Howard: bass; Allen: drums. Produced: Conn; engineered: Johns.


First release: 5 June 1964 (Vocalion Pop V.9221). Live: 1964.


Leslie Conn had scrabbled in the British music industry long enough for many people to owe him favors, including the Beatles’ publisher, Dick James, so Conn had dibs on the latest American releases. For the King Bees, he nabbed an acetate of Paul Revere and the Raiders’ “Louie Go Home,” which conveniently was published by Dick James.


The Raiders and their Pacific Northwest rivals, the Kingsmen, had cut versions of “Louie Louie” in 1963 but the Kingsmen got the national hit with it. So “Louie Go Home” (the King Bees doubled Louie) was the Raiders’ rebound. Where “Louie Louie” has a sailor pining for his girl back home, “Louie Go Home” finds the sailor, having ditched his wife and child, left with a bad conscience: “I’m going home—back to where they need me.”


The song was little more than a string of audience-baiting maneuvers, a call-and-response chorus and a long breakdown with a “little bit softer now, little bit louder now” routine à la the Isley Brothers’ “Shout.” It was the sideshow tent: Mark Lindsay’s bleating saxophone and Revere on piano, with his left-hand comping and right-hand flourishes, doing his best Huey Smith. Fitting for the King Bees, it was also the sound of “a bunch of white-bread kids trying to sound black,” as Lindsay recalled.


Told to learn the song in a few days, the King Bees struggled to fit “Louie Go Home” into their narrow scope. Lacking a pianist, they shifted the riff to Dave Howard’s bass and kicked up the tempo at the expense of swinging, with Robert Allen discarding the original’s intricate ride cymbal work to stick with time-keeping 8th notes. Where on “Liza Jane” the King Bees attempted the hard R&B sound of the London clubs, with the Yardbirds, Pretty Things and the Downliners Sect as particular inspirations, their “Louie Louie Go Home” was a fumbled bid for pop radio play (the wayward backing vocals essay Beatles harmonies, especially “Money”).


Lacking the manic glee of the Raiders’ Lindsay, who did violence to each phrase he came across, Bowie kept the song together until the breakdown, where the King Bees fell to pieces: off-key harmonies, anemic drum fills, Bowie quacking “back back back” until the fadeout came as a mercy. Hearing the playbacks, Conn realized “Louie Louie Go Home” was a bungle and gave a battlefield promotion to “Liza Jane” as the single’s A-side, to no avail.


I Pity the Fool


(Malone). Recorded: 15 January 1965, IBC Studios, 35 Portland Place, Marylebone, London (Studio A). Bowie: lead vocal, alto saxophone; Paul Rodriguez: tenor saxophone, trumpet; Woolf Byrne: baritone saxophone; Johnny Flux: rhythm guitar; Jimmy Page: lead guitar; Bob Solly: organ; John Watson: bass; Mick White: drums. Produced: Shel Talmy; engineered: Johns.


First release: (as “The Manish Boys”) 5 March 1965 (Parlophone R 5250). Broadcast: 8 March 1965, Gadzooks! It’s All Happening. Live: 1964-1965.


Before Bowie left the King Bees, he’d already begun singing with a sextet from Maidstone called the Manish Boys. Leslie Conn made the introductions, promising the Manish Boys a hot R&B singer, one whom they assumed was black until Bowie came through the French doors of saxophonist Paul Rodriguez’s home, “a Belsen-like refugee figure with blondish hair down to his shoulders.” Pallor aside, Bowie soon convinced the band to take him on thanks to his look (he favored thigh-length buckskin boots and buckskin waistcoats at the time), his record collection (he introduced them to James Brown’s Live at the Apollo) and Conn’s vague promise of a record contract and American tour. The now seven-strong Manish Boys worked the southeast England circuit in the autumn of 1964, playing US Air Force bases and early Mod havens Eel Pie Island and The Scene. It was the first serious touring Bowie had done and it toughened him as a performer: he learned to use the microphone, smashed maracas on stage. The band’s peak was landing an opening slot on the last dates of a Gene Pitney/Gerry and the Pacemakers/Kinks tour, where Bowie first met Ray and Dave Davies.


Conn was courting Shel Talmy, an expatriate American independent producer on a hot streak. Talmy had helmed the Kinks’ #1 “You Really Got Me” and would soon cut the Who’s “I Can’t Explain.” Though more intrigued by Bowie’s original songs (see “Take My Tip”) than he was with the Manish Boys, Talmy agreed to produce their first single. He pushed the band to learn Bobby “Blue” Bland’s “I Pity the Fool,” giving them an acetate and telling them to hone the song on the Pitney tour. Hedging his bets, he angled to have session musicians replace the Manish Boys’ guitarist and drummer. While Talmy didn’t get his way, a favorite hired gun, the 21-year-old Jimmy Page, doubled on lead guitar.


Bobby Bland had been a blues shouter until a tonsillectomy reduced his upper register, forcing him to adapt: he started singing behind the beat while expanding his effects arsenal to include a soft, buttery purr, spooky melismatic moans and cello-like low passages. On “I Pity the Fool,” Bland opened with dismissive coolness, taking his time on the descending title phrase. He can’t be bothered to wonder where his ex-lover is now, but this is just bluster: when the song moved to its bridge, Bland howled. He was still entwined with her and the shame of it was killing him. Backed by a righteous horn section, he boiled in self-hatred: “LOOK at the PEOPLE!! … They just STANDIN’ there, watching you make a FOOL of ME!” When he tried to resume the ease of his “I pity the fool” refrain, the horns wouldn’t let him rest, hounding him until the fade.


Talmy had made a good pick, as the song’s emotional conflict carried on a teenager’s wavelength: strutting, oblivious arrogance; raw anger; the fear of being shamed in public. The band also liked the song, calling it a “builder.” Yet as the Manish Boys only had time for a quick run-through in a nearby coffee bar and were allowed a mere two takes to cut it, their “I Pity the Fool” wound up being a shoddy reduction of Bland. They opened the song with a blatant ape of the guitar line on the Rolling Stones’ recent #1, “Little Red Rooster.” While confident in his verse phrasing, Bowie came off peevish and callow in refrains. It didn’t help that the saxophone players—Bowie (on alto), Rodriguez and Byrne—were crude company, lacking the dexterity of Bland’s six-man section (the latter was also timbrally diverse, its saxophones positioned between trombone and two trumpets playing in unison). Talmy had little experience writing horn charts and the band later complained that he’d made a hash of it, erasing a counter-riff from the Bland arrangement and mixing the saxophones so prominently that they overpowered the song.


Even had Talmy painstakingly followed Bland’s arrangement, the Manish Boys were too ungainly and unseasoned to craft “I Pity the Fool” into a hit in 1965. They sounded passé. Despite Conn touting their “sax sound” in press releases as a successor to Merseybeat, the band’s triple-sax attack was as creaky as Bill Haley. There was another way: Jimmy Page had just gotten a fuzzbox (most likely a Maestro Fuzz Tone) for his Fender Telecaster and was eager to try it out. Bob Solly recalled its tone sounding like “someone walking through impacted snow.” Had Talmy used Page’s fuzzbox as a brass substitute, as Keith Richards soon would on “Satisfaction,” the track would have had much more of a kick. Packing up his gear, Page said he didn’t think “I Pity the Fool” was a hit. He was right. The single cratered despite Conn and Bowie’s best shtick and Bowie left the Manish Boys four months later.


Take My Tip


Recorded: 15 January 1965, IBC Studios. Bowie: lead vocal, alto saxophone; Rodriguez: tenor saxophone; Byrne: baritone saxophone; Flux: lead guitar; Page: rhythm guitar; Solly: organ; Watson: bass; White: drums. Producer: Talmy; engineer: Johns.


First release: 5 March 1965 (Parlophone R 5250). Live: 1964-1965.


Bowie’s first sole original composition to be recorded, “Take My Tip” opens with John Watson’s walking, distorted bass until Bob Solly stabs out a descending four-chord progression. There’s a nasal hipster slyness in Bowie’s delivery despite his struggles to keep pace with his syllable-choked lyric (“here’s the news you are but one fish in her back-garden sea” is crammed into little over a bar). He may have come up with the top melody on his saxophone, as evidenced by the saxes echoing him note-for-note in the refrain and bridge. Jimmy Page turns up on rhythm guitar. After the brief pummeling of a chorus, the process repeats once more for cruelty.


Meager as it was, “Take My Tip” sold Shel Talmy on Bowie’s songwriting potential. It was fitting as Bowie’s debut composition, as American jazz had been among his first musical loves. He aspired to Mose Allison coolness in the verses, where he warned of a local femme fatale, but the more obvious influence was Georgie Fame, whose “Yeh Yeh,” with its word-jammed verses and saxophone shadowing the vocal melody, was topping the UK pop charts when Bowie cut the track.


“Take My Tip” is also first evidence of Bowie’s idiosyncratic approach to songwriting. “Davie could never work out chord sequences,” Solly recalled. “He knew exactly what he wanted but he couldn’t play it.” None of his bands thought much of his original material and Bowie struggled to promote his songs over playing covers. With scant musical training, Bowie pieced together songs by overhearing his guitarists practice or from melodies that he coaxed from his saxophone. Playing guitar, he’d use random fingerings as a means to sound out ideas, having a strong ear for following a “logical”-sounding progression down the frets, regardless of whether the chords he fingered through were in the same key. (Because Bowie’s songs were so oddly-rigged, his bands found them hard to learn.) He’d have his guitarists run through chords until he heard a “cool-sounding” one (Phil Lancaster of the Lower Third recalled playing piano until Bowie stopped him, intrigued by a passing run of chords).


So the opening progression of “Take My Tip,” an F# chord shifting to an F major, may have come about when Bowie (or his guitarist Johnny Flux) played F# and then moved the chord shape down a fret to sound F major. It was songwriting via inspired collisions, falling in the line of John Lennon, who’d build a song around any new chord he learned, and Paul McCartney, who admitted his and Lennon’s songs were “just dripping with chords that weren’t supposed to be there anyway.”


That’s Where My Heart Is


Recorded: ca. spring-summer 1965, IBC Studios. Bowie: lead vocal, acoustic guitar. Producer/engineer: Talmy.


First release: 30 July 1991, Early On (1964-1966) (Rhino R2 70526).


Shel Talmy was looking to corner the market on young British rock & roll songwriters. With Pete Townshend and Ray Davies already in his stable, he set aside occasional studio time for Bowie, whom he considered a viable, if rough prospect. These demo sessions, hailing around the time Bowie left the Manish Boys and joined the Lower Third, produced nothing of remote commercial appeal, something that Talmy realized at the time (“it was weird music”). He stowed away the tapes for decades until licensing them to Rhino for their 1991 Early On compilation. The tracks are mostly of interest as documents of Bowie’s mid-1965 forays into a softer pop sound. With two flop singles under his belt, he was wondering if playing straight R&B was a dead end. It would take him another year to realize it was.


