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Author’s Note and Acknowledgments

BOB DYLAN IS an artist of almost unrivaled importance in modern, popular music. He is a great recording star, an extraordinary live performer, an iconic figure of popular culture, and, most important, he is the preeminent songwriter of his time.

His reputation does not rest on commercial success. Dylan has sold, throughout the world, approximately 125 million albums, at least thirty-six million in the United States. Although these figures are impressive, they are much smaller than his contemporaries The Beatles, who are estimated to have sold a billion records, including 183 million US albums and numerous number one singles. Dylan has enjoyed surprisingly few hits, never achieving a number-one single in America, and not placing a single in the top forty since 1979.fn1 Dylan has always been considered more of an album artist. Yet, as of 2020, he languished at forty-fifth place in the Recording Industry Association of America (R.I.A.A.) league table of lifetime album sales, far behind younger artists such as Madonna and Mariah Carey, and even outsold by the likes of Eminem and Rod Stewart. Still, Bob Dylan’s greatest albums, such as Blonde on Blonde and Blood on the Tracks, are touch-stones of popular culture, works of such depth and quality that they place him in the front rank of entertainers.

Dylan tours the world relentlessly, and is one of the hardest-working live performers in music. On stage, he is truly dynamic, exuding a palpable charisma comparable to the likes of Elvis Presley and Frank Sinatra. But he stands apart from these great artists because – aside from a limited number of cowriting credits given to Presley – they did not write their own material. In addition to being a performer, Dylan is the author of approximately 600 original compositions, including popular classics like ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’, ‘The Times They Are A-Changin’’, ‘Like a Rolling Stone’, ‘Forever Young’, ‘Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door’, and ‘Tangled Up in Blue’. These songs are as diverse in subject matter and as rich in imagery as the work of a major poet or novelist. For the most part, they were written with ease. Dylan has always felt he is a channel for divine inspiration, and has said that the words stream through him. The ability to create brilliant work over a long period of time, without straining for ideas, is the signal characteristic of his genius.

Bob Dylan changed music in the 1960s by bringing poetic lyrics to popular song. He was not afraid to say serious things in a medium that had never been taken particularly seriously, and did so with such deftness, wit and élan that he inspired others to follow. Almost every singer-songwriter of recent times owes him a debt, including John Lennon and Paul McCartney. The Beatles were greatly influenced by Dylan, who was a star before they were and who has long outlasted them. Indeed, his longevity in the front rank of popular music is another achievement that sets him apart.

Lennon and McCartney were a songwriting team, like the teams of Goffin and King, Jagger and Richards, and Leiber and Stoller. Collaboration is commonplace in songwriting because few artists have both a talent for melody and a facility for language. For the most part, however, Dylan has written on his own, just as he has built his live shows on solo performances. He is a fundamentally self-contained man. ‘He walks out there alone. He comes back off that stage alone. He writes those songs alone. He is his own man. He stands proud in his shoes. He don’t need nobody to do nothin’,’ says former girlfriend Carole Childs. ‘He’s that gifted and that talented.’

Such is the power of his work that Dylan has become more than an entertainer. He is a minstrel guru to millions who hear their deepest thoughts and feelings expressed in his songs, an artist who is perceived to be an original thinker, whose work encapsulates wisdom. Bob Dylan lyrics have become figures of speech. ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ may be the best-known example. Others are ‘money doesn’t talk, it swears’ and ‘to live outside the law, you must be honest’. His quips are included in compendiums of modern quotations, such as his reply to a question from Playboy magazine in 1966 about whether he knew what his songs were about: ‘Oh, some are about four minutes; some are about five, and some, believe it or not, are about eleven or twelve.’ Once again, this makes him a very unusual entertainer; however great Elvis Presley was, few would consider him a source of wit and wisdom. In his youth, as a folksinger, Dylan was also closely associated with movements for social change, an icon of the early 1960s alongside Martin Luther King Jr. and President John F. Kennedy. In the mid-1960s he rebelled against categorization by setting his poetic lyrics to the sound of amplified rock ’n’ roll. In his maturity, he has written eloquently of love, faith, marriage, parenthood, and aging.

It is remarkable that Dylan’s best work is not limited to a single period. After the glory years of the 1960s, he came back in 1975 with the outstanding Blood on the Tracks, an album as good as anything he had recorded before, and one that many consider to be his best. He surprised again in the mid-1980s with major new songs like ‘Blind Willie McTell’ (recorded in 1983, but not released until 1991) and the triple Grammy Award-winning Time Out of Mind. In between there have been remarkable concert tours, like the celebrated Rolling Thunder Revue of 1975–76. Few major artists have produced so much first-class material, and given so many compelling concerts, over such a long period. The undeniable fact that there has also been disappointing work – shambolic concert appearances and lackluster albums – has not detracted from his ability to surge back. Successive generations have grown up to appreciate his achievement, and teenagers are found next to parents, and even grandparents, at the hundred or so concerts he gives each year. It seems ‘A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall’ is still as relevant in an age of ecological concerns and flashpoint wars as it was during the Cuban Missile Crisis; the excitement of ‘All Along the Watchtower’ has not faded; the romance of ‘Lay, Lady, Lay’ has endured; and a recent song like ‘Love Sick’ can hold its own alongside songs of the past.

As a man, Dylan has always been contradictory and mercurial. He is one of the most famous people in the Western world and yet, when he is not on stage, he is reclusive. He is also extremely secretive. It is remarkable, considering he has been scrutinized by the world’s press all his adult life, that large areas of that life have remained clouded with mystery. In this book, much that was mysterious becomes clear. For example, although it is well known that Dylan married former model Sara Lownds in 1965, and that they divorced in 1977, the fact that he married a second time in 1986, to backing singer Carolyn Dennis, and had a second family, has been hidden from press and public. There has been a great deal of speculation about this part of Dylan’s life – including estimates of how many children he has fathered and by whom – but most of what has been written is wrong. The full story, based on documented fact and the accounts of intimate friends and family, was revealed in the first edition of this biography, published in 2001, and now updated.

Bob Dylan has long been a figurehead for the counterculture, yet paradoxically he takes little or no active interest in politics or social causes, going so far as to denounce politics as the ‘instrument of the devil.’ His mind is elsewhere – in the language and ancient morality of the Bible and in the ghostly heritage of American folk music. He is a deeply serious person, refusing to smile for cameras and refusing to talk on television shows. At the same time, he is renowned for his sense of humour; he can surprise with childish jokes, even card tricks, and takes impish delight in mind games. He is extremely wealthy, but chooses to live like a gypsy, spending more time on his tour bus than in any of the seventeen properties he owns around the world. Eccentricity has enhanced the legend. It is one thing to be a genius; it is better still to be an eccentric genius.

It is not surprising that more has been written about Dylan than almost any popular music artist; there would be something amiss if he had not been studied extensively. There have been dozens of books over the past fifty years, including picture books, books analyzing lyrics, and four previous biographies of note: Bob Dylan: An Intimate Biography (Grosset & Dunlap, 1971) by Anthony Scaduto; No Direction Home: The Life and Music of Bob Dylan (New English Library, 1986) by Robert Shelton; Dylan: A Biography (McGraw-Hill, 1989) by Bob Spitz; and Dylan: Behind the Shades (Viking, 1991) by Clinton Heylin (revised as Bob Dylan: Behind the Shades – Take Two [Viking, 2000]). While good work has been done, the challenge of writing a major biography that conveys the full grandeur of Bob Dylan’s artistic achievement, and also reveals the true life of this fascinating and elusive man, has remained.

