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Marc Bolan was born Mark Feld on 30 September 1947. It was a vintage year for rock‘n’roll, which he shared with a galaxy of future stars.1 One in particular would turn out to be his consort, his co-star and even his adversary, but when all was said and done would remain his friend. David Robert Jones arrived eight months earlier than Mark, on what happened to be Elvis Presley’s 12th birthday. He would become David Bowie.

Mark and David were baby boomers: a couple of the millions born during the post-war birth surge of 1946–64. They were the first generation of children to be exposed to the new American pop-culture, raised on Mickey Mouse and Davy Crockett. As history’s first teenagers, they would buy rock‘n’roll records and swoon over The King; they would also, if only their unsuspecting parents could have seen it coming, evolve into the hippies of 1960s’ counter-culture – reacting in the extreme against an emerging consumerist ethos, growing their hair long, experimenting with drugs and, once girls were armed with the birth control pill, practising free love. 

 Mark’s father Simeon Feld met his mother Phyllis Atkins at a munitions plant in London’s Earls Court. Seventeen-year-old factory-worker Phyllis, the daughter of a Fulham greengrocer and a cleaning-lady, was a strapping, no-nonsense brunette. She had little in common with her diminutive blond suitor ‘Sid’, who was working as a porter in the same factory. His inflatable stories of life on the ocean wave were all it took. 

Having been relieved of military duties on account of his poor eyesight, Sid had talked his way into the Dutch Merchant Navy, then sailed the North Atlantic and the sunny Caribbean Sea. He was seven years Phyllis’s senior, with the gift of the gab and some to spare. Her family were what they called Church of England. Sid’s were Jewish. 

All Jews throughout the world at that time were preoccupied by the atrocities being committed against their people in Europe by Adolf Hitler’s Nazis. Six million were murdered during World War II, a statistic too terrible to comprehend. A million were children. 

While children born to a Jewish father and Gentile mother may be considered Jewish provided they are raised in the faith, this depends on matrilineal descent. Orthodox Jews, therefore, do not accept them as such. Nor is it possible to be ‘half-Jewish’. Mark would become fascinated nonetheless by his dual heritage. He and his brother Harry were brought up to observe and respect certain traditions and customs of both cultures: Yom Kippur, Passover and Chanukkah as well as Easter, Whitsun (Pentecost) and Christmas. As he grew, Mark came to understand ‘race’ as a distinction referring to those with shared ancestry and common genetic traits – neither of which is required to be a ‘Jew’. Most secular Jews considered their Jewishness to be a matter of culture or ethnicity. Certain foods, a few words of the Yiddish language and some holiday observances and rituals (while not regarding such practices as religious activities) were the extent of Mark’s Jewishness. The most important trait that he took from his heritage was chutzpah: a Yiddish word referring to bold-faced arrogance, presumption, a brazen sense of self. It was chutzpah which gave him the nerve to seek fame and fortune. Although neither he nor his brother ever wore the yarmulke (traditional skullcap), Mark would be buried a Jew. For his funeral, his family observed to the letter the strictest requirements of the faith. 

As a child, he loved to hear stories about his father’s Russian-Polish grandparents, who had escaped to England from Eastern Europe in the late 1800s. They had been part of the mass Ashkenazic Jewish exodus following the assassination of Russia’s Tsar Alexander II by the Narodnaya Volya (left-wing terrorist movement). Like many, they found their way into London’s East End. North of the Thames and East of the city, the area had evolved from a cluster of villages in the marshes beyond old Londinium’s walls. It was so overpopulated by immigrants and paupers at the turn of the last century that its future notoriety as a hotbed of crime and disease was perhaps inevitable. 

Mark’s parents were married in January 1945. 

‘A Jewish-Christian marriage was not nothing back then, especially during the war, what with all that was going on at the time,’ comments Marc’s elder brother Harry Feld, when I visit him and his wife Sandy in Southsea, Portsmouth. Rock photographer Steve Emberton put me in touch with Caron Willans and Danielz, and Danielz passed my number to the Felds. Despite many years of misrepresentation, and having even had their original photographs stolen by journalists and television producers, they agreed against the odds to be interviewed. 

‘Not that anyone in the family was racist, but eyebrows must have lifted. My father was one of six children, and had been brought up strictly Jewish. After he married Mum, who of course wasn’t Jewish, the families just kind of went into themselves. Not that they all fell out, we just had different priorities and our own ways of life. We’d see the rest of the family rarely, at a wedding or at a funeral, say, but it was always friendly when we did. It was quite brave of my mum and dad to go in for a “mixed marriage”, as it was regarded. We weren’t religious as such, it was always more customs and traditions with us. Mum used to say that they just fell in love, and that nothing else mattered. I know that she and Dad were really close. They always seemed happy.’ 

Where should the newly-weds live? Only the run-down, bombed-out fringes of the East End were affordable. Even so, they couldn’t manage more than a couple of cold-water, unheated upstairs rooms in a draughty Victorian house on Stoke Newington Common. Pregnant Phyllis was soon evacuated to a Yorkshire nursing home, where she could have the baby she was expecting in safety. When she and her husband were reunited that summer, VE (Victory in Europe) Day having been declared on 8 May, she presented him proudly with baby Harry. 

So blasted in the Blitz was Stoke Newington that many of its residents had been made homeless. Although plenty of historic buildings survived the bombings, a high percentage of housing was damaged or destroyed. 