While they’re the start of a trail that leads to “Sell Me a Coat” and Hunky Dory, the demos are generally derivative, grim fare. “That’s Where My Heart Is” took as a blueprint Gene Pitney singles like “I’m Gonna Be Strong” and “Yesterday’s Hero,” whose near-conversational verses built to manically-sung choruses. So Bowie pegged his verse melody to the rigid down-strums of his guitar, gave a touch of Petula Clark to his looser-phrased pre-chorus and then shot for the heights in his refrains, where his ambition was at odds with his vocal abilities. The lyric is hokum (in one refrain, Bowie sings a line the grammatically correct way (“shining so brightly”) and then audibly realizes he’s made a hash of his rhyme with “night” by doing so. See also the first appearance of the Bowie baritone at :50). Its bridge was the work of an even more fledging songwriter, suggesting it was an older piece that Bowie wedged into “That’s Where My Heart Is” to pad out the song.


I Want My Baby Back


Recorded: ca. spring-summer 1965, IBC Studios. Bowie: lead and harmony vocal, guitar. Producer/engineer: Talmy.


First release: 30 July 1991, Early On.


Another demo, “I Want My Baby Back” finds Bowie attempting more intricate vocal harmonies beyond the roughneck call-and-responses of his first singles. Double-tracked throughout, with an additional Bowie lead vocal for the refrains, the demo is a modest effort riddled with popped “p” sounds. The song needed a catchier guitar riff, a new bridge and a complete lyrical rewrite (its verses marry clichés with lines like “I tried to phone her but the cable was broke by a storm”) to go anywhere further; it didn’t.


Bars of the County Jail


Recorded: ca. spring-summer 1965, IBC Studios. Bowie: lead and harmony vocals, acoustic guitar, handclaps. Producer/engineer: Talmy.


First release: 30 July 1991, Early On.


A fan of American Westerns since childhood (he took his stage name from slave smuggler, land speculator and Alamo martyr Jim Bowie, as played by Richard Widmark in the 1960 John Wayne-directed The Alamo), Bowie had wanted the King Bees to play country & western songs and even sport cowboy outfits on stage. So his cod-Western ballad “Bars of the County Jail” didn’t come out of the blue. He took the scenario of a man in jail the night before his hanging from an English composition that he’d written at Bromley Tech; he’d further develop the idea in “Wild Eyed Boy From Freecloud” (see Ch. 3) and, decades later, “I Have Not Been to Oxford Town.”


While in the vein of the Everly Brothers’ “Take a Message to Mary,” “Bars of the County Jail” is more camp and strange, a musical-hall cowboy song complete with crowd-coaxing opener (“gather you all and listen here”) and false ending. Bowie intones “on the morrow I will HANG” with a ringing guitar chord, pauses for a breath, then plows into another jaunty wordless refrain, now with shakily-overdubbed handclaps. Inspirational verse: “I was to marry a very rich girl/I loved her as only I can.”


You’ve Got a Habit of Leaving


Recorded: ca. early July 1965, IBC Studios. Bowie: lead vocal, harmonica; Denis Taylor: lead guitar, backing vocals; Nicky Hopkins: piano; Graham Rivens: bass; Phil Lancaster: drums. Producer: Talmy; engineer: Johns; (remake) July 2000 (basic tracks, vocals), Sear Sound; October-November 2000 (overdubs), Looking Glass. Bowie: lead vocal; Slick: lead guitar, acoustic guitar; Plati: rhythm guitar, acoustic guitar; Garson: piano; Dorsey: bass, backing vocals; Campbell: drums; Lisa Germano: violin; Palmer, Gryner: backing vocals. Produced: Bowie, Tony Visconti; engineered: Keppler, Visconti.


First release: (as “Davy Jones”) 20 August 1965 (Parlophone R 5315); (remake) 3 June 2002, “Slow Burn” (Columbia/ISO 672744 2). Broadcast: 27 August 1965, Friday Spectacular (Radio Luxembourg). Live: 1965-1966.


Bowie first met Pete Townshend when the former’s new band, the Lower Third, opened for the Who in Bournemouth, Dorset on 20 August 1965. Stopping at the Lower Third’s soundcheck to hear them bash through songs like “You’ve Got a Habit of Leaving” (released as a single that very day), Townshend innocently asked whose songs they were playing. Upon hearing they were “Dave’s songs,” he snapped that they sounded a bit like his.


Bowie and Townshend started recording at the same time and shared a producer in Shel Talmy but that was as far as the parallel went. By late summer 1965, when the Who had released “I Can’t Explain” and “Anyway Anyhow Anywhere” and had “My Generation” in the pipeline, Townshend had vaulted past Bowie, who was reduced to echoing him. Some of this was a matter of age which, in Sixties British pop, neatly determined rank. In 1965 John Lennon, at 25, was the vanguard; Paul McCartney was 23 and Mick Jagger, 22; Ray Davies was 21; Townshend and Eric Clapton were 20. Bowie was only 18 and felt every bit of it.


Townshend also could play off three other distinct personalities. The vocals on Who tracks—Roger Daltrey’s growl, Townshend’s reedy tenor, John Entwistle’s baritone (or near-countertenor)—were like the strands of a single voice, much as how the band swapped musical roles: Keith Moon played rhythm guitar lines on his drums, Entwistle played guitar solos on French horn, Townshend worked as the beleaguered rhythm section.


By contrast, Bowie had the Lower Third, whose ambition was to sound like the Who. The Lower Third were from Margate, Kent. Having worked up an R&B set playing sideshows and seaside resorts, the band moved to Pimlico in May 1965 in search of, consecutively, a lead singer, better gigs and a record contract. Bowie heard of them during his daily politicking at the Giaconda coffee house on Denmark Street and quickly auditioned, beating out his friend Steve Marriott. Guitarist Denis Taylor said he chose Bowie greatly because he most looked the part of a pop singer (on first sight, Taylor had thought Bowie was the Yardbirds’ singer Keith Relf). Bowie and the Lower Third’s relationship began as a mutual misunderstanding. As Marriott later said, the band thought they were getting a singer, Bowie a backing band.


For their debut single, Bowie and the Lower Third took “You’ve Got a Habit of Leaving,” an older Bowie composition, and beat it until it resembled a Who single. Using the structure of the Kinks’ recent “Tired of Waiting for You” (chorus built on a two-chord shift, brief verse, despondent bridge: repeat), they shoehorned a Who/Yardbirds-style rave-up into the middle of it. The rave-up in “You’ve Got a Habit of Leaving” has some kick, thanks to Bowie’s Relf imitation on harmonica and Graham Rivens’ throbbing bass (Phil Lancaster also thickened the sound of his kick drum by draping his tweed coat over it). But it’s so in hock to the Who’s “Anyway Anyhow Anywhere” that Townshend must have cracked up when hearing it performed. The band cut off after 14 bars as if the neighbors were complaining and fumbled their way back to the refrain.


Bowie’s vocal, a Roger Daltrey mimicry woeful enough for the single’s press release to apologize for it, didn’t help. That said, his maudlin, pitying tone had an authentic adolescent feel, one perhaps a bit too authentic for teenagers at the time. (He remade the song for Toy in 2000, a recording he later released as a B-side: it was a museum piece of Sixties teenage pique, complete with cutesy quotes from “Do You Wanna Know a Secret.” Sterilizing the song did little to improve it, though Bowie sang it well and it ended in a fine howling coda where Lisa Germano’s violin contended with a battery of guitars.) “You’ve Got a Habit of Leaving” marked the end of Bowie’s time with Talmy, Parlophone and Leslie Conn who, at a loss at where to go with Bowie, amicably ended his management contract.


Baby Loves That Way


Recorded: ca. early July 1965, IBC Studios. Bowie: lead vocal, harmonica; Taylor: lead guitar, backing vocal; Hopkins: piano; Rivens: bass, backing vocal; Lancaster: drums, backing vocal; Johns, Talmy: backing vocals. Producer: Talmy; engineer: Johns; (remake) July 2000 (basic tracks, vocals), Sear Sound; October-early November 2000 (overdubs), Looking Glass. Bowie: lead vocal; Slick: lead guitar, acoustic guitar; Plati: rhythm guitar, acoustic guitar; Garson: piano; Dorsey: bass, backing vocals; Campbell: drums; Germano: violin; Palmer, Gryner: backing vocals. Produced: Bowie, Plati; engineered: Keppler.


First release: 20 August 1965 (Parlophone R 5315); (remake) 16 September 2002, “Everyone Says ‘Hi,’“ (Columbia 673134 5). Live: 1965-1966.


Freed from national service, earning in a month what their fathers had made in a year, sexually avaricious and rewarded, the British rock aristocracy considered themselves a liberated generation. Yet when it dawned on these boys that their appetites were shared by liberated girls, this was a problem. Not all male British rock stars were as accepting as the Kinks’ Dave Davies, who happily tumbled into bed with seemingly anyone who asked, man or woman, and with few regrets. There was a hard provincial chauvinism under the shine of Swinging London: “men” could be libertine but libertine girls were cheap heart-breakers. See the slumming upper-class girls who populate Rolling Stones songs or the Beatles’ set of callous independent women (“The Night Before,” “Norwegian Wood,” “I’m Looking Through You,” “Girl,” “Run for Your Life”). Or see Julie Christie’s first major film roles. As Liz in Billy Liar, introduced walking along a high street to some rhythm in her head, “she goes where she feels like. She’s crazy. She just enjoys herself.” “There’ve been others. Is that okay?” she asks Tom Courtenay’s Billy, in a tone that says it’s certainly been okay for her. Yet as the title character of Darling, her boyfriend calls her a whore: “Your idea of fidelity is not having more than one man in the bed at the same time.”


So this was the context of Bowie’s “Baby Loves That Way,” the superior B-side of “You’ve Got a Habit of Leaving” (it was a concept single: Mod cuckold laments life), its tone suspended between resentment and delusion. Again in debt to the Kinks, the key song here was their “Nothin’ in the World Can Stop Me Worryin’ ‘Bout That Girl,” where Ray Davies fears his girlfriend’s cheating, finds out that she is and stays with her, in part from disbelief that she’s still lying to him. There was a touch of masochism in it, Davies torturing himself by replaying his humiliations.


Where the Kinks track was built on acoustic guitar and light percussion, Bowie set a similar scenario to a three-chord hook-filled beat song, with a machine-gun guitar-and-snare opening salvo and booming block harmonies for its refrains, with everyone in the studio, including Shel Talmy and Glyn Johns, roped in to sing along. It’s such a slab of sound that Bowie, parrying against the chorus singers, soon grew strained. Still his wan timbre, close to that of “Take My Tip,” fit his character here. He’s a Bromley hipster who didn’t take the tip, a boy reduced to a delusive hope his wandering girl will settle for him one day.


Half a lifetime later, Bowie re-recorded “Baby Loves That Way” for Toy, slowing the tempo, offering an ember of a vocal. He sang the title refrain with resignation, as if unable to imagine it being otherwise. Quotes from the Beatles’ “All You Need Is Love” in the backing vocals and bassline made his remake a requiem for a decade whose promises of liberation were often just stage dressing.


I’ll Follow You


Recorded: ca. July-September 1965, IBC Studios. Bowie: lead vocal, lead guitar?; Taylor: lead guitar?, rhythm guitar, backing vocal; Ravens: bass; Lancaster: drums. Producer: Talmy; engineer: Johns?


First release: 30 July 1991, Early On.


