


JOHN LEE HOOKER: BORN TO BOOGIE WOOGIE

I was lucky to meet three of the great bluesmen of all time: Professor Longhair, Muddy Waters, and John Lee Hooker. All three have since left the planet. The blues came of age and flourished a time long gone. Once the blues sounded brand new, as brand new as rock & roll in the ’50s or punk in mid-’70s, but by the time I first heard this great American music as a teenager, the blues was an art form of the past, the ’20s and ’30s right up into the late ’30s and ’40s when T-Bone Walker, John Lee Hooker, and Muddy Waters took the sounds of the Delta and plugged them in, and on into the ’50s and early ’60s. Originally a music made by and for Blacks, since at least the mid-’60s and perhaps a bit earlier, the blues has been fetishized for the most part by white men: academics, critics, and collectors. For most teenagers and 20-somethings today, the blues is as ancient and irrelevant as the writings of Homer. That is unfortunate. I met John Lee Hooker late in his life. He was riding high, with two homes, one in Vallejo where I first spent a long afternoon conducting an interview for Rolling Stone that was never published, and the other in Redwood City, a suburb south of San Francisco, where I spent another afternoon with him for the story you’re about to read. Sadly, Hooker passed away on June 21, 2001; he might have been 88, but you never know, ’cause Hooker could never be pinned down as to what year he was born. Thanks to his comeback hit album, 1989’s The Healer, Hooker had more than a decade of the good life. I got to see him perform once; it was at the Sweetwater, an incredibly small club in Mill Valley. I sat about 10 feet from Hooker, who I believe was in his late 70s at the time. He was the real deal. If anyone doubted that the blues was still alive, while John Lee Hooker played and sang that night, it was. Alive. (Please note that when this story was originally published, there were lyrics from John Lee Hooker’s songs at the top of each section. I have had to remove those because the publishers of those songs wanted to charge me $300 per song to include a few lines. However, I have used the title of each song as the title of a section, and you can easily check out the lyrics if you search for the song using Google.)


Crawlin’ King Snake

FROM THE OUTSIDE, IT looks like just another of the many middle-class homes lined up along this quiet suburban street in Redwood City. Two-car garage, neatly mowed lawn, beautifully trimmed Christmas tree in the front window. One can almost see Ward Cleaver adjusting his hat as he exits the front door, heading off to work.

But the scene inside is almost surreal. For there in the living room, sitting on the couch opposite the TV set, is the one and only, the legendary Delta bluesman, John Lee Hooker. It’s as if Elvis or Robert Johnson or Hank Williams had materialized in the aisles at Kmart.

The King of the Boogie extends a hand in greeting. “We gonna talk some talk,” says John Lee Hooker with a sly grin. His voice is deep and mellow, like a good glass of Cabernet Sauvignon. He glances over at an attractive young lady named Lynn, who is sharing a couch with his nephew Archie, and his goddaughter, Chris. “Maybe we should go talk in the back room.”

“Ah, we’ve heard it all, John Lee,” smiles Lynn.

As always, as he’s appeared in every photograph, and on every stage he’s graced, John Lee Hooker is dressed to the nines. His outfit—really, it’s his trademark after so many years—consists of a shiny, dark-gray suit with a silk kerchief poking out of the breast pocket, a silk shirt, dark-burgundy gangster tie, black socks with red stars all over them, a white fedora, and diamond-studded gold rings glistening off fingers on each hand. This is, after all, the man who John Belushi and Dan Aykroyd based the Blues Brothers on. This is the real Blues Brother.

Hooker asks for a cup of tea and Chris heads off to the kitchen. Years ago he would have been after a slug of whiskey. But unlike many of his peers, Hooker didn’t succumb to the excesses of a life as one of the preeminent bluesmen. “Life didn’t beat him up,” says Bonnie Raitt, who shared a Grammy with Hooker last year for their stunning rerecording of one of Hooker’s early hits, “I’m in the Mood.” “John Lee quit drinking years ago. That’s a big difference between him and a lot of the other bluesmen whose lifestyle encouraged alcoholism. The late hours and endless bad food and cheap hotels and boredom of being on the road encourages a lifestyle that’s not so healthy. It must be some kind of destiny, some angels watching over him. Right now he’s at the top of his form.”

These are good times for John Lee Hooker. His hit album, The Healer—which features, in addition to Raitt, a number of other musicians he’s influenced, including Santana, Los Lobos, George Thorogood, and Robert Cray—has sold over a million copies, a phenomenal feat for a blues album. Earlier this month, Hooker was inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame—an honor well overdue—at a prestigious awards banquet at the Waldorf Astoria attended by some of the biggest stars in popular music. The 70-year-old bluesman pops up frequently on MTV and VH-1. The Rolling Stones featured him on their live pay TV broadcast at the end of their Steel Wheels tour; he’s even had his own Showtime special. Many of his peers—Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, Sonny Boy Williamson—are dead, and others—Willie Dixon, Albert King, B. B. King—are either resting on their reputations or have gone Vegas. But Hooker has suddenly become hot while remaining true to the classic Delta style he learned as a kid. In fact, he is more popular right now than he has ever been during his lengthy, 40-plus-year career.

“Yeah, I’ve been trying to figure out why,” he says, shaking his head. “To me it’s just the greatest thing. I appreciate it, I love it, but I still wonder.”




Boogie Chillen’

ONE NIGHT IN THE 1950s, Sammy Davis Jr. sent a limo to pick up John Lee Hooker and deliver him to a private party to perform for the Rat Pack: Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, et al. On another occasion, Elvis shut down a club so that Hooker could perform for the King of Rock & Roll and his entourage. “He transcends boundaries,” says slide guitarist Roy Rogers, who produced The Healer and has toured with Hooker for years. The Stones, Elvis, the Rat Pack. “He’s appreciated by all those people and the man on the street. That’s the power of his blues.”

