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      The highest purpose of art is to inspire. What else can you do for anyone but inspire them?

      I’m an artist. I try to create art.

      I’m sure of my dream self. I live in my dreams. I don’t really live in the actual world.

      I’ll let you be in my dreams if I can be in yours.

      I can’t help what other people do with my songs, what they make of them.

      Here lies Bob Dylan, murdered from behind by trembling flesh.

      Love will conquer everything – I suppose.

      Bob Dylan.

      A man writes to throw off the poison which he has accumulated because of his false way of life. He is trying to recapture his innocence, yet all he succeeds in doing is to inoculate the world with a virus of his disillusionment.

      Henry Miller.
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      In 1962, at the age of thirteen, I was fortunate to be introduced to Bob Dylan’s music – though I did not fully appreciate that at the time. What I could not see was that this raw ‘folk’ singer would become the fulcrum around which rock music turned. I could not foresee that this intense ragged acoustic oddity would soon weld depth and intelligence to visceral rebellion to change the shape of pop music. From that first album, it was impossible to understand that he would pave the way for the likes of Bobby Vee’s two- and-a-half-minute pop ditty ‘Take Good Care of My Baby’ to evolve into Roy Harper’s 20-minute poetic epic ‘The Lord’s Prayer’; that he would inspire The Beatles to move from teeny-bop ‘Love Me Do’ to the surreal poetry and experimentation of ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’. But that’s what he did.

      A good friend of mine by the name of Charlie Mutton had purchased Bob’s debut album shortly after it was released and he was smitten. That was peculiar. Up to that time, we had been listening to chart material and old rock ‘n’ roll. Heaven knows where Mutt picked up on Dylan’s first album. I don’t remember it being either popular or available in my neck of the woods. We weren’t big on ‘folk’ music. However, my ears weren’t tuned in to the raw, nasally sound of Bob’s folk blues and, although I listened all the way through and even appreciated a number of the tracks, I was not greatly impressed. Mutt was more clued up and assured me that Dylan was going to be huge and if he’d only release a single, it would be a top-ten hit. I remained quietly sceptical.

      Mutt was incredibly prophetic. Subsequent albums and the ‘Times They Are A-Changin’’ single did just as he had predicted. Bob Dylan went on to become one of the most important figures in the history of rock music. Not only did he change the face of rock music, but he also had a profound effect on the direction of youth culture. Once I’d ‘got it’, and my ears became more accustomed, I, too, was utterly smitten.

      As with Dylan, I was caught up in the zeitgeist of the time. These were the days of great divisions in society: a rising rebellious youth, the threat of instant annihilation from nuclear war and dramatic changes in attitudes. The traumas of the second world war were still fresh, but the economy and world were opening up. Change was in the air. Our parents represented something we did not want to be. Bob was riding that wave of change.

      The 1950s Beats may have cracked the façade of the rigid conformity and strict hypocritical morality of the prevailing post-war 1950s culture. Rock ‘n’ roll and r&b may have liberated youth into a temporary hedonistic frenzy, but it was the 1960s generation who blew the whole structure to smithereens. Peculiarly, Robert Zimmerman found himself, sometimes unwillingly, right at the forefront of those shifts in the tectonic plates of society. Who could have predicted that? Who could have known that this young middle-class Jewish kid from a decaying nondescript town in the middle of nowhere would create a persona and develop the skills to take the whole world by storm?

      That early Dylan was a chameleon, a sponge, a mirror, a driven force, who was searching for identity, acceptance and fame. He absorbed everything around him with an unquenchable thirst, then reflected it back a hundred times brighter. He took on his surroundings and magnified them. For that young Dylan, integrity was all that counted. Authenticity and cool were the only important things. Robert Zimmerman was an empty vessel into which he poured the ingredients that created Bob Dylan. That early incarnation was a wild vortex of possibility. He manufactured a persona and mythology on which to hang the brilliance of his craft. Everything about Bob Dylan was false, a construct, apart from his natural talent. His persona was nothing more than a vehicle to transport him to where he wanted to go. Young Bob Dylan was ruthless. He drained everyone around him dry, wringing out their songs, their chords, their tunes, friendships and love. I’m not implying that this was intentional or, in any way mean, merely necessary. In order to get to where he needed to be, he had to grow, blossom and change. Nothing was more important. Bob was helplessly riding a tsunami that he himself created. At times, for the people involved – Suze Rotolo, Joan Baez, Phil Ochs, Martin Carthy and Dave Van Ronk, to name a few – it must have felt as if they were being used and abused.