THIS BIOGRAPHY IS based on painstaking new research. As a solid foundation to the book, I obtained a considerable amount of previously unseen documentary evidence about Bob Dylan’s professional and family life. This includes birth, marriage, and death certificates, court papers, and real estate and property tax records. These documents have enabled me, in many cases, to pin down precise details in areas where there has been widespread, and often erroneous, speculation. Nearly everyone of significance in Dylan’s life was contacted and new interviews were conducted with most of these people. Subjects who had never previously given interviews shared their experiences, and a surprising amount of new information was revealed that illuminates almost every aspect of the life. It includes, but is not limited to, the first full picture of Dylan’s family life (for instance, the full names and the dates of birth of his first five children have been only sketchily understood until now). It also includes the inside story of his years of seclusion in Woodstock; stories behind the making of albums like Blonde on Blonde; his life on the road; his secret second marriage; his wealth; his legal battles; his unexpected property interests; and how the obsessive behavior of deranged fans, over many years, has caused him to fear for his safety.

Direct quotations have been taken only from previously published interviews in the case of Bob Dylan himself, who chose not to contribute to this biography, and where subjects have died or were otherwise unavailable for interview. All such quotations are attributed in the comprehensive source notes at the end of the book, together with explanations of background material used. More than 250 people helped me in this project, most by granting formal interviews, some by answering questions by letter or e-mail, and others by engaging in general discussions. These sources include relatives, childhood friends and teachers, girlfriends, neighbors, religious confidants, former employees, band members, poets, filmmakers, painters, and fellow musicians. Key sources include members of Bob Dylan’s family and his closest male and female friends. Many of these people – including longtime girlfriend Carole Childs; Woodstock neighbor Bruce Dorfman; Albert Grossman’s widow, Sally; and Dylan’s oldest friend, Larry Kegan – have not spoken to previous biographers. Girlfriends Echo Helstrom and Bonnie Beecher have given their first interviews in many years. Many distinguished musicians with close associations with Bob Dylan have contributed to the book, including Rick Danko, Levon Helm, Garth Hudson, and Robbie Robertson of The Band; also, Tim Drummond, Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, Arlo Guthrie, Richie Havens, Carolyn Hester, John Lee Hooker, Jim Keltner, Al Kooper, Mark Knopfler, Roger McGuinn, Maria Muldaur, Tom Paxton, Pete Seeger, Mick Taylor, Bob Weir of The Grateful Dead, and Peter Yarrow and Noel Paul Stookey of Peter, Paul and Mary. Some key people, including members of the Dylan family, helped on the understanding that they would not be named. A handful of others asked not to be quoted directly.

I am particularly grateful to the following individuals some of whom have died since the book was published:

Kenny Aaronson, Steve Allen, David Amram, Al Aronowitz, Mary Alice Artes, Arthur Baker, Eve Baer, Stanley Bard, ‘Bucky’ Baxter, Danielle Beeh, Joel Bernstein, Louise Bethune, Theodore Bikel, Ronee Blakley, Peggi Blu, Oscar Brand, Marshall Brickman, Bob Britt, John Bucklen, Joanna Bull, Henry ‘T-Bone’ Burnett, Wayne Butler, Kenny Buttrey, Hamilton Camp (aka Bobby Camp), Nancy Carlen, Cindy Cashdollar, Anna L. Chairetakis (née Lomax), Carole Childs, Liam Clancy, John Cohen, Paul Colby, Walt Conley, Ron Cornelius, Billy Cross, Jones Cullian (née Alk), Ethel Crystal, Charlie Daniels, Rick Danko, Erik Darling, Luke Davich, Bruch Dorfman, Tim Drummond, Sly Dunbar, Manny Dworman, Pastor Bill Dwyer, Debi Dye-Gibson, Delores Edgin, Bob Engelhardt, Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, Mimi Fariña (née Baez), Barry Feinstein, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Anton Fig, Ray Foulk, Erik Frandsen, Dottie Gardner, Dana Gillespie, Tony Glover, Robert F. Goheen, Harvey Goldsmith, Dennis A. Good, Nick Gravenites, Wavy Gravy (aka Hugh Romney), ‘Mean’ Willie Green III, Marlie Griffiths (née Helstrom), Sally Grossman, Pastor Kenn Gullikson, Arlo Guthrie, Nora Guthrie, George Haidos, Bobbye Hall, Tova Hammerman, John Hammond Jr., Jo Ann Harris, Richie Havens, Ronnie Hawkins, Bill HeckeRoth, Levon Helm, Echo Helstrom, John Herald, Carolyn Hester, LeRoy Hoikkala, J. J. Holiday, John Lee Hooker, Jim Horn, Neil Hubbard, Garth Hudson, Gayle Jamison, Bob Johnston, Mickey Jones, Steve Jones, Horace Judson, Pete Karman, Robert J. Karon, Larry Keenan, Larry Kegan, Jim Keltner, Louie Kemp, Doug Kershaw, Stu Kimball, Millie Kirkham, Mark Knopfler, ‘Spider’ John Koerner, Sandy Konikoff, Al Kooper, Danny Kortchmar, Daniel Kramer, Tony Lane, Bruce Langhorne, Harold Leventhal, Jacques Levy, George Lois, Alan Lomax, Peter Lownds, Rory Makem, Tommy Makem, Gerard Malanga, David Mansfield, Angel Marolt, Paul Martinson, Victor Maymudes, Charlie McCoy, Michael McClure, Martha McCrory, Faridi McFree, Roger McGuinn, Augie Meyers, Marvin Mitchelson, Bob Moore, Dave Morton, Wayne Moss, Maria Muldaur, Jim Mullen, Shawn Nadery, Gloria Naftali, Bobby Neuwirth, Anne Noznisky, Jeffrey Noznisky, Odetta, ‘Spooner’ Oldham, Tony O’Malley, Richard Ostrander, Peter Ostroushko, Jon Pankake, Graham Parker, Alan Pasqua, Bernard Paturel, Mary Lou Paturel, Tom Paxton, Kenneth Pederson, Gretel Pelto (née Whitaker), D. A. Pennebaker, Regina Peoples, Ted Perlman, Billy Peterson, Chuck Plotkin, Larry Poons, Charlie Quintana, Kenny Rankin, Professor Sir Christopher Ricks, Jean Ritchie, Scarlet Rivera, Hargus ‘Pig’ Robbins, Robbie Robertson, ‘Duke’ Robillard, B. J. Rolfzen, Jahanara Romney (née Bonnie Beecher), Dave Van Ronk, Arthur Rosato, Jeff Rosen, Susan Ross, Carla Rotolo, Suze Rotolo, Bruce Rubenstein, Howard Rutman, Carole Bayer Sager, Monique Sampas (née Paturel), Ed Sanders, Philip Saville, Paul Schrader, Tim Schussler, John Sebastian, Mike Seeger, Peggy Seeger, Pete Seeger, Sam Shepard, Janine Signorelli, Roy Silver, P. F. Sloan, Larry ‘Ratso’ Sloman, Steven Soles, Mark Spoelstra, Patrick Stansfield, Yvonne Staples, Maeretha Stewart, Brian Stoltz, Lewis Stone, Rob Stoner, Noel Paul Stookey, Henry Strzelecki, Jonathan Taplin, Mick Taylor, Dr. Ed Thaler, Selma Thaler, David C. Towbin, Adam Traum, Happy Traum, Jane Traum, Matt Umanov, Bill Walker, Ian Walker, Jennifer Warnes, Bill Waterous, Winston Watson, Harry Weber, A. J. Weberman, Bob Weir, Dave Whitaker, Ubi Whitaker, Josh White Jr., Steve Wiese, Charlie Wolven, Peter Yarrow, Israel ‘Izzy’ Young, Monalisa Young, Terry Young, William Zantzinger, and Jack Zimmerman.