After the release of “You’ve Got a Habit of Leaving” in August 1965, Bowie and the Lower Third played London-area shows, traveling (and sometimes bunking) in a second-hand ambulance. Bowie also picked up a new manager, Ralph Horton, a chronically impecunious former road manager for the Moody Blues. The Lower Third was in and out of studios during this period, demoing songs for bands like the Pretty Things (a common industry practice of the time, as touring bands had scant time to cut albums). They also recorded a few Bowie compositions. One full-band recording, likely produced by Talmy at IBC Studios around the time of, if not during the same session as, “You’ve Got a Habit of Leaving,” was the stalker pledge “I’ll Follow You.” Its sentiments range from cloying to menacing (“you can’t lose my trail on you/JUST YOU TRY! JUST YOU TRY!”), its progress interrupted by the most half-assed guitar solo recorded in the Sixties.


Glad I’ve Got Nobody


Recorded: ca. July-September 1965, IBC Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; Taylor: lead guitar, backing vocal; Ravens: bass; Lancaster: drums. Producer: Talmy; engineer: Johns?


First released: 30 July 1991, Early On.


“Glad I’ve Got Nobody” is a simulacrum of beat music, the sort of thing piped through a teenage character’s prop radio on a sitcom of the period. As on “You’ve Got a Habit of Leaving,” Phil Lancaster tries to thrash the song to life with some snare fills; Denis Taylor is a cut-rate Pete Townshend.


Baby That’s a Promise


Recorded: (unreleased) ca. late August 1965, R.G. Jones Studio, London Road, Morden Manor, Surrey. Bowie: lead vocal; Taylor: lead guitar, rhythm guitar, backing vocal; Ravens: bass; Lancaster: drums. Producer: unknown (Ralph Horton?).


Live: 1965.


“Baby That’s a Promise” was cut at R.G. Jones Studio, one of the oldest independent studios in Britain. Located in the back room of a house on the grounds of Morden Manor, the studio boasted one of the UK’s first four-track machines. Bowie would soon record there embryonic versions of his major Sixties compositions “The London Boys” and “Silly Boy Blue.” “Baby, That’s a Promise” wasn’t quite on their level, with its lumbering bassline and a sullen rhythm guitar that thrashes its way towards ska in the bridge. Bowie thought the song had potential, including it in the set-list of his (unsuccessful) BBC audition in November 1965. Notable for Bowie’s vocal on the circulating demo: supple and strong, even when submerged in bootleg murk and having the first capture on tape (1:48) of the falsetto he’d develop by Young Americans.


Can’t Help Thinking About Me


Recorded: ca. early December 1965, Pye Recording Studios, 40 Bryanston Street (ATV House), Marble Arch, London. Bowie: lead vocal, tambourine?; Taylor: 12-string acoustic guitar, lead guitar, backing vocal; Rivens: bass, backing vocal; Lancaster: drums, backing vocal; Tony Hatch: piano. Produced: Hatch; (remake, unreleased) July, October 2000, Sear Sound, Looking Glass. Bowie: lead vocal; Slick: lead guitar; Leonard: rhythm guitar (?); Garson: keyboards; Plati: rhythm guitar; Dorsey: bass, backing vocals; Campbell: drums; Palmer, Gryner: backing vocals. Produced: Bowie, Plati; engineered: Keppler.


First release: (as “David Bowie with the Lower Third”) 14 January 1966 (Pye 7N 17020). Broadcast: 4 March 1966, Ready Steady Go!; 23 August 1999, VH1 Storytellers; 25 October 1999, The Mark and Lard Show. Live: 1965-1966, 1997, 1999.


The first of three singles Bowie cut for Pye Records, “Can’t Help Thinking About Me” was also the closest that he came to a hit before “Space Oddity,” with the former briefly in the lower reaches of some charts. Bowie’s manager Ralph Horton leveraged an acquaintance with Tony Hatch to sign Bowie to Pye. Hatch, a producer and A&R man for the label, was up to his neck composing, arranging and producing songs for Pye’s headline pop acts Petula Clark and Sandie Shaw, as well as arranging music for the Coldstream Guards. Bowie’s book of self-penned songs eliminated one job and sold Hatch on producing him. Having little experience with hard rock, Hatch attempted to capture the buzz-bomb sound of the Lower Third’s sets at the Marquee Club, but in Pye’s cupboard of a studio. The result was a single as murky-sounding as “Liza Jane.”


Pye rejected Bowie’s first song offering, “The London Boys,” allegedly because of a line about taking pills (see Ch. 2) though Hatch later said it was because the song “[took] too long to get going.” So “Can’t Help Thinking About Me” was a rewrite of “The London Boys” with more drama, no drugs and a bigger beat. It kicked off a run of Bowie songs in which a suburban kid comes to London to sample its pleasures (“Maid of Bond Street,” “I Dig Everything,” “London Bye Ta-Ta”).


His earliest lyrics generally had been earnest bouts of teenage self-pity (there was little of the sexual bravado of other Mod R&B bands). “Can’t Help Thinking About Me” was finally a turn to the defiant; its blunt title phrase and petulant lines like “I wish that I was sorry this time” bear the stamp of snotty narcissistic youth. It had a pull and a vigor despite a lyric that barely scans (see “my girl calls my name, ‘Hi Dave!’,” horrifically rhymed with “way again”), owed to Bowie, having forgotten his lyric book, being forced to recall lines from memory in the studio.


It was his first suburban middle-class anxiety song and he picked through his Bromley life for stray details. His disapproving mother scowled in the opening verse while its climactic railway station setting was likely Sundridge Park, a few minutes’ walk from his house on Plaistow Grove. “Can’t Help Thinking About Me” was also Bowie’s own Billy Liar (who had plenty of “dishonor”: Billy steals from his employer and is engaged to two girls at once), with an altered ending so that Bowie could stay on the train to London with Julie Christie instead of trudging home, as Billy did, to a life of provincial desperation.


Structured tightly (Hatch likely gave pointers), “Can’t Help” was quick to showcase its hooky, suspense-building 12-bar refrain, with its second verse halved and refrains broken up only by a measly four-bar bridge. Over a gradual shading of C major into F minor, Bowie’s verse melody is a John Lennon-like hovering on a single note, closing off phrases with stepwise rises (“dishonor”) or drops (“fam’ly name”). He was freer in the refrains, in jubilant F major: the long-held notes on “guilty!,” the chromatic downward fall on “sorry this time,” the deflated movement in the title line. With Hatch’s piano and Denis Taylor’s shimmering acoustic guitar charged with keeping the rapid harmonic rhythm, Graham Rivens’ bass became the lead instrument. The latter played so fast he sometimes outpaced the song, sounding agitated runs of 16th notes whenever he was stuck waiting out a bar. The tambourine player (Bowie?) was a menace, striking off beat and bungling transitions from verse to refrain.


Bowie revived the song in 1999 for a few dates on the “Hours” tour, taking delight in tapping into a vein of gawky teenage defiance after so many years of living seriously. In late 1965, “Can’t Help Thinking About Me” was the strongest composition he’d yet written, and its commercial failure had ill consequences: estranging him from his band, sapping his confidence and leading him to chase after whims.


And I Say to Myself


Recorded: ca. early December 1965, Pye Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; Taylor: lead guitar, backing vocal; Rivens: bass, backing vocal; Lancaster: drums, backing vocal. Produced: Hatch.


First release: 14 January 1966 (Pye 7N 17020).


“And I Say to Myself” beats a retreat from the territorial advance of “Can’t Help Thinking About Me,” reflecting that the song was an older composition than its flipside. Another in the sad sack line of “Take My Tip” and “Baby Loves That Way,” its narrator has a girl who once again isn’t true to him—he’s in a pack of hopeful losers who orbit her. He tries to talk himself out of seeing her until admitting defeat with each refrain.


The track opened with élan: an octave-spanning Bowie vocal supported only by Graham Rivens’ slowly rising bass (as on the A-side, the track’s defining instrument) and a clever structural feint where a refrain variant was deftly folded into the verse. Inspirations soon petered out—the verse/refrain feint was repeated twice more to diminishing returns, while the refrain itself was a factory-setting Fifties progression. The vocal harmonies were beyond the Lower Third’s talents: see the unintentionally comic second bridge, where Bowie says to “sing after me: I’m a fool” and the sullen-sounding Third intone “I’m a fool” as if he’s their ESL instructor.



Do Anything You Say



Recorded: 7 March 1966, Pye Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; John “Hutch” Hutchinson: lead guitar, backing vocal; Derek “Dek” Fearnley: bass, backing vocal; John “Ego” Eager: drums, backing vocal; Derek “Chow” Boyes: organ, backing vocal; Hatch: piano. Produced: Hatch.


First release: (as “David Bowie”) 1 April 1966 (Pye 7N 17079). Live: 1966.


Two weeks after the release of “Can’t Help Thinking About Me,” Bowie split with the Lower Third. His manager Ralph Horton considered him a solo artist and had run an open campaign to estrange Bowie from his group. After weeks of tension, on 29 January 1966, just before a concert, Horton refused to pay the band their back wages. Denis Taylor said he wouldn’t go on, Horton happily fired him, the rest of the group took their gear and followed Taylor out the door. Bowie paced outside, waiting for the bloodletting to be over.


Despite their limitations, the Lower Third had been a capable supporting band who’d built a following among Mods. At recent gigs in Paris, audiences had raved while the band improvised through their sets, ending with feedback-laden versions of “Mars, The Bringer of War.” Yet while Horton, as possessive of Bowie as he was inept in promoting him, deserved the controlling share of blame for the split, he was also doing Bowie’s dirty work.


Solitary and shy by nature, greatly living in an imagination fed by books like Frank Edwards’ Strange People and Colin Wilson’s The Outsider, Bowie was unable to submerge his personality within a larger unit. “I felt often, ever since I was a teenager, so adrift and so not part of everyone else,” he recalled in 2002. Seemingly everyone whom he met—managers, producers, bandmates—told him how unique he was. It was true enough of his songs: the odd chord progressions, neatly written on little sheets of paper that he tucked in his cigarette packs; his untrained, ambitious vocal melodies, which often pulled him out of his comfortable range; the protean nature of his developing voice itself, which would venture from Mockney to “Transatlantic” soul belter in the course of a set.


The purging of the Lower Third marked the moment when Bowie rejected the singular “we” that the Beatles had made their public image and which had become the standard frame for mid-Sixties pop. “He wanted to get away from home. And he wanted to get away from being in a band in exactly the same way,” Derek Fearnley recalled. Instead Bowie would be a throwback to a pre-Beatles type of entertainer. He’d cultivate the studied eccentricity of an Anthony Newley or Alan Klein (see “Rubber Band”), making a similar move as Scott Walker, who was about to leave the Walker Brothers to begin his own mood suite of a solo career.


In the meantime, Bowie needed another band, so he and Horton assembled one via Melody Maker advertisements. Bowie gave nicknames to members of “The Buzz,” while Horton kitted them in Carnaby Street clothes and got them proper Mod haircuts. Their sound was beside the point: they were thrown on stage after one rehearsal. While guitarist John “Hutch” Hutchinson and bassist Fearnley would become key Bowie collaborators, the Buzz were second-rate, with the single they cut with Bowie, “Do Anything You Say,” the weakest of his Pye releases.


Demoed for Tony Hatch in late February, a fortnight after Bowie and the Buzz had first performed together, “Do Anything You Say” got the nod for the next Pye A-side. The product of an apparent songwriting lull on Bowie’s part, the song managed to be frenetically monotonous, lacking any contrasting bridges or solos and only a piano tag for relief. Its would-be soul groove (John Eager slamming his snare on each beat, Motown-style) attempted the driving “hard” R&B sound of contemporary singles like the Spencer Davis Group’s version of “Keep On Running,” but the latter’s fuzz-toned guitars and deep low end made Bowie’s single sound third-rate by comparison.


