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More Praise for WHERE THE MUSIC HAD TO GO


“Exquisitely researched, thrilling, and moving. Windolf is extraordinarily attentive to the details of the Beatles’ and Dylan’s parallel evolutionary tracks, and he is an impressive harvester of their interactions. I felt as if I were listening for the first time to a riveting story, carefully told in cinematic detail, about the most interesting people on the planet.”

—Rosanne Cash, four-time Grammy Award–winning singer and songwriter; author of Composed: A Memoir

“Dylan’s and the Beatles’ relations were more than comradely or competitive. They became a call-and-response—a tit for tat—that was an exploration of the consciousness of their generation. Jim Windolf explores this dynamic brilliantly in Where the Music Had to Go. It’s a book for serious fans and students of the ’60s and ’70s that’s not to be missed.”

—Toby Thompson, author of Positively Main Street: Bob Dylan’s Minnesota

“Windolf has crafted a compelling and knowledgeable narrative chronicling the magnetic push and pull between these two giants of modern music and culture. It’s never less than absorbing, even for diehard obsessives like myself.”

—John Leventhal, six-time Grammy Award–winning musician, producer, and songwriter

“A revelation. The complementary, at times rivalrous, and always influential relationship between Bob Dylan and the Beatles fueled a musical revolution that transformed popular music into art. With nuance and eagle-eyed research, Jim Windolf offers an unprecedented look at the mechanics of a musical fusion that we’re only just beginning to understand. With wisdom and insight, he brings Dylan and the Beatles’ story vividly to life.”

—Kenneth Womack, author of Living the Beatles Legend: The Untold Story of Mal Evans

“Drawing on a wide range of contemporaneous sources, Jim Windolf’s scrupulous account sheds new light on the often rivalrous yet consistently rewarding relationship between the paradigmatic singer-songwriter and paradigmatic rock group. Though the canon of rock biographies contains a multitude of books on these world-changing artists, Where the Music Had to Go is the first to examine the full breadth of their interplay and influence on one another.”

—Jonathan Gould, author of Can’t Buy Me Love: The Beatles, Britain, and America

“Tracing the parallel histories of Dylan and the Beatles, Jim Windolf finds creative electricity running between them, an exchange of ideas and influence, and mutual admiration. As Where the Music Had to Go insightfully shows, that artistic symbiosis—hidden in the details for decades—made a huge impact on popular music in the twentieth century. Elegantly written, magnificently researched, the book is a fascinating and delightful trip, full of unexpected revelations.”

—Joe Hagan, author of Sticky Fingers: The Life and Times of Jann Wenner and Rolling Stone Magazine
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Dedicated with love to Susan Rushing





In the earliest days we were pretending to be Buddy Holly. Then we were writing like Motown. Then we were writing like Bob Dylan.

—Paul McCartney, 2022

I knew they were pointing the direction of where music had to go. In my head, the Beatles were it.

—Bob Dylan, 1970








SIDE ONE





[image: ] Introduction

    “What about Bob Dylan?”

That was the question put to Paul McCartney shortly after the Beatles had first come to America in February 1964. The man holding the microphone was Murray Kaufman, a popular New York disc jockey who went by the name Murray the K. He was a resourceful, persistent man who had managed to break through the crowds and police barricades outside the Plaza Hotel and install himself in the Beatles’ inner sanctum on the twelfth floor.

“Robert Dylan,” Paul replied. “Fantastic. Very good indeed.”

He wasn’t just being polite. Shortly before their arrival in New York, during a lengthy residency in Paris, McCartney, John Lennon, George Harrison, and Ringo Starr had listened to Dylan’s first two albums again and again in their suites at the George V hotel. “Paul got them off whoever they belonged to, and for the rest of our three weeks in Paris we didn’t stop playing them,” John would later recall. “We all went potty on Dylan.”

Murray the K’s question to McCartney suggested that, even then, in the early days of Beatlemania, Bob Dylan and the Beatles went together in the public mind, though Dylan had yet to go electric and was regarded as a serious folk music poet, and the Beatles were best known, in the United States, at least, for their unusual hair, their excitable fans, and their energetic hit, “I Want to Hold Your Hand.”

After landing a few more exclusive interviews with John, Paul, George, and Ringo, Murray the K started referring to himself on the air as the fifth Beatle. Nobody quite believed that a forty-one-year-old New York deejay in a porkpie hat had much to do with the rise of a group from the north of England, but the notion that there might be some unsung or overlooked Beatle would prove to have real staying power.

For second-generation fans like me, the idea served as a kind of prompt, giving us the premise we needed to trot out the bits of knowledge we had gathered and to put our affection into words. Was George Martin, the producer who was integral to their sound, the fifth Beatle? Or was it their manager, Brian Epstein, who had brought them from Liverpool to the wider world? When I was a kid, that was the kind of thing I talked about with my best friend in the hours we spent by the stereo in the living room of his house, listening to his big sister’s worn copies of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band and the compilation albums 1962–1966 and 1967–1970.

Dylan didn’t have the same presence in our lives, but we knew he was a big deal. For one thing, there he was, on the cover of Sgt. Pepper, standing among the personages held in high regard by the Beatles. One day my friend and I went into his sister’s quiet bedroom and found something by Dylan in her record stack. It was Before the Flood, a live album he had made during the tour he had undertaken with the Band in 1974, after some years away from the concert stage. We gave it a try, only to find it harsh and forbidding, as if it wasn’t meant for us. But not long after that, when I was almost twelve, I went to Dylan on my own. What did it for me was “Hurricane,” a single he put out toward the end of 1975. It wasn’t a big hit, but it was played on the radio now and then—and when I heard it, I was entranced.

At more than eight minutes, it was an epic that brought attention to racist law enforcement practices through Dylan’s recounting of the arrest, imprisonment, and trial of the boxer Rubin “Hurricane” Carter. I was pulled in by the story, which took place in Paterson, New Jersey, a city close to the tranquil suburb where I lived, but I was also drawn to the overall sound. Dylan’s supple voice was front and center, floating above a crisp acoustic guitar locked in with a prominent bass. A melancholy violin weaved in an out, as if commenting on the action. Drums and congas came to the fore whenever the band seemed in danger of breaking down.

During the brief appearance of “Hurricane” on the pop charts, I was a regular listener of the syndicated radio show American Top 40. I took nerdish pleasure in following the fortunes of hits as they made their way up and down the rankings, and I tended to favor songs that owed much of their appeal to lush arrangements or effects made possible by recording studio technology, a varied parade that included David Bowie’s “Fame,” Steely Dan’s “Rikki Don’t Lose That Number,” and Barry White’s “Can’t Get Enough of Your Love, Babe.” In this context, “Hurricane” stood out—rough, ramshackle, raw.

After it had left the charts, I fell for something at the other end of the musical spectrum, the glossy, disco-inflected “Silly Love Songs,” which would be the biggest selling single of 1976 in the U.S. It was written, arranged, produced, and sung by Paul McCartney (and credited to his band, Wings), with an emphasis on his rubbery bass line and the distinctive vocal harmonies that were so much a part of his post-Beatles work. Its lyrics were as far removed from the world of “Hurricane” as its slick sound, offering a sly defense of the composer’s unwavering belief in the love song as a vehicle for serious self-expression. Later that year, I had a new favorite: George Harrison’s “Crackerbox Palace,” a dreamlike evocation of childhood experience that seemed somehow to match up with my own.