Thank you to publisher Morgan Entrekin, who commissioned the book for Grove/Atlantic, Inc. Thank you also to Grove editors Andrew Miller and Amy Hundley, and Marianne Velmans and Jo Goldsworthy at Transworld Publishers in London; Sheila Lee, who researched the photographs; and Jonathan Lloyd and Gordon Wise at Curtis Brown Ltd.




PROLOGUE

Yesterday Is Gone, But the Past Lives On

THE MAN’S WALK WAS WEIRDLY jaunty, like a puppet on invisible strings. His head seemed to move to its own rhythm. He wore ill-fitting clothes, which made him look out of place in a fashionable district of Manhattan, almost the garb of a homeless person. If one looked closely, however, the clothes appeared new. If one looked closer still at the sallow, half-bearded face, this slightly built, middle-aged man seemed familiar. Under the hat there was the distinctive hooked nose, the delicate features framed with wisps of beard. When he went to scratch his nose, his fingernails were very long and dirty. When he looked to cross the street, his eyes were seen to be vivid blue, bluer than robins’ eggs.

‘You’re Bob Dylan!’

People often recognized him, yelling out excited greetings, not quite believing they were seeing a legend on the street. Bob hated it when they grabbed at him, but he was at heart a polite Midwesterner and he did not mind saying hello. When he spoke – just to say, perhaps, ‘Hey, man, how are ya doin’?’ – his voice was so distinctive, with words pushed up from his diaphragm in bursts and then seemingly squeezed out through his almost comical nose, emphasizing the wrong word in a sentence and clipping other words short, it could be only Bob Dylan.

Bob came to the corner of 57th Street and Lexington Avenue and entered a small club, Tommy Makem’s Irish Pavilion. Tommy Makem was an old friend from the early 1960s when Bob was learning his trade, a soft-spoken Irishman who had performed traditional folk songs with The Clancy Brothers in the clubs of Greenwich Village, New York. Makem had not seen Bobby – as he knew him – in many years. ‘There was no one with him, no driver, no companion, no nothing. He was just on his own,’ he recalls.

Makem settled Bob at a quiet table, where he would not be seen by other patrons. Then Makem fetched his banjo and got on stage for the show. He performed the old ballads Bob loved, hearty songs like ‘Brennan on the Moor’ and the wistful ‘Will You Go, Lassie, Go.’ There was a break before the second set and Makem went over to where Bob was having something to eat and drink. ‘If you feel like singing a song, let me know,’ he said. But Bob preferred to sit quietly alone. He was enjoying himself greatly. The Irish Pavilion reminded him of his early days in New York and the people he had met there, artists like John Lee Hooker, ‘Cisco’ Houston, and ‘Big’ Joe Williams. These men were monumental in his mind; they had informed and influenced his entire career.

After the audience drifted away, Makem pulled up a chair and he and Bob talked as the staff swept up around their chairs. It was the past Bob wanted to discuss – old friends from the old clubs, people he had not seen in thirty years, and old memories like the evening he ran up to the Irishman on Sixth Avenue excited about a song he had written. ‘God it must have been 2:30 or 3 o’clock in the morning,’ says Makem. ‘Stopping [to] sing me a long murder ballad that he had written to the tune of some song he had heard Liam [Clancy] and myself singing. There would be twenty verses in it, and he would sing the whole lot for you. I thought, God, it’s a very interesting thing this young fella’s doing.’

A FEW WEEKS AFTER Bob’s unexpected visit to the Irish Pavilion, in the spring of 1992, Tommy Makem received a letter from Bob’s record company, Sony Music. Makem was invited to perform at a concert celebrating Bob’s thirty years as a recording artist (although, in fact, he had been making records for thirty-one). Bob had not said a word about it when they met, but that was typical of him; he was never much of a talker. Makem was not sure at first what sort of show this would be. From the low-key way in which Bob padded around town on his own, dressed like a bum, one might think his days as a major star were over, and that a celebration of his career would be held in a modest theater somewhere with a few old friends. ‘It was extremely glamorous and much more of a huge event than I realized,’ says Makem. ‘It was gigantic.’

The venue for Bob’s ‘Thirtieth Anniversary Concert Celebration,’ as it was called, was Madison Square Garden, the huge sports arena in Manhattan. When it was announced that Bob would appear with some of the most famous names in music, eighteen thousand seats sold within an hour. This was despite the fact promoters were charging between $50 and $150 a seat, record prices for a concert of its kind. When Makem arrived at the Rihga Royal Hotel, where the musicians were staying, he discovered that the guest list included not only old folkies but superstars such as Eric Clapton and George Harrison, who were devoted friends of Bob. For ten days prior to the show, limousines ferried the artists between the hotel and the Kaufman Astoria Studios for rehearsals. Bob dressed down, for rehearsals, his sweatshirt hood over his head, muttering that he was not sure the concert was a good idea: ‘It’ll be like goin’ to my own funeral.’

Still, there was great excitement on the evening of Friday October 16, 1992, as the lights in the Garden came up to reveal a huge stage in the shape of a Mexican hacienda. The house band, Booker T. and the M.G.s, began the show with one of Bob’s songs of Christian faith, ‘Gotta Serve Somebody.’ Then, for more than three hours, they backed a succession of stars selected to represent the range of Dylan’s influence, from folk artists; country artists, such as Willie Nelson and Johnny Cash; African-American stars who had covered his songs, like Stevie Wonder and the O’Jays; and younger rockers, including Eddie Vedder and Tom Petty and The Heartbreakers, who toured with Bob in the 1980s. All performed Bob Dylan songs.

At times the concert was a salutary reminder of how many years had passed since the salad days of Dylan and his contemporaries. Carolyn Hester – one of the beauties of the folk revival – now had the white hair of a grandmother. The Band, the extraordinary group Bob toured with in 1965–66, and again in 1974, had been five rugged young men with full, dark beards. In the intervening years, guitarist Robbie Robertson had become estranged from the group, and pianist Richard Manuel had killed himself. The remaining three members now appeared much changed as they walked on stage to perform the song ‘When I Paint My Masterpiece.’ The beards of drummer Levon Helm and keyboardist Garth Hudson were gray, and Helm looked frail. Rick Danko, the once skinny bass guitarist, was bloated after years of drug abuse. ‘It was a shock,’ says Joel Bernstein, who had worked for Bob and The Band in their heyday. ‘When the lights came up [you] could hear people go, “Uh!”’