The Buzz proved little improvement over the Lower Third for vocal harmonies, a problem in this case given that the few hooks of “Do Anything You Say” were sung by the chorus, who sound as if they’re being held at gunpoint in the vocal booth. The Buzz’s collective glumness made Bowie, singing in his high register and ornamenting phrases with grace notes, seem grandiose. No one was on their game: the band, hearing the final mix, thought Hatch had snuffed out whatever glimmers of life they’d heard at playback. One of Bowie’s last soul-inflected compositions of the Sixties, “Do Anything You Say” was among the least of his singles. Rather than consolidate the strengths of “Can’t Help Thinking About Me,” it sandbagged him and Pye began looking to cast Bowie loose.


Good Morning Girl


Recorded: 7 March 1966, Pye Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; Hutchinson: lead guitar; Fearnley: bass; Eager: drums; Boyes: organ. Produced: Hatch.


First release: 1 April 1966 (Pye 7N 17079). Live: 1966.


Here lies the remains of jazz hipster Bowie, a rarely-glimpsed incarnation (see “Take My Tip”). The swing-pop “Good Morning Girl” has more dash and charm than its flip side, if just as much a stylistic dead end. A raw processing of passing fancies, “Good Morning Girl” nabbed its title from the Yardbirds (an age-appropriate revision of “Good Morning Little Schoolgirl”) and some chords and organ melodies from the Dave Clark Five’s “I Need Love.” Its highlight, two bridges where Bowie scats along to John Hutchinson’s lead guitar, suggested the Spencer Davis Group’s summer 1965 single “Strong Love,” where Steve Winwood sang the guitar line in breaks. The Buzz’s rhythm section had played in jazz bands and convincingly delivered the piece’s swing rhythms, with John Eager enlivening the scat breaks with his fills and cymbal work. A curio, but a fun one: Bowie never sounded this ebullient again.


I Dig Everything


Recorded: (first version, unreleased) 6 June 1966, Pye Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; Hutchinson: lead guitar; Fearnley: bass; Eager: drums; Boyes: organ; Andy Kirk: trumpet; Pete Sweet: tenor saxophone; Graham Livemore?: trombone?; Madeline Bell, Kiki Dee, Lesley Duncan: backing vocals. Produced: Hatch; (single) 5 July 1966, Pye Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; unknown musicians: lead guitar, Hammond organ, flute, bass, drums, congas, guiro, backing vocals. Produced: Hatch; (remake, unreleased) July 2000 (basic tracks, vocals) Sear Sound, October 2000 (overdubs) Looking Glass. Bowie: lead vocal; Slick: lead guitar; Leonard: rhythm guitar; Garson: keyboards; Dorsey: bass, backing vocals; Plati: bass, rhythm guitar; Campbell: drums; Palmer, Gryner: backing vocals. Produced: Bowie, Plati; engineered: Keppler.


First release: 19 August 1966 (Pye 7N 17157). Broadcast: 27 June 2000, An Evening With David Bowie (BBC). Live: 1966, 2000.


While its opening Hammond organ riff has aged into a reeking Sixties cliché, “I Dig Everything” still has a taste of the bright hot summer of 1966, London’s high-water mark: Britain winning the World Cup at Wembley; the opening of the Indica Gallery in St. James’s; Joe Orton’s Loot playing in Holborn; Pink Floyd and the Small Faces at the Marquee; Revolver and Aftermath on turntables; “Sunny Afternoon” and the Alan Price Set on Radio London and Radio Caroline; Diana Rigg on ABC; Terence Stamp, Michael Caine and Julie Christie onscreen.


A boy fresh arrived in London makes the city his stage, its residents his supporting players (except the policemen, the only adults left in town). Where “Can’t Help Thinking About Me” built up the journey to London, “I Dig Everything” finds the kid set up in squalor there, having more friends than food, smoking and laughing at the squares all trudging off to work. Lyrical inspiration came from the beehive London of Colin MacInnes’ Absolute Beginners and Bowie’s stays at Ralph Horton’s Manchester Street apartment, where bill collectors often rang the doorbell and Horton once shimmied down a manhole to reconnect the switched-off electric. There’s an edge in the song—the singer’s unemployed and broke, sometimes desperately lonely (he’s calling the automated “time-check girl” on the hour)—but his genial pothead indifference to bad news gave “I Dig Everything” a sweetness without being cloying.


The single’s easy feel belied its difficult birth. Bowie and the Buzz had tried to record the song in an ambitious session on 6 June 1966 that included the brass section of Dave Anthony’s Moods and the singers Kiki Dee, Lesley Duncan and Madeline Bell. Bowie and Dek Fearnley hadn’t bothered to rehearse their arrangement and the Moods turned out to be a bad fit (Eager: “they were okay playing soul music but that’s not what we wanted”). Tony Hatch pulled the plug after a few disastrous takes. Although Bowie and the Buzz retreated to R.G. Jones Studio to better craft the arrangement, a frustrated Hatch booked a set of reliable London musos for the remake, bringing Bowie in solely for lead vocals.


Centering the revised take on organ and percussion (it was the best percussion track Bowie would have until the Seventies), with a flute countermelody in the second verse, Hatch made the song light and fresh, better suited to the carefree youth singing it. Yet where Hatch’s greatest collaborator, Petula Clark, was “fiercely loyal to [her] one great octave,” Bowie was hell-bent on writing melodies he could barely sing, like the two-octave excursion here. For every confident phrase he pulled off (the loosely-held long “IIIIs” that swing open the first and third verses), there was a stumble. Taking the descending phrase “everything” into his lower register in particular vexed him and he struggled to sound the low notes (esp. at :44 and 1:31).


Released to general indifference at the end of the summer, “I Dig Everything” finished off Bowie’s time with Pye, as Hatch was pressured by label highers-up to dump him. It was the close of one of Bowie’s most frustrating periods. Hatch was a subtle, inspired arranger and fundamentally ill-suited for a 19-year-old Mod theatrical still assembling himself. The best they’d achieved had been their first go, “Can’t Help Thinking About Me.” With each subsequent single, “we were getting further away from what we had [then], rough as it was,” Hatch said decades later.


I’m Not Losing Sleep


Recorded: 5 July 1966, Pye Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; unknown musicians: lead guitar, rhythm guitar, bass, Hammond organ, drums, flute, guiro, congas, tambourine, backing vocals. Produced: Hatch.


First release: 19 August 1966 (Pye 7N 17157). Live: 1966.


Petula Clark once said Tony Hatch helped her find out what she really was. Theirs was a marriage of strengths—Clark’s hard-won professional optimism and pure vocal “presence” on record, Hatch’s knack for finding innovations in conventional tonality and pop arrangements. By contrast, Bowie ended his time with Hatch less knowable than when he began it.


Bowie’s Pye singles had failed in part because his songwriting still wasn’t up to par (by the end, Hatch was pushing him to do covers) but also because Hatch was unable (and Bowie unwilling) to establish an identifiable sound for him. Bowie’s singles lacked the “trademark” of a contemporary like Chris Farlowe or the emotional narrative in Clark’s string of hits. His Pye records were more stillborn laboratory hybrids—soul records with music-hall inflections.


“I’m Not Losing Sleep,” the B-side of “I Dig Everything,” was one last hard collision. Bowie came off as a pilled-up Sandie Shaw imitator, with Hatch gamely playing along (the “too bad!” fifth-descending backing vocal line nicked the vocal hook of “Downtown”). The result was a fascinating mess, a lyric of class resentment and Dylan-esque character assassination as sung by a stage dandy (“though I live in slums I’m purer than you my friend!”). It was working-class defiance punctuated with flute trills, an Anthony Newley-style stage piece with fuzz-toned guitar to shadow the bassline and a guiro-accented beat.


Bowie’s sui generis approach to songwriting was in there as well: see the verse’s trench warfare between tonic chord and minor second or the jarring key change in the bridge. Taking parting shots at the Rolling Stones (“I can get my satisfaction,” he snipped in the last verse) and the Beatles (the run of chords that close the verses), “I’m Not Losing Sleep” came off as Bowie’s dramatic reading of a resignation letter from rock. His accumulated failures had made him more cunning, if more desperate, and he began plotting a deviant course. In its cracked way, “I’m Not Losing Sleep” was a blueprint for how Bowie would survive the rest of the Sixties: keeping to his corner, costumed and made up, looking to steal cues.










Chapter 2



Gnome Man’s Land (1966-1968)




Advertising is not a game which can be played by the rules. Advertising is total war and we must play with any weapons that come to hand.


Zissell (David de Keyser), Catch Us If You Can.


Scratch any apparently ‘normal’ British person and you’ll find, somewhere deep inside them, a lunatic, an invert or child who believes in gnomes, elves and fairies. Bowie knew that. (He even pretended to be a fairy for several years.)


Momus.


Coming back to Britain [from being abroad] is also, in many respects, like going back to the nursery. The outside world, the dangerous world, is shut away; its sounds are muffled …


Lindsay Anderson.


I became a Beatles fan, and I started to have fun, and it made things worse at home, because when I would go back home my parents couldn’t understand why I was enjoying myself.


French teenager, interviewed by Richard Mills.


I stumbled into the Buddhist Society in London when I was about seventeen. Sitting in front of me at the desk was a Tibetan lama, and he looked up and he said “Are you looking for me”? He had a bad grasp of English and in fact was saying “Who are you looking for?” But I needed him to say “You’re looking for me.”


David Bowie.






Rubber Band



Recorded: (single) 18 October 1966, R.G. Jones Studio. David Bowie: lead vocal, acoustic guitar?; Derek Boyes: piano; Derek “Dek” Fearnley: bass; John Eager: drums; Chick Norton: trumpet; unknown musicians: tuba, oboe. Produced: Bowie, Fearnley; (album remake) 25 February 1967, Decca Studio 2. Bowie: lead vocal; Boyes: piano; Fearnley: bass; Eager: drums; unknown musicians: tuba, trumpet, oboe; arranger: Arthur Greenslade. Produced: Mike Vernon; engineered: Gus Dudgeon.


First release: (single): 2 December 1966 (Deram DM 107); (remake) 1 June 1967, David Bowie (Deram DML/SML 1007).


Even by his future standards of transformation, “Rubber Band,” Bowie’s first Deram single, was so sharp a change that it essentially rewrote his life.


Stymied by the failure of his Mod singles and sick of playing second-rate ballrooms, Bowie cast about for a new set of influences, centering on the singer Anthony Newley. He’d come across Newley in the latter’s The Strange World of Gurney Slade, a 1960 BBC serial that opened with Slade (Newley), who plays a character in a dull sitcom, walking off the set only to have the camera follow him into the street. He overhears thoughts of passersby, talks to dogs and statues, romances a vacuum cleaner ad model who’s come to life. Slade was suburbia as a place of stultifying ritual but populated by quietly surreal souls, much the same landscape as Bowie’s first album. A liberating figure for Bowie, who appropriated his phrasings and his Cockney singing voice, Newley delighted in artifice. “On stage or off, he vibrates in an electric state of perpetual performance,” noted a Life magazine profile. Newley said what separated him from British rockers was that “I could afford to be silly and they couldn’t. The whole rock ‘n’ roll thing was so desperately serious.”