John Lee Hooker casts an immense shadow across rock & roll. Both Bo Diddley and Carl Perkins, who along with Elvis, Little Richard, and Chuck Berry helped invent rock, were heavily influenced by Hooker’s songs, which they heard on the radio years before they started making their own records. “I was on tour with Carl Perkins years ago,” recalls Hooker, removing his hat and rubbing his head. “And he said, ‘I got this from you, this rock & roll thing.’ And I said, ‘You’ve got to be kidding.’ And he said, ‘No, you started it and you don’t know it.’”

When Sam Phillips was getting Sun Records going in Memphis and before the Chess brothers had struck pay dirt with their blues label in Chicago, Hooker was already a star. He hit big in the blues field with “Boogie Chillen’” in 1948, then followed it up with “Hobo Blues,” “Crawlin’ King Snake,” and “I’m in the Mood,” which reached the Black Top 5.

Bob Dylan’s first important engagement in New York was opening for Hooker at Gerde’s Folk City in 1961; the Rolling Stones were Hooker’s opening act on a European tour in the early ’60s; and even the Beatles were humble in his presence. “I met them when I was living in England in the early ’60s,” says Hooker. “They said, ‘You the talk of the country.’ They didn’t say the talk of the town. ‘You the talk of the country. John Lee Hooker! We love your music.’”

The Doors, the Lovin’ Spoonful, Van Morrison, David Bowie, Jimi Hendrix, the Who, Rod Stewart, Stevie Ray Vaughan, Santana, Aerosmith, the Animals, Little Feat—the list goes on and on and on. Nearly 45,000 teenagers showed up for ZZ Top concerts at the Cow Palace last November to hear the Texas boogie band play its rewrites of classic Hooker guitar grooves. “We just consider ourselves proud to be interpreters of the blues,” said ZZ Top guitarist Billy Gibbons. “After all, guys like John Lee Hooker—the original guys—are still around.” Hooker, naturally, gets a kick out of all this. But he doesn’t quite get it. “I ask myself, ‘What do I have that everybody wants?’ To me, it’s just old, funky guitar playing. I don’t play no fancy chords, just a driving, funky beat. I guess that’s what they want. I’m not a fast player. So many people are doing that. There’s no style to them. You hear one, you hear they all sound alike.

“What am I doing that’s so different? I just got this rockin’, steady beat, very lonely and sad. Sometimes I hear people say of a musician, ‘He’s a heck of a guitar player.’ Well I don’t look at the blues like that. I look at it as a thing that’s a deep, deep feeling.”

Hooker is the consummate bluesman. He has a deep, resonant voice that he has used to sing some of the most powerful blues ever recorded. He sings many of his songs in an almost confessional manner, as if he were confiding his darkest secrets to a close friend. His songs—from early recordings like “Sally May” to recent masterpieces like “Rockin’ Chair” and “My Dream”—are simple, poetic representations of what he has seen and the life he has lived. His guitar playing—he tunes his red “Lucille” model Gibson guitar to an open chord—is all feel.

As Hooker is quick to admit, he is not a blues guitarist like B. B. King; he doesn’t launch into extended single-note solos. Rather, Hooker’s blues is about mood, a mood created by his exquisite voice and intense rhythm guitar work. Unlike most electric guitar players who use a pick when they play, Hooker insists on strumming and picking the notes with his fingers. “I asked him about that one time,” says Archie Hooker. “He said to me, ‘With a pick you can’t feel the strings. You got to feel it. Then you can create your own sound.’”

Hooker is an extremely spare guitar player, treating notes as if they were $100 bills, using only as many as are truly necessary to get the job done. Consequently, when he interrupts his rhythm playing to punctuate a passage with a brief melodic line, the notes he plays inevitably add real meaning to the song.

Hooker can literally get more emotion out of one note than others can ripping through the entire scale. This was particularly apparent when Hooker performed his classic tune “Boogie Chillen’” backed by the Rolling Stones and Eric Clapton for a pay TV special in Atlantic City. Toward the end of the song, Hooker signaled to Clapton to take a solo. The British guitarist deftly delivered a blues solo, technically adequate yet emotionally unsatisfying. Clapton had barely finished before Hooker grabbed a couple of strings on his guitar and just started wanging away at them, creating a sound that was simply transcendent.

Clapton just plays the blues; Hooker is the blues. Later, asked if there was anything unusual about playing with the Rolling Stones, Hooker shrugged. “No, just like any other group to me. Just like any other group. Nothing unusual.”




Hobo Blues

DEVIL’S MUSIC. THAT’S WHAT John Lee Hooker’s daddy, a Baptist preacher and farmer, called the blues. In Clarksdale, Mississippi, where Hooker grew up, his father wouldn’t allow him to listen to blues in the house. Clarksdale was a center for Delta blues. The legendary “crossroads” where Robert Johnson supposedly made a deal with the Devil is in Clarksdale. In addition to Hooker, Muddy Waters and Son House are from Clarksdale, and Charley Patton spent years working at the Dockery Plantation, 42 miles from Clarks-dale. Bessie Smith died in a Clarksdale hospital. In those days, the late ’30s, and for years to come, the blues was considered crude, vulgar.

Yet Hooker loved the songs he did hear. And when his mother remarried, it was his good fortune that his stepfather, Will Moore, was an accomplished blues guitarist willing to teach the kid what he knew.

His first guitars were crude affairs. “I took a board and put wire on the board, and just played it like that. I learned a lot on that. And rubber on the wall. Old strips of tire rubber. Anything to get a sound. Then my stepfather gave me a guitar; I thought I had everything, the world. I would sleep with it in the bed.”

He didn’t want to work on his father’s farm; he didn’t want to go to school; he didn’t want to do anything but play that guitar. “I didn’t get a good education,” says Hooker. “I put music over an education. To get a good education, I would have stayed there. And never would have gotten famous. I wouldn’t have become a star. So I have no regrets.”