In comparison, Richie Havens looked much like he had years ago when he and The Band were among the stars of the original Woodstock Festival. He brought the audience to its feet with a tremendous cover of ‘Just Like a Woman’. ‘I was greatly pleased to be invited and to be able to sing a song I still do on stage,’ he says. ‘Bob is one of my mental mentors – an utterly shy person, except on stage [which] is what most people perceive as [his] mysteriousness.’

True to form, Bob was secreted in his dressing room, watching the show on closed-circuit television. Numerous celebrities, including John McEnroe, Martin Scorsese, and Carly Simon, were drifting around backstage, craning their necks to catch sight of one of the few people in the world more famous than themselves. Ronnie Wood of The Rolling Stones passed around a 180-proof bottle of vodka. Liam Clancy took a swig. He had flown in from Ireland with his brothers to perform ‘When the Ship Comes In’ with Tommy Makem. ‘Christ, if we have any more of that we’ll never sing tonight,’ he said.

Outside in the auditorium members of the audience were expressing themselves in a forthright way if anybody came on stage that they did not like. Singer Sophie B. Hawkins got short shrift. The president of Sony Music was booed. Kris Kristofferson nervously introduced an artist whose name, he said, was synonymous with courage. Irish singer Sinead O’Connor, stick-thin with head shaved, stepped up to the microphone. She had recently been embroiled in controversy over a television appearance during which she denounced the Pope. There was fierce booing. Booker T. repeatedly played the opening chords of ‘I Believe in You’, the song she had rehearsed, but she froze.

‘Get off!’ people shouted.

O’Connor made a cutting motion with her hand, ordered her microphone turned up, and spat out the words of the song ‘War.’ It was a genuine act of protest and, for a few moments, she silenced the hecklers. Then it dawned on the audience that she was not singing a Bob Dylan song at all. ‘War’ was by Bob Marley. She was howled off stage; she was so upset she threw up. Artists watched her humiliation with surprise. ‘It was outrageous,’ says blues artist John Hammond Jr., son of Bob’s first record producer. ‘I couldn’t believe the New York audience would be so unopen to her view.’

Neil Young came on after the Sinead O’Connor debacle, seeming a bit nervous. But the crowd loved him, especially when he performed ‘All Along the Watchtower’ in the incandescent style of Jimi Hendrix, who had had a hit with it in 1968. (Curiously, many of Bob’s songs were more familiar to a mass audience as cover versions than in their original recordings.) ‘This song’s for you, Bob,’ shouted Young. ‘Thanks for having Bobfest.’ Roger McGuinn of The Byrds also received a warm reception when he performed ‘Mr. Tambourine Man.’ The Byrds had a number-one hit with the song in the summer of 1965, and the distinctive sound of McGuinn’s twelve-string guitar and his tremulous, slightly spacey vocal invoked a profound nostalgia. He sounded just like he had all those years ago. ‘It was joyful,’ he says. ‘I was singing to God.’

When the stage was cleared, George Harrison made a long-overdue announcement. ‘Some of you may call him Bobby. Some of you may call him Zimmy. I call him Lucky,’ he said in his distinctive Liverpudlian accent, recalling their brief-lived band, The Traveling Wilburys. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome BOB DYLAN!’

The audience shrieked and whistled, straining to catch their first glimpse of the legend. A little man trotted out into the converging violet spotlights, appearing to many surprisingly short and skinny. The applause grew even louder. Dressed in a black silk suit, his white shirt done up tight, Bob looked like a disheveled waiter. He had not shaved, or maybe even slept, for several days. His skin was pale and his face was deeply lined. His once luxuriant curly hair was lank against his sweaty forehead. He moved to the microphone and began strumming his acoustic guitar with his long, nicotine-yellow fingernails. It might be a $5 million show, but he was going to perform solo, as he’d done in coffeehouses decades ago. The tune he strummed was rudimentary and he did not attempt to converse with his audience, other than to say a casual ‘Thanks everybody.’ When he started playing, though, the attention of all eighteen thousand people was locked onto this extraordinarily charismatic man. Beyond the front rows of special guests – which were all the nearsighted singer could make out – was a vast cavern of people, a cavern studded with the rapid flashing of camera bulbs.

He began with ‘Song to Woody,’ the first important song he wrote. It was a tribute to his hero, Woody Guthrie, the father of American folk music. When he wrote it, Bob was nineteen, affecting a world-weariness beyond his years. At fifty-two, his battered features and weary voice betrayed a man who had been on an extraordinary journey. Woody’s daughter, Nora, sat in front. She began to weep as Bob sang about her father, who died in 1967, worn away by Huntington’s chorea. ‘If Dad was on a river, there were a lot of streams and estuaries coming in and out of that river. That was a very big river that he was on,’ she explains. ‘Bob went right in and he then became captain of that same river. My father faded, and Bob took it over, and I’ve always felt that he’s always been a pretty true captain.’

After ‘Song to Woody,’ Bob ripped into ‘It’s Alright, Ma (I’m Only Bleeding),’ bending at the knees and twisting his body as he thrashed the steel strings of his guitar. Guest artists crowded around the perimeter of the stage to watch him. Ronnie Wood and drummer Anton Fig peeped from behind the drum riser. ‘He was just on fire,’ says Fig.

Roger McGuinn, Tom Petty, Eric Clapton, Neil Young, and George Harrison joined Bob for a singalong version of ‘My Back Pages.’ Then everybody crowded onto the stage for ‘Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door,’ recently a hit for Guns N’ Roses. At the end, Bob stood center stage, applauded not only by the audience but also by the great stars clustered around him. Ronnie Wood and George Harrison sang ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow.’ Bob stood awkwardly, apparently not knowing quite what to do with his hands, not knowing what words to say. Carolyn Hester picked up a small spray of flowers that had been thrown on stage and, encouraged by Neil Young, gave them to Bob, hugging him quickly and pecking him on the cheek. She feared he might not like it, even though they were old friends. ‘I thought, I’ll be thrown out for that, but nobody threw me out. I was so glad. And he smiled. He gave a little smile. Everybody was amazed.’ It was the first time Bob had smiled all evening.

IT WAS CLEAR DURING THE planning of the event that there had to be an after-show party, somewhere Sony could entertain Bob, celebrity guests, and music-industry people. The Waldorf-Astoria hotel had been a possibility early on. But then Bob said, ‘I don’t want to go there. I’m going to Tommy Makem’s place.’ So plans were changed and the little folk club was hired for the night. It held only a hundred and fifty people, and first priority went to Bob’s friends and notable guest stars. Fans and press watched them arrive. Then there were the band musicians, their wives and girlfriends. There was little room left for record-company executives and the remaining celebrities who wanted to get in. In fact, there was no room for anybody else. ‘You can’t come in unless you have a ticket,’ Tommy Makem was told when he returned from the show.

‘I own this pub,’ Makem informed the security man. But he still had to find his ticket.