The area would soon find itself consumed by frenetic post-war housing development and regeneration. In 1965 it would be absorbed into the London Borough of Hackney and acquire a progressive identity. Today, it boasts a rich mix of Afro-Caribbean, Irish, Asian, Jewish, Greek Cypriot and Turkish communities, and is a gentrified home to its share of artists, fashionistas and media types. In the mid-1940s, however, its overriding personality was Jewish. The number of strictly Orthodox Jews in Britain increased dramatically after the war. At first, this was due simply to immigration. While thousands of British Jews emigrated after the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, many others migrated to London from North Africa and the Middle East, where they still faced isolation and persecution. The tendency towards larger than average families swelled their numbers. Ultra Orthodox Jews created tightly-knit and concentrated communities stretching from Stoke Newington, Tottenham and Stamford Hill to Hendon and Golders Green. A distinctive sight in their dark overcoats and black suits, their long, flowing sideburns curling down beneath black fedoras, they frequented the many synagogues, schools and specialist shops which served them, and kept themselves to themselves. 

A familiar feature of Jewish East End and North London life had long been special activity clubs for young Jewish people, providing a means to keep kids off the streets and encourage decent citizenship, while offering a break from the poverty-stricken grind which most endured. As well as organising sports, drama, music and other pursuits, the celebrated Victoria Boys’ Club would run weekend and summer camps, often on the Isle of Wight. One regular attendee, Lionel Begleiter of Brick Lane, made a modest name for himself when he began writing camp songs. Years later when he returned from the war, he rode past St. Bart’s hospital on a bus one day, and was inspired to abbreviate his surname. It was as Lionel Bart that he would become the world-famous composer and lyricist of Oliver! – a musical based on Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens, which opened in London’s West End in 1960 and in New York three years later. It was the first modern British musical to transfer successfully to Broadway. Despite the 17-year age difference, Bart and Bolan became good friends during the Sixties, and even discussed writing songs together. 

There was little expectation of luxury in the post-war years. Most people didn’t know what luxury was. Families simply got on with it, making the best of what they had. Wartime rationing was still in place, and would remain so until 1954. 

One egg per person each week, two rashers of bacon, a quarter of butter, another of marge. You made do. Sausages, pies and corned beef were common fodder. Despite shortages, most mothers were able to rustle up a meal. Domestic coal fires contributed to the city’s dense smog. Those without fireplaces and chimneys warmed their homes with paraffin heaters. Some families managed the odd get-away to Southend-on-Sea on the Thames estuary, in Essex, where they could stroll along the longest pleasure pier in the world and relieve their choked lungs. Horses still pulled milk carts around cobbled streets. Life was slower than it is lived today, and not only because hardly anyone owned a car. 

Mark, named after his father’s late brother, was born at the Hackney General on Homerton High Street, one of the municipal hospitals which had been built as Victorian workhouses for the destitute. Hospital births were just becoming the norm, most babies until then having been delivered at home with hot water and a helping hand. Not until the modern welfare state was created in 1948 in accordance with Health Secretary Aneurin Bevan’s vision did medical treatment become free for all. 

Sid, by now a lorry driver, was not present at Harry or Mark’s births, because he was not permitted to be. Fathers were banned from hospital births at the time, and only allowed in during visiting hours. They were also prevented from holding their newborns, as it was considered ‘unhygienic’. Even contact between mother and baby was mostly limited to feeding times, the two being kept on separate wards. There was little by way of post-natal support, and baby care at home was laborious. Terry-towelling nappies had to be hand-washed daily, dried in front of the fire, and were secured with safety pins. You had Dettol and soap, and baby powder if you were lucky. Many working class infants slept in wooden chest-drawers lined with blankets, as few families owned cots. Prams were handed down. Baby nightgowns and singlets were stitched from old sheets. Everyone knitted – matinee jackets, caps, booties, mittens – if and when they could afford any wool. Mark’s babyhood was as humble as could be, but he had everything he needed. His parents adored him.



With nothing to lose, there was everything to play for. To the many children growing up in the 1950s, the seemingly deprived corner of London they called home was the most inspirational place on earth. Rich in immigrant cultures, a vast melting pot of heritages, and with a universal desire to Make Good, there was a magic about London’s ‘common’ and ‘deprived’ neighbourhoods which gave rise to infinite talent over the decades to come. 

‘We never felt deprived,’ remembers Mitch Winehouse, former cab driver and father of late singing star Amy, whose family were long-standing friends of Eric Hall’s clan.

‘Mine, like so many others, was a typically working class Jewish family,’ he told me, in an exclusive interview for the Mail on Sunday in May 2010. 

‘There would be twelve people living in a house at any given time. Men, women, kids, everyone worked. We lived in Stoke Newington like Marc Bolan’s family, but when I was a little boy I spent most of my time in the East End proper, where my grandparents lived and where I went to school. My grandfather had a barber’s shop on Commercial Street, and my grandmother had a hairdresser’s behind that. They lived above the shop, which was not unusual. I’d come back from school at about 4 o’clock to find my mum Cynthia, who was a striking brunette, and her twin sister, my Auntie Lorna, who was a beautiful blonde, dancing. They were still only in their twenties, and they were just lovely. 

‘They’d put Sinatra on the radiogram in the salon when it wasn’t busy and do ballroom dancing together. My mum and dad were fantastic ballroom dancers. People went dancing in those days to keep fit, the way they go to the gym today.

‘My two uncles were brilliant tailors who had a factory making dresses and coats. Many Jewish people worked in schmutter, the rag trade, it was a long-standing tradition – tailoring, shoemaking, cabinet-making, cigar- and cigarette-making. Jews had always been makers,’ reflects Mitch. 

‘But the thing I remember most about my childhood,’ he says, ‘is music: always music. The popular music of the day. At first, all that great jazz. Later on it was Adam Faith and Cliff Richard who we were mad for. All families like ours entertained ourselves, pre-television. Everyone had a piano. Even if you couldn’t play, and even if the piano was off the back of a lorry and falling to bits, you had one. 

‘The other thing I always remember is mums and their obsessive cleaning. My mum was like a raving lunatic, manic with the cleaning. I think most of them were. In the cupboards, under the beds, everything. It was a pride thing with women: because other women judged you by how clean your home was. It didn’t matter that you had nothing, no one did – but what you did have, however shabby, had to be spick and span, neat as a pin – all those funny little expressions. The childhood I had was exactly what I wanted to give my own kids. I grew up in a loving, respectable household where I felt very wanted, very secure.’