At about age 15, he took off for Memphis. His parents went after him and brought him back to Clarksdale, but they couldn’t hold on to him. “I went right back,” says Hooker. “I had saw the bright lights in the big city of Memphis. I said, ‘I’m not going back.’ I ran away again. I didn’t stop at Memphis; I went on to Cincinnati. From Cincinnati to Detroit.”

Even as a teenager, Hooker had seen the writing on the wall; there wasn’t going to be much of a life for him in Clarksdale. “Being a Black man, the odds were against you there,” says Hooker. “I had people telling me as a kid, ‘Get away.’ They told me to go up North. So I took their advice.”

Hooker was determined to become a star, just like Blind Lemon Jefferson and Charley Patton and Arthur “Blind” Blake, and the other amazing blues singers he’d listened to on the radio. “I wouldn’t let nothing discourage me,” he says. “Many people would tell me, ‘You ain’t gonna be a star, you’ll never get nowhere.’ They call the guitar a ‘starvation box.’ Like you gonna starve trying to play music.”

By the time he was 18, Hooker was working day jobs for 50 cents an hour in Detroit—he was a janitor, a movie usher, “whatever came along”—and playing house parties and funky clubs at night. His big break came in 1948 when a record store owner, Elmer Barbee, saw him perform and decided to become his manager. Barbee had some crude recording equipment and, over the next few months, set about recording Hooker.

When they had something they liked, they approached producer-record company owner Bernie Besman. Besman, now 78, remembers having some reservations about the Black teenager who showed up at United Sound in Detroit to make his first record. John Lee Hooker had a bad stutter at the time, and Besman doubted that a kid who stuttered could be much of a singer. Nonetheless, he gave Hooker a shot.

During a three-hour session, Besman told Hooker biographer Charles Shaar Murray, he planned to record four songs. Most of the session was devoted to “Sally Mae,” “Highway 51,” and “Wednesday Evening.” “I needed four numbers,” Besman said. “I was teed off already that I wasn’t going to get four records.”

But Besman pressed Hooker for one more, a boogie. They ended up cutting three versions of the song now known as “Boogie Chillen’.” (The first two takes were eventually released by Besman as “Johnny Lee’s Original Boogie” and “Henry’s Swing Club.”)

Released on Modern Records on November 3, 1948, “Boogie Chillen’” (backed with “Sally Mae”) is a masterpiece that not only made Hooker a star, but was the basis for the boogie guitar groove that thousands of rock musicians have been playing ever since.

“I was working at Copco Steel, in Detroit, when it came out,” says Hooker. “That ‘Boogie Chillen’’ comes tearin’ the world up. Everywhere you go they playin’ it. You go in department stores, they playin’ it. Every time you turn the radio on, they playin’ it. Now here I am stuck in the plant. I said, ‘Here, take this badge. I ain’t working here no more. I gotta go!’”




When My First Wife Left Me

“MY THIRD WIFE DIVORCED ME in 1970—that’s when I came out here. She took the house from me. She said, ‘Hit the road, Jack.’ I drove all the way out here,” says Hooker.

He’s digging into a huge plate of take-out Chinese food, moving his body to a recent recording he made with John Hammond Jr., a chilling slow blues number called “Highway 13” that is playing in the other room.

“It was raining and storming, I could hardly see the road,” Hooker is singing from the stereo. “Driving down Highway 13.”

“I packed my bags, put them in my car and started boogieing,” he says, resuming his story. “Drove out here and I’ve been here ever since. Me and my wife broke up and I just said, ‘I’m coming out to California! I’m gonna live in California!’”

He’s silent for a time, listening to his song and eating. “Not bad,” he says of his dinner. “This pretty good.”

The blues life effectively destroyed two of Hooker’s three marriages (his first marriage, in 1943, lasted less than a year). “That have an effect on your marriage,” he says. “You have to have a good woman to really understand a musician’s life. Most of them don’t. I can understand it. They lonely there. You out on the road. You home a while, then you gone again and she has to stay there at the house. It takes a really subtle-minded woman to say, ‘I’m going to hang in there.’”

“My second and third wives tried to get me to quit playing music,” says Hooker. “They went along with it for a while, but then they got jealous and thought I’d be out there with women. They tried to get me to quit and get just a regular job, but I didn’t put nothing ahead of my music.”

He leans forward: “They put it to me: Either them or my music had to go. So I said, ‘Well, it’s got to be you then.’”

Asked how many children he has, Hooker at first says, “I’ve got seven kids.” But when asked how many sons and daughters, he corrects himself: “Two sons. I lost track… Six girls, two boys that’s eight. Yeah, they’re all grown up, and some of them have kids. They all love me, and I love them. One’s in Chicago, Frances, who I don’t see too much. The rest of them are in the area.”

Although Hooker’s career has risen and fallen numerous times in the more than 40 years since “Boogie Chillen’,” he’s never been out of work. Just when he seems on the verge of being relegated to the history books, his career has picked up new life. “John Lee has always been relatively successful,” says Bonnie Raitt. “He didn’t have the big 20-year gap where he was unknown and had to be rediscovered, like a lot of these guys.”

In the mid-’60s, after his initial success had faded, he recorded successfully for VJ, the first record company to release recordings by the Beatles in the United States. In the early ’60s, his song “Boom Boom” took off in England, where dozens of British Invasion bands idolized him. Back home, he was swept along with the early ’60s’ folk music boom, playing coffeehouses and folk clubs. Dylan worshiped Hooker, hanging out and partying at the bluesman’s hotel room in New York in 1961. “We got to be good friends,” says Hooker. “He would go down there every night to the club with me, so finally he got on the stage and played, you know. And he was discovered by Albert Grossman [manager of Dylan, The Band, Janis Joplin, and others], who has passed on now.”

