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Bob Dylan
OU d o n ’t  NECESSARILY HAVE TO WRITE TO BE a  POET,” BOB DYLAN 

once gpifJ "Some people work in gas stations and they’re poets. I  don’t 
call myself a poet because I  don’t  like the word. I’m  a trapeze artist” 

Perhaps Bob Dylan has always resisted labels because he has found 
himself defined and redefined in public so often. H e  was originally 
hailed as the musical heir apparent to W oody Guthrie, a rebel with a 

cause, the most promising and galvanic o f the young N ew  York-based folldes 
Pete Seeger rallpd "W oody’s children.” T hen he was transformed into a rene
gade rock and roller, a  gaunt vision in black who unleashed his stream o f 
consciousness with a  stark beat and created a new kind o f  pop music that 
was brilliant, challenging, even downright dangerous. H e  has been a pop 
star, a recluse, a country  gentlem an and a 
born-again. H e  is a  legend who has refused 
to simply sit back and act legendary.

Robert Z im m erm an was bom  in Duluth,
M innesota, on M ay 24th, 1941. H is  father 
ran a hardware store. As a high-school student 
in the late Fifties, he listened to H ank  W il
liams but liked to play rock and rolL H e  was 
considered a quiet boy by his teachers and a 
bit o f a greaser by his schoolmates because he 
hung around with the biker crowd. H e  had 
been musical since childhood; he’d  learned to 
play the harmonica and the piano by die age 
o f  ten and taught himself to  play the guitar 
he’d bought from Sears Roebuck. Despite his 
apparent shyness he liked to perform with his 
friends; as an eleventh grader he shocked a 
school assembly during the Jacket Jambourie 
T alen t Festival by playing rock  and roll in 
such a frenzied manner that one teacher de
scribed it as "positively D ionysian.” In  his 
high-school yearbook, Zimmerman stated that 
his only ambition was "to join Little Richard.”

A fte r g raduating  from  high school, he 
moved to Minneapolis to  attend the Universi
ty o f Minnesota. There, in the student quarter 
known as Dinkytown, Z im m erm an became 
Bob Dylan, a name he claims to have created 
after he cajoled the owner o f a local coffee
house into giving him a gig. Inspired by an 
O detta album, Dylan traded his electric guitar 
for an acoustic and began to pattern himself 
after the hard-traveling folk singers o f the pre
vious generation. H e  particularly looked up to 
W oody Guthrie, with his plain-spoken lyrics, 
parched-earth voice and D ust Bowl legacy.

In December 1960, after he’d  exhausted the Dinkytown scene and lost inter
est in college, Dylan moved to N ew  York City. H e  jettisoned his former life
style entirely by passing himself off as a clever vagabond, an orphan, a  street tit* 
chin who literally followed the  footsteps o f  his idols across Am erica. H e  
gravitated to Bleecker Street, in Greenwich Village, where the folk and blues 
scene was in foil swing, because, he says, "it was a great place for me to learn 
and to  meet others who were on a similar journey.”

D ylan m ade his m ark quickly. H e  played his first gig on  A pril 11th, 
1961, at G erdes’ Folk City, as the opening act for John Lee H ooker. Dyl
an’s set included "H ouse o f  the Risin’ Sun” and "Song to W oody” (a song 
he wrote after visiting the terminally ill G uthrie in the M orristown, New 
Jersey, hospital where he lived the last, painful years o f  his life). Later that 
year he landed his first recording session, playing harmonica for fifty dollars 
on a  H a rry  Belafonte record. T h a t Septem ber he returned to  Folk City for

a two-week engagem ent with the  G reenbriar Boys. T h e  N ew  York Times 
critic Robert Shelton saw him at the start o f his run and, in Dylan’s first ma
jo r press review, called him "a cross between a choir boy and a beatnik” who 
was "bursting a t the seams with talent.”

O n  September 29th, die day the review appeared, Dylan again played har
monica at a session, this time for fellow folk artist and friend Carolyne Hester, 
who was recording her first album with producer John Hammond. T he pre
scient Hammond, impressed with Dylan’s work, signed him to Columbia Rec
ords on the spot A  month later, Hammond and Dylan entered Columbia’s stu
dio to <~nmmi>nn> work on an album that would simply be called Bob Dylan, 
featuring the twenty-year-old accompanying himself on harmonica and guitar. It 

didn’t take very long to record. As Dylan told 
biographer Anthony Scaduto, " I just played 
guitar and harmonica and sang these songs 
and that was i t  M r. Hammond asked me if I 
wanted to sing any o f them over again and I 
said 'no.’ I can’t see myself singing the same 
song twice in a row.” Total production costs 
fo r Bob Dylan: $402. T h e  album  included 
"Song to Woody,” "House o f the Risin’ Sun” 
and "Talking N ew  York,” a bit o f  wry, off- 
the-cuff self-mythologizing that suggested the 
shape o f things to come.