The first albums I bought included Dylan’s Hard Rain, McCartney’s Band on the Run, Harrison’s Thirty-Three & ⅓, and the Lennon compilation Shaved Fish, which scrambled my brain as it whipsawed from the gentle utopianism of “Imagine” to the horrors of “Cold Turkey.” The years went by, and I did not put those records away. And after I had been working as a journalist for a while, I thought I saw hints of a story—the long and eventful relationship between Dylan and the Beatles—scattered piecemeal across biographies, out-of-print memoirs, and long-buried articles.

Dylan met the Beatles in the summer of 1964 at the Delmonico Hotel in New York. For many years after that, John, Paul, George, Ringo, and Bob saw one another in various combinations. They got drunk and high together and shared meals at one another’s homes. They played advance pressings of their albums for one another, and on those occasions the sense of rivalry bubbling beneath the surface was apparent to others in the room: the Beatles were lukewarm in their initial reaction to Dylan’s Highway 61 Revisited, a landmark of twentieth-century music, and Bob was at first dismissive of the Beatles’ groundbreaking sonic experiments for the album Revolver. “Oh, I get it,” he told Paul. “You don’t want to be cute anymore.”

Along with the competitiveness and cutting remarks, there was admiration and respect. At the height of Beatlemania, Bob stood in the wings of the Paramount Theatre in Manhattan to watch the group make its way through twelve songs as waves of screams washed over the stage. Eight months later, the four Beatles sat in a private box at the Royal Albert Hall in London as Dylan, solo in the spotlight, held the audience spellbound. A year after that, when Dylan was getting booed and heckled in venues across America and Europe after having shape-shifted from a man-of-the-people folk singer to a Byronic rock god backed by a four-piece band, the Beatles cheered him once again at the same theater.

In the summer of 1969, as the Beatles were nearing the end, John, George, and Ringo joined the festival crowd at the Isle of Wight to see a milder Dylan give his first full concert in more than three years. Over the following decades, Harrison and Starr attended a great number of Dylan shows, sometimes joining him for a song or two and visiting with him backstage. McCartney has seen Dylan in concert in recent years and described at length his influence on the Beatles in his 2021 book, The Lyrics.

They seemed never far from one another’s thoughts. During the “Get Back” sessions of January 1969, the Beatles ran through parts of fifteen Dylan songs; and Bob has played Beatles songs—in the studio, during rehearsals, or on the concert stage—in the 1970s, 1980s, 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s. “They took all the music we’d been listening to and showed it to us again,” Dylan said in a 1976 interview. “They have everything in their music from Little Richard to the Everly Brothers. They helped give America’s pride back to it. There ought to be statues to the Beatles.” In the only interview he gave in 2022, Dylan singled out for special praise two songs written chiefly by Paul, “Eleanor Rigby” and “Paperback Writer,” and called Ringo “a great musician.” “If I’d had him as a drummer, I would’ve been the Beatles, too,” he said. “Maybe.”

Dylan wrote songs with Harrison in 1968 and again twenty years later as part of the Traveling Wilburys, the shambling supergroup that put him back in the pop charts after some wayward years. In 1990, during a show in Edmonton, Alberta, Dylan offered a one-off performance of the Beatles’ “Nowhere Man,” a song written by Lennon under Dylan’s influence. In 2004, midway through a show in Boone, North Carolina, for a reason known perhaps only to himself, Dylan sang new lyrics to “Tears of Rage,” a song he had cowritten with Richard Manuel of the Band in 1968, to add in mentions of two Liverpool landmarks made famous in Beatles songs.


I’ve never been to Strawberry Fields

I’ve never been to Penny Lane

But I’ve been down in the willow garden

And I’ve ridden the hell-bound trains



In 2020, he invoked the Beatles once more in “Murder Most Foul,” his meditation on the assassination of John F. Kennedy and the popular culture that rose from the tumult of the sixties.

He was especially at ease with Harrison, who had a habit of dropping phrases from Dylan songs into interviews and everyday conversation. “George quoted Bob like people quote scripture,” said Tom Petty, a fellow Traveling Wilbury.

Lennon made Dylan laugh, but their relationship was more charged—two lions circling each other. Lennon referred to Dylan by name in songs he recorded in 1968 (“Yer Blues”), 1969 (“Give Peace a Chance”), and 1970 (“God”), and he expressed a desire to work with him a few years later. When John and Bob were living not far from each other in Greenwich Village in the 1970s, Dylan sent a letter to the U.S. government on behalf of Lennon and his wife, Yoko Ono, in support of their efforts to avoid deportation. Four decades later, Dylan wrote “Roll On, John,” a tribute to Lennon in which he likens the song’s subject to Odysseus and name-checks his first group, the Quarry Men.

Dylan and McCartney grew close in 1971, when Paul was making the album Ram in Manhattan and Bob was living with his family in a townhouse in Greenwich Village. “We used to go round to dinner, and he would come up and see us,” McCartney said. “We were staying at the Stanhope Hotel, and he would come up and have dinner with us. We’d go down there. So we were really quite intimate.”

Of all the Beatles, Bob might have the most in common with Paul, despite their differences in bearing and public image. Both are born entertainers with ever-active creative powers who have proved unable to tear themselves away from studio and stage into their eighties. Both have egos sturdy enough to withstand the adulation and the often-harsh criticism that have followed them through the decades. And both have wide-ranging tastes in music, making them perhaps the only two singers who have rapped on a record (Dylan on “Street Rock,” a 1986 duet with Kurtis Blow; McCartney on the 1987 track “Atlantic Ocean”) and made albums of standards from the prerock era.

The careers of Dylan and the Beatles followed the same twists and turns. While the similarities resulted, in part, from chronological happenstance and societal tides beyond their control, no one else went through what they went through. They had an outsize effect not only on popular culture but the world at large, an influence that sparked to life when they offered themselves to a populace increasingly shaped by a generation hungry for the messages they conveyed. They came to be seen not so much as entertainment stars in the mold of their two most analogous predecessors, Elvis Presley and Frank Sinatra, but as seers or gurus, a role they sometimes courted with songs of grand pronouncement (“The Times They Are A-Changin’ ”; “All You Need Is Love”) and sometimes dismissed with shows of disdain.

They hit similar heights, but did not move in lockstep. Dylan was the embodiment of the skeptical, often aloof individualist, while the Beatles presented an ideal of unity and friendship. Dylan could be bleak in songs that grappled with injustice and the closer-to-home pains of love and loss, delivering them with a voice-in-the-wilderness anger or the mournful acceptance of Ecclesiastes, while the Beatles tended to glow with an exuberance steeped in a more optimistic worldview bolstered by their love for one another. As Dylan wrote of the Beatles in his 2004 memoir, Chronicles: Volume One: “They offered intimacy and companionship like no other group.” Throughout much of their evolutions, Dylan and the Beatles worked in a state of mutual awareness, minds in dialogue. Who else could even begin to understand?