Bowie was tired of being serious. His weekly residency at the Marquee Club in 1966 found him playing to about a dozen fans and occasionally his parents, while most in the room kept their backs to the stage. Attempts to shake up his act with light shows and sound effects tapes had failed. Members of the Buzz scrawled WE HATE SOUL on their touring van; Bowie’s manager Ralph Horton wrote to Kenneth Pitt, who would soon replace him, that Bowie “hates ballrooms and the kids.”


So Newley was his escape route. Bowie soon found other ones, like the songwriter Lionel Bart (Oliver!) and the singer/composer Alan Klein, whose 1964 Well at Least Its (sic) British, a collection of blues, folk, Beat poetry, skiffle and rock & roll pastiches, was the secret parent of Bowie’s debut album. Kenneth Pitt had represented Klein; Decca producer and A&R man Hugh Mendl (who signed Bowie) had signed Klein; Mike Vernon, who would produce Bowie’s debut, had recorded British. Klein was their common language. Brought together to negotiate an album deal for Bowie and Decca, the three likely had British in mind as to what they could do with Bowie’s songs.


Bowie acutely timed his costume change. By autumn 1966, the center of gravity in pop music had shifted to San Francisco and Los Angeles, leaving London provincial again. There’d been signs of this even at the peak of Mod. “I love old things. Modern things are so cold,” claimed Barbara Hulanicki, founder of the hip Kensington boutique Biba, when interviewed in 1965 by the Daily Telegraph.” With everything around her so fast, so uncertain, [Hulanicki] needs to go home to … the comfort of dark red wallpaper and Edwardiana. It makes her feel safe.”


Having willed itself into a global brand for style and modernism, Britain now began to consume itself. London pop singers and fashion designers took the trappings of Californian psychedelia to indulge in what the critic George Melly called a “cool, if deep chauvinism … as it is impossible to think of England as having no past, this is dealt with by treating history as a vast boutique full of military uniforms, grannie shoes and spectacles …” Out were streamlined Italian-cut suits, in were brigadier moustaches and polka-dotted impersonations of Edwardian dress coats. It was England as The Village in Patrick McGoohan’s The Prisoner. There were caftans, deerstalker hats and flapper dresses in shops like I Was Lord Kitchener’s Valet on the Portobello Road, a street Cat Stevens archly sang about in 1967: “Cuckoo clocks and plastic socks … Nothing’s the same: if you see it again/it’ll be broken down to litter.” British psychedelia was a game of dress-up. It treasured Alice in Wonderland (see the trippy 1966 BBC adaptation scored by Ravi Shankar, or the Cale Street boutique Hung On You, whose customers descended, Alice-like, through a hole in the floor to reach the showroom) and The Wind in the Willows, chapters of which, respectively, inspired “Lucy in the Sky With Diamonds” and titled Pink Floyd’s first album.


Again, Alan Klein factored in. In 1966 he was touring in a Twenties pastiche group, the New Vaudeville Band, which had a cross-Atlantic hit single with “Winchester Cathedral.” “Winchester Cathedral” set the stage for Bowie’s “Rubber Band” as the latter preceded Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Even the Rolling Stones cut lysergic vaudeville numbers like “Something Happened to Me Yesterday” and “Cool, Calm, Collected,” which has a kazoo solo.


So this was the context of “Rubber Band,” Bowie’s pastiche of Edwardian pop (sounding nothing like actual Edwardian popular music), with a sadly chipper five-verse lyric in which a man trots off to the Great War and loses his love to a bandleader back home. Drawing on family memories of his grandfather Jimmy Burns (who had a renowned moustache, fought in the war and later in life was a busker), Bowie was also playing with a cultural cliché: that the summer before the war was a noontime hour of brass bands and teatime tunes, the last time the world was young. (Many 50th anniversary Great War retrospectives of the mid-Sixties had pushed this line.) As similar clichés would soon apply to the fading Sixties youth culture, this gave “Rubber Band” a displaced sense of melancholy.


Taken at a drill-march pace, “Rubber Band” strode through a maze of tempo shifts, arrangement variations and a series of minor keys, trotting from A minor opening verses through a B minor trumpet solo to a C-sharp minor last verse before expiring with an E-flat minor coda. Its cut-budget brass band arrangement cast a tuba as its lead actor, dragging to a stop like a dying locomotive. A single trumpet was allotted eight bars to soar over the tuba’s protests; Bowie sang a wailing moan in the coda, not having shaken all of the soul out of him yet.


Financed by Pitt, the “Rubber Band” single landed Bowie an album deal with Deram, a newly-founded Decca subsidiary label. As Decca chairman Sir Edward Lewis regarded rock as one would a persistent rash, Deram aimed to give rock a pedigree, offering “exotic” pop singles and “conceptual” albums (the Moody Blues’ Days of Future Passed) that catered to audiophiles, with chamber and full orchestral arrangements captured by state-of-the-art “Deramic” engineering. The quintessential Deram track was Procol Harum’s “A Whiter Shade of Pale,” which married Bach fugues to marijuana reveries.


“Rubber Band” quickly died as a single and Bowie re-recorded it in early 1967 for his album. Arthur Greenslade, arranging the remake, did little more than tighten the players (the brass more smoothly intoned their notes and John Eager’s drums were a more eager participant) and slacken the tempo: the LP cut is twenty seconds longer than the single despite having the same structure. Bowie ventured into the histrionic by the second verse and stayed in his shaky upper register. By the time he shot a promo film for the remade “Rubber Band” in 1969, it came off as a private joke indulged, a parody of a soured novelty song.


The London Boys


Recorded: (“Now You’ve Met the London Boys,” unreleased) 25 November 1965, Pye Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; Denis Taylor: lead guitar; Graham Rivens: bass; Phil Lancaster: drums; Tony Hatch: piano. Produced: Hatch; (single) 18 October 1966, R.G. Jones. Bowie: lead vocal; Boyes; organ; Fearnley: bass; Eager: drums; Norton: trumpet; unknown musicians: tuba, oboe. Produced: Bowie, Fearnley; (remake, unreleased) (basic tracks) July 2000, Sear Sound Studios, (overdubs) October 2000, Looking Glass Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; Earl Slick: lead guitar; Gerry Leonard: rhythm guitar; Mark Plati: lead, rhythm guitar; Mike Garson: organ; Gail Ann Dorsey: bass, backing vocals; Sterling Campbell: drums; Holly Palmer, Emm Gryner: backing vocals; unknown musicians: oboe, trumpets, violins, violas, celli (arr.: Tony Visconti). Produced: Bowie, Plati; engineered: Pete Keppler.


First release: 2 December 1966 (Deram DM 107). Broadcast: 27 June 2000, An Evening With David Bowie. Live: 1965-1966, 2000.


Pop records of the Sixties are littered with runaways. The Kinks alone had a set: “Little Miss Queen of Darkness,” living in a discotheque; Polly Garter, a provincial who slinks home after being debauched; the nameless girl of “Big Black Smoke” who sleeps in cafes and whose “every penny … was spent on purple hearts and cigarettes.” “I knew a girl who was like that. She ran our first fan club. She died of junk,” Ray Davies told Jon Savage.


In Bowie’s “The London Boys,” a 17-year-old runaway’s working into the Mod scene, taking uppers and living rough. Originally “Now You’ve Met the London Boys,” an early incarnation of the song was in Lower Third live sets by autumn 1965 (Bowie grubbed for cheers by dropping local names—Soho! Wardour Street!). A possible starting point was Them’s “You Just Can’t Win,” Van Morrison’s dig at an ex-lover who’s moved up in the London scene. Recorded as Bowie’s proposed debut single for Pye in November 1965, “London Boys” was rejected, whether due to risqué lines (his claim) or its dragginess (Tony Hatch’s).


Feeling he’d made a breakthrough, Bowie spent a year tinkering with the song, during which the melancholy drag of the Kinks’ “Where Have All the Good Times Gone” and “See My Friends” seeped in. He now opened “London Boys” in the East End, in the grey dawn after a speed-fueled night (“Bow bell strikes another night”). Recorded as the B-side of the “Rubber Band” single, “London Boys” was carried for long stretches by Derek Boyes’ spectral organ and Dek Fearnley’s bass, while trumpet, oboe and tuba (the same pit orchestra from “Rubber Band”) worked as a chorus: the trumpet played a wan reveille in the first verse; the tuba and oboe’s duets were the singer’s hopes of joining the gang. Alternating between F major and E-flat major via quick-change shuffles through F-sharp, F minor and F major chords (“cares about you … oh, the first time”), the song rose to a rousing A major in its last refrain, the bone-weary mood brightening into a Judy Garland-esque finale, with Bowie’s strongest singing to date (listen to the grit in his voice on “out there BOY”). The coda, with Bowie’s “now you’ve met the London Boys” harmonized with tuba and oboe, completed the move from “street” to stage. It was as if the London Boys were freezing in a tableau, the curtain about to fall.


As Bowie was living in Bromley, fed and clothed and funded by his parents, “London Boys” can seem like a suburban correspondent filing a story from the field. It’s not surprising he could easily convert another “Mod boys in London” song into the Tibetan Buddhist ode “Silly Boy Blue.” Still, there was a frankness and beauty in “London Boys,” carried in its sharp details, its lack of subterfuge, its emotional sympathy with its subject.


Considering “London Boys” one of his few Sixties songs worth salvaging, Bowie planned to re-record it in 1973 for Pin Ups, interspersing verses between covers of old Mod anthems. He held off for another 25 years. Reviving the song at the Roseland Ballroom in June 2000, he soon cut a studio take for Toy. Singing as if he’d summoned his teenage self from a depth and trapped him in his voice, there was also a wry sadness in the performance, suggesting the vastness between the boy he’d imagined being in 1965 and the man he thought he’d become. Or as the Go-Betweens once sang: “started out Oliver/ended up Fagin.”



Over the Wall We Go



Recorded: (demo, unreleased) ca. autumn 1966 (1965?), R.G. Jones Studio? Bowie: lead and backing vocal, acoustic guitar, footstomping, baritone saxophone (?); (Oscar single) ca. early January 1967. Oscar Beuselinck: lead vocal; Bowie: backing vocals; unknown musicians: acoustic guitar, horns, strings, bass, drums, percussion. Produced, arranged: Nicky Welch.


First release: (Oscar) 30 January 1967 (Reaction 591012).


Bowie may have written “Over the Wall We Go” as early as summer 1965, where Kevin Cann dates its demo. If so, he showed little interest in developing the song for more than year until Kenneth Pitt offered it to the impresario Robert Stigwood in early January 1967. Other sources like Nicholas Pegg cite the demo as hailing from roughly a year later, which seems more likely given the song’s thematic links to David Bowie tracks: the use of nursery rhymes, like “Pop Goes the Weasel” and “Widecombe Fair” here, the various accents that Bowie adopts and its use of sound effects. Stigwood gave the song to his client Oscar Beuselinck, whose cover (with easily identifiable Bowie backing vocals) got airplay on pirate radio and in a few London clubs in spring 1967.