‘So did I,’ remembers Harry Feld, ‘and so did Mark.’

‘Yes, it was all many years ago, so it’s hard to remember the details. But you are left with an overall impression of your childhood, aren’t you? I’ve always looked back on it as a Golden Age. The bad bits get forgotten, it’s the nice things that stick in your mind. Perhaps that’s a self-preservation thing, I don’t know. All I know is that when Mark and I were kids, we had everything we wanted. Our expectations were modest, we didn’t ask for very much. Our parents did their best, and we loved them for it. We were a poor family, but so was everyone else, where we lived. We made do with what we had. We all did. There was a certain pride in that.’



Harry, who was just over 2 years old when Mark arrived, was delighted to have a little brother to play with.

‘Mark and I were chalk and cheese in many ways’, he says, ‘but we mostly got on. We were very different to look at for a start: I was always bigger than him, being a couple of years older, but we were also built differently. Mark was like my dad, small for his age, quite fragile-looking, very wiry. I took after Mum, who was stocky and fit. My mum worked the markets, she was really strong. The Jaffa oranges used to come in big boxes, they must have weighed four stone each. She could pick one of those up with one arm and fling it onto the lorry, no trouble. That was quite something to see. 

‘The bedroom Mark and I shared was also our living room,’ Harry says. ‘We had a bath with a cold tap on it, and we heated buckets of water on the stove to pour in and have a hot bath. We did have an indoor toilet, though, unlike many. 

‘We played quite nicely together, but I was always chasing him, and he was always running away. He was so fast. We liked the usual things when we were little: Dinky cars and guns. Before we got a television, we just had a radio, and Mark did like to listen to that. You could almost see his little mind whirring as he sat there listening to programmes like the ghost stories. We would sometimes go to the cinemas on Stamford Hill and the Lower Clapton Road – Mum would save up, and take us when we had a bit of money. At first it was the usual kids’ stuff, but when Mark got a bit older, he started getting into the horror films. They petrified him, because he wasn’t that brave. At home, he didn’t even like going upstairs on his own, and he was reluctant to go to sleep with the lights out. When we couldn’t afford to go to the pictures, Mum read to us a lot, which she did really well. She had a good strong voice, a lot of character in it. All sorts, really. I can remember Bible stories. I think we had cowboys and Indians, and a book about dinosaurs. All little boys like dinosaurs, don’t they? I know Mark did.’ 
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On the brink of stardom, but with little sign yet of the flunkies, fawners and flatterers who would soon invade his world, Marc confounded his critics, for the moment at least, by keeping his head on. A major contributing factor here was his close relationship with his mother, Phyllis, and to a lesser extent with his father, Sid – both of whom worshipped their son and encouraged him to come home whenever he wished.

‘He talked about anything and everything with my mum,’ says brother Harry. ‘All the stuff he was keeping from those closest to him, it would all come pouring out with her. There were no barriers, no taboo subjects. He was never embarrassed and was always open; he could talk about anything with Mum. 

‘He also dropped the showbiz accent when he was at home with us. Our accent was always Cockney. Behind closed doors, with his family, Marc’s was too. He’d pop round on his bike sometimes. And if no one was coming for lunch or anything, he might just lie down and sleep all day long. He said he never really slept properly anywhere the way he did under Mum and Dad’s roof. He’d tell Mum that he “wasn’t in, not for anybody.” So even if David Bowie came round to see him, Mum would just tell him “he’s not here”!’

Of June, Tony Visconti, David Bowie and Jeff Dexter, only Dexter would remain at Marc’s side until the end. But he was not alone. There was one other devoted companion who stuck by Marc through thick and thin, but whose worth is all too often overlooked.

Mick O’Halloran, like Dexter, was from the wrong side of the tracks made good. A south London boy with family connections to the underworld who might well have taken the ‘easy’ route and rascalled away his life, Mick chose a clean living, married young, started a family – his son is called Little Mark, whom June taught to play chess – and found employment as a roadie.

‘Mick is the most gentle man around, a total teddy bear,’ is Dexter’s description. ‘Marc loved Mickey. In fact, he worshipped him.’

 Mick worked for The Rolling Stones and Pink Floyd before joining the team of The Love Affair – a London-based R&B, soul and pop group formed in 1966, whose first single ‘She Smiled Sweetly’ was penned by Keith Richard and Mick Jagger. Mick had also toured with The Small Faces, and with Roy Orbison. He met Marc through Charlie Watkins at WEM.

Mick and I are introduced to each other by both Jeff Dexter and Danielz. Having suffered a stroke which has left him infirm, he was most reluctant to see me. He has often been misquoted over the years, and he finds the interview experience stressful in the extreme. He and his wife have since invited me to stay on the Isle of Wight, where they now live. 

‘When Charlie first heard Tyrannosaurus Rex,’ explains Jeff Dexter, ‘he thought they were so good, he just gave them a P.A. free until they could pay for it. If ever Marc or June needed more, it was always there for them, and never mind the money. He really believed in them, and went everywhere with Tyrannosaurus Rex and early T. Rex. Charlie and Mick O’Halloran were like brothers. Every new gadget that came up, the first three off the production line would go to Mick, to Marc, and to me.’

‘I was always down at Charlie Watkins’s in Kennington, picking up equipment,’ recalls Mick. ‘One of the staff there was a woman called Pinkie. She knew I was out working nearly every night, but that I was married with a young child and that it wasn’t ideal. Pinkie asked me one day if I was thinking of changing jobs. “I know a couple who come in here quite a lot”, she said. “They’re looking for a new roadie, and they only work once a week – universities and underground clubs, at weekends. They don’t use big equipment, and they’re really easy-going,” she added. 