This comparative biography starts in the immediate postwar era, when Dylan, Lennon, McCartney, Harrison, and Starr were listening to the same music and adopting similar attitudes, even as they were growing up thousands of miles apart. It goes on to tell the stories of their many interactions, while also, I hope, shedding light on the nature of their respective genius. In these pages I won’t go so far as to argue that Dylan was the fifth Beatle, but I will make the case that the relationship was deeper and more consequential than has been noted by earlier writers.
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    On a chilly afternoon in 2009, Bob Dylan stepped onto a minibus in Liverpool. At age sixty-seven, he was wearing a hooded sweatshirt, hood up, in an effort to keep himself hidden from the strangers who had been gawking at him for nearly fifty years.

It was May 1. In six hours or so, he would be taking the stage of the Liverpool Echo Arena to play his twenty-ninth show of the year. But right now he was just another tourist who had paid sixteen pounds to visit the childhood homes of John Lennon and Paul McCartney on a tour operated by the National Trust. The minibus wasn’t full—it was just Bob, three members of his band, and two women from North Wales.

The driver blasted Beatles songs on the short drive to Woolton Village, a serene, woodsy part of the city where Lennon had spent his childhood days leading a gang of boys in throwing bricks at streetlights, setting fires, and stealing from nearby stores. Sometimes with friends, sometimes alone, John liked to go through the fence to the nicely tended grounds of Strawberry Field, which was then a Salvation Army home for orphans and neglected or abused children.

The bus came to a stop outside a two-story house at 251 Menlove Avenue. From his seat Dylan might have glimpsed the blue plaque above a front window. It was the same type of sign used to designate the homes of Winston Churchill, Lord Byron, Lewis Carroll, and other noted British citizens.


ENGLISH HERITAGE

JOHN LENNON

1940–1980

MUSICIAN

AND SONGWRITER

LIVED HERE

1945–1963



The house, called Mendips, was built in 1933 as part of a middle-class development, the homes given names in the manner of country estates. It belonged to one of John’s aunts, the iron-willed Mary Stanley Smith, known as Mimi, and her husband, George Smith, who had been a dairy farmer before he was drafted to fight in World War II. Mendips remained unscathed after bombs rained down close by during the German attacks that destroyed some ten thousand residences and killed more than four thousand people in Liverpool from 1940 to 1942.

John had been born a few miles away, closer to the city center, during a lull in the bombings. His mother, Julia Stanley Lennon, was a freethinking waitress, movie theater usher, and occasional pub singer who accompanied herself on banjo and accordion. His father, Alfred Lennon, known as Alf or Freddie, was a hard-drinking merchant seaman who liked a good laugh and ended up serving two jail stints for petty crimes. With Alf at sea during the war, John spent his first years with his mother and maternal grandfather in a small terrace house near Penny Lane. His first extended stay at Mendips came in the spring of 1945, when he was five. He was sent there because his mother was pregnant by a Welsh soldier she had met at a dance hall.

Julia gave birth and put the baby up for adoption. Then she took John to live in a one-bedroom flat with a new boyfriend in the Gateacre district. Aunt Mimi, horrified by this domestic arrangement, lodged complaints with Liverpool’s social services department. Under duress, Julia took her son back to Mendips to be raised by her oldest sister.

John was upset and confused. The trauma of the separation would lend a subtextual charge to the boy-girl songs he would write as a young man. It would also serve as the subject of “Mother,” a harrowing ballad cited by Dylan as one of his favorite Lennon songs.

Aunt Mimi, a brisk disciplinarian with no children of her own, was determined to give John a proper British upbringing. Her husband, who had aged quickly after having seen battle in France, did his best to undercut the regime. Always a soft touch, Uncle George recited racy poems for the boy, took him to the movies against his wife’s wishes, and secretly delivered buns to his room when Mimi had sent him to bed without supper for some infraction.

On that gray afternoon in 2009, the minibus idled outside Mendips because the earlier tour group was still inside. The driver called the guide, Colin Hall, and told him to hurry up in there because Bob Dylan was among his passengers. Hall laughed, assuming it was a joke.

Moments later, in the tidy front yard, he saw the deeply lined face with its pencil-thin mustache. Dylan was the most famous of the fifty-six thousand people who had come to Mendips since it had been opened to the public in 2003 and the only celebrity who had not bothered to arrange a private visit. A few people were taking his picture as Hall led the new arrivals to the side entrance.

“Welcome to Mendips, the childhood home of John Lennon,” he said.

Dylan, the three band members, and the two women from North Wales stepped into the kitchen, a tidy room with a black-and-white tiled floor, a small gas stove, and yellow drapes framing the windows. Like the rest of the house, it had been restored by National Trust curators to its look of crisp postwar respectability. Dylan was heard to remark that the kitchen looked like the one in his own childhood home in Hibbing, Minnesota.

The two women stepped close to the guide and inquired about the man in the hoodie. They knew he was famous, but couldn’t place him.

“It’s Bob,” Hall said. “It’s Bob Dylan.”

Moments later, Dylan was studying the bookcase in the parlor. Under Aunt Mimi’s tutelage, John had been a bookworm from an early age. As Dylan moved through the rooms, he learned about Lennon’s early years from Hall, a retired schoolteacher and music journalist.

The enclosed front porch, not much larger than a phone booth, was where John and Paul had started making music together as teenagers. The acoustics brought to mind the distinctive sound of the records made at Sun Studio in Memphis, Tennessee, a place known for its slapback echo effect, where Elvis Presley had created many of the songs that would become staples of their repertoire. John and Paul also played Buddy Holly’s “That’ll Be the Day,” with the more musically adept Paul showing John the chords. It was a song that meant the world to Bob. On January 31, 1959, at age seventeen, he had put himself close to the stage in Duluth, Minnesota, when Holly was the headliner of a show at the Duluth Armory. “He looked me right straight dead in the eye, and he transmitted something,” Dylan said in a statement acknowledging his acceptance of the 2016 Nobel Prize in Literature.

The cozy den next to the kitchen was where John and his uncle had paged through the Liverpool Echo and the Daily Express. Uncle George died in 1955, leaving the fourteen-year-old Lennon deprived of a father figure and ally. He sought out his mother, often skipping school to spend time with her at her home a mile and a half away. Julia took out her banjo and showed John the chords to songs by Presley and Fats Domino, as well as “Maggie Mae,” a century-old Liverpool folk song about a thieving prostitute.

Their reunion was short-lived. Julia died in the summer of 1958, when John was seventeen. She had been hit by a car on Menlove Avenue, two hundred yards from Mendips, after having tea with Mimi. An inquest exonerated the driver, an off-duty policeman. John grew bitter and angry. “I lost her twice,” he said, “once as a five-year-old, when I was moved in with my auntie, and once again when she physically died.”

Dylan and the guide climbed the narrow staircase. Hall noted that student boarders started renting rooms here when Aunt Mimi had to make up for the loss of the money brought in by her late husband, who cleaned trams and worked as a bookie after the war. In other words, although Mendips gave the impression of bourgeois security, its economic foundation was shaky.