Inside, Bob was ensconced like a gypsy king at a long rectangular table in a corner of the Irish Pavilion, a glass of white wine in front of him. Around him, at smaller tables, sat his courtiers – close friends including George Harrison, who was drinking tea, Ronnie Wood, and Eric Clapton, who was learning to play the Irish tin whistle. Others were escorted to Bob’s table one at a time to pay their respects. ‘Bob Dylan, King of Rock ’n’ Roll, was what was going on that night,’ says Carolyn Hester. ‘He would summon various ones of us.’

When Liam Clancy came up to thank Bob for inviting The Clancy Brothers to perform, Bob asked him to sit awhile. Clancy said he and his brothers were thinking of making an album of Bob’s songs, in traditional Irish folk style. It would be a way of giving the songs back to him. ‘Man, would you do that? Would you?’ asked Bob.

‘Would you object?’

‘Liam, you don’t realize, do you, man?’ asked Bob, who had relaxed a good deal. He was alternating white wine with Guinness, and was drinking steadily. ‘You’re my fucking hero, man.’ Bob’s acceptance by the folk artists he looked up to when he first came to New York from Minnesota was the fulfillment of a lifelong dream, and he beamed at the portly, fifty-six-year-old Irishman. ‘He ceased being the star and he was the insecure little boy I first knew,’ says Clancy. ‘He was looking for affirmation [then], and he was still looking after all these years, after all the stardom and acclaim and everything … I thought it was lovely that, at that stage of his life, he could admit it.’

Clancy told Bob he had not looked comfortable on stage. He had heard persistent rumors that Bob had a drug problem. Bob’s strange behavior in recent years – performing in hooded sweatshirts and hats that hid his face, and singing songs in ways that made them almost unrecognizable – seemed to indicate something was wrong. But his reply was surprising. ‘Hey, man, I suffer from claustrophobia,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to be out [of there]. I can’t stand that much time indoors anymore.’

‘You were breaking out in a cold sweat.’

‘I don’t want to be in that situation anymore, but I have to do it.’

Clancy then plucked up the courage to ask a question that had bothered him for years. When they were young men in Greenwich Village, the Irishman had a girlfriend named Cathy. He suspected Cathy had had an affair with Bob, who had always been an incorrigible womanizer. ‘Bobby, were you screwing Cathy?’ he asked.

Bob looked at him and Clancy knew he was going to get the truth at last. ‘Man, she loved you,’ he replied, apparently unable to tell a lie. ‘But she was so lonesome. I gotta admit, man, I did comfort her.’

Clancy was hurt. It was painful to think that the love letters Cathy had sent him when he was on the road with his brothers were written when she was snuggled up in New York with baby-faced Bobby Dylan. But they were both too old to fight. Instead, Clancy picked up a guitar and thrust it at Bob, reminding him that in the old days, at the Lion’s Head or the White Horse Tavern, they always passed a guitar at the end of an evening. ‘Come on, here’s a guitar. Sing me a song.’

‘I can’t do that anymore, man.’

‘Are you too big a fucking star for that? Don’t pull that shit with me, Bobby. Sing a fuckin’ song now, because that’s what we’ve done, always.’

Reluctantly, Bob took the guitar and began singing ‘Roddy McCorley,’ a traditional song he had learned from The Clancy Brothers. But when it came to his friend’s turn to sing a verse, he dried. ‘Jesus, would you believe it, I was so drunk I couldn’t remember it?’ From the other end of the table, Ronnie Wood piped up:


Up the narrow street he stepped

Smiling, proud and young



The guitar was passed to George Harrison who sang the next verse. Keyboard player Ian McLagan, who toured with Bob in 1984, jerked awake and contributed a lewd ditty he had learned from Steve Marriott, of The Faces, when they were playing pubs in London:


I love my wife

I love her dearly

I love the hole she pisses through



Before long, everybody was laughing, singing songs, reciting snatches of poetry, and slapping one another on the back. ‘Drink is a great leveler and we all had our arms around each other, and we were in a huddle, like we were when we were young,’ says Clancy. ‘We could have been a rugby team at the end of the evening.’ They drank until morning light came through the windows. At seven a.m. Tommy Makem’s sons announced it was time they were all off home to their beds. Fans and press were gone. So were the limousines, the chauffeurs sent home hours ago. They would have to get taxis.

With his custom-made stage suit crumpled and smelling of beer and cigarettes, Bob looked relaxed, much happier than the embarrassed figure on stage at the Garden. When the cabs came, he hugged his friends, thanked them for coming, and allowed himself to be guided to a car. He was smiling broadly as he was driven away into the early morning traffic.

He would sleep until late afternoon. When he woke, in the dusk of a missed day, he would have to turn his mind back to his tour, the so-called Never-Ending Tour of a hundred or so shows a year. He was due to give a concert at the University of Delaware in a couple of days. After that, there were concerts booked until Christmas. They were mostly small theaters, and the people who came to see him probably would not buy his new album; nowadays people came to the shows, like they visited museums, to experience history. His personal life was in ruins. He was getting divorced for the second time, from a marriage he had managed to keep hidden. He was concerned for the future of the daughter he had fathered by his secret, second wife, and mindful of the large sums of money he would have to hand over for the settlement. The show at the Garden would help, but there was a massive overhead and he was not sure how the CD and video spin-offs would sell. Judging by the performance of his recent albums, they might sink without a trace. Maybe it would help if he could talk about his problems, but he was an inward man, with no confidants. Having been famous all his adult life, he felt he could trust only himself.

These were the peculiar pressures of being Bob Dylan. Yet for one night he had been Bobby again, the carefree boy who had come out of the Midwest to make his fortune in New York, the boy who had hung out in the Village with Tommy Makem, Liam Clancy, and Carolyn Hester. He had been happy then, as happy as he has ever been. ‘A very lonely man,’ says Clancy, of his old friend. ‘So few people left in the world, I suppose, that he [can] talk to.’




CHAPTER 1

North Country Childhood

DULUTH IS AN IRON-ORE shipping town in northern Minnesota, built on a rocky cliff on the western shore of Lake Superior. Bob Dylan was born here as Robert Allen Zimmerman in May 1941. In a 1998 magazine article, Elvis Costello asked, ‘… what’s Robert Zimmerman doing living in Duluth? That’s in itself a story. His family had to get there from somewhere. There’s folk music explained right there.’

Bob’s father, Abe Zimmerman, was the son of Zigman and Anna Zimmerman, Jewish immigrants from eastern Europe. Zigman was born in 1875 in the Black Sea port of Odessa and grew up in desperate times. As the power of Czar Nicholas II faltered, he blamed Jews for the problems besetting the Russian empire, and thousands were murdered by mobs. Anti-Semitic hysteria reached Odessa in November 1905. Fifty thousand Czarists marched through the streets, screaming ‘Down with the Jews,’ and shot, stabbed, and strangled a thousand to death. In the wake of the massacre Bob’s paternal grandfather fled the country, telling his wife and children he would send for them when he had found a place to settle.

Zigman Zimmerman caught a ship to the United States and found his way to Duluth, one hundred and fifty-one miles north of the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul. Like many émigrés, Zimmerman gravitated to a place similar to the land where he was born. Duluth was a small but bustling port, like Odessa, with an almost Russian climate of short summers and long, bitter winters. Duluth was a fishing port, but its main trade was in the iron ore from the Iron Range, a necklace of mining towns to the northwest. The ore was transported by train to Duluth and transferred to ships that carried it to iron and steel works in Chicago and Pittsburgh. Zimmerman worked as a street peddler, repairing shoes. When he was established he sent for his Russian wife, Anna. She came with three children, Marion, Maurice, and Paul. Three more boys – Jack, Abram (also known as Abe), and Max – were born after the couple was reunited in America.

