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Introduction

When Bob Dylan was awarded the prestigious Nobel Prize in Literature in 2016, there blew up something of a storm. The media and cognoscenti queried the Nobel Committee’s judgement, prominent literary voices expressed outrage at the choice. Bob Dylan, these voices said, was a singer, not a writer, there were many more credible candidates who deserved the prize, the Ideals of Literature had been betrayed, and so on. Bob Dylan didn’t exactly help to calm the rage. For weeks he refused even to acknowledge he’d won the award. He didn’t turn up to receive his gold medal at the official ceremony in Stockholm, where the prize-winners from all the other categories were gathered. Only finally, several months later, did he agree to accept the prize. Because Dylan was scheduled to play two concerts in Stockholm as part of a European tour, the Nobel Committee arranged a small private event, just twelve of them and him. Sneaking in, according to The New Yorker, wearing a hoodie, leather jacket and gloves, he collected his medal, drank some champagne, and went off to play his gig. He didn’t tell the audience what he’d done that afternoon.1

Dylan fans were neither surprised nor outraged at the award. They were in no doubt he deserved the prize. Yes, he was a musician, but his music was the garment, superbly tailored to be sure, in which he clothed his words. His lyrics were the product of genius, his poetic powers far outweighing those of any of the naysayers. His was the outstanding, creative voice of mid- to late-twentieth-century American culture. As for the controversy over the award of the prize, well, when had Dylan not been controversial? It may not have been his plan, but controversy and dissension stalked his career. At least until the late 1960s, when his critics finally accepted that he would always remain true to himself and that their complaints were just phantoms in the wind.

Bob Dylan went from unknown to superstardom during some of the most turbulent times in modern American history. The McCarthy years, when anyone suspected of communist leanings was ostracised, however weak the evidence, took a terrible toll among musicians, writers and creatives, some of whom moved in the same circles as Dylan. The struggle for civil rights tore American society apart and the assassination of President Kennedy traumatised it, destroying hopes, ideals and dreams. If that wasn’t enough, the Vietnam War radicalised the post-war generation, baby-boomers as they were known. Dylan was not a boomer, he was born four years before the end of the war, but he was the artist they regarded, though he rejected the categorisation, as their spokesman and voice. In a period of tremendous social and technological change, Bob Dylan fuelled himself with the energy of the age, transforming in seemingly no time at all from an aspiring Greenwich Village folk singer into a cultural icon deserving of a Nobel Prize.

Those few years are the subject of this book. Relentlessly driven, unafraid of change, and seeing far into its consequences, Dylan harnessed the spirit of the age to explore new ways of delivering his messages and ideas. Provocative or accusatory, inspirational, mystifying or entertaining, Dylan never lacked the element of surprise. Speaking out in the service of justice and truth, daring to stand up to his detractors, a man never prepared to be cowed. Even when it meant upsetting some of his fans and alienating segments of his audience.

Like any outstanding creative, Bob Dylan’s work is the product of multiple influences. Widely read, there seems to be no end to the poets and authors he echoes. Musically too, he draws upon the entire spectrum of contemporary genres, from folk and blues through to jazz, country, rock and pop. However, three great cultural influences, two American, one ethnic, truly moulded him as an artist: Woody Guthrie, the man he wanted to emulate as a folk singer at the start of his career. The Beat poets, notably Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac, whose use of language, seemingly boundless perspective and elevated awareness opened new horizons, expanding his world view – in time, he would add Rimbaud and Verlaine to his pantheon of poets. And third, his Jewish ancestry, which rarely affected him consciously but furnished him with traits and values, shaping him into the person he had no choice other than to be. All three of these primary influences are encapsulated in the title of this book, Bob Dylan: Jewish Roots, American Soil.