‘She meant Marc and June. Marc was already quite famous on the underground scene, but his was not the kind of music I liked to listen to. My taste in those days was soul – Marvin Gaye and Smokey Robinson.

‘Pinkie spoke to June the next time she came in, and arranged for me to go up and meet them at their top flat in a big house in Portobello. This was late 1968. I went along for the interview and rang the bell. Someone shouted out of the window, “Are you Mickey?” I said I was. Down came the big bunch of keys, and I was told to let myself in. 

‘As I was half-way up the stairs,’ Mick remembers, ‘there was Marc, coming down the stairs to greet me. He was so small and polite, like a little elf. Beautiful. Really clear skin, not a blemish on it. His hair was lovely. He was wearing dungarees, and a bright yellow jumper – and I mean bright yellow. I’d never seen anyone like him in my life. I was really nervous of him at first,’ he confesses, ‘but I needn’t have been.’

As for the flat, Mickey says it seemed ‘like a dolls’ house’. 

‘You wouldn’t believe how small their place was. They only had two rooms. There was an archway with a little space beyond it, no more than a cupboard really, without a door. He’d go in there, sit on a cushion and play his music. 

‘June offered me a drink, and we had a chat. We clicked immediately. “We’ll start you on £25 a week, would that be all right?”’ she said.

‘It was fantastic. That was the same money as I was getting working for The Love Affair, but that was every night and this was only once a week – never dreaming that the band would explode so soon, the way it did. 

‘“We’ll give you a fortnight’s trial,” June said.

‘“Tell you what: I’ll give you a fortnight’s trial!” I joked back. Marc liked that, it made him laugh. He was very, very humble at that time, and he did as he was told. As I went to leave, he said, “I’m really looking forward to working with you.” I could tell that he meant it.’


From that day forward, Mick was hooked.

‘They were a super couple, him and June. I was very big at that time. [Since his illness, Mick’s a shadow of his former self.] June used to call me Leadweight O’Halloran, while Marc would call me Mickey or Micko. I called him Son – because I felt very protective towards him. I was only a few years older, but at times I did feel like a father to him. He certainly treated me that way, whenever he needed to. 

‘I loved working for him,’ sighs Mick. ‘I never stopped loving it. Not even when it all got crazy, and Marc lost the plot.’


As Tyrannosaurus Rex’s reputation grew, they began to play regular gigs on Sunday afternoons at the Roundhouse. 

‘There would be Floyd, Elton John, The Who . . . it was a great venue,’ Mick remembers. ‘Marc would pitch up, sit cross-legged and do his thing, and the fans would go wild for him. He’d get standing ovations, the works. He loved it, we all did. We had a lovely relationship with all the people we worked with.’

Was there a favourite?

‘Tony Visconti’, Mick responds, without hesitation. ‘I liked him very much, he was a good bloke. We’d have our ups and downs, naturally – usually when he tried to advise me on certain things, but I never took much notice. I used to feel he was impeding on my situation – ok, bossing me about – say when I was setting up equipment or something. I remember having an idea once to go back to Charlie, get two amps, and make a stereo one. We’d bodge them up with separate leads. We were experimenting. On the early recordings, you can hear the guitar going from left to right. The only other people doing similar things at the time were Pink Floyd.’ 


With new managers David Enthoven and John Gaydon of E.G. Records now (briefly) in charge – the artist management and independent label who cared for the career of King Crimson, and who would become famous for their association with Roxy Music – Tyrannosaurus Rex’s future was beginning to look bright.


Marc’s partnership with Steve Took was by now on wafer-thin ice, on account of the latter having immersed himself in the acid-driven end of Ladbroke Grove. With Took demanding more money, greater influence and that his own compositions be recorded (but with Marc disinclined to share vinyl space), the writing was on the wall. 

Shortly after Visconti commenced work on the Unicorn album, which would include one of Marc’s Woodland Stories read by John Peel, came a significant turning point: Marc’s purchase of his own electric guitar. His legendary white Fender Stratocaster – complete with a multi-coloured teardrop symbol created specially for him by Tony’s girlfriend Liz, which she had made using an enamelling kit purchased at Hamley’s toy shop – was perhaps an inevitable move. Not only had his spell in John’s Children whetted his appetite, but he’d had the luxury of being able to play around with electric instruments whenever he wanted to, in his producer’s flat. There was also the influence of guitar heroes such as Hendrix, Townshend, Beck, and Clapton – June had already introduced Marc to Eric – and the direction in which rock music generally was moving.

It was during Unicorn that Visconti first met and worked with exuberant African-American actress and singer Marsha Hunt, who was appearing in the London stage production of the Broadway musical Hair: a racially-integrated ‘tribal love-rock’ piece which celebrated the counter culture, the sexual revolution and the peace movement. With nudity, obscenity and blatant depiction of drug use, the ‘shocking’, ‘risqué’ show also starred Elaine Paige, Floella Benjamin, Paul Nicholas (with whom Marsha was enjoying a ‘glorious fling’), Oliver Tobias, Richard O’Brien and Tim Curry.1 It spawned such hits as ‘The Age of Aquarius’ and ‘Let The Sun Shine In’, and was described at the time as ‘the strongest anti-war statement ever written’. 

Marsha had fronted various minor groups, and had sung backing vocals for Alexis Korner. She was also a stable mate of Jimi Hendrix.

‘Jimi and I shared something,’ she was fond of saying. ‘Black Americans who came to London, were transformed and repackaged for the US. Although I never became successful there, and he did.’ 

She was signed to Track Records, began recording with Tony Visconti, and caused a major sensation when she performed her minor hit single (a cover of Dr John’s ‘Walk On Gilded Splinters’) on Top of The Pops. Not because she silenced any lambs with her talent, but because one of her breasts flopped out of her top on television. Visconti thinks that the BBC may have banned the original rock chick (a description which irritated the pants off her). Given that they had a producer in common, the likelihood of Marc’s and Marsha’s stars colliding could be only a matter of time.