      That fledgling Dylan (Robert Allen Zimmerman) was on a roller-coaster that kept changing tracks. Seemingly, he had no compunctions about leaving people and whole movements behind. Parents, lovers, friends and fellow musicians bit the dust. He moved on when the need arose, without scruples and ne’er a backward glance. The chameleon had to grow and move. That was his nature, all he knew. The biographies are numerous, the details mauled over, magnified, twisted, sensationalised and made to fit the required template. Hard to disentangle reality from myth. There lived a legend largely generated by Bob himself in his quest to create credibility and breakthrough. Life for a musician was cutthroat. Most fell by the wayside. Talent was not the only criterion necessary; having the correct image, credentials, friends, disposition, drive and luck was also a necessity. What Robert Allan Zimmerman lacked he created for himself out of thin air.

      Looking back to the early John Bucklen tapes – recorded in 1958 on a portable reel-to-reel tape recorder – of a young Robert Zimmerman, seventeen years old, still at school, pounding out his homage to his idol Little Richard, there was no inkling of the folk legend he was shortly to become. He wanted to become a rock star. That teenage Dylan was a rebel, assuming an image based on James Dean and Marlon Brando. He formed several loud rock ’n’ roll bands, the Golden Chords and Shadow Blasters being two, in which he pounded the piano oblivious to audience response. In the first of his chameleonic changes, he assumed the name and wild persona of Elston Gunn. Despite his naked enthusiasm, the bands didn’t take off – they had nowhere to go – but they did bring him some local notoriety and attract the girls. He was very much into girls and rock music was both a magnet and an aphrodisiac. A big motivator. This increasing rebelliousness led to fractious relationships with school, the tight-knit Jewish community and his father.

      By the age of eighteen, he’d wrung the little Minnesotan iron ore town of Hibbing dry. He’d learnt the rudiments of guitar and piano, formed several bands, and absorbed a huge range of musical styles and traditions from rock ‘n’ roll, r&b, country music and standards – the mainstay of the local radio station, all of which were going to contribute and inform his progressions over the course of the ensuing years. Groundwork was being laid. Bob’s tastes were eclectic – his first musical heroes being Hank Williams and Little Richard.

      Here we must begin to unravel the man from the myth. Robert Zimmerman was already outgrowing the little mining town of Hibbing in Minnesota. As soon as he was able, he looked for a way out of there. A fresh-faced boy, looking younger than his years, not yet needing to shave, set off on the start of his adventure.

      He did not exactly run away from home as seek out an excuse to leave. No, he hadn’t already absconded from home seven times (at the age of ten, twelve, thirteen, fifteen, fifteen and a half, seventeen and eighteen). No, he hadn’t spent six years with a travelling carnival. No, he hadn’t ridden the freights as a hobo from Gallop, New Mexico, to New Orleans. No, he wasn’t an orphan. It was all much less colourful than that. He’d been brought up in a Jewish family with a middle-class upbringing and led a rather uneventful life in a small town, but he was obsessed with music and determined to have a life in music. Apart from girls, it was all he cared about. Remarkably, as a young kid, he managed to secure a gig or three backing Bobby Vee on the piano when he’d appeared in the local area. That must have been a real buzz. In 1959, looking for a way of getting into the music business, he persuaded his mother to help him out. Using a course at Minnesota University as an excuse to leave Hibbing, he gained the help of his mother (his relationship with his more conservative father being difficult). She arranged for him to go to Minnesota by organising with his cousin Chucky to put him up. Chucky sorted him a room in the frat house at the university where he could stay for free in the summer. Not exactly as exciting as riding freights and touring with carnivals, but it did set him on the road. Upon arriving on the greyhound bus, he immediately swapped his electric guitar for an acoustic Martin Double O so that he could set about playing in the local coffee houses. It was the start. What he did next was to seek out like-minded people, hang out with musicians, and have the time to develop, learn and evolve. The liberal arts course at the University of Minnesota was not scintillating enough. Bob focused more on his music, staying up late to play, listen, drink and party. For the young Robert, girls, dope and booze were more interesting than studying and he soon dropped out.