Dylan and Hall entered the small front bedroom, its windows overlooking Menlove Avenue. This was where John wrote his first poems, prose sketches, and songs. It was also where he immersed himself in Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass, books that would provide inspiration for the dreamily ecstatic songs he would write in 1966 and 1967, when he was frequently dropping acid.

A guitar lay on the narrow bed. The walls were decorated with magazine pictures of two of Bob’s own teenage fascinations, Elvis Presley and Brigitte Bardot. At the desk in the corner, John wrote and illustrated his own satirical newspaper, the Daily Howl, for the amusement of his friends at the Quarry Bank School, where he was caned by teachers and the headmaster in retaliation for his vulgar jokes and rude imitations of almost anyone in a position of authority. Bob wasn’t disruptive in his school days—he once joked that it was too cold in Hibbing for kids to misbehave—but he shared John’s penchant for bedroom poetry.

Both boys were discouraged from pursuing a life in the arts. Bob’s mother told him, “Don’t keep writing poetry, please don’t. Go to school and do something constructive.” Aunt Mimi made a similar remark that John would relish throwing back in her face: “The guitar is all right as a hobby, but you’ll never make a living at it.”

Bob noticed a book in John’s bedroom, Just William, the first in a series of children’s novels written by Richmal Crompton about an eleven-year-old suburban scamp named William Brown, the leader of a gang he called the Outlaws. “The nicest moment, for me, was talking to him about Just William,” Hall, the tour guide, recalled. “He saw the book on the bed and he wanted to know about Just William and the Outlaws. For me, that was totally surreal, talking in John Lennon’s bedroom to Bob Dylan, whom I compare to Shakespeare, about John Lennon and Just William.”

Back outside, Dylan didn’t join the others on the minibus that would go on to McCartney’s childhood home. After arranging for a private car, he asked the guide the way to Strawberry Field. Hall watched as the hunched figure headed toward the place commemorated in one of the previous century’s greatest songs.

Dylan later made his way to the second and final stop of the Beatles’ Childhood Homes tour in a brickfront neighborhood of Allerton, a part of Liverpool adjacent to Woolton. In the fading light, he stepped out of the car and stood in front of the anonymous-looking, two-story structure at 20 Forthlin Road. This was where Paul had lived from age fourteen till the start of Beatlemania in 1963.

Unlike Mendips, the McCartney home had no name. It was part of a contiguous housing project built after the war in the effort to replace the residences destroyed by the Germans. And Dylan saw no blue plaque on the facade. To qualify, the honoree must be dead twenty years or have reached age one hundred. But a National Trust sign informed visitors that this had once been the home of Jim McCartney, Mary Mohin McCartney, and their two sons, Paul and Mike.

When the McCartneys moved here in 1955, things were looking up. The place was an improvement over their previous home in the increasingly violent district of Speke, where the Harrisons lived. Paul’s father, who had led Jim Mac’s Jazz Band in the 1920s, liked to play the upright piano in the front room when he wasn’t working as a salesman at the Liverpool Cotton Exchange. But 20 Forthlin Road was also Paul’s home when Mary—a nurse, midwife, and the family breadwinner—died of cancer in 1956. Aunts came by to help with the raising of the two boys.

Everybody said Jim was a lovely man, and he was indeed highly sociable and quick with a joke or homespun aphorism. “Put it there,” he would say to his boys when they were low, a saying that Paul would make into the title of a song capturing his love for his dad. But in keeping with the child-rearing conventions of that time and place, Jim would strike his sons when they stepped out of line. After a beating that Mike described as “the hiding of our lives,” the boys lay side by side in an upstairs bedroom, and Paul started spinning out revenge scenarios. “Some of them sounded like ideas out of a Chinese torture book, only dafter,” Mike wrote in an article for a fan magazine soon after his brother had become famous. “Finally, he said: ‘If I could, I’d take Dad up to 15,000 feet in a plane, dig a hole, fill it with water, and drop him in!’ ”

At age sixteen or seventeen, Paul challenged his father outright. “He’d just sort of slap me,” he recalled. “We’re having an argument, he’d slap me. So I just stood there—and it was like an amazing moment in my life. I said, ‘Go ahead, do it again.’ And he never did it again.” Father and son maintained a strong bond nonetheless, with music at its core. Jim encouraged Paul’s efforts, first with the trumpet, then piano, guitar, and drums—but he wasn’t enamored with rock ’n’ roll and warned his son to stay away from Lennon, who was obviously no good.

During Paul’s final year at 20 Forthlin Road, Mike borrowed a copy of Dylan’s first album from his first serious girlfriend, Celia Mortimer, a model and art school student. When Paul heard it playing in the front room, he asked, “What’s that crap?”

“A bloke called Bob Dylan,” Mike said.

“Never ’eard of him,” Paul said. “Folk crap.”

“It’ll grow on you,” Mike said.

On that chilly spring day in 2009, Dylan approached the front door of the McCartney home. He waited there, but that was as far as he got. The guide assigned to the property later told a visitor that she had heard someone out front, but hadn’t gone to see who it was.
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When they were young, their hometowns were in decline, even as Britain and the United States were headed toward economic recovery. Strict rules of behavior, hammered out and honed decades earlier, held sway in both Liverpool and Hibbing, discouraging those who sought to break from their expected social roles. Beneath the old rigidity, the Cold War had brought to daily life in both places the low hum of existential anxiety. And so it made sense that Dylan and the four future Beatles would find solace, meaning, and joy in rock ’n’ roll, the emerging musical genre that laid a challenge to the status quo.

Dylan’s hometown, a place of high winds and open skies seventy-five miles northwest of Duluth, had sprung up in the 1890s thanks to Frank Hibbing, a prospector who had divined a rich seam of iron ore. Local entrepreneurs profited from the first flush of activity, only to be outmaneuvered by a pair of tycoons—the oil baron John D. Rockefeller and the steel magnate Andrew Carnegie. When the first mines were nearly spent, town bosses backed by the two billionaires gashed the earth to create an open pit mine three miles long and two miles wide, a monstrosity nicknamed the Grand Canyon of the North. Some days a fine dust of iron oxide suffused the air like mist, which Dylan would evoke in “Under the Red Sky,” a 1990 song featuring his friend George Harrison on melancholy slide guitar.

A company controlled by Rockefeller transported the iron by train to Duluth. Carnegie’s workers took it by barge across Lake Superior toward the steel mills of Pittsburgh. Hibbing’s iron, which helped make the U.S. a military and industrial superpower, fattened the fortunes of the men at the top of the chain and meant steady but hard-earned wages for local laborers, many of them first- or second-generation Americans from Scandinavia and Eastern Europe. With so much money flowing in, no expense was spared in the construction of Hibbing High School, a stone colossus known as the Castle in the Woods. Built from 1920 to 1925 at a cost of nearly $4 million, the equivalent of $60 million today, it housed an auditorium modeled after the Capitol Theatre in New York, with cut-glass chandeliers floating above its two thousand seats. That was where Dylan played some of his first shows.