Abe Zimmerman was born in 1911. By the age of seven, he was selling newspapers and shining shoes to help the family. Although Abe was not tall and wore glasses, he was an athletic boy. He was also a musician, and the Zimmerman children formed a little band. ‘Abe played violin. I played violin [and] Marion played piano,’ says Abe’s brother Jack. ‘We had pretty good talent and played together at some high schools.’ Abe graduated high school in 1929, a few months before the Wall Street stock market crash, and went to work for Standard Oil.

BOB DYLAN’S MOTHER, Beatrice Stone – whom everybody called Beatty, pronounced Bee-tee, with emphasis on the second syllable – was from a prominent Jewish family in the Iron Range town of Hibbing. Her maternal grandparents, Benjamin and Lybba Edelstein, were Lithuanian Jews who had arrived in America with their children in 1902, and came to Hibbing two years later. Her grandfather, known as B. H., operated a string of movie theaters. B.H.’s eldest daughter, Florence, who was born in Lithuania, married Ben Stone, also born in Lithuania, and they ran a clothing store in Hibbing, selling to the families of miners, most of whom were also immigrants. Beatty was born in 1915, the second of Ben and Florence’s four children. Her siblings were named Vernon, Lewis, and Irene. Like the Zimmermans, the Stones were a musical family and Beatty learned to play the piano.

Although Hibbing was the largest of the Iron Range towns, the population was only ten thousand, and the Jewish community was small. ‘It was quite difficult for us because there weren’t too many young Jewish people,’ says Beatty’s aunt, Ethel Crystal, who was like a sister to Beatty because they were close in age. ‘So we used to go to Duluth to visit our relatives.’ They were in Duluth, at a New Year’s party, when Ethel introduced Beatty to Abe Zimmerman. ‘He was a doll,’ says Ethel Crystal. ‘Everybody liked him.’ Abe was a quiet, almost withdrawn, young man, and Beatty was vivacity itself, but their differences were complementary.

Abe and Beatty married at her mother’s home on June 10, 1934, three days after her nineteenth birthday. Abe was twenty-two at the time. The country was still gripped by the Depression. Sharecroppers from the Midwest were migrating to California. Newspapers reported the desperate crimes of gangsters like Bonnie and Clyde, who were involved in a shoot-out in St. Paul in March. John Dillinger was shot dead in Chicago a couple of weeks after Abe and Beatty honeymooned in the city. It was a strange, hard time, and it would be six years before they could afford to start a family. In the meantime, they lived with Abe’s mother in Duluth.

It took the Second World War, and President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, to pull America out of the Great Depression. By 1941, Abe had been promoted to management level at Standard Oil, and he and Beatty had enough money to get their own apartment. Beatty was pregnant when they moved to 519 North 3rd Avenue East, a clapboard house with a steeply pitched roof and verandah, built on a hill above Duluth. They rented the two-bedroom top duplex. At five past nine on the evening of May 24, 1941, Beatty gave birth to baby boy at nearby St. Mary’s Hospital. He weighed seven pounds and one ounce. Four days later when the child was registered and circumcised he had a name. In fact, he had two. In Hebrew he was called Shabtai Zisel ben Avraham. In the wider world he would be known as Robert Allen Zimmerman. Robert was the most popular name for boys in the country at the time. Almost immediately he was known as Bob, or Bobby. His mother said he was so beautiful he should have been a girl.

THE CENTRAL HILLSIDE district of Duluth was predominantly Jewish and Polish, with a synagogue at the end of the road. There was a general store, a European bakery, the Loiselle liquor store, and a Sears Roebuck at the bottom of the hill. The weather was determined by Lake Superior, so vast and deep it remained icy cold throughout the year. Even in mid-summer, Duluth could be shrouded in frigid fog. There was a fresh ocean smell and the cry of seagulls. Ships approaching the landmark Ariel Bridge sounded their horns and a horn on the bridge blasted in reply. These were the sights and sounds Bob grew up with as the Second World War raged to its end.

In 1946, a year after the war ended, Bob enrolled at the Nettleton elementary school two blocks from his home. The same year he gave his singing debut at a family party. Children were encouraged to perform for the entertainment of the adults. When it was his turn, four-year-old Bob stamped his foot for attention. ‘If everybody in this room will keep quiet,’ he said, ‘I will sing for my grandmother. I’m going to sing “Some Sunday Morning.”’ It was such a success the audience demanded an encore. Bob obliged with ‘Accentuate the Positive.’ These were popular tunes on the radio at the time. ‘Our phone never stopped ringing with people congratulating me,’ said the proud Beatty.

Not long after, Bob had a second opportunity to perform, at the wedding of Beatty’s sister, Irene. The relatives wanted Bob to sing again. Bob was reluctant, even when an uncle offered him money, but Abe persuaded him. Once again he prefaced his performance by telling the excited relatives, ‘If it’s quiet, I will sing.’ It was another great success. Everybody cheered and clapped and one of Bob’s uncles pressed money into his hand. With instinctive showmanship, Bob turned to his mother and said, ‘Mummy, I’m going to give the money back.’ It brought the house down. ‘People would laugh with delight at hearing him sing. He was, I would say, a very lovable, a very unusual child,’ Abe remembered. ‘I think we were the only ones who would not agree that he was going to be a very famous person some day … When he sang “Accentuate the Positive” the way other children his age sang “Mary Had a Little Lamb” people said he was brilliant.’ As Beatty said, it was amazing her son was not spoiled by so much attention.

In February 1946 Bob was joined by a baby brother, David Benjamin. Around the same time Abe was stricken with polio, which had reached the level of an epidemic by that year. After a week in the hospital he came home and crawled up the front steps of the house ‘like an ape,’ as he described it. He stayed home for six months, and then lost his job at Standard Oil. Although Abe suffered his misfortunes manfully, the illness had a marked effect. He had been an active, even athletic young man. Now he had to learn to walk again. ‘My father never walked right again and suffered much pain his whole life,’ said Bob. ‘I never understood this until much later but it must have been hard for him.’ Without work, short of money, and needing relatives around to help them, the Zimmermans moved to Hibbing, where Beatty’s family lived and where two of Abe’s brothers ran a business.

Seventy-five miles northwest of Duluth, and separated from Canada by a hundred miles of forest and lake country, Hibbing had greatly expanded with the demand for iron during the Second World War. The population swelled to eighteen thousand and there was a busy downtown district around Howard Street and 1st Avenue. Mining dominated the town. The Hull-Rust-Mahoning mine was a gash in the earth three miles wide and more than five hundred feet deep. Local people called it ‘the man-made Grand Canyon of the North.’ They had good reason to look kindly upon the mine, for the prosperity of Hibbing correlated directly with the fortunes of the Oliver Mining Company. When demand for ore was high, as it was during and just after the war, Hibbing enjoyed better than average standards of living and full employment. It was said everybody who could breathe could get a job. The mine itself was a mile and a half north of town, but iron ore was everywhere. The town was surrounded by hills of red overburden, some large enough for houses to be built on, and cars coming back from the mine were covered in iron oxide, as were the nearest buildings. There was a saying in Minnesota that one should wash out one’s ears after visiting Hibbing.