      As soon as he reached Minnesota, he left behind the image of Elston Gunnn, abandoned rock ‘n’ roll, took up the acoustic guitar and came under the spell of a new genre. His introduction to folk was Odetta: ‘The first thing that turned me on to folk was Odetta – something vital and personal.’ Later he discovered a new master; Woody Guthrie loomed like a giant on the scene. He was introduced to Woody by Flo Castner, a wacky actress and waitress. On first hearing the songs, his head was spinning: ‘It was like the land parted’. The young eighteen-year-old Bobby was completely blown away. He hadn’t heard anything like it before. Woody songs were ‘All I wanted to sing’. Years later, he wrote in his biography Chronicles: ‘I had been in the dark and someone turned on the main switch of a lightning conductor.’ Zimmerman immersed himself in the burgeoning folk-blues scene and the social commentary of Woody Guthrie.

      Bob settled into life in Minnesota, living hand to mouth, playing the coffee bars where baskets were passed around for change. This was the start of his freewheelin’ days; cadging meals, renting a small apartment, sleeping on friends’ floors, playing music, listening, absorbing and developing fast.

      Minnesota wasn’t big enough. He instinctively craved a bigger canvas and had heard that Woody was still alive but suffering from a chronic illness, the dreadful hereditary disease Huntingdon’s Chorea, and holed up in a sanatorium in New Jersey. There was only one place to be, where the remains of the Beat movement had morphed into a vibrant underground folk scene, and that was Greenwich Village in New York. However, this young man, pretending to be the wild maverick, still had to persuade his father to allow him to drop out and give it a try. His father grudgingly agreed to allow him a year in which to make it.

      In 1961, at the age of 20, still looking like a young kid, a nascent Bob Dylan rolled into town, not on a freight, but having secured a lift in an old Buick. Stepping out into the icy blast of a New York winter, Bob had little apart from a bag containing all his possessions and a guitar. He had two major aims: to meet his new idol Woody Guthrie and to break into the thriving new Folk scene. He set about finding a café to play in with a warm place to crash down and get out of the cold. He found it at The Café Wha?. He was allowed to back Fred Neil on harmonica and play the odd set which gave him somewhere to escape the cruel wind while earning a dollar or two and filling his stomach with a greasy burger. The Café Wha? Provided him with a base to learn and grow.

      The Greenwich Village scene was based around several small clubs and overrun with a range of musicians all competing for time, money and status – pretty cutthroat. The musicians ranged from old well-versed blues musicians like John Lee Hooker, Jimmy Reed, Jesse Fuller and Big Bill Broonzy, seasoned folk singers, Woody Guthrie acolytes, like Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, Pete Seeger and Cisco Houston, folk groups like the Bluegrass Boys, Clancy Brothers and the new generation of up-and-coming singers Tom Paxton, Mark Spoeltra, Odetta and Richard Farina. The leading light was Dave Van Ronk, a powerful figure, nicknamed ‘The Mayor’ who presided over the whole scene like a brooding grizzly bear.

      No naive middle-class novice was going to stand a chance of breaking through into that environment. Robert Zimmerman from Hibbing morphed into Bob Dylan. He intended to drop the Zimmerman and become Bob Allen but thought that Dylan sounded better than Allen, so he adapted it – not so much stealing his name from a notorious Welsh poet as simply preferring the sound of Dylan to Allen. Having a new name, he set about creating a hard- living mythology – an orphaned past, running away numerous times, life on the road, carnivals, and hard times. Bob was constructing a suitable persona and appearance. The black corduroy cap, crumpled shirt, jeans, belt and boots were a carefully choreographed image. There had to be no chink in the armour. From the nasally Woody-esque drawl to the embroidered back story, the whole package had to hang together. Dylan grew into the disguise. What helped was the huge natural talent that Bob was so obviously saturated with.

      His act involved Chaplin-esque routines, carefully orchestrated ploys, tuning and fiddling with his guitar and harmonica, all with casual glances and asides, designed to draw the audience in. From the very start, it was apparent that Bob, despite his shyness and boyish looks, possessed a great stage presence. Not only that, but he was already beginning to write his own material and what songs they were!