‘It wasn’t the idea of Marc having sex with another woman that would upset June,’ says Jeff Dexter.

‘It was betrayal and secrecy that did that. They were each other, you see, Marc and June. They were as one. She was fine with whatever he got up to – just as long as he always told her about it.’ 

Marsha had been seeking material for her long-drawn-out, perennially-forthcoming album – which she could only record late at night, after she came off stage. Tony pitched up one evening with two early Marc/Tyrannosaurus Rex compositions, for which Marsha expressed instant enthusiasm: ‘Hot Rod Mama’ (she sang ‘Poppa’) and ‘Stacey Grove’. 

Marsha would also cut ‘Hippy Gumbo’. Marc, when he heard that such a high-profile rock chick was recording his songs, insisted on coming to the studio to meet her. It was inevitable that he would offer to sing backing vocals, although not clear why he contributed lines from the nursery rhyme ‘Hickory Dickory Dock’. The heat was on. Marc and Marsha left the studio together in the early hours. Everyone knew what for.


When Marsha penned her autobiography, published in 1986 almost a decade after Marc’s death, she revisited her ‘affair’ with him. Her prose gives the impression of an interlude of great innocence and purity which would forever lift her heart, or similar. The pages are purple. 

‘His cascade of dark curly locks commanded notice, and he was wearing girls’ shoes that looked like tap-dancing shoes . . . his dark tee shirt . . . was also a girl’s. He didn’t look outrageous, just terribly pretty,’ Marsha wrote. 

‘I blushed and he smiled, but not at me – although I felt I had his undivided attention while he greeted everybody else. Sometimes it’s immediately obvious when two people are going to be together. It was that way with Marc and me before we spoke. We both had that feeling.’

An attraction of opposites, appears to have been the size of it. Marsha alludes to herself as having personified the things that Marc scorned. He was ‘reclusive, macrobiotic, and professed aversion to success. He had no money, and acted as though he was opposed to it, on social grounds. Maybe his choosing to be with me was an indication that he was changing.’

Their relationship, it is suggested, was not driven by sex.

‘It was a delicate sigh, a whispering that belonged to a moment in time when love could be taking an acid trip together or extending a flower plucked from someone else’s garden to a stranger passing in the street . . . none of his friends were meant to have him for long,’ she concludes.

‘It was my great fortune to have had him to myself for a time while he was such an outlandish thing of beauty, who satisfied my need for a stroke of innocence.’2


‘Relationship my arse,’ retorts Jeff Dexter. ‘More like a few shags!’ 

It occurs to me now that perhaps Marsha feared that it might be interpreted as sordid. She was well-known at the time and would soon have a baby by Mick Jagger – although it is said that Jagger was more her groupie than she his!3 She was always quite something. 


How ironic that Marsha was the one fling of Marc’s during their time together that June had a problem with.

‘Because Marc was very secretive about it,’ Jeff explains. ‘He wasn’t up-front with her. June was fine with whoever Marc was seeing, as long as she knew about it. Why would he keep a couple of nights with someone like Marsha a secret from her? As June saw it, that meant that it had to be more of a threat.’

There is more to it. I wait.

‘I loved June,’ Jeff admits, eventually. He pauses. 

I pose the question – tentatively, not wishing to offend, nor to drag up painful memories.

‘Was I in love with her – as in, the one for me?

‘No. It was much more than that. There was a direct link between us that was spiritual, as well as sexual. It was deeply human. Marc knew that we slept together.’ 


Jeff was in a relationship with Caroline Coon at the time.4

‘I had my own flat in Hampstead, and we were a loose partnership from the summer of ’67, together on and off for four or five years. The relationship dated from the night she got me out of jail after a drugs bust at a big house in Chelsea – for smoking marijuana. The nightclubs I worked in, particularly Tiles, were raided every six weeks or so. Kids – they still called them mods then – were carted off en masse in Black Marias for possession of Purple Hearts. Busloads of police would come in, divide the club down the middle, men one side, women the other. Kids were manhandled and abused. I told Caroline about it. She immediately came to see what was going on and what she could do about it. She was hugely instrumental in getting things changed.

‘We were all great friends, always hugging and kissing,’ he says. ‘If Marc had to go off and do something, he’d say, “Don’t leave June alone, be with her.” This was free love. No jealousy. There were a few house rules. No penetration.’

 Is that what made the difference?

‘I suppose it did,’ he muses, ‘in a particular way. Without coitus, you haven’t committed the whole thing, have you?’

 ‘Committed’ being the operative word, perchance?


Marsha was also a great friend of Caroline’s. 

‘She and Marsha embraced each other. They had their thing together,’ says Jeff.

‘A lot of our relationship was to do with body juices and hair,’ said Caroline Coon in an interview.

 ‘June came round to Caroline’s on the night in question,’ says Dexter. ‘I was sleeping on the couch in the other room, outside the main double bedroom. June told me everything. We had breakfast the next morning, and we talked and talked. Caroline didn’t say a word.’

 It still seems odd to me that June would be suspicious of Marsha, with so much free love going on. She and Marc were on a wavelength, and had pledged loyalty to one another. What on earth could she have been so worried about?

‘Secrets,’ Jeff repeats. ‘Just secrets. Free Love was one thing. But hidden agendas were another. The free love thing wasn’t, “Ok, let’s all go and shag each other.” It wasn’t a case of us all being kinky together, although I often shared a bed with Marc at that time. We’d hug, nothing else. We loved each other. We cared for each other. It was tender. Our free love wasn’t three love! It was nothing like a ménàge-à-trois.’

If anything, it all sounds quite innocent, I say.

‘But that’s exactly what we wanted!’ smiles Jeff. ‘We wanted that innocence back in our lives. The world had gone mad. What we had between us was tender love and care. It made things better. There wasn’t enough of it in the world. The idea of the Summer of Love and of “free love” was to put the world to rights. I suppose some people couldn’t handle it, and other people could. As long as you were doing it with TLC and not just out to put notches on your gun . . . 