To accommodate the mining industry’s expansion, nearly two hundred of Hibbing’s original structures, including a school attended by Dylan’s mother, were transported two miles south. The painstaking process began in 1912 and took decades to complete. A hotel didn’t survive the move, toppling from logrollers and ending up a pile of kindling in the street. The destruction that went into the making of modern Hibbing didn’t sit well with Dylan, who would arrive at a worldview that combined the iconoclasm of a mad prophet and the conservatism of a preservationist. “Bobby’s so sentimental,” his mother, Beatrice Stone Zimmerman, said in a rare interview. “Once, I took him up to Old Hibbing, when the last of the razing was being completed, and showed him where all the old buildings used to be. This was after he was grown and had left home—and he got so upset; he’d look and point and say things like, ‘That’s where you went to school, Mom… and it’s gone now. Isn’t that sad?’ ”

Having fled the pogroms and poverty of the Russian empire, Dylan’s ancestors had come to Minnesota when it was beginning to boom. Some settled in Duluth, where Dylan’s father, Abraham Zimmerman, was born and raised; others went to Hibbing and the nearby towns, where his mother grew up. The Zimmerman and Stone families belonged to a tiny minority: In those years, 1 percent of Minnesotans were Jews. Abe and Beatty were married at a Duluth synagogue in 1934. Seven years later, their first child, Robert Allen Zimmerman, was born.

Abe worked as an accountant in the Duluth office of Rockefeller’s Standard Oil until he contracted polio in 1947. He lost his job after emerging from a hospital stay in pain, with a limp. The family moved to Hibbing, where Abe joined his two brothers at Zimmerman Furniture and Electric. The ethnic mix there wasn’t always easy. “In Hibbing, the Finns hated the Bohemians, and the Bohemians hated the Finns,” a local teacher said. “Nearly everyone hated the Jews.”

The store prospered, and Bobby Zimmerman, as Bob Dylan was known through his first eighteen years, saw movies free of charge at the Lybba and State theaters, which were owned by relatives on his mother’s side. By the time he hit high school, it was hard for him to ignore Hibbing’s decline, a precursor to the hard times soon to transform much of the industrial Midwest into the Rust Belt. Families left Hibbing amid layoffs and strikes, and some laborers who remained found themselves unable to meet the payments on the goods they had bought on the installment plan from Zimmerman Furniture and Electric.

While working occasionally at the store, Bobby was now and then sent out on the task of taking back radios, TV sets, and sofas. Some people begged in their efforts to avoid losing their prize possessions. In one instance, a man spewed antisemitic insults at Bobby. “He made some pretty smart remarks about Bobby’s father and his religion being the cause of things,” recalled Benny Orlando, who worked at the store in the 1950s. “Bobby was real quiet after that. He didn’t talk to anyone for a long time.”

Four thousand miles away, John, Paul, George, and Ringo (born Richard Starkey and known as Rich or Richy) were also growing up in a place whose days of prosperity lay in the past. Liverpool had hit its economic peak in an age when its innovatively designed wet docks hosted vessels from all over the world bearing loads of cotton, tea, coffee, and tobacco. The city was also enriched by its involvement in the slave trade. From 1700 to 1807, local merchants dispatched four thousand slaving voyages to Africa, and for a time Liverpool was Europe’s busiest port in the buying and selling of human beings.

The plenitude of jobs attracted immigrants from across the Irish Sea. In the middle of the nineteenth century, after the failure of Ireland’s potato crop, millions of men, women, and children arrived as refugees, many of them settling in slums along the River Mersey. Three of the Beatles, all but Ringo, are of Irish ancestry.

The docks bustled anew when the city became the operational center for the British fleet at the start of World War II. Germany countered with two years of aerial attacks. Ringo, the oldest of the Beatles, and John, the second oldest, were born during the raids, known as the Liverpool Blitz; the two infants were spirited to basements and taken beneath kitchen tables amid the explosions. As children, all four future Beatles played at unrepaired bomb sites.

The Liverpool of the Beatles’ childhoods was a soot-stained, poverty-stricken, crime-ridden metropolis derided by cultured Londoners as a backwater. The few Liverpudlians to find welcome on the national stage tended to be boxing champions or “northern comedians” whose Scouse cadences were considered part of the act.



With bomb sites pocking the streets of Liverpool and bomb-shelter salesmen making the rounds in Minnesota, John, Paul, George, Ringo, and Bob came of age during the shaky peace built on the standoff between the Soviet bloc and the capitalist republics. Young people of that era, the first to know from an early age that humanity was capable of wiping itself out, couldn’t help but question the pieties and propaganda of the old order—the stiff-upper-lip stoicism of the British ruling class and the rah-rah conformism of Eisenhower America. Rock ’n’ roll, the gleefully defiant genre rooted in Black American culture, seemed to match the speed and tension of the atomic age; and it gave teenagers in its thrall a sense of belonging to a culture distinct from the staid world of their elders. This thrilling music further hinted at a way for John, Paul, George, Ringo, and Bob to escape the monotonous futures that seemed to lie in wait for them.

All five were nonconformists who found themselves transformed, as if experiencing lightning-bolt conversions, by the sounds that would inspire their lifelong devotion. “When I first heard Elvis Presley’s voice,” Dylan said, “I just knew that I wasn’t going to work for anybody, and nobody was going to be my boss. Hearing him for the first time was like busting out of jail.” The people closest to him felt the same about Elvis and other rock ’n’ rollers. Bobby formed a tight bond with Echo Helstrom, a Hibbing High classmate with an independent streak who would become his first serious girlfriend, partly because of their shared love for Chuck Berry’s hard-driving “Maybellene.”

In his bedroom with a close friend, John Bucklen, Bobby did a pantomime of Gene Vincent’s 1956 hit “Be-Bop-a-Lula.” Both boys wore the blue caps that they had bought for the occasion at a Hibbing department store, the better to resemble Vincent’s backing group, the Blue Caps. The fun came to a stop when Abe Zimmerman entered the room. The look on the face of this mild, hardworking man suggested not just disapproval but disgust, Bucklen recalled.

Of all the early rock ’n’ rollers, Dylan was struck most profoundly by Little Richard, the Black American singer, pianist, and songwriter born Richard Penniman in Macon, Georgia. He called himself, not without justification, the architect of rock ’n’ roll. His songs, with an urgent beat that got under your skin, were all about lust and emotional abandon, and he delivered them in the tones of a backwoods preacher.

Bobby did his best Little Richard impression at the start of his apprenticeship, banging away at the piano, his first main instrument, in the key of C and singing his head off as the leader of short-lived groups. The Little Richard hit “Jenny, Jenny” was part of his repertoire, and one of his first original compositions was a rocker titled “Hey Little Richard.” Like his role model, Bobby was a wild man onstage, which seemed odd to his fellow students, since he had always been so reserved in class. “Nobody liked their music much, least of all Bob’s voice,” Echo Helstrom said. “I used to get so upset, for days ahead of time, when I knew he was going to sing in public.” During a 1958 show at Hibbing High’s grand hall, Bobby broke a pedal on the piano in a particularly unhinged performance. Kids were laughing, and the school principal cut the microphone. “He just got so crazy,” the principal said.