1

Startin’ Out


A Small Town

It is hard growing up as a Jew in a small town. It is hard, even if your family doesn’t stand out as being particularly Jewish, even if they look much the same as everybody else, apart perhaps from being a bit smaller, a bit darker, and with curlier hair. It is hard even if, on the surface, your parents’ lives are much the same as everybody else’s, except for the fact that they are never seen in church. Nor does it help if you happen to be born with a German surname in America in 1941, above all in the Midwest, a child during World War II. Even though, by the time you were old enough to understand the slurs, everyone knew what the Germans had done to the Jews. One way or another, you and your family were bound to be seen as outsiders.

The Zimmermans, in the mining town of Hibbing, Minnesota, were such a family. A mother, father and two sons, four of just 280 Jews in a town of around 16,000 souls.

Your parents might play down their differences when they live in a town like Hibbing. They’d think of themselves as no different to everybody else, and they’d encourage you to do the same. They might point out from time to time that there are a few other Jews in the town and they’d remind you that you have family in nearby Duluth, where you were born and lived until you were six, where there are nearly 3,000 Jews. They’d tell you that America is a free and open society, where it doesn’t matter which religion you were born into, where nobody discriminates against Jews. Even if that wasn’t particularly true. Although it was easier to be Jewish than to be black.

But even as they tell you that, you might begin to wonder. You may hear them talking, when you are four or five, about the news coming out of Europe. About what had happened to the Jews. You would not understand much about it at that age, and your parents would have done their best to keep it from you. Nevertheless, you’d start to form an impression that there is something different about being a Jew; that you are not exactly the same as everybody else. And that impression would grow stronger, and your sense of difference would deepen, as you grew older and went to school. Where quite possibly, on occasion, you might be drawn into a fight with another child who had sneered at you, calling you something like ‘Jew-boy’ or ‘dirty Jew’, something they’d heard at home.

That can, and does, happen anywhere. But growing up in a small town, where you might be the only Jew in your class, where there was nobody else feeling as different as you did, you would be more aware of it.

It does something to children, this sense of difference. It can damage them profoundly, make them fearful, embarrassed to tell anyone they are a Jew. Or, it can have the opposite effect; it can raise their hackles, toughen them, make them want to show the world who they really are. It can infuse them with single-minded ambition, invigorate them with the urge to excel.

Some children may feel both emotions; both embarrassed about their Jewishness and determined to show the world what they are truly capable of. Such people may try to conceal their Jewishness while doing their utmost to make a name for themselves, garnering recognition, admiration and respect, proving themselves to be exceptional at what they do, ensuring that their Jewishness is no impediment to success. Then, if they do achieve their aims, if they gain the recognition they were desperate for, and have accumulated the fame, money or whatever else impelled them, then might they relax, accept the reality of their difference, express pride in who they are, and exude confidence in their Jewishness.

That’s the paradigm. It doesn’t often work out like that, many Jews are embarrassed, few achieve success. Some respond to embarrassment by changing identity, maybe exploring a different spiritual path or faith for a while. Perhaps even becoming a Christian. But, as long as the paradigm holds, as long as they are destined for success, the day will most likely come when they acknowledge their Jewishness again. It is all part of the journey, the transformation that a determined Jew from a small town might go through in their unwavering ambition to succeed.

If you read Chronicles, the first and only published volume of Bob Dylan’s autobiography, you will learn that he came from a small town. You might deduce that his surname was Zimmerman. However, you would not know that he was Jewish. The word Jew only occurs once in the autobiography, and even that is only in a reference to the Pope. His first girlfriend, Echo Helstrom, who he met in the eleventh grade, once asked him if he was Jewish. She told Anthony Scaduto, Dylan’s earliest biographer, that he gave her a funny look.1 Their friend John Buckland, who overheard the exchange, told Echo never to ask him that again. And Scaduto reports conversations with other former acquaintances of Dylan too, all of whom are adamant that he was not prepared to own up to his origins.