“Over the Wall We Go” was part novelty Christmas song, part topical commentary on the vogue for prison breakouts in Britain at the time, with some Carry On-style “queer” jokes in a verse of the Oscar version and a refrain that plays off the East End taunt “all coppers are bastards!” The Goons were a primary influence, with the Oscar single quoting from the George Martin-produced Spike Milligan single “Wormwood Scrubs Tango.” The demo, where Bowie seemed to be auditioning for voice work opportunities, came off as a sketch for a radio play, a format he’d further exploit on his debut album (see “We Are Hungry Men” and “Please Mr. Gravedigger”).


Uncle Arthur


Recorded: 14 November 1966, Decca Studios. Bowie: lead vocal, handclaps; John Renbourn: acoustic guitar; Boyes: piano; Fearnley: bass, backing vocals; Eager: drums; unknown musician(s): shawm, oboe; arrangers: Fearnley, Bowie. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon.


First release: 1 June 1967, David Bowie.


Released on the same June morning as Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, Bowie’s self-titled debut album was an anthology of underground comic strips: cross-dressing soldiers, cannibal proles, gravediggers, ready-made hipsters, maiden uncles, shabby bombardiers. It didn’t sell and he soon wrote the record out of his life. Asked about David Bowie in 1972, he dismissed it as having been done on “a very semi-professional basis. I was still working as a commercial artist then and I made [it] in my spare time, taking days off work and all that. I never followed it up, did any stage work or anything. I just did an album ‘cause I’d been writing … sent my tape into Decca and they said they’d make an album. Thought it was original.”


This was some inspired self-revision. Bowie had quit his advertising job years before he made the album and David Bowie was far from something he’d pieced together over sick days and weekends. Rather, it was the work of months in one of Decca’s main studios, with a supporting cast that included string, horn and woodwind players from the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra and two of London’s most in-demand session guitarists. Still, one thing rang true in Bowie’s fable: David Bowie was very much “semi professional” from its arrangements to its compositions. It was a work of dedicated amateurism (“It is a weird album. I can’t believe it was actually released,” its engineer, Gus Dudgeon, recalled in 1993).


So rather than hire an arranger, Derek Fearnley and Bowie acquired Freda Dinn’s Observer’s Guide to Music, a pocket-sized primer of the histories, types and tones of orchestral instruments. They chose instruments based on Dinn’s descriptions and had producer Mike Vernon find the appropriate musician, for whom Fearnley, who was barely musically literate, wrote baffling charts: stuffing five quarter notes into a 4/4 bar or scoring a trumpet part above the instrument’s range.


Dudgeon recalled getting the first work sheets for the album, “this weird list of instruments like bass flute, contrabassoon, bass drum [but] it was the early days of the Deram label and we used to do some pretty odd sessions.” Pop acts were constantly attempting to trump each other with “new” sounds. So the sitar (“See My Friends,” “Norwegian Wood”) was answered by dulcimer (“Lady Jane”) in turn by electric banjo (“Stop Stop Stop”) to be countered by bass harmonica (“Wouldn’t It Be Nice”) and reversed guitar (“I’m Only Sleeping”) and recorder (“Ruby Tuesday”) and steel drums (“Carrie Anne”) and theremin (“Good Vibrations”) and so on. There was a side-game with sound effects—the clangs and whistles of “Yellow Submarine,” stamping feet on the Hollies’ “Crusader,” the bullwhip and antic percussion of Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick and Tich’s “Legend of Xanadu.” Bowie would add his own noises to a growing pile.


The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Uncle


David Bowie found its composer trying to break his habit of writing first-person love laments with third-person narratives (“the idea of writing sort of short stories, I thought was quite novel at the time,” he said in 1976). He was following the lead of Lennon and McCartney, who had started writing “comedy” songs (“Drive My Car”) and character sketches (“Doctor Robert”) out of exhaustion with standard love lyrics. Often Bowie simply stole plots of novels or short stories he’d read. One of the first tracks recorded for his album, “Uncle Arthur” had some ties to Bowie’s personal life, as its Batman-loving title character was allegedly a portrait of Dek Fearnley, both an uncle and, to Bowie, old (Fearnley was 27). But “Uncle Arthur” was far more a rewrite of Alan Sillitoe’s “The Disgrace of Jim Scarfedale,” a story collected in The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner. Like Arthur, Sillitoe’s Jim is a mother’s boy who meets a girl, whom he marries against his mother’s wishes. The marriage fails; Jim, like Arthur, comes home to mother again.


Bowie keenly edited his filched material, excising Sillitoe’s naturalism to make the story more surreal. “Uncle Arthur” is a character study by someone vaguely familiar with human beings: an extraterrestrial or a child (Bowie had spent summer 1966 babysitting Fearnley’s nieces). It’s a boy’s imagining of Sillitoe’s story and it runs on a boy’s logic. Uncle Arthur shuns girls as any proper nine-year-old boy would; “Uncle Arthur left Sally because he didn’t like her cooking” is a boy’s theory why a marriage failed.


A shawm, grand medieval ancestor of the oboe, opened the song by playing Arthur’s theme, a seesawing nine-note phrase spanning the range of a fifth and ending on the root note of the home chord, A: a movement Bowie paralleled in the verses. Rising stepwise with Arthur’s travels (“climbs across his bike and he’s a-”), he sinks back to the root note (“-way”), as Arthur’s excursions lead him nowhere but home. One return tellingly lands on “mother.” Escape comes in the eight-bar bridge, where the shawm duetted with oboe (Arthur and his wife Sally’s union), with an elated move up to B major midway through when Arthur (shawm) plays a bass line for Sally’s dance (oboe). But in the last verse Arthur and Sally go bust. The shawm is left to sing alone in the coda, where the refrain, only three lines until now, at last got a fourth (“follows mother”), closing the cadence, Arthur’s life and his song.


She’s Got Medals


Recorded: 14 November 1966, Decca Studios. Bowie: lead vocal, handclaps; Renbourn: acoustic guitar; Boyes: piano, organ, backing vocal?; Fearnley: bass, backing vocal; Eager: drums, backing vocal?; unknown musicians: shawm, oboe; arrangers: Fearnley, Bowie. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon.


First release: 1 June 1967, David Bowie.


“She’s Got Medals” is a dirty joke from a drunken evening: “she’s got medals” means “she’s got balls,” near-literally here. A woman cloaks herself as a man to join the army during the war until, tired of “picking up girls … and shaving her curls,” she deserts under fire and reclaims her original sex. Bowie sang in a wry stage-Cockney voice, with his conversational verse melody and shuttling five-chord progression likely taken from Love’s “Hey Joe” and “7 and 7 Is.”


As with “Uncle Arthur,” cut on the same evening, “She’s Got Medals” winked that behind every old neighborhood figure lies scandal. The two songs had similar arrangements, with woodwinds (again, likely a shawm) coloring over a spare rhythm track while Derek Boyes on piano dutifully pounded chords. An undercooked song whose refrain is a group-sung title phrase affixed to the end of verses, it came to life in its bridge, with its brief feints at B minor and F major and some triumphant organ to celebrate Mary/Tommy’s escape, punctuated by woodwinds and thumping drums. Hinting at future Bowie gender-blends like “Rebel Rebel,” the track’s spirit was more that of the comedians Sid James and Tony Hancock and the grotesque caricatures of “Over the Wall We Go.” Its garage-rock heart made “She’s Got Medals” among the few David Bowie songs to survive its time, as a fine punk version by the band White Fence in 2013 attests.


Join the Gang


Recorded: 24 November 1966, Decca Studios. Bowie: lead vocal, sound effects; “Big Jim” Sullivan: sitar, acoustic guitar; Boyes: piano, organ; Fearnley: bass; Eager: drums; Dudgeon: sound effects; arrangers: Fearnley, Bowie. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon.


First release: 1 June 1967, David Bowie.


When Time ran a cover story on Swinging London in April 1966, the city had reached knowing self-parody: some Carnaby Street shops had Have You Helped to Keep London Swinging Today? signs in their windows. Mod London had been opportunistic from the start, the fabrication of art dealers, fashion designers, hairdressers, pop music moguls and magazine editors. Now after three years of ferment, it was exhausted. The British economic boom was deflating, record sales had cratered, the top groups were breaking up or no longer touring and the drugs were more preoccupying (it was the high tide of LSD for the hip set). London “had produced a lot of heavy talent in one flurry and now it had nothing left in the bag,” the journalist Nik Cohn wrote. “Everything slowed down, everything petrified … groups spent more time in discotheques than they did on the road.”


“Join the Gang,” which Bowie allegedly wrote in a half-hour while sitting in a Clapham café for a photo shoot, is a past-peak boom song, with its clique of bright young things desperately on the make—an acid-damaged top model, an existential sitarist who plays celebrity parties and a professionally lunatic rock singer likely modeled on Arthur Brown. He’d never written so cutting a lyric before, reflecting a growing cynicism about the pop music business, his discovery of Frank Zappa’s hippie lampoon LP Freak Out!, the obscene level of snobbery in Swinging London (case in point, the club Sibylla’s, so exclusive that some of its paid members weren’t invited to its opening party) and the influence of Kenneth Pitt, a Tory who warned his charge about becoming famous too quickly. Singing briskly, with a crisp timbre, Bowie sent his characters off on their orbits with stepwise runs over a fifth (“let me introduce you to the gang!”). There was an acrid taste of envy. Satirist or no, Bowie still had his nose pressed against the glass, watching the banquet unfold: “It’s all a big illusion, but at least you’re in.”


The track was sewn through with contemporary clichés: a funky drummer intro, a manic sitar in the opening verse, Derek Boyes’ barrelhouse piano (much like the Who’s “A Legal Matter”) and, in the fourth verse, a nose-tweak at the soul-inflected pop Bowie had abandoned: as he touts a club called The Web (“this month’s pick”), Boyes and Fearnley play a soporific take on the Spencer Davis Group’s “Gimme Some Lovin’.”


In keeping with its nervy cast of characters, “Join the Gang” changed keys five times in as many verses: Johnny the sitarist’s in E major, Molly the model moves up to G and raving Arthur jumps to A. The only break in the pattern was a five-bar bridge with an obtrusive E-flat chord (on “big illusion”) and a bar of 6/4 as a breath before diving into another verse. High-strung from the start, “Join the Gang” closed with a nervous breakdown, half a minute of what Gus Dudgeon described as the sounds of “a Hoover, farts and munching” and as such comparable to “serious” psychedelic tracks of 1967 like the Rolling Stones’ “Sing This All Together (See What Happens).”


Did You Ever Have a Dream


Recorded: 24 November 1966, Decca Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; Sullivan: banjo; Boyes: harpsichord; Fearnley: bass; Eager: drums; unknown musicians: trumpets; arrangers: Fearnley, Bowie. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon.


First release: 14 July 1967 (Deram DM 135). Broadcast: 27 February 1968, 4-3-2-1 Musik Für Junge Leute.


Recorded in the second session for David Bowie, “Did You Ever Have a Dream” was buried as the B-side of “Love You Till Tuesday” despite being one of the catchiest songs cut for the album. Touting the joys of astral projection and lucid dreaming, it served as first notice of Bowie’s interest in occult practices, with a lyric that seemed commissioned as a recruitment pitch for teenagers (he was the son of a PR man, after all). He hustled from talk of everyday dreams of power and flight in the verse to the promise of having out-of-body experiences in the refrain: “You can walk around in New York while you sleep in Penge!”