At around the same time, Bobby and John Bucklen made ten reel-to-reel recordings. On one tape Bobby is heard singing “Hey, Little Richard” while accompanying himself on piano. At another point, he and his friend discuss the man who had inspired the song. The format was a mock broadcast interview, with Bucklen posing the questions.

“What’s the best kind of music?”

“Rhythm and blues,” Bobby answers.

“State your reason in no less than twenty-five minutes.”

“Ah, rhythm and blues, you see, is really something you can’t quite explain. When you hear a song—when you hear it’s a good rhythm and blues song, chills go up your spine.”

After a discussion of whether or not the teenage TV star and singer Ricky Nelson had lifted Presley’s sound, Bobby says that Elvis would have been nothing without the Black originators Little Richard and Clyde McPhatter of the Drifters, suggesting an awareness of rock ’n’ roll’s tangled roots unusual for a white teenager in that time and place.

“Elvis Presley,” Bobby says. “Who did he copy? He copied from Clyde McPhatter, he copied from Little Richard.”

“Wait a minute, wait a minute!” Bucklen interjects.

“He copied the Drifters.”

“Wait a minute. Name four songs that Elvis copied from those little groups.”

“He copied all the Little Richard songs.”

The next year, in the caption beneath his senior-year portrait in Hematite, the Hibbing High yearbook, Bobby stated his aim in life: “To join ‘Little Richard.’ ”



In Liverpool, John and Paul followed the same Presley-to-Penniman path, while also making room (as Bobby had) for Chuck Berry, Buddy Holly, Gene Vincent, Eddie Cochran, Fats Domino, the Everly Brothers, and Larry Williams, among other innovators. “My whole life changed from then on,” John said, describing the moment he first heard Presley in 1956. “I was just completely shaken by it.” Paul was equally affected: “It was Elvis who really hooked me on beat music. When I heard ‘Heartbreak Hotel,’ I thought, this is it.” From there, John and Paul made the transition from the so-called king of rock ’n’ roll to its self-proclaimed architect.

For John, the moment came roughly two weeks after his Presley encounter, when a friend, Michael Hill, told him he had a record by “a singer who’s better than Elvis.” With Hill and two other friends, John left the Quarry Bank School at lunchtime and biked to Hill’s house, stopping at a fish-and-chips shop along the way. In the front room, Hill dropped the needle on the 78 rpm single he had bought in Amsterdam on a school exchange trip. It was a Belgian release of Little Richard’s “Long Tall Sally,” with “Slippin’ and Slidin’ ” on the flip side, a record not yet available in Britain. The boys shared a Woodbine cigarette as they listened.

“His reaction that day was something that stuck in everybody’s memory, because he really was struck dumb by this record,” Hill recalled in an interview with the Beatles biographer Mark Lewisohn. “He didn’t know what to say, which for John was most unusual, because he was always so quick with an answer, with a bit of repartee.” Lennon said, recalling that moment, “When I heard it, it was so great, I couldn’t speak. You know how you’re torn? I didn’t want to leave Elvis. Elvis was bigger than religion in my life. We all looked at each other, but I didn’t want to say anything against Elvis, not even in my mind.”

Months later, Paul was similarly shaken when he heard the first Little Richard single released in Britain, “Rip It Up,” with “Ready Teddy” on the B-side. “Little Richard was this voice from heaven or hell, or both,” he recalled. “This screaming voice seemed to come from the top of his head. I tried to do it one day and I found I could. You had to lose every inhibition and do it.” He worked out a few Little Richard songs on the piano at Forthlin Road, much to his father’s disapproval. On a family trip to a budget resort in Filey, Yorkshire, Paul performed a Little Richard song. “The first song I ever sang solo in public was ‘Long Tall Sally’ at a Butlin’s holiday camp talent contest when I was fourteen,” he said. On the last day of a Liverpool Institute school term, he stood on a desk, with guitar, and played “Long Tall Sally” and the song that would become Little Richard’s signature, “Tutti Frutti,” with its cry of “A-wop-bop-a-loo-mop, a-lop-bam-boom!”

In 1960, the first iteration of the Beatles, with Pete Best on drums and Stuart Sutcliffe on bass, regularly performed five Little Richard songs. On October 12, 1962, three months after the group’s lineup had been set—with Sutcliffe having died of cerebral hemmorhage four months earlier at age twenty-one, and Ringo having taken the place of the ousted Best—the Beatles came face-to-face with their hero. The encounter occurred backstage at the Tower Ballroom in New Brighton, seven miles from Liverpool.

Little Richard was the headliner of a twelve-act show that went nearly six hours. It was five years to the day since he had renounced rock ’n’ roll in favor of religion. “If you want to live with the Lord, you can’t rock and roll, too,” he said. “God doesn’t like it.” From his moment of revelation to his arrival in Britain, he had been playing nothing but gospel music.

The Beatles were the sixth act to appear on the Tower Ballroom stage. There is no documentation of what they played but, according to Little Richard’s authorized biography, the Beatles had the courtesy, or good sense, not to attempt any of his songs that night.

When Little Richard took the stage, he tore the place apart. “How do you describe the most fantastically exciting and shatteringly dynamic stage offering you have ever seen?” wrote the reviewer for the British music publication New Musical Express. Afterward, the Beatles posed for some pictures with the star of the show. In one photo, Little Richard is seated regally, the group members surrounding him like courtiers. Before the night was out, Lennon asked him to sign the program. “For John,” Little Richard wrote. “May God bless You always, Little Richard. 1710 Virginia Rd., Los Angeles, Calif.”

His friendliness toward the Beatles was meaningful: In the 1950s, he had been miffed when Pat Boone, a white Tennessean with a cherubic face and a blandly cheerful demeanor, had scored bigger hits with Little Richard songs than Little Richard himself. Boone’s versions of “Tutti Frutti,” “Good Golly, Miss Molly,” and “Long Tall Sally”—polite, polished, stripped of lust—are now largely forgotten; but at his height Boone was second only to Presley in record sales. The upshot was that most white teenagers were more likely to know Boone’s version of “Tutti Frutti” than the original. Rare were the fans like Bobby, Echo, and Bucklen, who turned their radio dials late at night to find rhythm and blues programs beamed out of distant cities; or John, Paul, George, and Ringo, who scoured friends’ collections and record shop racks in search of sounds deemed unsuitable for the airwaves by the state-run BBC.

“When Pat Boone covered my record, I was mad,” Little Richard said in a 1987 interview. “I said, ‘I’m going to Nashville to find him.’ ” It was easier for him to smile on the Beatles, because they were performing far from the cities where rock ’n’ roll stars were created and the real money was made—and perhaps because their approach was unlike Boone’s. Although they were white men playing a type of music they had taken from Black American culture, they went at it in a way that suggested their love and respect for its power and grit.