In May 1963, Columbia released The Free
wheelin’ Bob Dylan. O n  the cover, in an oft-im
itated photo, Dylan appeared diffident, shoul
ders hunched against the seeming cold (or the 
camera’s intrusion), walking along a Village 
street with his girlfriend, Suze Rotolo, clinging 
to his arm. Columbia executives were skeptical 
o f  what they called "H am m ond’s folly” and 
had urged Hammond to drop Dylan after the 
first record. But this second album contained 
"Blowin’ in the W ind” and "A  H ard  Rain’s 
A-Gonna Fall,” songs that had already aston
ished the cognoscenti in folk circles and estab
lished Dylan as a formidable composer and a 
significant presence. As another awed singer 
told Scaduto, "In  less than one year on the 
professional folk scene he turns out something 
every bit as good as G uthrie’s 'T his Land Is 
Your Land’ or Seegpr’s Tf I H ad a Hammer.’  ̂

Dylan was becoming more influential than 
his forebears, and his contemporaries had be
gun to emulate him. In  a  review o f a concert 
Dylan gave at Town Hall, in New York City, 
a month before the release o f Freewheelin’, Bill

board declared that Dylan possessed "the stuff o f which legends are m ade.. . .  His 
wUtf will be around for a long, long time.” The world at large would discover his 
work, if not the artist himself, via Peter, Paul and Mary, who would have two Top 
Ten hits in 1963 with "Blowin’ in the Wind” and "Don’t  Think Twice, It’s All 
Right” A t the Newport Folk Festival that July, Dylan was the undisputed star o f a 
bill that included Pete Seeger, Joan Baez and Peter, Paul and Mary. H e  formed a 
partnership with Joan Baez, both musical and romantic, and together they became 
the intensely committed -  and hiply glamorous -  figureheads o f the folk circuit 

In early 1964, as the Beades began to steal the hearts o f young America, 
Dylan -  articulate, challenging, charismatic -  was occupying the minds o f a 
slightly older s e t H e  released two albums that year. T he first, The Times They 
Are A-Changin, represented the peak o f  his sustained issue-oriented work. In 
addition to the title song, which has the rare distinction o f always seeming topi
cal, the album featured "W ith God on O ur Side” and "The Lonesome Death
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o f  H attie  Carroll.” T h e  aptly named Another Side o f Bob Dylan, released in 
August, riled folk purists with the highly personal, introspective and back- 
handedly rom antic m ood o f  such num bers as 'Tviy Back Pages,” "A ll IB 
Really W an t to  D o ” and " I t A in’t M e, Babe.” Dylan combined the earnest
ness and anger o f  the folk milieu with the aura o f  mystery and unpredictabil
ity he had always cultivated -  and added just an intriguing hint o f  inside in
formation. H e  wasn’t  playing rock and roll yet, but he was starting to  live i t  
T h e  spokesman was becoming a star.

I t  was the Beatles who propelled Dylan back to  rock and roll. " I  just kept 
it to myself that I really dug them,” Dylan told Scaduto. " I t seemed to me a 
dofinit f  line was being drawn. T h is  was something that had never happened
before____You see, there was a lot o f hypocrisy all around, people saying it
had to  be either folk o r rock. But I knew it didn’t  have to be like th a t  I  dug
what the Beatles were doing, and I  always kept it in mind from  back then.”

In  early 1965 the Los Angeles-based Byrds chose an as-yet-unreleased Dyl
an song, "M r. Tambourine Man,” as their new single and cut it, using Beades- 
inspired arrangements and elaborate harmonies. Dylan responded with Bringing 
I t AH Back Home, in which he changed die context but not the content o f his 
work, offering lyrics that were as literate and demanding as they’d always been 
but set to  terse rock and ro ll T he messages, if there were messages at all, were 
often oblique, as in songs like "Subterranean Homesick Blues” and "Maggie’s 
Farm ’| |§ " D o n ’t follow leaders/W atch the parkin’ meters” was perhaps the 
most analyzed and quoted o f them all -  but the arrangements left litde room for 
ambiguity. They were intense and unpremeditated, expressing anger or exuber
ance or a volatile combination o f both. As with Dylan’s previous record, his folk 
followers were not amused. A  writer in Sing Out! branded him "a freak and a 
parody,” complaining, "It’s a pity and a frustration, for if ever the world was in 
need o f the clear and uncompromising anger o f the poet, it is now.” Bringing It 
A ll Back Home became Dylan’s first million seller.
- Ip  M ay o f  1965, Dylan left for his first English tour, accompanied by 
Joan Baez and a cam era crew led by documentary filmmaker D .A . Perine- 
baker. T h e  dram a o f  the tour was captured in stark black and white in Don't 
Look Back, a compelling glimpse o f  a  star’s speedy ascent and the attendant 
power and pressure. Dylan was greeted overseas as a sage, a poet, a  people’s  
politician; he reacted with put-ons and put-downs in appealingly arrogant 
pop-star fashion. A s the tour progressed, his romance with Baez began tò  
unravel practically on  cam era. A fte r his eagerly anticipated debut a t the 
Royal A lbert H all, in London, he spent the evening with John Lennon and 
Paul M cCartney (and allegedly turned them on to  marijuana, although his 
only comment to  the press regarding that night was "W e just laughed all 