      There were a large number of factors that fed into this burgeoning songwriting. The exposure to a wide range of music – being able to watch, at close hand, experienced musicians applying their stage skills (most of whom recognised his talent and encouraged him), the befriending of Dave Van Ronk, who carried huge clout, and his love affair with Suze Rotolo. This young Dylan was avidly listening to a range of music, reading poetry and literature, ransacking the libraries and record collections of all and sundry.

      Suze was hugely instrumental in the development of his social sensitivities and outlook. She came from a dyed-in-the-wool communist family and already, as a young girl, had been involved in the civil rights movement.

      The early sixties were the time of civil rights, the bomb, the cold war and the beginnings of the war in Vietnam. This was the McCarthy era with its hounding of communists and unAmerican activities. The Beat generation had instigated dissent and now the folk scene, mainly due to Woody Guthrie and Pete Seeger, was the seat of left-wing social change, a movement that was going to blossom and shape the whole sixties underground movement. Suze was steeped in it. Bob absorbed it so that it permeated much of his writing.

      Between 1961 and 1963, prompted by Suze and the folk scene in general, Dylan wrote many of his most famous socially motivated songs, songs that laid the groundwork for the sixties philosophy. His wordmanship was constantly developing and reaching new heights. Unfortunately, it saddled Dylan with being the voice of a generation, an epithet loaded on him by the media that not only irritated him no end but one which heaped tension on his shoulders.

      With his manager – the great behemoth Albert Grossman, a recording contract with Colombia Records, his adoption by Joan Baez and promotion through Pete Seeger, Bob Dylan set off on a meteoric trajectory to become a massive international star and in so doing, boosted folk music and poetic songwriting into another sphere. Inevitably, the result of such fame brought adulation, crowds of screaming fans, hangers-on and a need for safety and security that locked Bob into a bubble, away from his freewheelin’ days around Greenwich Village.

      After the breakdown of his relationship with Suze, maybe in response to being saddled with the limiting description of being a ‘protest’ singer, Bob moved away from writing songs of social import into writing songs of a more introspective nature influenced by the French symbolist poets Rimbaud, Baudelaire and Verlaine. Later, Dylan fell under the spell of the Beat poets, principally Allen Ginsberg, and began writing more complex surreal landscapes.

      The ‘folk period’ had produced a fine debut album followed by three classic acoustic albums. Ironically, even as his fame peaked he was tiring of the limitations of his acoustic songs, feeling staid and dissatisfied. He felt everything was predictable and was on the verge of completely abandoning his career: ‘I guess I was going to quit singing. I was drained. I was playing a lot of songs I did not want to play.’ ‘I was getting very bored with that.’ ‘It’s very tiring having other people tell you how much they dig you if you yourself don’t dig you.’

      In 1964, The Beatles broke big in the USA and then the likes of The Byrds and Manfred Mann took rock ‘n’ roll versions of his songs into the charts. The Animals took the traditional ‘House of the Rising Sun’ to number one. It sparked something in Bob and rekindled his love of rock. He, with the help of the Paul Butterfield Blues Band and then The Hawks, later to become The Band, turned electric.

      The move away from the ‘authentic purity’ of folk music coupled with the abandonment of what was seen as ‘protest’ created havoc. The folk music purists thought they had been betrayed. The corduroy cap and carefully cultivated scruffy attire bit the dust. A new incarnation was spawned. This period reflected Bob as the hipster, polka-dot, dark-sun-glassed rock star – the coolest dude on the planet. The changes gave birth to three ground- breaking albums of extraordinary depth and innovation but were not without great controversy. The live concerts featured a band with loud electric instruments eliciting shouts of ‘Judas’, much booing and a great split in his audience. Dylan treated the negative reactions with complete disdain – extolling his band to ‘play fucking loud’. Dylan had moved on – all stoked up on amphetamines, mellowed out on hash and now dropping acid, egged on by his equally acerbic friend Bobby Neuwirth, surrounded by an entourage of minders, sycophants and hangers-on, overseen by emperor Albert Grossman, Bob held court with baffling, surreal interviews, caustic disembowelments of reporters or those who managed to penetrate his shield and an increasing helter-skelter of parties, concerts and travel. Life had become a circus in which he somehow managed to keep producing music and poetry of a superlative standard. Albert kept Bob’s nose to the grindstone, milking the holy cow, signing contracts for books, albums and concert tours. The pressure never let up. As the carnival swirled around him, Dylan tapped away on his typewriter, trying to produce the novel Tarantula that he had committed himself to write, trying out new songs on guitar or piano, contemplating the endless stream of concerts and recording contracts that Albert had negotiated. Everything zipped by in a hyped-up, amphetamine-fuelled haze. Bob was permanently wired. The strain was beginning to tell. There seemed only one conclusion to this relentless pressure. Sure enough, it all came to a head.