Hooker says the parties with Dylan lasted all night long. “Oh, yeah. Drinking wine, beer, whiskey. Women. Most of the time he be playing guitar by himself, with his girlfriend Susan [Suze Rotolo] playing an autoharp. [Hooker may be remembering Rotolo’s friend, Janet Kerr, who unlike Suze did play the autoharp.] He stood around playing until daylight. Those days! Every time we see each other, we talk about that…. I thought he was tremendous. He had a style unto himself, same as me. Nobody sounds like Bob Dylan; nobody sounds like John Lee Hooker.”

Hooker played the Newport Folk Festival in the early ’60s, which is how Bonnie Raitt first became familiar with him. Raitt was 14 when she bought a recording of the 1963 Newport Festival and was entranced by Hooker’s performances. “As young as I was, there was something really deep and emotional about the way he was singing,” she says. “He seemed to go deeper than the other blues people. It was real mournful and real sexy and real dark. Not demonic, but low-down. He really stands alone. For Mississippi Delta blues…. I’ve never heard anybody that low-down. He’s so unique.”

By the end of the ’60s, Hooker’s tunes had appeared on albums by the Doors, the Animals, Them, and others. Then he hooked up with the Los Angeles–based blues-rock band Canned Heat, recorded and performed with them, and reached a whole new generation of blues fans.

During the ’70s, after moving to the Bay Area, Hooker and Van Morrison frequently shared the same stage. Morrison put Hooker on the bill with him when he could—and recorded with him on the album Never Get Out of These Blues Alive.

Hooker spent much of the ’80s playing clubs and concert halls; he didn’t do much recording because he was sick of all the “cut-throat record companies” run by “crooks” and “biting dogs.” But a few years ago, his booking agent, Mike Kappus, took over managing Hooker’s career and came up with the idea of recording him with some of the musicians he’d influenced. The result was The Healer.

A highlight of the sessions was recording “I’m in the Mood” with Bonnie Raitt; it was recorded live in the studio with Hooker and Raitt playing and singing at the same time. “There was a lot of voltage when we sat down and played together,” says Raitt. “And there was a lot of erotic tension between our styles of music. So even though personally we’re not hitting on each other, there’s a tremendous anima going on…. My womanhood and his manhood playing together was really very powerful.”

Producer Roy Rogers says that after The Healer was recorded, it was shopped around to a number of major labels; they didn’t want it. So it was released on the small, Los Angeles–based Chameleon label. With sales of over a million copies, Rogers doesn’t think there will be any problem getting a major label to handle the next album, which will feature performances by Van Morrison, Robert Cray, and others.

“You get lonely when you’re living by yourself,” says Hooker as he finishes up his dinner. “You get lonely for a wife or a woman or whatever. But at least you’ve got peace of mind most of the time. Which isn’t easy when you’re married. ‘Do this, do that, don’t go here, don’t go there.’ You don’t hear that. But sometimes you get lonely. But I’m used to living by myself. I may shack up a little while, but I’ll never get married again. I been burned too many times. I’m at the end of the road for getting married. Nothing else left there.”

Pushing away his plate, Hooker narrows his eyelids to slits. “I bet my wives regret they didn’t stay with me now,” he says. He laughs a low, deep laugh. “Now that I’m famous.”

San Francisco Chronicle and Examiner, Image magazine, Sunday, January 27, 1991
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RAMBLIN’ JACK ELLIOTT: DRIFTIN’, PICKIN’, & BOLTIN’ BREW

I first met Ramblin’ Jack Elliott in 1973 or maybe it was 1974. I was writing for a Santa Cruz underground paper called Sundaz! , and I photographed and interviewed him for an advance piece. In 1977, our paths crossed again when I spoke to him for a story that ran in the Berkeley Barb; two years later a slightly revised version of the Barb story ran in the San Francisco Chronicle . Many years later, in 1992, I tried to get Ramblin’ Jack to record an album for my short-lived indie label, National Records. At that time, it had been a decade since his previous album, and before that, another decade. My hope was that we could get him to record a new batch of songs, not the same ones he’d been singing since the ’60s. I thought we might revive his career. He was in the Bay Area, playing gigs in Berkeley and Point Reyes. I spoke to him after the Berkeley gig, showed him the Berkeley Barb article I’d written about him so many years earlier, and introduced the idea of a new album with backing by a rock & roll band. A few nights later, after the Point Reyes gig, I hung out with him at the Old Western Saloon in the small town of Point Reyes Station, and a friend played him a Bob Dylan song on acoustic guitar, “Wanted Man,” that we thought he should consider recording for the album. After many beers he was still noncommittal; eventually, a week or so later, he told me he wanted $15,000 up front, if he was going to do an album and he wouldn’t agree to do new songs. We never made an album together. Eventually, in 1995, a new album, South Coast, was released that earned him a Grammy and helped revive his career, as did a documentary, The Ballad of Ramblin’ Jack , directed by his daughter, Aiyana Elliott, and the 2006 album, I Stand Alone, which had accompaniment from Lucinda Williams, David Hildalgo, Nels Cline, Flea, and DJ Bonebrake. The story that follows is a new revision of the 1979 Chronicle story, which incorporates some key quotes that were in the Barb version.

THE DRESSING room door was kicked open. Ramblin’ Jack Elliott strode in carrying a guitar case in one hand and an open bottle of Dos Equis in the other. He was an hour and a half late.

Straggly brown hair sticking out from under a white cowboy hat, bloodshot eyes, and an unshaven face told the story of 20 hours on the road from Colorado. He cast off a worn denim jacket, grabbed his guitar from the case, and began tuning as a horde of people swarmed around him. The club manager, an out-of-town promoter, a young folk singer, and a waitress closed in. Forcing a grin, Jack Elliott singled out the waitress. “Honey, where can a man get a drink around here?”

The thunder of boots pounding the floor and the roar of “We Want Jack” could be heard through the ceiling. Bolting down a double shot of tequila, Elliott said, “Better get up there.”