Hibbing was the quintessential small town, where American flags hung from every building on Independence Day and where virtually everybody knew one another, and probably knew their parents, too. People did not like to stand out or appear special. It was important to get on with one’s neighbors; they were the same people who worked in Feldman’s department store, taught at Hibbing High School, and sat at the next table in Sammy’s Pizza restaurant. The feeling of community was perhaps stronger than normal because Hibbing was so remote, lying closer to Canada than to any major U.S. city. There were bears in the pine forests. The northern lights could be seen flashing across the bleak horizon. In mid-winter people had to dig through deep snow drifts to their cars. ‘In the winter everything was still, nothing moved,’ Bob has reminisced. ‘Eight months of that … you can have some amazing hallucinogenic experiences doing nothing but looking out your window.’

Originally, the town was established farther north. But when the Oliver Mining Company decided to expand in 1912, everybody had to move, jacking their houses onto wheels and rolling them down the road. They left behind a ghost town known as North Hibbing. To partially compensate the citizens for this upheaval, the mining company invested in grand civic building schemes including a new business district, the Androy Hotel, and a City Hall. The scale of these projects lent Hibbing a feeling of affluence. Many of the town folk had come to America as semiliterate immigrants and they wanted something better for their children, so the Oliver Company also raised an opulent high school as part of the rebuilding, complete with a luxuriously appointed auditorium copied from the Capitol Theater in New York.

The move from North Hibbing was still in progress when the Zimmermans came to town. There was a temporary shortage of housing, so they lived initially with Beatty’s mother, Florence Stone, who had been widowed in 1945. She became like a second mother to Bob and David. Abe went into partnership with his two electrician brothers, Maurice and Paul, at Micka Electric on 5th Avenue. The brothers sold a range of household appliances and carried out wiring and electrical repair work.

In 1948 Abe moved his family to 2425 7th Avenue, Bob’s primary childhood home. This was a two-story detached house two blocks from Hibbing High, where Bob and David enrolled, and a ten-minute walk from downtown where Abe worked. Entering the house, one walked directly into the living room. There was a central, two-way staircase that led to three bedrooms. The house was connected to ‘city heat,’ steam heat pumped underground to houses near downtown, so there was no need for a furnace. Abe converted the basement into a recreation room, cladding the walls in pine paneling. Bob carved his initials, B. Z., next to the wall-mounted telephone. He and David shared a bedroom at the back of the house with two windows, one looking south down 7th Avenue and one looking west on 25th Street. Under the window was situated a flat-roofed garage. The Zimmermans also owned a second garage, which they rented to a bakery as storage space. When the bread truck came in the late afternoon kids would gather around for leftover buns.

There were several boys of Bob’s age in the neighborhood and, from the time they first moved to Hibbing, Beatty helped Bob make friends by organizing enjoyable parties for him. Children were invited to the house, or to outings to Side Lake, a picturesque spot outside of town. The friends Bob made in this way included the Furlong brothers; Bill Marinac, who later played bass in one of Bob’s high school bands; and Luke Davich. The children played together in the playground adjacent to the high school and, when they got older, they rode their bikes to Bennett Park, or out to the manmade hills, skidding and sliding on the red overburden. In the summer there was fishing and swimming; ice-skating and hockey in winter. Sometimes it was fun to ride to the mine and peer over the edge at the trucks so far below they looked like toys.

In September 1949 the steam locomotives that worked day and night in the mine fell silent. There were no more horn blasts, or explosions. Miners across the northern states were striking for pensions and insurance rights from United Steel. This strike lasted two months; the miners struck again in 1952. The strikes were hard on Hibbing, but they created a feeling of solidarity. Shopkeepers knew their prosperity depended on the miners having money to spend and, with the support of the community, the miners got their demands. For Bob, it was an early firsthand experience of people pulling together to achieve justice.

When the strikes were won, the town boomed. A new consumer age was beginning and a large proportion of the iron for America’s skyscrapers, automobiles, and domestic appliances was dug out of the mines outside Hibbing. There were few rich people in town, but there were not many poor people, and most citizens were slightly better off than the national average. Micka Electric was enjoying success and the Zimmermans became fairly comfortable. Abe and Beatty were soon prominent in various social groups and organizations. The family home had good-quality furniture and fitted carpeting. They ate from expensive china, had crystal glass, and sterling silver cutlery. A small chandelier hung over the dining table.

Bob flourished in a stable home where he was denied almost nothing and yet was not spoiled. He was particularly lucky to have such a loving mother. Beatty was a popular personality in Hibbing, where she worked part-time at Feldman’s department store. ‘I think one of the reasons he did have a pretty decent childhood was because of Beatty,’ says boyhood friend John Bucklen. ‘She was a very good mother, a very likable woman.’ Around his tenth birthday, Bob wrote a poem for Mother’s Day. It was an unequivocal statement of love for his mother. He wrote that he hoped she would never grow old. With a touch of melodrama, Bob added that without her love he would be dead and buried. Beatty was delighted with the poem, and showed all her friends. She kept it, together with other poems Bob and David gave her, in a footstool with a hinged lid.

The following year Bob wrote a Father’s Day poem. This was slightly different. Bob’s relationship with his father was not as close as that with his mother. Abe was a reserved man, very quiet, authoritarian and hard to know. He was articulate and could be witty, in a dry way, but he generally said little, being shy of company, and preferred to sit with the New York Times crossword rather than make conversation. While Bob’s school friends remember Beatty as a radiant presence, Abe could seem disdainful. In his Father’s Day poem, Bob affirmed his respect for his father, stating that he tried his best to please him. He added that maybe this was hard for his father to believe. There were times when Abe got ‘real mad.’ At these times Bob found it was best to keep quiet in case his father became even angrier.

It was around this time that Bob began playing music, for the Zimmermans had acquired a Gulbranson spinet piano. Beatty had played when she was young and Abe could pick out a tune, but the piano was bought mostly in the hope that the boys might show an interest. A cousin named Harriet Rutstein gave Bob and his six-year-old brother initial tutoring. ‘David, who was a very, very smart boy, took it all in … and he could play better than Bob,’ says his uncle, Lewis Stone. ‘He was very musically inclined.’ Bob became frustrated and dispensed with his cousin’s help, announcing, ‘I’m going to play the piano the way I want to.’ He proceeded to teach himself, without ever learning how to read music. The boys were encouraged to take up other instruments, too. Bob tried the trumpet and saxophone before settling on acoustic guitar, working with the Nick Manoloff Basic Spanish Guitar Manual.