      While motorcycling around Woodstock, he had an accident in which he injured his neck. Everything went quiet. The rumour mill went into hyperdrive. He’d broken his neck. He was brain-damaged. He was dead. He’d never perform again. In truth, the injuries to his neck were not as serious as thought, but they did allow Bob to get off the treadmill. Having previously taken the cure, he was free of addiction and, due to the accident, also free of all contracts and obligations. After three or four years of relentless pressure, he was suddenly completely free. Dylan holed up in a big mansion in Woodstock, where, along with members of The Band, he kicked back and jammed in the basement of ‘Big Pink’, The Band’s house, for pleasure. The tapes of those sessions became much sought-after bootlegs and later surfaced as The Basement Tapes.

      Following this hiatus, Bob returned with an unexpected concert headlining in the Isle of Wight and an album with a country flavour. John Wesley Harding was a good album with some great songs but, with its country style and simpler songs, was a complete departure from the three colossi of his electric period. The thin wild mercury sound that he had developed had been superseded by something far less musically innovative.

      The counterculture was bemused but was prepared to allow him an album or two to find his feet again. In his absence, the underground music scene that he had been pivotal in creating, whose sensitivities of equality, civil rights, anti-war and anti-establishment he had promulgated, had blossomed into a massive movement. The anti-war demonstrations and civil rights marches had taken on a new dimension. They had become mass movements fuelled by the underground bands and singers of the time. The establishment was rattled to its foundations. The ‘revolution’ was in search of a leader. There was hope and expectation that Dylan, who had been so instrumental in stirring the passions and initiating the rebellion, might step out of the shadows to assume a prominent role.

      This was the very last thing that Bob wanted. He’d had more than enough of that first time around. He distanced himself from the whole hippie protest movement. They scared him. What we got now was a very unhip Dylan. No Cuban-heeled boots, tight trousers, polka-dot shirt and shades, no snarling invective, no multi-layered poetry, no challenging music. This Dylan looked and sounded very different. His appearance was ordinary. His sound was mellow. He even dueted with the ultraconservative Johnny Cash. While The Doors and Hendrix railed and raved, Bob crooned country tunes. This new incarnation was not strung out or cool. He’d moved on. This was a happy Dylan; a family man who no longer wanted to play that game. Nashville Skyline confirmed the change and by the time the Self Portrait album was released, nobody was in any doubt.

      Dylan was not looking to be a leader again. He did not wish to fall back into that role. He no longer seemed to want to produce ground-breaking music but was content to go into semiretirement, to produce easy-listening music and kick back: ‘Truth is I wanted to get out of the rat race’. Once again, his bemused disciples had been wrong-footed by a change of direction.

      This new Dylan seemed to have moulted, to have shucked off the layers of protective ‘cool’ personas he had previously assumed. This new clean-cut, baby-faced version seemed completely uncool. No James Dean swagger, no authentic bohemian scruffiness. Even the poetry had evaporated. There were even questions as to whether this reinvented Dylan with his simpler music was not an imposter. A J Webberman started going through Dylan’s trash bins to prove he was fake and set up the BDLF – the Bob Dylan Liberation Front.

      Following the Isle of Wight, Bob seemed to fade away. It was George Harrison who coaxed him back into the forefront with an appearance at the Bangladesh concert and collaboration on a song on the New Morning album. By now, the sixties were coming to an end. The underground scene was imploding and the counterculture dissolving into a mess of hard drugs and violence. But for Dylan, New Morning pointed the way towards a new burst of creativity and a re-emergence. As with the sixties, the seventies were to hold many ups and downs and twists and turns for Bob. But that’s another story.