‘Anyway, June had her antennae up. She was incredibly astute. I was with Caroline, Caroline was with Marsha, Marsha was with Marc . . . but June and I were with Marc. There was harmony in the arrangement until Marsha. She was a complication too far.’

What did June do, when she found out about her?

‘June did what only June would do. She got dressed and said she was going to go looking for them. She was going to drive around London until she found them. That was typical of her – fiery and head-strong. She was magnificent. And find them she did: in a cab at King’s Cross, heading somewhere. June pulled the car up alongside the cab, and stared at them both. Words were exchanged. Marc got out of the cab, got into the car with June, and they drove off home.’ 


Jeff appears exhausted by the revelations. But he’s on a roll now. He trawls through his office, digging out diaries he hasn’t peered into for many years. Although he seems, at times, upset and disequilibrated, he insists that he wants to continue.

‘At that time,’ he repeats, ‘things were different. I adored both Marc and June. And they loved me too. What we kept between us was loving and personal. [Photographer] Pete Sanders was around all the time, for example, and he never had a clue about it. We didn’t rub other people’s noses in it. We were discreet.’ 

I feel compelled to pry further. Why has he chosen to share these things now, having kept silent all these years?

‘Because I was asked,’ he says quietly, getting up to make more tea, and turning his back to me.

‘No one has ever asked me such personal questions before. It has only ever been superficial stuff about Marc and T. Rex and the music. You asked me some things that made me think deeply about who and what we were.

‘Things have changed in my life,’ he tells me candidly. His eyes are glistening. ‘You say to yourself, “Oh, fuck it, I can say what I like now. I can express anything I want to.” We won’t be here that long. Since eleven of my friends died in one year, I have changed. I’ve got nothing to lose or gain by any of this.

‘You’ve got to remember,’ he adds, at last, ‘that sex was a different currency from what it is now. There was plenty to go round. I know it’s hard for people today to understand. AIDS reversed public attitude to sexual behaviour in the Eighties, and many people today seem more prim and judgemental as a result. I don’t know whether that’s a good thing or not. All I know is that sex, back then, was just another aspect of being human which we all shared. We were in it together. Ours was a genuine manifestation of love: “make love, not war”, remember? I don’t care if people nowadays think it sounds corny. To us, it was beautiful.’


When Bolan dispensed with Took, he was making an unambiguous statement. Tyrannosaurus Rex was Bolan. Despite his assertions that, ‘I just grew apart from Steve Peregrin Took. He was into a drug-orientated and socio-political revolution, of which I did not feel a part . . . My life is music,’ there was more to it than that. The subliminal message was that Marc would hire and fire his sidekicks as he pleased. Regardless of any individual musician he chose to include or eliminate, the personality, ethos and sound of his ‘band’ would remain ‘his’. 

In this, as in so many aspects of his career, Marc was ahead of his time. Until then, a ‘band’ usually consisted of its basic hard-core line-up – the ‘Ringo-George-John-Paul’-type formula, however many of them there were – with auxiliary ‘session’ musicians brought in ad hoc for touring and/or studio work. To Marc, the Tyrannosaurus Rex ‘band’ was primarily a concept, the vehicle via which he channelled his work. Today we might talk in terms of ‘Brand Bolan’ or ‘Team T. Rex’, but there was no such marketing-speak back then. Bands had yet to become brands. Now that we consume music digitally, now that traditional record labels have largely lost their relevance, and that big-name consumer brands invest millions in the opportunity to be associated with the latest acts, the picture has changed dramatically. Today’s sponsorship and promotional tools – merchandising, live appearances, websites, mobile phone ringtones, major advertising and licensing deals, professional fan clubs linking members to direct ticket-sales outlets, and so on – generate income which greatly exceeds that of recorded music royalties. Our 21st century music marketplace, in which an artist’s brand is more valuable than their recorded output, was an unthinkable notion during Marc’s lifetime. What he might have made of all this, heaven knows.


Unicorn, Tyrannosaurus Rex’s third album, was released in May 1969 and only just missed the Top Ten, which was encouraging.

‘For me, this is the quintessential Tyrannosaurus Rex album,’ said Tony Visconti. ‘Both the Beach Boys and Phil Spector influenced our thinking. Everything is bigger on this album, which includes the first use of proper drums, albeit a child’s Chad Valley kit bought at Woolworth’s, detuned and played by [the subsequently departed] Took.’


July saw Apollo 11 deposit the first humans, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin, on the moon. The second release of David Bowie’s ‘Space Oddity’, about the launch of a fictional astronaut, featured Rick Wakeman on Mellotron, future T. Rex member Herbie Flowers on bass, and someone other than Visconti at the controls. Tony had denounced the song as a ‘cheap shot to capitalise on the moon landing’, and handed the reins to Gus Dudgeon (although he did relent in time to produce David’s next album for Mercury). The single could not have been better-timed. With the BBC playing it constantly during their coverage of the lunar happening, Bowie was at last in line for a hit. 

In August, Marc and Steve undertook a six-week debut American club and festival tour. 

‘We realized it was just no good anymore when we tried to rehearse two days before going to America, and nothing happened,’ said Marc. ‘We went to America at that time in the worst possible frame of mind, having decided to split. I got to New York and got beaten up in the Village on three successive occasions [probably because of the way he looked], and retired to my hotel room.’


The disaffected bongo man, who was contractually obliged to turn up, did the tour under sufferance, loathed it, and spent the month and a half off his face. The shows made negligible impact, not least because America was in the throes of political upheaval and was anything but free, that summer. Besides, there was infinitely superior musical entertainment on offer. The legendary Woodstock Festival in upstate New York featured Ravi Shankar, Joan Baez, Janis Joplin, The Who and Jefferson Airplane, but was boycotted by Bob Dylan, who made his way to the UK to star at the Isle of Wight Festival instead. Headlines that month were also dominated by the horrific Manson family ‘Helter Skelter’ murders. 