Ramblin’ Jack Elliott sings folk songs and “talkin’ blues.” He performs with just an acoustic steel string guitar and a harmonica. Since the early ’50s, he has been performing songs by Woody Guthrie, Jimmie Rodgers, and others. “I’ve sung the same 25 songs forever,” he says. “I’m too lazy to learn any new ones.”

Still, people keep coming back to see Ramblin’ Jack Elliott. Maybe it’s because of the myth. Ramblin’ Jack Elliott is like a piece of the past. With the “Wild West” a mere memory gleaned from a black-and-white TV program, Jack Elliott seems like the real thing: A roving cowboy, a connection to a simpler time.

The world of Ramblin’ Jack Elliott is filled with dangerous outlaws, jumped trains, and long nights spent passing a bottle of tequila around a campfire. It’s an endless series of romances broken by the line, “I’ve got to be movin’ on.” It’s a search across America for something almost undefined. A search for the freedom the West once implied.

A funny thing about Ramblin’ Jack Elliott: He was born in New York. He’s the son of a Brooklyn doctor. His real name is Elliott Charles Adnopoz.

Ramblin’ Jack Elliott is a character that Elliott Charles Adnopoz invented when he was 16 years old. But after 25-plus years of pickin’ and singin’, Elliott Charles Adnopoz is long gone and only Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, “a [real-life] legendary character,” as David Bromberg, the musician, once wrote, remains. As a kid he hungered for something more than middle-class security. After several frustrating years at college, Jack dropped out to pursue the life of a roving singer in the tradition of Woody Guthrie and the country bluesmen.

“People would laugh their heads off at the idea of a kid from Brooklyn singing cowboy songs,” Elliott once told an interviewer from Sing Out!, the folk music magazine. “So I invented this Oklahoma thing to keep ’em quiet. Said I was born on a ranch.”

Ramblin’ Jack headed upstairs and took the stage. The hour-and-a-half wait had soured some of the audience’s enthusiasm and good humor. Tension was high. Halfway through Jack’s version of “Don’t Think Twice It’s Alright,” a fight broke loose. For the love of a lady a table loaded with beer bottles and glasses crashed to the floor. Before more damage could be done Ramblin’ Jack intervened. “Hey, lighten up, save it for later.” Hostilities were cooled and Jack finished the song.

The angry vibrations permeating the air subsided as Jack sang and told stories. “You know Woody Guthrie once told me,” he said, then paused to take a gulp of Heineken, “about the time he was ridin’ this freight train and when it stopped the police would come on board and search it. And Woody was carrying a violin case and every time they would make him open it. You see, they were lookin’ for this outlaw who was also carrying a violin case.” He strummed his guitar. “And that outlaw was Pretty Boy Floyd and this here song is about him.”

When he talks, Jack Elliott has a low drawl. Words roll out of his mouth in a constant but unhurried stream. He tends to ramble, and he likes to put interviewers on almost as much as he likes to drink. “Success means having a new hat for Christmas,” he told one reporter.

“Well, do you think you’ve had a successful life so far,” asked the same reporter.

“I’m wearing this American Hat Company hat. I feel very successful,” said Elliott, looking off across the room.

Between sets, over a bottle of Wild Turkey, Elliott reminisced about meeting Woody Guthrie. “I was playin’ ’round New York city in 1951.” Jack paused to grab a chair, pull it over and kick his legs up onto it. “I went to visit Woody when he was sick in the hospital with appendicitis and I sang for him. A month or so later Woody invited me to join a group he was gonna start. I started rehearsing with Woody and moved into the house with him and his family and ended up staying there a year-and-a-half. The group never got started but we had a great time of playing music and ridin’ around together.

“One time Cisco Houston came to visit Woody. We all drove down by the harbor where the ships come in. As we drove Woody and Cisco began singing a song together, harmonizing like in the old days and I was in heaven. It was one of the finest moments of my life. They sang a song called, ‘A Picture from Life’s Other Side.’”

Ramblin’ Jack Elliott spent eight years playing the drifting picker role in the United States and Europe before he found success. In 1959, he triumphed in the US after a highly praised gig at Gerde’s Folk City in New York. During the first half of the ’60s, he recorded a half dozen albums and became involved in the burgeoning Greenwich Village folk scene along with Dave Van Ronk, Phil Ochs, and, of course, Bob Dylan.

“I’d gone off to Europe, singing on street corners, in cafes, nightclubs, television,” Elliott says. “Sang to Princess Margaret. I came back and found this kid, Bob Dylan, who was starting to sing. When I met him he was only 19 but I knew right away he was gonna go on and be a star. I knew that all along. I wanted that for him because the first time I met him I thought, well, here’s the first guy I ever seen that is trying to sound like Woody and Cisco and Leadbelly. At that time all we had was like the Kingston Trio, Burl Ives and Harry Belafonte. It was all so posh. Nobody was digging the real folk sound.”

Bob Dylan may have been Elliott’s biggest fan. Dylan used to trail around after him, imitating Ramblin’ Jack Elliott’s style of walking, talking, and singing.

“If he imitated me, so what,” Elliott says. “Well how did Woody [Guthrie] feel about me imitating him? Woody was my idol and so I imitated him for five years. Took me another five to stop imitating him. Woody once said, ‘Jack Elliott sounds more like me than I do.’”

Jack values his friendship with Dylan. “I love Dylan’s singing. He’s gone on, he’s ‘modulated’ and ‘mellodated’ and changed and everything and maybe there’s still a little bit of me left in there. There’s still a little Woody in me too. And I even imitate Bob Dylan somewhat. And we all learn from each other.”

In recent years, Ramblin’ Jack Elliott’s life hasn’t been so successful. In some ways, the myth he invented for himself turned out to be too much to live up to. Acting out, on a 24-hour-a-day basis, the role of Last American Cowboy isn’t easy: all that two-fisted drinking and the endless days on the road and the nights sleeping in the back of pick-up trucks or on borrowed floors.