      Bob began the decade hustling to get noticed, eager for any exposure, a fiery ball of energy, trying desperately to develop a rebel persona, and ended it as a recluse, a family man, frantically trying to shed that rebel persona and live a quiet life out of the spotlight. In the beginning, his reputation was based on his complex poetic songs and themes of social conscience. By 1970, the poetry had all but evaporated and the content of nearly all his songs was much tamer, even banal.
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            Bob Dylan (1962)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Bob Dylan: acoustic guitar, vocals and harmonica

      John Hammond: producer

      Label: Colombia

      Recorded at Colombia Studio A

      Release date: March 1962

      Highest chart position: UK: 13, USA: -

      

      From the moment he arrived in Greenwich Village, Bob was a human dynamo, into everything, bursting with energy and manically throwing himself into the scene. He’d play anywhere, passing the basket round for small change, living hand to mouth, partying and jamming to all hours, crashing on couches and floors, talking incessantly, copying, pinching and exchanging chords, tales and songs. Greenwich Village was a melting pot. He was soaking it all up.

      Bob was carefully cultivating his image as a rough-living, experienced roustabout in the Guthrie mould. He copied Guthrie’s style, played a lot of his songs and even based his image on Woody’s casual working clothes – an image that looked thrown together but was, in fact, agonised over. Part of the mystique he was studiously creating was the mythology of his earlier life, all carefully designed to put distance between his present incarnation and the ordinary middle-class upbringing he had experienced. Small-town middle class was not cool, not the image he wished to project. Bob Dylan was a construct, complete with an exciting, mythologised past.

      There is some doubt as to when he completely left his former life behind. I had a friend (also called Bob) who was hitch-hiking around the States at the time and scrounging jobs wherever he could. In 1960, he ended up in Greenwich Village and managed to get a gig, because of his English accent, introducing acts in Gerdes Folk City. There was no pay, but Mike Porco supplied him with beer and food. That suited him fine. He remembered introducing Dylan onto the stage as Robert Zimmerman. Bob gave him a very dark look for his troubles. His recollection of Bob was of a very self-assured young man, with a brash, arrogant manner. He wasn’t impressed with him or his music, finding the music too raw and abrasive and Bob’s attitude rather aloof – my friend Bob was more a lover of traditional folk music – but he was taken with Bob’s girlfriend (who would have been Suze Rotolo) and attempted to chat her up while Bob was playing (to no avail). Maybe the construction of his image was still a work in progress? Suze Rotolo claimed in her memoir not to have known him as Zimmerman, that only slipping out by accident when she stumbled across his draft card. Maybe my friend Bob’s memory was playing tricks with him?

      One of the consequences of Bob’s lifestyle was that he soon began to play with a number of other people and was often found on stage supporting other acts, mainly playing harmonica, on which he was very proficient, or as a second guitar and supporting vocal. He was rapidly making a name for himself. These interactions led to other work and recording sessions. The first of these recording sessions was to play harmonica on Harry Belafonte’s recording of ‘Midnight Special’. Following that, he was used for a Caroline Hester recording session. This was incredibly fortuitous. Caroline recorded for Colombia Records and her producer was John Hammond. John was intrigued by this young man who was making such an impact in Greenwich Village and had fortuitously just received a favourable review in the New York Times that very week. Prior to the sessions, he visited Caroline’s apartment to organise the arrangements, enticed Bob to sing a few songs for him and obviously recognised the talent. This led to Dylan signing for Columbia Records. For Bob, this was a major coup. Not only had Bob rapidly risen to prominence in such a cut-throat environment where most performers simply fell by the wayside, but he had secured a contract with a major label – not some small specialist label such as Vanguard, which many of the others had to be content with. Bob was as near as an overnight success. What was even stranger was that Bob’s raw style was far from the flavour of the month. Folk music was a backwater. The most successful exponents were the more sophisticated folk groups such as the Greenbriar Boys or New City Ramblers or debonair folk singers like Joan Baez, queen of the folk movement. It was extremely hard to imagine Bob’s unsophisticated style ever being commercial. John Hammond must have seen something and been incredibly persuasive with the board. Not only that but as a producer, he did not attempt to smooth Dylan out, polish up his performance or make it more commercial; he gave him his head, recorded what Dylan did without frills or a great deal of production and left it at that.

      Incidentally, the third of Dylan’s ventures into recording as a backing harmonica player was for a 1962 recording of the blues musicians Big Joe Williams and Victoria Spivey. These came out as the 1962 album Three Kings and a Queen (later outtakes came out as Three Kings and a Queen Vol. 2).