Set in D major, its verses and refrains smoothly closing on the home chord (the verse moving downward, the refrain upward), “Did You Ever Have a Dream” is music-hall spiritualism. Bowie’s pitch is introduced by Derek Boyes’ tipsy walk across the keyboard and whisked along by the whippet strums of “Big Jim” Sullivan’s banjo. So slight a composition that Bowie had to repeat a bridge and the entire last verse just to hit the two-minute mark, “Did You Ever Have a Dream” chased its closing D major chord with the sound of breaking glass, courtesy of engineer Gus Dudgeon, who was becoming Bowie’s devoted noisemaker.


There Is a Happy Land


Recorded: 24 November 1966, Decca Studios. Bowie: lead vocal; Renbourn: acoustic guitar; Boyes: piano, electric organ; Fearnley: bass; Eager: drums; unknown musicians: French horn, vibraphone; arrangers: Fearnley, Bowie. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon.


First release: 1 June 1967, David Bowie.


British psychedelia took as its central theme childhood, considering the child’s mind an ideal state that the use of LSD could try to recreate. By liberating one’s mind from the dulling habits accrued by adulthood, one could be as “open” as a child again. LSD could cleanse perceptions, undamming streams of creativity. The psychedelic generation considered children to be innate surrealists, which they are. Recall how as a child you might wake up in a different house than where you fell asleep, or that inanimate objects and dogs spoke to you. Yet as much as the psychedelic artists idealized childhood, they also perverted it, diminishing childhood to fit adults. This was inevitable. Those in their twenties (as much of this group were) mourn for a childhood they no longer recall. Having spent a long adolescence waging war against childhood, upon victory they misremember a world they’ve dispatched.


An exception was David Bowie who, at age 19, seemed still able to perceive the world as a child would, and apparently without chemical assistance. Songs like “When I’m Five,” “Silver Tree Top School for Boys” and “There is a Happy Land” are some of the more unnerving depictions in pop of how a child regards the world. The songs convey what the novelist Keith Waterhouse once wrote: that “every child is an ‘only child’ in the sense that he occupies a private world, and is unwilling or unable to convey a great many of his thoughts to anyone else.”


“There is a Happy Land” was Bowie’s take on Waterhouse’s 1957 novel of the same title, for which Waterhouse had used memories of growing up in Depression-era Leeds. Bowie took from There Is a Happy Land a sense of childhood being a separate order, with alliances, languages, songs and legends unknown by adults. “You’ve had your chance and now the doors are closed sir,” as he sang in the last verse. The lyric is set in a field (“the rhubarb fields” near a Leeds council estate, the main location of the novel) near dusk, the hour before dinner, when the empire of children is at its height. Replacing Waterhouse’s names with his own (including “Tiny Tim,” who later showed up in Ernie Johnson: see appendix), Bowie conveyed the squirrely movement of Waterhouse’s prose by a zig-zag of a vocal and rapid harmonic rhythms, the key a blur of G major and C major. Bowie hinted at but didn’t disclose the novel’s horrific climax: a girl is found raped and murdered in the fields, an older child arrested for the crime. He just sings “there’s a special place in the rhubarb fields, underneath the leaves,” a suspended chord troubling “underneath.”


It had a solemn, labored arrangement: an intro of vibraphone/piano and strummed acoustic guitar; competing melodies on piano and French horn, pieces of each resurfacing as motifs; occasional graceful fills like a tiny waterfall of piano notes (kissed at the end by a vibraphone note) in the penultimate bar of each bridge. Bowie countered long, slowly-sung phrases for his child characters with curt four-note interjections to the adult world. The coda’s move to a set of grand major seventh chords, with Bowie scatting along to Derek Fearnley’s exuberant bass and Derek Boyes’ raindrop-spatters of piano, lightened the ominous cast. It was a bright defiance of reality, one worthy of a child.



We Are Hungry Men



Recorded: 24 November 1966, Decca Studios. Bowie: lead vocal, sound effects; Renbourn: acoustic guitar; Boyes: organ; Fearnley: bass; Eager: drums; unknown musicians: trumpets; Vernon: “Nazi” voice; Dudgeon: announcer’s voice, sound effects; arrangers: Fearnley, Bowie. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon.


First release: 1 June 1967, David Bowie.


“We Are Hungry Men” opens with an announcer (Gus Dudgeon) bewildered by cities overpopulating by the hour, builds to a Nazi (Mike Vernon) rant and Bowie, chanting like a Dalek, advocating mass abortion and infanticide, and closes with teeming masses eating, with great slurps, their would-be messiah leader. On the perversely-sequenced David Bowie, this cannibal dystopia sat between “There Is a Happy Land” and “When I Live My Dream.”


Alternating between eugenics-promoting leader in the verses and cannibal masses in the refrains, the lyric sketched a set of future Bowie scenarios: collapsed cities, mad technocrats, new messiahs, supermen, celebrity fascists. Where the usual rock & roll take on politics was from the street, Bowie generally identified with power. He had an actor’s sense of who got the best lines. It wasn’t until “Five Years” that he’d write one of his doomsdays from a commoner’s viewpoint.


He’d absorbed science fiction since childhood, from TV serials like Quatermass and Doctor Who to the British SF magazines New Worlds and Impulse. Where postwar American SF was full of can-do positivism, postwar British SF was a system of shattered worlds: John Christopher’s The Death of Grass (grains fail, civilization falls); John Wyndham’s Day of the Triffids (plague kills nearly everyone, plants finish them off) and The Midwich Cuckoos (your children will kill you); the great dystopian Brian Aldiss, whose novels reduced humanity to the prey of giant insects (Hothouse) and offered a dry world with no children, only the aged (Greybeard).


So “We Are Hungry Men” was Bowie claiming a plot in a well-tilled field. He was riffing on a headline topic of the mid-Sixties, the soon-approaching global overpopulation and mass starvation prophesized in Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb and using for a backdrop the overpopulated, blighted world of Harry Harrison’s Make Room! Make Room!, serialized in the August-October 1966 issues of Impulse.


Originally called “We Are Not Your Friends,” “We Are Hungry Men” started life on acoustic guitar and an earnest folkie sensibility remains beneath the cartoon voices and shrieking trumpets, while its bright A major key made the gruesome scenario gleeful, aided by Bowie’s crackpot performance and Derek Boyes’ B-movie organ. The song was as bizarre as it was prophetic: of Bowie’s future, not, as of yet, the world’s.


Sell Me a Coat


Recorded: 8-9 December 1966, Decca Studio 2. Bowie: lead and backing vocal; Renbourn: acoustic guitar; Fearnley: bass; Eager: drums; unknown musicians: French horn, cello; arrangers: Fearnley, Bowie. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon; (promo remake) 25 January 1969, Trident Studios, 17 St. Anne’s Court, Soho, London. Hermione Farthingale, John Hutchinson: backing vocals. Produced: Jonathan Weston.


First release: 1 June 1967, David Bowie; (remake) 13 May 1984, Love You Till Tuesday (Castle Music Videos CMV 1010). Live: 1967-1969.


“Sell Me a Coat” is as lovely and austere as its wintry subject, with a nursery-rhyme refrain inspired by the Victorian illustrator Randolph Caldecott’s children’s books (see “Come and Buy My Toys”). Mooted as a single before the album sessions began, the song’s craftsmanship and grace made it stand out like a church spire amid David Bowie’s collection of grotesques.


Set in G major, with the tonic chord as hearthstone of verse and refrain, “Sell Me a Coat” has a Bowie vocal that wistfully spans a sixth in the verses while a French horn repeats a descending four-note line shadowed by cello. In the refrains, Bowie held onto a single note through a run of short phrases (like the consonant “little patch pockets”) while the cello embroidered a tapestry of a countermelody.


His conceit of comparing a formerly temperate girl to her current frigid incarnation had little connection to his child’s rhyme of a refrain except a winter theme. Any regret was tempered by irony—take how Bowie lovingly he sings “and when she smiles, the ice forgets to melt away,” which isn’t a compliment. The fact that his first line was identical to that of Simon and Garfunkel’s “I Am a Rock,” another winter breakup song, likely wasn’t a coincidence. The bridge toyed with the song’s fixation on its tonic chord, moving to a G major suspended chord for two beats (“memo-ry of a”) before escaping at last to the dominant (D major) for the rest of the bridge (“… day”).


With John Renbourn’s sympathetic acoustic guitar and John Eager ringing his cymbal bell as though he’s in a parade march, “Sell Me a Coat” would have been an inspired, if melancholy choice for a single, but it was passed over for the more crass “Love You Till Tuesday.” Remixing the track for Bowie’s promotional film Love You Till Tuesday in early 1969, the producer Jonathan Weston tried to sweeten “Sell Me a Coat” by having Hermione Farthingale and John Hutchinson (see “Ching-a-Ling”) trace over the horn and cello counter-melodies. He then mixed their underwhelming vocals to drown out Bowie’s lead and the exquisite instrumentation of the original.


Little Bombardier


Recorded: 8-9 December 1966, Decca Studio 2. Bowie: lead vocal; Boyes: harpsichord; Fearnley: bass; Eager: drums; unknown musicians: accordion, tuba, violins, violas; arrangers: Fearnley, Bowie. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon.


First release: 1 June 1967, David Bowie. Broadcast: 18 December 1967, Top Gear (BBC).


David Bowie complemented its childhood songs with those of men who, as John Updike wrote, turned out as failed boys. Like “Uncle Arthur,” “Little Bombardier” has a lonely man fumbling a chance at happiness (it’s another joyful union portrayed via instrumental break—here, tuba answered by violin) but it’s a grubbier and bleaker song, with its title character a drunken veteran run out of town on suspicion of being a pedophile. Again Bowie raided an Alan Sillitoe story: “Uncle Ernest,” in which a sad veteran dotes on two girls until being warned off by the police. Where Sillitoe’s Ernest was guilty of nothing but loneliness, Bowie, though offering exaggerated sympathies by wringing his vowels and pushing to a high G (“lines of worry appeared”), gave no clue as to whether his Frankie was guilty of the charge.


One of two waltzes cut in the same session (see “Maid of Bond Street”), “Little Bombardier” had a bandstand arrangement—downward sweeps of strings and tuba to usher along the title phrase, harpsichord and accordion to keep the 3/4 meter. Bowie delighted in his words: take the way he sang the title, forming “lit-tle” with tiny consonant darts, hurling the “bomb” in “bombardier” from the back of his throat. Along with its steeplechase of a chord sequence, starting in G major and darting off into D minor for the bridge, it all seemed a conspiracy to obscure the sordid business of its lyric, with the last run of harpsichord arpeggios mocking the bombardier’s fate (Bowie would rework this coda sequence years later on “Sweet Thing (Reprise)).”


Maid of Bond Street


Recorded: 8-9 December 1966, Decca Studio 2. Bowie: lead vocal; Sullivan: lead guitar; Boyes: piano; Fearnley: bass; Eager: drums; unknown musicians: accordion, tuba, violins, violas; arrangers: Fearnley, Bowie. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon.


First release: 1 June 1967, David Bowie. Live: 1967-1968.


A verbose jumpy little thing, “Maid of Bond Street” was another knock at the hip London set (see “Join the Gang”) though here Bowie had more sympathy for his walking mannequin of a subject. He split his viewpoint between a lonely glamour girl, pasted together from shades of lipstick, magazine covers and movie stills, and an envious boy who yearns to be as famous and empty as her (the song’s a distant ancestor to “Star”). The Maid could even be the boy’s imaginative twin, his drag persona.