Ramblin’ Jack Elliott hasn’t recorded an album in over 10 years. Sometimes, he arrives late for gigs. Sometimes, he’s too drunk by the time he takes the stage to put in a truly great performance.

Still, for Jack Elliott, it’s too late to turn back. He’s 47 and traveling from gig to gig is all he knows.

There was a young folk singer sitting quietly in the backstage dressing room. He was listening to Ramblin’ Jack Elliott’s every word with the same kind of awe that must have been on Jack Elliott’s own face when he listened to Woody Guthrie tell tales in the ’50s.

Finally, the kid mustered enough courage to blurt, “Hey, Jack, what advice would you give a picker?”

Ramblin’ Jack Elliott looked frustrated and tired. He took another slug of beer. “Be a truck driver, get a job on a ranch, I don’t know. I don’t know how you do it. I just do it by habit. You dig, like when this thing is over, you’re gonna look for me, but you won’t find me. I’m gonna be gone. I’m gonna be in my truck driving over the hill to some quiet place where I can lay my head down.”

Berkeley Barb, March 4–16, 1977, San Francisco Chronicle, July 15, 1979







BOB DYLAN’S BEAT VISIONS (SONIC POETRY)

I first heard “Like a Rolling Stone” in 1965 on the car radio as my mother drove us somewhere. That was all it took; I have been obsessed with Bob Dylan ever since. So in late 2016, when I got the opportunity to write about the influence of Jack Kerouac, one of my favorite writers, on my favorite musician, I took it and ran with it, learning much that I’d not previously known about Dylan despite having read many of the books written about him over the years, and countless magazine interviews and profiles. I spent six months researching and writing the essay that follows, which first appeared in the 2018 book Kerouac on Record (Bloomsbury Academic). I regret never having the chance to interview Dylan. I did have one encounter with him. It was in 1986, at a party following a performance at Live Aid in Philadelphia that Dylan did accompanied by Keith Richards and Ron Wood. This was a very private party. No press. Just rock stars, their managers, other celebrities, and a few others who worked for the rock stars. A manager I knew brought me in. Now this was when Miami Vice was still on the air and popular, and so Don Johnson being in the room was a big deal. I wrote a cover story about Live Aid for Rolling Stone, starting my story like this: “It was superstar heaven. Keith Richards was laughing and talking with Jimmy Page. A bodyguard handed Bob Dylan a beer. Across the room Jack Nicholson and Neil Young chatted. Andy Taylor, guitarist for Duran Duran and the Power Station, took a hit off a joint and screamed out, ‘Don,’ then gave Miami Vice star Don Johnson a hug. ‘We gonna get high!’” At one point I approached Dylan. This was my moment, my chance to say something to Bob Dylan. What I wanted was to elicit something from him that I could use in my story, and so I said, “That was great, man! How was it, you know, performing with Keith and Ron?” Dylan looked at me, said something about how he couldn’t hear when he was onstage and wasn’t at all happy with his short set. And that was it. He moved on, and I did too.

JACK KEROUAC NEVER GOT a Nobel Prize in Literature, but Bob Dylan did. Oh yeah, Bob got one, finally, later, way later, 2016 later. When the prize was announced, it was hard not to think of Kerouac, one of those who, as Dylan put it, “left the rest of everything in the dust,” hard not to think of the other Beat writers who so profoundly influenced Dylan and each deserved their own Nobel Prize. Poet/publisher Lawrence Ferlinghetti, whose “I Am Waiting” is echoed in “It’s Alright Ma (I’m Only Bleeding),” and William S. Burroughs, whose extreme imagery was reimagined in Dylan’s mid-1960s songs, and Allen Ginsberg, whose “Kaddish” Bob said he dug so much, and whose “Howl” helped Dylan birth “Like a Rolling Stone.”

The prize was awarded to Dylan “for having created new poetic expressions within the great American song tradition.” Yeah, but that kinda sold him short. The real Big Bang theory: Dylan made a new kind of poetry, a sonic poetry that took the lightning flash images of Beat writing and merged them with the raw, wild sounds of primal rock & roll. A new kind of poetry that you could hear on the radio or at a concert hall. Poetry freed
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from the page. “My songs are pictures,” Dylan said in early 1966, at the very peak of his creative powers, “and the band makes the sound of the pictures.”1

In this essay I’ll talk about how Dylan came to create that sonic poetry and the profound influence the Beat writers, and in particular Jack Kerouac, had on Dylan. Much has been made, over the many decades since Dylan first appeared on our radar in the early 1960s, of the influence of Woody Guthrie, and how Dylan journeyed to New York in 1961, and then went to Greystone Psychiatric Hospital in New Jersey to visit and sing to Guthrie, who was suffering from Huntington’s Disease, a fatal, degenerative nerve disorder. Dylan himself, who was very closemouthed about influences when interviewed in the 1960s, made a point of playing up his connection to Guthrie, writing “Song to Woody” in February 1961, and a poem, “Last Thoughts on Woody Guthrie,” which he read at his April 12, 1963, concert at New York’s Town Hall.2 But in terms of Dylan’s breakthroughs in songwriting, it was the work of Kerouac and some of the other Beat writers that provided much of the inspiration (and in some cases the actual phrases) that resulted in Dylan’s most groundbreaking songs. The focus here will be on the words, not the music. Others have written about how Dylan and various studio musicians forged the music, and anyway, there’s simply not space for me to discuss that aspect of Dylan’s creative process.

Dylan had many influences, and it would be simplistic (and wrong) to only credit the Beats. A huge trove of songs, poems, novels, films, theatrical productions, and paintings, as well as lived experience, reside behind the hundreds of songs Dylan wrote during the past five-plus decades. But in terms of his WOW! POP! BLAM! CRASH! recordings, mostly made in 1965 and 1966, the Beats were the heart of the matter.


Voice of a Generation Redux


I always had the feeling that his true love of the [Beat] period were the works of Jack Kerouac.