Dylan’s early desire to conceal his origins may have come as a surprise to Scaduto and his readers. It shouldn’t really; thousands of sensitive, teenage Jewish boys have felt the same. Particularly in those days when identity was not something one shouted about, when the pressure to conform and fit in was still strong, before the social upheavals of the 1960s, upheavals in which self-conscious, reluctantly identifying Jews played a disproportionate part. The desire to conceal his origins would have been particularly apposite in Hibbing, a town where, according to a teacher in Dylan’s old school, speaking some years later, ‘the Finns hated the Bohemians and the Bohemians hated the Finns. Nearly everyone hated the Jews.’ It sounds like a quote from Tom Lehrer’s song, ‘National Brotherhood Week’, but pretty accurate, nevertheless: ‘Oh, the Protestants hate the Catholics, / And the Catholics hate the Protestants, / And the Hindus hate the Moslems, / And everybody hates the Jews.’2

Thirteen years older than Dylan, a Jew from Manhattan where the need to conceal one’s Jewishness was never much of a priority, Tom Lehrer never seems to have had a problem sounding or appearing Jewish. He even gave up his successful musical career to go and teach Mathematics – academic subjects don’t come more Jewish than that. But Dylan was not Lehrer and Hibbing was not Manhattan. In small towns, prejudices reign supreme. As a Jew, Dylan’s father Abe Zimmerman wasn’t even able to join the local golf club.3

There may have been only a scattering of Jews in Hibbing but Dylan’s parents played their part in the Jewish community. Abe served on committees of the B’nai B’rith charitable fraternity, his wife Beatty performed a leading role in the local branch of the women’s fellowship, Hadassah. Dylan’s parents invited 500 people to his barmitzvah party – or, to be more precise, the barmitzvah of Robert Zimmerman, because that is who he was at the age of 13 – of whom 400 came. Not a bad turnout for a small town with only 280 Jews. Unlike some Jewish boys, those at the most disconnected end of the religious spectrum, Bobby Zimmerman’s barmitzvah was not an outlier in an otherwise secular life.

Barmitzvahs are a big deal in families, particularly for the parents and grandparents. Their boy has come of age; it is a moment to cherish. Technically he is now subject to the rights and duties imposed by Jewish law, but that is not what most parents are celebrating. Their pride comes from watching their son sing a portion of the Torah, the Five Books of Moses, in synagogue. Standing up in a room full of adults, strangers as well as family, reading something in Hebrew that he barely understands, that he has learnt by rote because in many cases he is not familiar with the language, and singing it in a voice that’s on the point of breaking, a voice with a mind of its own, wavering between falsetto, cracking and bass.

He’s probably more nervous than he has ever been before, because, unlike the adults, he is too young to realise that no matter how good or bad his performance is, nobody will care. It’s the occasion that counts, that’s all. Everyone will kvell, particularly the old people. Though some of the girls will think it unfair that boys receive all the attention, whereas they get none. Batmitzvahs, the comparable ceremony for girls, still hadn’t become a thing in 1954, when Bobby Zimmerman was called to read from the Torah. It would be another decade or two before the girls’ ceremony really took off.

Following the trauma of the synagogue service, there will be a party. The boy might give a speech, and he’ll get lots of presents – mainly briefcases, wallets and fountain pens, the barmitzvah gifts of choice in the 1950s. He’ll like the presents, particularly from those guests who give him money rather than fountain pens, and he will enjoy the party more if he’s allowed to invite his friends. But he is 13 years old. He has had to work hard to learn his Torah portion, his hormones are exploding, the stress of the occasion has seriously aggravated his acne, and he is worried that those two girls over there, the one he thinks he likes and her friend, are laughing at him. Barmitzvahs are great for the adults. How much do they really do to strengthen the Jewish identity of a typical 13-year-old boy?

Abe and Beatty Zimmerman, Bobby’s parents, were both children of immigrants from the old country. The two families lived at opposite extremes of the heim, the Pale of Settlement to which Eastern European Jews were mainly confined, stretching from one sea to another, from the Baltic to the Black. His mother’s family came from Lithuania or Latvia in the north of the region, his father’s from Odessa on the south coast of Ukraine. Like all immigrants fleeing the poverty and pogroms of the late nineteenth century, Bobby’s grandparents arrived in America with nothing
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