      Bob also appeared under the pseudonym Blind Boy Grunt to avoid contractual obligations on a large number of Broadside recordings (three songs were officially released on the compilation album Broadside Ballads Vol. 1: ‘John Brown’, ‘Only a Hobo’, and ‘Talking Devil’). He also later backed Happy Traum on a version of his own song ‘Let Me Die in My Footsteps’. Using the same pseudonym, he also backed both Richard Farina and Eric Von Schmidt on their album projects.

      When this 20-year-old Dylan had been asked in to sign the contract for Colombia, he was in a euphoric haze. He would have signed anything. He just looked at the writing at the top that said Columbia Records and signed, trusting John Hammond not to screw him over. At that signing, John gave Dylan a couple of unreleased acetates to listen to, recordings of artists that he thought Bob might relate to – The Dellmore Brothers, country singers, and an album by the blues singer Robert Johnson. John informed Dylan that Robert Johnson could ‘whip anybody’. When Bob put it on his record player, he was instantly blown away. He couldn’t believe the level of musicianship, the structure of the songs and poetic imagery. In a euphoric state, he rushed around to Dave Van Ronk’s to play him this astounding masterpiece. Dave was less enthusiastic, calling it derivative, but that did not deter Bob. He spent ages playing and playing the album, picking the songs and lyrics to pieces to see how Johnson had put them together. It was an epiphany.

      At around the same time, Suze had taken him to a Berthold Brecht play where he had been completely bowled over by the song ‘Pirate Jenny’. Another song that Bob would dissect and marvel at. The building blocks of songwriting were being assembled.

      That first album was not greatly carved out of Bob’s stage act. Indeed, it left out most of the regular songs Dylan was performing at the time. He seemed reticent to reveal too much. Instead, in preparation for the recording sessions, he set about feverishly scanning friend’s record collections for tracks to perform – many of which seemed to have a big Jesus theme. Nonetheless, the album reflected the wide range of material that he had been exposed to and subsequently adopted. He was adept at learning songs. While crashing at peoples’ apartments, he would avidly devour their record collections. Bob claimed to be able to learn a song after only hearing it once. Quite a feat. The result was an album of earthy folk-blues and folk with only a couple of Bob’s originals.

      The sessions were spartan, recorded quickly in three afternoons, with just Bob on his guitar and harmonica, nothing added. They came across with a lot of force. The only sign of Bob’s inexperience in the studio (John Hammond said that he spat his P’s and hissed his S’s and often turned away from the mic but refused to play songs twice), and the nerves he must have been feeling, was the speed of delivery. A number of the songs could have benefitted from a slower pace.

      Ironically, the two Dylan tracks ‘Song to Woody’, in which he paid homage to his hero, and ‘Talkin’ New York’, based on a Guthrie number, were dominant, but none of the Woody Guthrie songs that had been so prevalent in his sets were recorded. Even at this early-stage Bob had already moved on. Though he was still visiting Woody in the sanitorium, still singing his songs on stage, still mimicking his image, it was as if his debut album was a farewell to Woody.

      I was only thirteen at the time of the album’s release, but I was already a music nut. At that age, I was besotted with Buddy Holly, Eddie Cochran, Little Richard and The Shadows as well as avidly listening to all the current pop that was being played on Radio Luxemburg. I was still a year or two away from being introduced to the blues and Woody Guthrie. The Beatles hadn’t yet happened, but I had been introduced to Joan Baez by an older girl with beatnik pretensions, and I liked Joan. I was young and open to new music.

      My friend Charlie Mutton first played me the album. I remember being sat down as he reverently placed the album on his Dansette and I was handed the cover to read. I studied the cover, depicting a cherubic Dylan looking so fresh-faced that he didn’t look as if he’d started to shave. He certainly was different to anybody I knew, in his corduroy black cap and fur-lined brown jacket. We both had basic Dansette record players back then and records were special. The vinyl was handled with great care and the cover pawed over. Mutt played both sides while I listened intently and read the cover notes.

      I can’t say that I was too impressed. The album did not bowl me over. However, I was not put off by it and quite enjoyed some of the tracks. It was just too raw and earthy for my young ears. I do remember being bemused as Mutt earnestly explained that Dylan was the next big thing and if he released a single, it would undoubtedly be a top ten hit.