—David Amram, musician, composer and friend of both Jack Kerouac and Bob Dylan3



IT’S NOT SURPRISING THAT DYLAN identified with Kerouac. Both men grew up at a serious distance from the sophistication and power center that is New York City—Dylan at a literal remove in Hibbing, Minnesota; Kerouac at a kind of worldview remove in Lowell, Massachusetts. Both moved to New York City and lived there for decades. In their youth both felt like outsiders: Kerouac because his parents were French Canadian, because he spoke French, not English, until he was five or six, and because he was Catholic; Dylan because he was Jewish. Both were populists. Kerouac wrote of hanging around skid row when he arrived in a town or city and expressed his compassion for the common man in his novels; as a teenager in 1958 Dylan wrote a paper analyzing John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath, a novel about the plight of a poor family during the Great Depression, for a time idolized and imitated Woody Guthrie of “This Land Is Your Land” fame, and later wrote songs about hobos, immigrants, refugees, oppressed Blacks, and other social injustice. Kerouac, as the writer/photographer John Cohen, who knew and photographed him, wrote, “found his artistic persona as a trouble-raiser and provocateur within literary intellectual circles”;4 Dylan did the same within the worlds of folk and rock music, as well as “literary intellectual circles.” Both were seen as the voice of a generation, and both struggled with the aftermath of that kind of fame.

Robert Allen Zimmerman was born in Duluth, Minnesota, on May 24, 1941. As a kid, Dylan felt like an outsider even at home. In an interview for Martin Scorsese’s 2005 Dylan documentary, No Direction Home, Dylan spoke of discovering that the big radio he and his family sat around listening to also had a phonograph, and on it one day he found a gospel recording, Bill Monroe’s “Drifting Too Far from the Shore.” “The sound of the record made me feel like I was somebody else,” Dylan said. “That I was maybe not even born to the right parents or something.” In August of 1949 Kerouac wrote in his journal, “Some people are just made to wish they were other than what they are, only so they may wish and wish and wish. This is my star.”5

As outsiders, Kerouac and Dylan rebelled against their white privilege and the materialism that dominated American society; both, as young men, were on a search for authenticity. “He [Kerouac] was an outsider, he was on the streets, and everyone reading his book [On the Road] was an insider, sitting by their fire, and the idea of the outsider as being the originator was interesting to Kerouac and was interesting to Bob,” filmmaker D.A. Penne-baker, a friend of Kerouac’s who made the Dylan documentary Don’t Look Back in 1965 and also filmed Dylan’s 1966 tour of England, told me during a March 2017 interview. (Pennebaker died in August 2019; he was 94 years old.) “It still is. He [Dylan] still thinks he’s an outsider who has worked his way in.”

Pennebaker, who told me he’d read all of Kerouac’s books, noted other reasons that Dylan related to Kerouac. “I think the fact that he [Kerouac] was able to thumb his nose at the rules,” Pennebaker said. “He was besetting the world of writing as it existed. And he was getting away with it. Also, his writing appeals to Dylan because it has a kind of poetic and musical quality, and Dylan responded to that. The whole thing of sleeping on the beach and the waves, that’s the kind of thing Dylan liked.”




“I’m a Poet, and I Know It. Hope I Don’t Blow It”


Remember, Bob Dylan’s a poet, man. So when he writes, it’s a poet writing, and when he talks, it’s a poet talking.

—Bob Neuwirth, Dylan’s friend and former road manager



“I’M A POET, AND I know it. Hope I don’t blow it,” Dylan said in 1964’s “I Shall Be Free No. 10.” “My poems are written in a rhythm of unpoetic distortion,” Dylan wrote in the liner notes to 1965’s Bringing It All Back Home. He told the Canadian Broadcast Corporation’s (CBC) Martin Bronstein in February 1966, “For a while I did consider myself a poet. [Now] I don’t like to consider myself a poet because it puts you in a category with a lot of funny people.”

Beat poet Michael McClure, a friend of both Kerouac and Dylan who died on May 4, 2020, wrote in a 1974 article for Rolling Stone:


By the time I met Bob [1965], his poetry was important to me in the way that Kerouac’s writing was. It was not something to imitate or be influenced by; it was the expression of a unique individual and his feelings and perceptions.

There is no way to second-guess poetry or to predict poetry or to convince a poet that the very best songs in the world are poetry if they are not. Bob Dylan is a poet; whether he has cherubs in his hair and fairy wings, or feet of clay, he is a poet. Those other people called “rock poets,” “song poets,” “folk poets,” or whatever the rock critic is calling them this week, will be better off if they are appreciated as songwriters.6



Dylan’s first book, 1971’s Tarantula,7 is the work of a poet captivated by the Beat writers, as are his liner notes for The Times They Are a-Changin’, Another Side of Bob Dylan, Bringing It All Back Home, and Highway 61 Revisited.

“He was a poet first,” Lawrence Ferlinghetti told me in February of 2017. “He wanted to be a published poet. But luckily he had a guitar and he knew how to make it into music. His early songs [in the 1960s] were long surrealist poems.”

At Hibbing High School, a grand building completed in 1923 at a cost of a then astounding $4 million in Hibbing, Minnesota, the town where Robert Zimmerman spent more than a decade of his youth, there is, as Greil Marcus noted, poetry on the walls—quotes from Tennyson’s “Oenone.” Dylan’s high school English teacher was the late B. J. Rolfzen, who another Hibbing teacher, Aaron Brown, described as a “gentle man who loved poetry, and preached poetry almost like a religion.” Teenage Robert Zimmerman sat in the front row of Rolfzen’s class (room 204) for two years as Rolfzen lectured about Shakespeare, Keats, Shelley, Byron, Wordsworth, Frost, William Carlos Williams, and others. Zimmerman considered Rolfzen, now deceased, a mentor and in the years following his success as Bob Dylan, the rock star spoke to Rolfzen during at least two of his infrequent visits to Hibbing.