Written on acoustic guitar in early 1966, “Maid” has a witty lyric—a spiritual crisis occurs when the girl rides the short distance on the Tube from Paddington to Oxford Circus (symbolized by shuffling back and forth between E and D chords) and isn’t appreciated by the commoners. There’s some mild wordplay (the plays on “maid” and “made”) and inspired rhymes (“aperitifs” wed to “executives”). Bowie zipped through his lines but struggled with breath control in the bridges: the breakneck “but-she-can’t-make-it-with-the-boy-she-really-wants-to-be-with” left him winded. The song’s waltzing rhythm was steered by accordion, “Big Jim” Sullivan’s guitar and John Eager’s brushwork while doughty tuba and palais strings provided upholstering; Derek Boyes’ piano threaded bridges to verses.


A run of four verses and two bridges untroubled by a refrain, “Maid” surprisingly turned up the latter at its close: a belter of a C major chorus that offered celebrity as an all-consuming vocation with no time for love. A severe credo for its sunny time, it suggested that Bowie considered stardom something like becoming a monk (see “Silly Boy Blue”).


Silly Boy Blue


Recorded: (demo, unreleased) ca. August 1965, R.G. Jones Studio: Bowie: lead vocal; Taylor: lead guitar; Rivens: bass; Lancaster: drums; (album) 8-9 December 1966, Decca Studio 2. Bowie: lead vocal; Boyes: piano, backing vocals; Fearnley: bass, backing vocals; Eager: drums, Chinese gong, sticks?, backing vocals; Marion Constable: backing vocals; unknown musicians: violin, cello, trumpets; arrangers: Fearnley, Bowie. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon; (demo) ca. March-April 1967. Bowie: lead vocal, 12-string acoustic guitar; (remake, unreleased) (basic tracks) July 2000, Sear Sound, (overdubs) October 2000, Looking Glass. Bowie: lead vocal; Slick: lead guitar; Leonard: acoustic guitar?; Garson: piano; Dorsey: bass, vocals; Plati: acoustic guitar?; Campbell: drums, percussion; Palmer, Gryner: backing vocals; unknown musicians: violins, violas, celli, flute (arranged: Visconti). Produced: Bowie, Plati; engineered: Keppler.


First release: 1 June 1967, David Bowie; (1967 demo) 31 May 2012, The Last Chapter: Mods and Sods. Broadcast: 18 December 1967, Top Gear; 13 May 1968, Top Gear. Live: 1965?, 1967, 1999, 2001.


The gorgeous and stately “Silly Boy Blue” proceeds like a monarch but started life as a Mod. Like its contemporary “The London Boys,” the song’s original lyric concerned a runaway kid who’s fled school to hide out in London. Hard experience has spoiled him. Though he dreams of going home, he’s no longer a child (“mem’ries I’ve seen are all dark in the past”) and feels severed from his old life. A letter from home, telling him that someone’s died, is a missive from another country.


Bowie and the Lower Third demoed this up-tempo song, with its Bo Diddley guitar fills and Beatles handclaps, in the summer of 1965, possibly on the same date as “Baby, That’s a Promise.” While considered as a single, “Silly Boy Blue” was more likely earmarked for prospective covers. Bowie went back to it a year later. Retaining its structure (four verses and a bridge), key and its long suspension ropes of verse melodies, Bowie transformed his lyric into a travelogue on Tibetan Buddhist culture, with chelas (disciples of lamas, or spiritual teachers), yak butter statues (sculpted by Tibetan lamas for centuries), the Tibetan capital of Lhasa and the Dalai Lama’s winter palace there, the Potala.


His interest in Buddhism dated to his early teens, sparked by Jack Kerouac novels like The Dharma Bums and Penguin paperbacks on Zen Buddhism by the British convert Christmas Humphreys. The essential book, Bowie later said, was Heinrich Harrer’s Seven Years in Tibet, which would be the wellspring of the revised “Silly Boy Blue.” Harrer was a German national who’d made his way into Tibet, a country few Westerners had ever visited, and much of his book concerned his stay in Lhasa, his meetings with the young Dalai Lama and his thoughts on life in a Buddhist theocracy.


Bowie began regularly visiting the Tibetan Buddhist Society in late 1965, a time when he was often staying at his manager Ralph Horton’s apartment, a five-minute walk from the Society’s office in Eccleston Square. There he met and befriended a Tibetan lama in exile, Chime Rinpoche, who became Bowie’s spiritual mentor. He would ask Rinpoche and his fellow monks questions about Buddhism that the monks would answer with other questions, a circularity that delighted him.


The more frustrated he became with his pop music career, the deeper his immersion in Mahayana Buddhism: late 1967 and much of 1968, a time when his album had failed and his singles were being rejected by Deram, marked the peak of his self-identification as a Buddhist. He told various people he was “going to chuck it all in” to become a monk, to the point of even visiting a monastery in Scotland and allegedly sleeping upright in a box and keeping to a vow of silence. (It’s worth noting the latter practices have nothing do to with Mahayana Buddhism. It suggests an element of fiction in Bowie’s tale or that the monastery was extremely unorthodox.)


While Tibetan Buddhism was trendy in late Sixties London (see “Karma Man”), Bowie’s Buddhist beliefs were grounded and thorough compared to the average day-tripper’s. Central Buddhist concepts like the ultimate emptiness of self intrigued him. The line “his overself pays the bill” in “Silly Boy Blue” suggested Bowie had read the Tathāgatagarbha Sutras, Mahayana sutras that said within everyone, regardless of their personality or class, was an immortal, transcendental “overself” (a rough equivalent to the Christian concept of the soul, and sometimes referred to as Ātman, or the “Buddha nature”). Yet while almost anyone could be a Buddha, this potentiality was hidden within you, obscured by your own flaws of perception—you wrongly perceived the world, and so wrongly interpreted the world.


This belief would dovetail with Bowie’s other main developing religious interest—Christian Gnosticism (see “Quicksand” and “Station to Station”). He considered Buddhism and Gnosticism to share an ethos: that the world as we perceive it is false, but a fragment of the original godhead is within us and, with study and dedication, we can tap into it. Buddhism and Gnosticism would provide a reservoir of imagery for his songs and a belief structure for a curious, self-educated teenager whose ambitions had mainly been to somehow become famous. Through Buddhism, Bowie found a way to identify and channel his desires, to quarry out the artist within a suburban boy from Bromley. “You can only show [people] the way towards it. Buddhism is a process of self-discovery, of discovering the truth for oneself,” Bowie told a journalist at the time.


As he’d rearranged Keith Waterhouse and Alan Sillitoe stories on David Bowie, he altered the perspective of his source material here. “Silly Boy Blue,” while charming in its desire to include Harrer’s details about Tibet, was still an alienated Mod song. Its sympathies lay with a young Tibetan monk who can’t pay attention, who’s unable to pull off an astral projection; a boy at odds with his glorious culture. If Tibet was, to the West, a society in which everyone was religious (even if they really weren’t), even in the magic kingdom Bowie cast his sympathies with the heretics.


His fascination with Buddhism led him to be more ambitious in the studio. He’d already wanted the backing chorus of “Baby Loves That Way” to sound like chanting monks. Now “Silly Boy Blue” threw in everything from John Eager’s Chinese cymbal to trumpet fanfares to strings (a cello and a single violin, each of which matched Bowie note for note in verses) to another pack of singing “monks” who included the first female singer he’d ever used. Yet he and Dek Fearnley grounded the exoticism in contemporary pop: a Phil Spector-style beat in which Eager played Hal Blaine-esque “on the fours,” a Burt Bacharach outro and a bassline in debt to Them’s “It’s All Over Now Baby Blue.” And fitting its imperial tone, “Silly Boy Blue” starts by moving between primary major chords: the tonic, A, its subdominant (IV) and dominant (V) chords, D and E. A shadow falls in the bridge, which opens with an F# minor chord (the vi chord of A), but the song soon builds to its grand sweep up to B major, ushered in by Bowie’s fifth-falling “diiiiiiiiieeee” (a high G down to C).


The song blossomed in later renditions. For his two radio performances of “Silly Boy Blue,” Bowie and Tony Visconti rearranged the intro, replacing the trumpet fanfare with dreamily arpeggiated electric guitar. Decades later, his studio remake for the Toy album was somber and refined, if a bit staid. Better came in February 2001, when Bowie sang “Silly Boy Blue” at a Tibet House benefit at Carnegie Hall. Leading an ensemble that included Visconti, Moby, Philip Glass and (at last!) a legitimate group of Tibetan monks (recruited from the Drepung Gomang Monastic University), Bowie introduced the song by recounting how he’d met Rinpoche. He sang its opening verses slowly, savoring the sway of his phrasings and the richness of the simple rhymes, marveling at his youth’s architecture.



Come and Buy My Toys



Recorded: 12 December 1966, Decca Studio 2. Bowie: lead vocal; Renbourn: 12-string acoustic guitar; Fearnley: bass. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon.


First release: 1 June 1967, David Bowie. Live: 1967.


A minimalist respite on David Bowie, “Come and Buy My Toys” is just Bowie’s voice, Dek Fearnley’s bass and John Renbourn on 12-string acoustic guitar. Another of the album’s childhood songs, it kept to the brisk way of “Sell Me a Coat” rather than follow the murkier “There Is a Happy Land.” The books Bowie pillaged here were Randolph Caldecott’s The Farmer’s Boy and some collections of children’s rhymes he’d read while babysitting. The first verse was a cut-and-pasted 19th Century nursery rhyme, the bridge essentially the folk ballad “The Cambric Shirt”; Bowie filled the rest of the song with some cod-medieval lines of his own.


His rapid seesawing vocal melody in the verses cooled to a more languid phrasing in the bridges, where he slowed to sing two half-notes per bar (“you-shall/own-a/cam-bric/shirt”). Fearnley tacked down the song’s G major progression while Renbourn’s 12-string acoustic is the miniature sun of the track, playing variations on the opening riff through verses, bridges and refrains. A few months after cutting this, Renbourn formed the English folk revivalist group Pentangle with Bert Jansch. For Bowie, this would be his only dalliance in the style. His folk-inspired songs of the late Sixties were far more in the Beat surrealist line of Bob Dylan than the English neo-traditionalist one of a Pentangle or Fairport Convention. “Come and Buy My Toys” was more an advertisement for its album, with Bowie as a vendor in a market square offering sweets, sours, jewels and baubles.


Please Mr. Gravedigger


Recorded: (demo, as “The Gravedigger,” unreleased) 18 October 1966, R.G. Jones. Bowie: lead vocal, organ; (album) 13 December 1966, Decca Studio 2. Bowie: lead vocal, sound effects; Dudgeon: sound effects. Produced: Vernon; engineered: Dudgeon.


First release: 1 June 1967, David Bowie. Broadcast: 27 February 1968, 4-3-2-1 Musik Für Junge Leute.


The last song on David Bowie and the last recorded in its primary sessions, “Please Mr. Gravedigger” fittingly kills a child. It’s as if having made a record of children’s songs, Bowie felt he had to purge himself. Performing a graveyard soliloquy by a murderer, he accompanied his voice with the sounds of thunderclaps, rainfall, tolling bells, shovel scrapes, footsteps, bird chirps and exuberant sneezes. He was a Method sneezer: after his first blast, he kept a snotted-up voice for the rest of the track.
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