      I remember thinking that was extremely unlikely. I found it impossible to imagine anything as unsophisticated as this getting in the charts. It just shows how prophetic Mutt was and how wrong I could be. There are currently 257 different reissues of this album!

      Although the album didn’t set the world on fire, only selling 5000 copies on release, it did serve to raise Bob’s status locally and bring him to the attention of a wider audience.

      

      ‘You’re No Good’ ( Jessie Fuller)

      My first taste of Dylan started with a neatly strummed acoustic guitar, as Bob sets out on a cover of this Jesse Fuller folk-blues number. Despite the mournful lyrics about a no-good two-timing girl who is mistreating him, Bob makes it sound quite cheerful and even adds in a chuckle. There is that underlying hint of the mischievous Chaplin delivery, although it doesn’t spill over into comedy. Even the harmonica bridge is spritely and playful. The vocal delivery is at times, a bit nasal and, at other times, forced for emphasis as the number builds in intensity and speed as it progresses.

      

      ‘Talkin’ New York’ (Bob Dylan)

      The first of Bob’s originals delivered in his best Woody Guthrie talking blues style, complete with the same strummed guitar pattern and harmonica. This song is a commentary on Bob’s arrival, his impressions of hitch-hiking into New York, and tells the story of how he attempts to get himself established on the folk scene. It is a complete mimicry of Woody down to the voice, with its elevated vocal lift at the end of the verse and added observation. He has the intonation perfect, even the way Woody mispronounces words – as with ‘green witch village’. There is an oblique reference to Woody as ‘a very great man’, using some of Guthrie’s lines about joining the union and paying his dues, then making reference to ‘rob you with a fountain pen’ from ‘Pretty Boy Floyd’.

      The wry and social observation is tinged with the same sarcastic humour that Woody deployed. As a mimic, Bob was already a master.

      

      ‘In My Time of Dying’ (Blind Willie Johnson – arranged by Bob Dylan)

      There’s a change of style for the third track. We’re into a harder style of guitar playing with plucked strings and even flourishes of slide guitar (using Suze’s metallic lipstick holder) on what is a classic blues song. The song was first recorded by Blind Willie Johnson but had its roots in earlier unrecorded blues renditions. Bob based his performance more on the Josh White version and may have heard Josh play it at the Gaslight Club.

      Bob delivers the song in an intense anguished manner with a voice strained with emotion. For a 20-year-old to be dealing with death in this way is difficult, but Bob pulls it off with a masterful performance of both guitar and vocal.

      

      ‘Man of Constant Sorrow’ (Traditional – arranged by Bob Dylan)

      After the intensity of Bob’s blues interpretation, we’re taken off to the mountains of Kentucky for a trip into the world of Dick Burnett, a blind fiddle player, who recorded the song in 1913. What is already clear is that Bob is looking for variety. He has selected this hillbilly track as a contrast to the blues.

      I would suggest that Bob chose this track with the idea of reinforcing his image as being a hard-travelling rambling man who rode the blinds along with the hobos – an image that was rather at odds with his real background. He delivers the song with a haunting, wistful delivery, voice wavering above a strummed and plucked guitar and melancholy harmonica.

      

      ‘Fixin’ to Die’ (Bukka White)

      Although this is based on the Bukka White song (delivered by Bukka with typical delta bottleneck guitar) it has differences in both melody and words. We’re back into another forceful blues song. Dylan produces a gutsy performance, the vocal forceful and clear, the guitar powerfully strummed with emphasising picked notes between verses.

      

      ‘Pretty Peggy-O’ (Traditional – arranged by Bob Dylan)

      Bob takes this traditional Scottish folk song on a different journey. His guitar strumming is overlaid with harmonica as he sets off on a different tack, attacking the verses with panache and even a whoop or two, hitting the heavier bass strings behind the vocals to give it weight and punch with lighter flurries between verses.

      The song is hundreds of years old and has been through many mutations, such as ‘The Bonnie Lass of Fyvie’. The original tells of a Scots maid rejecting the advances of an English officer. Translocated to America, it took on civil war overtones. Bob gives it an exuberant outing.

      

      ‘Highway 51’ (Curtis Jones)
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