Shortly after the Tower Ballroom show, Little Richard, at the time a Seventh-day Adventist, rededicated himself to gospel music. He was a gay man raised on religion who considered his desires sinful and viewed rock ’n’ roll as a weapon in Satan’s arsenal. Weeks later, he returned to the devil’s music when he headlined the Star-Club, the top rock venue in Hamburg, Germany, for a two-week run. The Beatles were second on the bill.



The Hamburg residency of November 1962 was the Beatles’ third stay in the rough port city, where they had made themselves into a tight and tough musical unit. By then, they had logged more than nine hundred hours of stage time at its gangster-run venues. This time around, they were often in the company of Little Richard, observing him as he complimented his own looks while gazing at himself in the dressing room mirror and watching from the Star-Club floor as he threw himself into a frenzy that usually ended with a partial striptease.

One night George dove under a table to fetch the cuff links he had flung from the stage. And after Little Richard had thrown his shirt to the audience, Paul offered to replace it with a shirt of his own. “A flash shirt, a beautiful shirt,” Little Richard recalled, “and he said, ‘Take it, Richard.’ I said, ‘I can’t take that,’ but he insisted, ‘Please take it.’ ”

A year after the Star-Club engagement, the Beatles scored what was then the all-time top-selling single in the UK, “She Loves You.” Like other early Beatles tracks, it included their adaptation of Little Richard’s vocal trademark, the rough falsetto whooooo. Three years later, when the Beatles played their final full concert at Candlestick Park in San Francisco, their last song was “Long Tall Sally.” Little Richard’s influence also informed the post-Beatles music of John and Paul: Lennon’s “Whatever Gets You Thru the Night,” a No. 1 hit in the U.S., echoed the saxophone-heavy arrangement of “Tutti Frutti”; John also included three Little Richard songs on his album of oldies, Rock ’n’ Roll.

Little Richard was also a presence when John and Paul played together at a studio in Burbank, California, on March 28, 1974, during Lennon’s so-called Lost Weekend period. In a sloppy jam session, which included Stevie Wonder on keyboards, one song they managed to complete was the Little Richard staple “Lucille.” Paul, on drums, was the lead singer; John, on guitar, sang harmony. It was the last time Lennon and McCartney are known to have made music together.

In the 1970s, “Lucille” was the song Paul launched into while auditioning musicians. And he recorded “Lucille” for his own tribute to early rock ’n’ roll, CHOBA B CCCP, a 1987 collection originally released only in the Soviet Union. In 1988, when the Beatles were inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, George said in the acceptance speech on behalf of the group: “Thank you very much, especially all the rock ’n’ rollers—especially Little Richard. It’s all his fault, really.”

Once his Hibbing High years were behind him, Dylan didn’t attempt his own spin on the Little Richard sound, but he never forgot his debt to his early hero. In 1969, he had one of his biggest hits with “Lay Lady Lay,” a country-influenced ballad that borrows a key phrase from “Cherry Red,” a track on Little Richard’s 1964 album, Little Richard Is Back. In the Dylan song, the singer invites a woman to “lay across my big brass bed.” In “Cherry Red,” Little Richard tells the object of his desire to “throw me in your big brass bed.” (Little Richard’s “Cherry Red” is a remake of a song written by Pete Johnson and Big Joe Turner first released in 1939; the original doesn’t include the phrase “big brass bed.”)

In 1985, after Little Richard had survived a nearly fatal car crash, Dylan spent hours at his bedside at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center in Los Angeles. By then, the two had traveled down many of the same paths: Like the idol of his youth, Dylan had gone through a period of refusing to perform the secular songs that had given him his greatest commercial success; he had also filled two albums and much of a third with Christian material. After the hospital visit, Little Richard described Dylan as his “blood brother,” saying, “He sat by my bed. He didn’t move for hours.” Three years later, when Dylan accepted his induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame on the same night as the Beatles, he echoed Harrison in making Little Richard the first person he thanked.

On Little Richard’s death in 2020, McCartney wrote on Twitter: “I owe a lot of what I do to Little Richard and his style; and he knew it. He would say, ‘I taught Paul everything he knows.’ ” In a Twitter post of his own, Dylan said: “He was my shining star and guiding light back when I was only a little boy. His was the original spirit that moved me to do everything I would do.”





[image: Chapter 3] The Names

“I know what I’m going to call myself,” the teenage Dylan told Echo Helstrom. “I’ve got this great name—Bob Dillon.”

Dillon was the surname of the stoic hero of Gunsmoke, the Western series that had been a prime-time fixture on CBS since 1955. It was a name fit for a cowboy, a gunslinger, a loner. Bobby told people, falsely, that it was his mother’s maiden name or the name of an uncle.

In the late summer of 1959, when he was shifting his allegiance from rock ’n’ roll to traditional folk and blues, he registered at the University of Minnesota under his birth name, but fellow students knew him as Bob or Bobby Dillon; and “Bob Dillon” was how his name appeared on a handbill advertising one of his performances at the Ten O’Clock Scholar, a coffeehouse in Dinkytown, the bohemian neighborhood of Minneapolis.

While Dylan was inching toward the final iteration of the name he would go by for the rest of his life, Lennon dropped “the Quarry Men” in favor of “the Beatles.” The idea for an insect-related name was inspired by the Crickets, the foursome out of Lubbock, Texas, led by the bespectacled singer-songwriter Buddy Holly. John had cooked up the name with Stuart Sutcliffe, his group’s bass player and a fellow student at the Liverpool College of Art. Stuart, a talented abstract painter with a James Dean look, preferred “Beetles,” with two e’s. But in a place where rock ’n’ roll was called beat music, John, who loved wordplay, decided to go with the pun.

Now that “the Beatles” has become so ingrained as to be almost invisible, it’s hard to fathom how attention-grabbing it was back then. The name struck people as ridiculous and vaguely repulsive, and the offensiveness was part of the point, prefiguring a strategy that would be followed by punk and heavy metal bands, from the Germs to Slayer.

“The Beatles” also stood out because it was truly a group name. The usual thing at the time was to have a frontman backed by a band with a name ending in s. Top American acts included Bill Haley and His Comets and Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers; Britain’s most famous group was Cliff Richard and the Shadows; Liverpool had Gerry and the Pacemakers, Cass and the Cassanovas, and Rory Storm and the Hurricanes (with Ringo on drums, until he decamped for the Beatles in 1962).

John’s desire for an all-for-one, one-for-all name was rooted in his love for being part of a gang. He did almost everything with friends—drinking, smoking, shoplifting, setting fires—and he was the instigator. Bonding rituals included group masturbation sessions led by John, some of which took place at Strawberry Field. He would shout out the names of Brigitte Bardot and other screen sirens when he wasn’t throwing a wrench in the sexual works with a cry of “Winston Churchill!” One participant, Pete Shotton, an original member of the Quarry Men, described the activity at length in his memoir. McCartney also took part, as he conceded in a 2018 interview. “It was good, harmless fun,” he said with his usual matter-of-factness.

Shotton doubted that John would have accomplished much in life without the sense of purpose he derived from running his own little gang. “He was accustomed to being the ringleader and the center of all attention, yet nonetheless required the supportive presence of whoever he felt closest to at the time,” Shotton wrote. “It would simply have never occurred to him to organize a band from scratch with a group of strangers.”