At least, in San Francisco, Marc made the acquaintance of Turtles Mark Volman and Howard Kaylan, folk rockers turned popsters (‘Happy Together’) who as backing vocalists ‘Flo & Eddie’ for Frank Zappa’s The Mothers of Invention would figure so prominently in Marc’s future success. 

The California leg of the trip was made memorable by an otherwise forgettable house party. It was the night that Marc met singer Gloria Jones. 


Setting Bowie aside professionally for the moment, Visconti turned his attention to Tyrannosaurus Rex’s fourth album, A Beard of Stars. 

Marc’s dishy new percussionist Mickey Finn, whom he had found in ‘Seed’, Gregory Sams’s macrobiotic restaurant on Bishop’s Bridge road near Blenheim Crescent, was now firmly ensconced. 

‘They did meet before Seed, actually,’ reveals Jeff Dexter. ‘Marc and Mickey were first introduced to each other by Pete Sanders and me. But Mickey was sworn to secrecy. Steve Took was out, but they couldn’t just dump him. He was on the records and all the pictures, and was supposedly half of T. Rex. But he’d fucked up, and made it impossible for himself to stay. Things had to be resolved properly. So an ad was placed in the Melody Maker – and around the same time, “just by chance”, Marc and Mickey “happened to meet” at Gregory’s Seed restaurant. They were reintroduced, “afresh”, by Nigel Waymouth – the famous psychedelic artist, style guru and owner of chic boutique Granny Takes A Trip, but perhaps best-known, at that time, as part of the group Hapshash and the Coloured Coat.’

‘Dishy’ was the operative word: Finn’s looks attracted the girls, which meant swelling numbers of fans for Tyrannosaurus Rex. This album was created on a wave of positivity, thanks largely to Finn’s cool mindset and laid-back attitude. The sessions are remembered as highly creative and experimental.

‘A combination of Marc’s growing proficiency on rock guitar and my engineering chops getting better helped the duo sound more aggressive,’ Tony wrote. ‘Something was definitely happening. We knew we were getting closer to what we wanted.’

It was also, sadly, when their relationship began to change. The more Tony became aware of Marc’s growing arrogance and selfishness, the less comfortable he felt with him in the studio.

Marc’s ego, admitted Tony, reluctantly, was dragon-sized. Tony soon learned to bite his tongue (never ideal in a producer), as well as to couch any criticism in diplomatic terms. He’d tread on eggshells to avoid diminishing Marc in front of Steve Took, then Mickey Finn,5 and in the presence of any recording engineers or other studio staff. It was a Kissinger-like performance, almost worthy of a Nobel prize. 

Thus, Marc’s guitar would not be out of tune, but a string might have ‘slipped a bit’. Tony also began to notice Marc’s increasing tendency to manipulate conversations into being about him; and when he gave interviews, Tony was disheartened to note, Marc would hog the credit and would rarely name-check his producer, despite the fact that he’d lavish him with praise behind closed doors. Tony’s perception was that Marc was turning Tyrannosaurus Rex into some parallel universe of his own creation, in which omniscient all-rounder Bolan reigned supreme.

 ‘The three months between Woodstock and Altamont were when the general mood began to change,’ reflects Bob Harris. ‘We also had all those rock deaths between 1969 and 1971: Brian Jones [3 July 1969]; Alan ‘Blind Owl’ Wilson [of Canned Heat, 3 September 1970]; Jimi Hendrix [18 September 1970]; Janis Joplin [4 October 1970]; Jim Morrison [3 July 1971]. We lost so many people, and we lost sight of what we were doing. There was a vague sense that we were beginning to fritter it all away. We probably knew this, but it happened anyway.’6

Altamont, 6 December 1969, was more seething broth of intoxication and violence than peaceful rock festival. Four months after Woodstock, The Rolling Stones staged this notorious free concert in California, featuring Santana, Jefferson Airplane, Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young and others, before an audience of 300,000 people high on alcohol, amphetamines and LSD. It went terribly wrong. Dominated by blind-drunk, brutal Hell’s Angels, the event is remembered not for music but for a murder, a drowning, two fatal car accidents, four births, widespread injury, theft and incalculable damage. Some of it is preserved for posterity, if you can call it that, in the Rolling Stones’ 1970 documentary Gimme Shelter. The ‘make love not war’ chant was suddenly all hummed out. 

A death knell for the hippie movement tolled. 

Some people still clung to the bohemian ideal, not least David Bowie and his future wife Angela Barnett – who set up their own ‘hippie commune’ in a turreted, stained-glassed Gothic mansion in Beckenham, Kent. The first friends they invited to share it were Visconti and his current partner, Liz. Living under the same roof as David while continuing to produce Marc made for compromising times. 

Tony also took to playing bass in his housemate’s live band, which led to a couple of Roundhouse gigs in February 1970. Deciding on a whim to go the whole hog and doll themselves up, David and Tony plundered the sewing boxes and make-up bags of their girlfriends. A cartoon-character line-up was assembled. With Visconti as super-hero, a pirate, a gangster, and Bowie himself as Rainbow Man, what else could they wind up as but Hype?7

As Visconti pointed out, rockers in those days were hirsute and shaggy-haired. They reeked of sweat, beer and cigarettes. They sported utility shirts and denim, and were unfamiliar with the interior of laundries. By comparison, this bunch was beautiful, fragrant, and exquisitely androgynous. 

‘For me,’ teases Tony Visconti, ‘this will always be the very first night of glam rock.’

But wasn’t Marc supposed to be the original glam rocker?

‘It’s hard to say,’ said Morrissey in Visconti’s book. The latter would go on to produce the former.