Zimmerman had a rock & roll band when he was in high school, but even before then he wrote poetry. He told CBC’s Martin Bronstein that he started writing poems when he was eight or nine “about the flowers and my mother and stuff like that.” One of his teenage poems that survives, “Bad Poem,” was written in 1956 (and exhibited in the Experience Music Project’s traveling exhibition Bob Dylan’s American Journey, 1956–1966, which was at various museums from 2004 to 2008).8 The handwritten poem reads in part:


Waiting in the house, was Raatsi on the bed “I’m gonna pin Boutang’s arm,” Melvin, then said “A noise outside! and Raatsi’s face had gleem [sic]” Ah ha, it was Dale coming on his machine



“It’s really like a Bob Dylan song,” John Cohen told me. Cohen, who died in September 2019, in addition to being a photographer and writer, was a filmmaker and member of the New Lost City Ramblers; he photographed Kerouac in 1959, and became friends with Dylan and photographed him in 1962 before Dylan’s first album, Bob Dylan, was released. “So this [‘Bad Poem’] is from 1956. What he was messing around with in terms of




“I Came Out of the Wilderness and Just Naturally Fell in with the Beat Scene”
















“Talkin’ New York”





























“So Throw a Match on It”



















“The Great American Road Trip”
















































“A Hundred-Mile-an-Hour Clip”















“Writ for My Own Soul’s Ear”






























“Hey, You Dig Something Like Cut-Ups?”
































“No Rhyme, All Cut-Up, No Nothing, Except Something Happening, Which Is Words”
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DISCOGRAPHY

For those unfamiliar with some of the artists or bands written about in this book, I have provided one album (in most cases), that will provide a great introduction to each artist or band.


John Lee Hooker, The Ultimate Collection (Rhino)


Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, Hard Travelin’ (Fantasy)


Bob Dylan, Highway 61 Revisited (Columbia) and Blonde on Blonde (Columbia)


Black Flag, Damaged (SST)


The Replacements, Let It Be (Twin/Tone)


Hüsker Dü, Zen Arcade (SST)


The Minutemen, Post Mersh, Vol. 1 (SST)


Professor Longhair, New Orleans Piano (Atlantic Jazz)


Van Morrison, Astral Weeks (Warner Bros.)


Patti Smith, Horses (Arista)


Ramones, Ramones (Sire)


The Clash, London Calling (Epic)


Sex Pistols, Never Mind the Bollocks, Here’s the Sex Pistols (Warner Bros.)


Prince, Dirty Mind (Warner Bros.) and 1999 (Warner Bros.)


Muddy Waters, Folk Singer (Chess/ MCA)


Flipper, Album—Generic Flipper (American WB): Available as an MP 3 album or via Spotify.


Crime, Murder by Guitar (Superior Viaduct)


Sleater-Kinney, Call the Doctor (Sub Pop)


James Brown, Live at the Apollo 1962 (Universal Music Group)


Talking Heads, Talking Heads 77 (Sire/Warner Bros.)


John Fogerty/Creedence Clearwater Revival, Chronicle: The 20 Greatest Hits (Fantasy)


Chris Isaak, Silvertone (Warner Bros.) and Heart Shaped World (Reprise)


Townes Van Zandt, Live at the Old Quarter, Houston, Texas (Fat Possum/ TVZ Records)


Gil Scott-Heron, The Best of Gil Scott-Heron (Sony Music Canada Inc.)


Jolie Holland, Catalpa (Anti)


Tom Waits, Mule Variations (Anti)


Michael Jackson, Thriller (Sony Legacy)


Devo, Q: Are We Not Men? A: We Are Devo! (Warner Bros.)


Neil Young, Everybody Knows This Is Nowhere (Reprise) and Tonight’s the Night (Reprise)


Big Brother and the Holding Company, Cheap Thrills (Columbia)


Grateful Dead, The Grateful Dead (Warner Bros.) and Live Dead (Warner Bros.)


Country Joe & The Fish, Electric Music for the Mind and Body (Vanguard)


Flamin’ Groovies, Groovies Greatest Grooves (Sire) or Shake Some Action (Sire)


American Music Club, Engine (Warner Bros.) and Mercury (Warner Bros.)


Laurie Anderson, Big Science (Nonesuch)



Lou Reed/Velvet Underground, The Velvet Underground and Nico (Polydor), White Light/ White Heat (Polydor), The Velvet Underground (Polydor), and Loaded (Polydor)


Sly & The Family Stone, Greatest Hits (Sony Legacy) and There’s a Riot Goin’ On (Sony Legacy)


George Clinton/Funkadelic, Maggot Brain (Ace Records Import)


Rick James, Street Songs (Motown)


Dennis Wilson, Pacific Ocean Blue (Sony Legacy)


Brian Wilson/Beach Boys, Pet Sounds (Capitol) and Sounds of Summer (Capitol)


Captain Beefheart & His Magic Band, Trout Mask Replica (Zappa Records) and Lick My Decals Off, Baby (Rhino/Warner Bros.)


Frank Zappa/The Mothers of Invention, Freak Out! (Zappa Records)


Stevie Wonder, Talking Book (Motown) or Innervisions (Motown)


Richard and Linda Thompson, Shoot out the Lights (Hannibal)


Robbie Robertson/The Band, Music from Big Pink (Capitol) and Robbie Robertson (Universal Music Group)


Avengers, Avengers (Superior Viaduct) and “We Are the One” as well as their live set opening for the Sex Pistols at Winterland can be streamed on YouTube


Sleepers, The Less an Object (Tim Kerr)


Various, Miners’ Benefit (White Noise Records) or entire album is on YouTube.


Mutants, Fun Terminal (White Noise) or all songs on YouTube. New Dark Ages EP (415 Records): “New Dark Ages” and Insect World” are on YouTube. Search on Tube for “Mutants live at Mabuhay” for entire sets.
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