After the Zimmermans bought a television set in 1952 – one of the first in town – Bob and David watched comedies and Westerns. But reception was poor in remote northern Minnesota and there was only a short period each day when programs for children were broadcast. There was still plenty of time to be alone and think and Bob was by nature a solitary, contemplative child. He did have a brother, but friends do not remember Bob and David as being particularly close. Indeed, when Bob invited friends home he would shoo David out of the way. Bob loved to read adventure books, and he liked to paint and make up stories of his own. He would sometimes sit beside the railroad tracks watching the cars filled with iron ore rattling down the line to Duluth. He would wave shyly at the engine driver, count the cars, and listen as the wheels receded. As he did so, he later recalled, he absentmindedly uprooted hunks of grass or tossed rocks across the tracks. He did some light work at Micka Electric, sometimes going out on the truck with his uncles to do wiring jobs, or sweeping up at the store for pocket money. But he did not like the work, and seems to have been disturbed by the brisk way his family did business with people who owed them money. Bob usually had plenty of pocket money nonetheless, enough to buy cigarettes, a habit he took up furtively at an early age, and cokes and pie at one of the downtown luncheonettes.

There was a European flavor to downtown Hibbing. The town was built by woodsmen and miners drawn to northern Minnesota from all over Europe, but particularly eastern Europe and Scandinavia. Practically every kid in Hibbing had some European ancestry and most of the older people spoke with accents. Vowels were commonly pronounced in a Germanic way, most noticeably when people said ‘yar’ for ‘yeah.’ When they agreed strongly, they exclaimed, ‘Yaarrr!’ At the Sunrise Bakery on Saturday mornings, with customers oh-yaarring over purchases of potica cake and other European delicacies, one would almost be in the Rhineland. Despite the prevalence of immigrants, there was some degree of anti-Semitism. The Jews of Hibbing were not Orthodox; the men, including Abe, were clean-shaven and the Sabbath did not prevent them working. Still, Jews were not allowed to join the Mesaba Country Club. Bob was known as Zimbo to some children, and although there is no evidence he was bullied or picked on, his Jewishness was a factor that set him apart.

The Jewish community was so small that Hibbing did not have a rabbi. When it came time for Bob to study for his bar mitzvah a rabbi arrived by bus from New York. The rabbi was a very old man, with black robes and a white beard, like a character from the Old Testament. The Jewish community found him a room downtown and, every day after school, Bob went there and studied with him. Bob had his bar mitzvah in May 1954. There was a party at the Androy Hotel, with relatives driving in from Duluth and beyond. Afterward, the Jews did not want to keep the Orthodox rabbi on – he looked too old-fashioned in go-ahead 1954 Hibbing – and so he went back to New York.

While Bob was not brought up in an Orthodox home, he did receive a grounding in the Bible – an important source of imagery for his song lyrics long before his Christian conversion of the 1970s – and his father instilled a stern ethical code in the boy. As Bob later recalled, Abe once told him it was possible to become so ‘defiled’ that his own mother and father would abandon him. ‘If that happens, God will always believe in your own ability to mend your own ways.’ Although from the outside Bob might seem manipulative, egocentric, and amoral in later life – especially during the first years of his success when he was showered with adulation and money – something of his father’s Midwestern values always remained with him. As he grew up, Bob rarely swore; he was never in trouble with the police; he was close to his parents; he was loyal to friends for long periods of time; he was, in many ways, a person of strongly held moral principles; and he worked hard at his music, which increasingly seemed to be his vocation in life.

As he became more interested in music, the artists he liked tended to write and sing lyrics with a serious core, and performed with a sense that they were singing about something important. Popular music first reached Bob via the radio. Years later he identified Johnnie Ray as someone whom he heard very early on. Ray, who wept as part of his stage act, was one of the big stars of the early 1950s. ‘He was popular and we knew he was … dynamic and different and really had heart and soul,’ said Bob. ‘He was an anomaly. He was stuck in there with Perry Como and Patti Page. I remember thinking he could really make you feel something.’ Then there was Hank Williams, who wrote and sang deceptively simple songs in a voice that was not pretty, nor particularly musical, but had abundant conviction. The son of dirt-poor parents from the backwoods of southern Alabama, Williams was an unhealthy, unhappy alcoholic. Many of his songs were about the heartbreak of being in love with faithless women, which seemed to reflect his own marriage. In the last years of his short life he was one of the stars of the Grand Ole Opry, a variety show broadcast each Saturday night from Nashville, Tennessee. Bob heard Hank Williams on the Opry, introduced as ‘the ol’ Lovesick Blues boy,’ and the sad songs sank into his heart. To Bob, Hank Williams would always be the greatest American songwriter.

Late at night Bob picked up radio stations from Little Rock, Arkansas, Chicago, Illinois, and way down south in Shreveport, Louisiana. What these stations played was mostly the blues, particularly on disc jockey Frank ‘Brother Gatemouth’ Page’s show, No-Name Jive. ‘Late at night I used to listen to Muddy Waters, John Lee Hooker, Jimmy Reed, and Howlin’ Wolf blastin’ in from Shreveport,’ Bob has said. ‘I used to stay up till two, three o’clock in the morning. Listened to all those songs, then tried to figure them out. I started playing myself.’ Bob had stumbled upon the basic forms of American popular music, before the explosion of rock ’n’ roll, before Chuck Berry, Little Richard, or Elvis Presley. The hillbilly songs and heartbreak lyrics of Hank Williams made him think. The libidinous riffs of Jimmy Reed and Howlin’ Wolf inspired him to play. The combination of words and sounds was intoxicating. Indeed, it was a life-changing experience. ‘The reason I can stay so single-minded about my music is because it affected me at an early age in a very, very powerful way and it’s all that affected me. It’s all that ever remained true for me,’ Bob has said. ‘And I’m very glad this particular music reached me when it did because frankly, if it hadn’t, I don’t know what would have become of me.’

Gripped with a passion for music – particularly the blues – Bob wrote off for records he heard advertised on the radio. ‘Brother Gatemouth’ Page sold records for Stan’s Rockin’ Record Shop in Shreveport, huckstering special $3.49 deals for six recordings. There was no way to buy this so-called race music in Hibbing as the assistant in Crippa’s music store downtown had never heard of the artists Bob liked.

Bob practiced piano and acoustic guitar constantly and talked about music all the time. He sought out the company of the few children in town who shared his interest. One of these was John Bucklen, a boy Bob had known from around Hibbing but had not spoken to much before now. One day they were walking along the road with some friends when the subject of music came up. Bucklen revealed he knew and liked the same songs Bob did. ‘Do you sing?’ Bob asked.

‘Yeah.’

‘Okay, sing something.’

Finding himself on the spot, Bucklen began a tune. ‘Oh, that’s really great, man,’ said Bob, who was beginning to affect hipster expressions he had heard on the radio. Bucklen continued singing, even though he was shy. ‘Oh gee! Did you hear that guy?’ asked Bob, turning to their friends. ‘That guy’s really good. Sing some more.’ All of a sudden it dawned on Bucklen that Bob was putting him on.

John Bucklen soon became the closest friend Bob had in Hibbing. He was six months younger than Bob, and a year below him in high school. His father, a disabled mine worker, was an accomplished musician who enjoyed a wide variety of music. His sister, Ruth, had a record player. The boys began to spend a lot of time at each other’s houses, although Bucklen got the impression Abe may not have approved of the friendship as he seemed to frown upon most of Bob’s friends.

During jam sessions with Bucklen, Bob mixed up snatches of pop tunes with song ideas of his own. The first song Bob invented was about actress Brigitte Bardot. Bob played his parents’ white baby grand, and Bucklen accompanied him on guitar. Bucklen had a tape recorder and they recorded the
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