‘If you [compare him with] very early Alice Cooper albums or very early Iggy Pop photographs, Marc does seem to have been the first one who actually broke through into the mainstream. Wearing women’s shoes and stuff . . . even though the Stones dragged up and so forth, and flirted with interesting Satanic themes. 

‘Bolan seemed to be the first one who appealed to children, and to young people. He definitely had an ambi-sexual image, if not an auto-sexual image. To me, that was truly fascinating.’8


Though the pictures from the Roundhouse gig that night show a denim-clad Marc looking on in mild amazement as Hype bunged it their all, he would later deny having even been there.


During January 1970, Visconti had recorded Bowie’s single ‘The Prettiest Star’, which David is said to have written as part of his proposal to Angie - along with an ‘immigrant song’ he had penned earlier, called ‘London Bye Ta Ta’.9 At Tony’s suggestion, Marc pitched up at Trident Studios on David’s 23rd birthday to play lead guitar on ‘Star’, while the producer himself contributed bass. 

‘The overlap between Bowie and Bolan was quite extraordinary, when you look back,’ Bob Harris remarks. ‘Both recorded at Trident, they were working with the same producer, they sat in on each other’s sessions. They were massively interested in each other, regardless of what might have been said and written since.

‘I remember clearly the sessions for “The Prettiest Star”,’ Bob says. ‘Marc’s guitar solo on that is really lovely. It captures the mood just right.’


‘I saw a great opportunity to unite them for “The Prettiest Star”, because I knew Marc fancied himself as a lead guitarist,’ explained Tony.

Although the session went well, with great chemistry between Marc and David (as Tony had anticipated), it was marred by uncharacteristically rude behaviour on the part of June.

‘Marc is too good for you,’ she snapped at Bowie, ‘to be playing on this record’. 

The single flopped. After the success of ‘Space Oddity’, this came as a huge blow to its composer. David would have to wait the best part of three years for his next UK hit – while waving off his bopping-elf chum on the multi-coloured scream-ride of fame.


Bowie would never return the favour. Not once did he play any instrument on any recording of Marc’s. For all the rumours about him having blown sax sequences on various T. Rex cuts, Tony remains adamant that this never happened. There does exist a bootleg cassette of the duo writing a song together in a New York hotel room, which the producer has confirmed to be the real McCoy. 

‘Towards the end, their friendship was better, and they spent quite a lot of time socialising in NYC around the time that cassette was made,’ Tony says. 

But ‘Marc’s death stopped the possibility of them recording together.’ 


They were married only weeks apart: June and Marc on 30 January 1970, at Kensington Register Office, with only Jeff Dexter, June’s friend Alice Ormsby Gore, Mickey Finn, his girlfriend Sue, and photographer and best man Pete Sanders in attendance. 

After the ceremony, the small, moth-eaten-looking bunch repaired to San Lorenzo restaurant in Beauchamp Place, Knightsbridge. 

David’s and Angie’s nuptials were an even lower-key affair, at Bromley Register Office on 19 March, with only David’s mother for company – and even she wasn’t invited, she just turned up. Nor was there any fancy meal to celebrate. That neither Marc nor David attended each other’s wedding was never seen as significant. They did things differently back then. 

Besides, Marc and Tony were locked in the studio together. Tearing himself between the two, Tony commenced sessions with David at Advision Studios for what would become the album The Man Who Sold The World. He also moved out of overcrowded Haddon Hall, its number swelled by a cluster of arachnids-in-waiting. Perhaps he thought he had better brace himself. It was all about to become a hair-raising ride.


A Beard of Stars, their most pop-sounding album to date, did well for Tyrannosaurus Rex. 

‘That’s such an album,’ says Steve Harley, the Cockney Rebel frontman who would become Marc’s close friend. ‘That’s Marc’s “Revolver”.10

‘I was a big fan of Tyrannosaurus Rex,’ Steve reveals, informing me that he’d told his wife Dorothy on his way out to come and meet me that ‘this is the last time I’m ever going to be interviewed about Marc Bolan.’ He means it, too.

Steve’s the only friend I could ask to sing at my funeral; the only one with the balls to respond, ‘Have you got a date for that?’ Besides, he wrote the song I want sung on the day I check out: ‘Make Me Smile (Come Up and See Me)’ says it all.11

‘I saw them live three or four times,’ he reminisces. ‘I remember seeing them at the Greyhound in Croydon, that big room above the pub. They all played there: Argent, Jethro Tull, Black Sabbath, Black Widow. We used to sit cross-legged on the floor, like Marc . . . even for Black Sabbath. We’d sit there rolling spliffs. Those were the days of the Afghan coat. We sewed suede triangles into the hems of our jeans. I was only a weekend hippy, being too young to be the real thing. That vexed me, as I’d been too
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The Bolan Sound

US record producer James Saez on the instruments Marc used to achieve the distinctive Bolan sound:

‘His sound was really based on the Dallas Rangemaster and the Vamp Power amps but he used a lot of different gear. Here’s some good info on that:

http://www.analogman.com/bolan.htm

Gibson made a Mark Bolan Les Paul: 

http://www2.gibson.com/Products/Electric-Guitars/Les-Paul/Gibson-Custom/Marc-Bolan-Les-Paul.aspx

Marc had an Olympic White Strat that looks a lot like my 63. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vbuhx0MNeH4 

His Les Paul was a modified 59 that went through a few necks and wound up with a split diamond custom neck on it by August 1972. It had a Bigsby on it at some point early on, and was also refinished in Gretsch orange, to match his hero Eddie Cochran’s. 

Tons of great info can be found by paging through here:

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=164830060229373&set=a.164828760229503.36507.100001071407785&type=3&theater

Although most people think of him as a Les Paul guy, I think he used the Strat a lot in the studio. 

He used many other guitars as well, including Flying Vs, SGs and telecasters.

http://www.marcbolanmusic.com/guitars.aspx
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