The first significant meeting between Lennon and McCartney took place on July 6, 1957, during the annual Garden Fete at St. Peter’s Church in Woolton, where John had attended Sunday services, sung in the choir, and received his confirmation. As part of the daylong festivities, the Quarry Men performed in a field next to the church—and Paul was watching. By this time, he had seen John around town and thought of him as a “fairground hero”; he was even more impressed when saw him vigorously strumming his cheap guitar while improvising caustic lyrics to “Come Go with Me,” a recent hit by an American doo-wop group, the Del-Vikings.

In the wake of the performance, Paul, age fifteen, made himself known to John, who was sixteen, by borrowing a guitar, turning it upside down (because he was left-handed), and giving his all to Eddie Cochran’s “Twenty Flight Rock,” an intricate stop-start rocker beyond the guitar skills of anyone in the group. Later that day, Paul installed himself at a piano in the hall where the Quarry Men would perform that evening and did some Little Richard.

It was obvious that Paul was probably the most talented teenage singer and musician in Liverpool, and John knew that if he asked him to join the Quarry Men, he would be putting his own leadership status in jeopardy. He weighed the idea for two weeks before dispatching Pete Shotton to bring him aboard. The group idea had won out again.

The lineup soon went through more changes: Shotton and other original members were out; a school acquaintance of Paul’s, George Harrison, joined on guitar, followed by Pete Best (drums) and Stuart Sutcliffe (bass). In 1960, with the “Beatles” name firmly in place, John was at last fully equipped for the work of instilling in others the storm of emotion he found in himself.



Dylan was like Lennon in many respects, but he had no need, at least in his teenage years, to surround himself with admiring males. At sixteen, during his stay at Herzl Camp, a sleepaway summer retreat for Jewish kids in the Wisconsin woods, he took his guitar up on a roof and spent hours playing and singing, solo, for the campers and counselors below. “All day long, silhouetted against the sun, Bobby played every rock and blues song anybody had ever heard of and lots that we hadn’t,” Louie Kemp, a friend from childhood, recalled.

The recitals hinted at Dylan’s naysayers-be-damned self-sufficiency that would become even more apparent in later years. And when he led his high school groups, his individualist streak was evident in the way he treated fellow musicians: He would take them into new or unfamiliar songs with little or no rehearsal, a practice he would return to in the mid-1960s, after his phase as a solo performer had come to a close.

Toward the end of 1960, before leaving Minneapolis for New York, he made a crucial adjustment, changing “Dillon” to “Dylan.” In assuming an alias, which he would make his legal name at a New York courthouse in 1962, he was following the example of countless writers and entertainers who had found freedom and comfort in the adoption of a persona. One of these was the Broadway star Ethel Merman, a Zimmermann who simply lopped four letters off her surname to arrive at something that looked good on a marquee.

Bob seemed more eager to distance himself from his roots than the more community-minded Beatles, and the name change helped him accomplish that goal. After his arrival in New York at nineteen, he spoke opaquely about his past or told outrageous lies, claiming to have been a member of the Sioux tribe or a runaway who had spent time in carnivals and on the range—anything to blot out the unremarkable fact of his middle-class upbringing. And unlike John and Paul, who sometimes played up their provenance by exaggerating their Scouse accents in early radio and TV interviews (to the chagrin of their status-conscious family members), Bob further camouflaged his origins by speaking in a Dust Bowl dialect more suited to his new role model, the Oklahoma-born folk singer Woody Guthrie, than a college dropout from the Upper Midwest.

Although he had been bar mitzvahed at thirteen, he preferred that the people he encountered not see him as a Jew, and the Dylan name helped him skirt the issue of ethnicity at a time when antisemitism was all too common. It was the same for one of his early mentors, Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, who had crisscrossed the country with Guthrie in the guise of a singing cowboy after having been raised in Brooklyn as Elliott Adnopoz, the son of a prosperous Jewish father, a surgeon, and a conventional Jewish mother. When Bob listened to Ramblin Jack’s records during his brief college stint, he took the cowboy persona at face value.

Bob’s new name, with its telltale y, had another advantage in that it brought to mind the Welsh poet Dylan Thomas, who had embodied the figure of the hard-living bard before his death at thirty-nine in 1953. The revised spelling did nothing to alter the gunslinger sound Bob had hit upon with “Dillon,” while lending the name a look suggestive of a poet’s idealistic pursuit of art for art’s sake, even at the risk of an early grave. And so the name fell somewhere between nom de guerre and nom de plume: “Bob Dylan” was built to fight, with verse as his weapon of choice.

He has said the name had no direct connection to the famed poet, but Dave Van Ronk, a gruff singer who reigned over Greenwich Village in those years, disagreed. In his memoir, cowritten with the music historian Elijah Wald, Van Ronk said that Dylan confirmed having named himself after Thomas. “I may have rolled my eyes heavenward,” Van Ronk recalled. “On the other hand, all of us were reinventing ourselves to some extent, and if this guy wanted to carry it a step or two further, who were we to quibble?” Van Ronk also described the moment when Dylan learned that Ramblin’ Jack was Jewish: “We were sitting around shooting the bull… and somehow it came up that Jack had grown up in Ocean Parkway and was named Elliott Adnopoz. Bobby literally fell off his chair.”



Years after he had gotten to know Dylan, Lennon—who was not above hurling antisemitic insults in his youth, according to Pete Shotton—referred to him as “Zimmerman” in the 1970 song “God.” Asked why he hadn’t gone with Bob’s preferred and legal name, Lennon replied, “Because Dylan is bullshit. Zimmerman is his name.” Continuing the rant, he brought up the Welsh singing star Tom Jones, né Thomas Woodward: “You see, I don’t believe in Dylan and I don’t believe in Tom Jones either in that way. My name isn’t John Beatle. It’s John Lennon.”

But his name might as well have been John Beatle when he was rising to fame. His group presented a united front onstage and in photo shoots, emphasizing the communal ethos hammered home by its name. Even in the Quarry Men days, John and his mates wore matching outfits; as the Beatles, early on, they often went with black leather, bottom and top.

Pete Best contributed to his odd-man-out status when he refused to go along with the hairstyle change instituted by John and Paul, from greasy American quiff to clean Continental moptop, a look that made the Beatles conspicuous and struck many people as foppish and feminine at a time when hair was a key signifier of masculinity. When the Beatles started wearing tailored suits on the advice of Brian Epstein, the polished Liverpool department store magnate who had become their manager, John, ever mindful that the group was the thing, accepted the sartorial makeover without complaint (though he would call the switch to suits a sellout in an angry interview shortly after the Beatles’ breakup).

For Dylan and the Beatles, the note-perfect stage names were strokes of marketing genius that served the practical purpose of providing them with the armor that allowed them to thrust themselves unafraid into often hostile territory. How much easier it is to enter the public arena when you are in the guise of a character or a member of a
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“Revelatory...an essential and entirely original entry in the Dylan and Beatles canon.”
—ROSANNE CASH, four-time Grammy Award—winning singer and songwriter
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