night, that’s all, just laughed all night” ). H e  
himself was turned on not only to  the Beat
les, but to the Stones and the Animals — to 
stripped-down, blues-based rock and roll.

B ack hom e in Ju n e , D ylan  en te red  the  
studio to  cu t "Like a Rolling Stone,” with 
M ike Bloomfield on guitar and A l Kooper 
on  H a m m o n d  o rg a n . A c tu a lly , K o o p er 
wanted to  play guitar, but before the session, 
he had been fooling around with the organ, 
an instrument he had never used before, and 
D y la n  s u g g e s te d  l i e  p lay  th a t  in s te a d . 
K ooper s tum bled  u pon  the  slightly  seedy 
carnival-organ sound that would be integral 
to many o f  Dylan’s songs during that peri
od. "Like a Rolling Stone” became Dylan’s 

first T op Forty hit, reaching N um ber Tw o on the pop c h a r t O n  July 25th, 
1965, Dylan returned to the Newport Folk Festival ànd met with a  far different 
response than he had enjoyed in the UJK. and with the new, young radio audi
ence. After playing only three numbers on the electric guitar with the Paul But
terfield Blues Band -  "Like a Rolling Stone,” "Maggie’s Farm” and "It Takes a 
Lot to Laugh, It Takes a Train to Cry” -  Dylan reacted to die growing chorus 
o f boos by leaving the stage. H e  returned with his acoustic guitar to sing "It’s 
All Over Now, Baby Blue,” a choice that Sing Out! called "fearfully appropri
ate.” A  month later he unveiled Highway 61 Revisited, the most audacious and 
ambitious pop album recorded up to that time -  surreal in content, proto-punk 
in style, ultracool basic in execution, a record that remains a landmark.

C olum bia execu tives were 
sk e p tic a l abou t w hat th ey  
ca lled  “H am m ond's fo l
ly ” an d  had u rged John  
H am m ond to  drop th e 
you n g fo lk  sin g er a fte r 
th e lim ited  success o f h is 
f ir s t album . B u t h is sec
ond album , T heF ree- 
w heelin ’B ob D yla n , ’con
ta in ed  “B low in’ in  th e 
W ind” a rid  “A  H ard  
R a in ’s  A -G onna F a ll ”

In late 1965, Dylan began a world tour, this time accompanied by a backing 
combo '-fillpd the Hawks, led by Robbie Robertson -  a group that, on their 
own, would become known simply as the Band. This tour, which included the 
famous Royal A lbert H all performances, was a moody, tempestuous affair. 
D ylan viewed the audience uproar in typically sardonic fashion, later com
menting to  Ralph J. Gleason in Rolling Stone, "T hey m ust be pretty rich to  be 
able to go someplace and boo. I  couldn’t afford it if I  was in their shoes.”

In  M ay 1966, Dylan released Blonde on Blonde, a  two-record set that con
tained some o f  his m ost deeply romantic ("Visions o f Johanna,” "Sad-Eyed 
Lady o f  the Lowlands” ) and wickedly rollicking ("Rainy D ay W om en # 1 2  
&C 35,” "M ost Likely You’ll G o Your W ay (And I’ll G o M ine” ) material. 
O n  July 29th, 1966, Dylan crashed his Trium ph motorcycle in the country
side near W oodstock, N ew  York, and his career in the center ring o f  the 
rock and roll circus abruptly ended.

Dylan’s accident, and the year and a half o f  seclusion that followed, only 
enhanced his mystique. A lthough he spent the summer o f ’67 woodshedding 
with the Band in the house they called Big Pink, in W est Saugerties, N ew  
Y ork -  a  period  docum ented on  The Basement Tapes, released in 197-5^ 
when he finally reemerged in Decem ber, it was with John Wesley Harding, an 
acoustic, country-inflected album recorded in Nashville. I t  appeared during 
the height o f  extravagant Sgt. Pepper-induced studio experimentation; Rolling 
Stone noted that the album "changed the rules o f  late-Sixties rock and roll 
by artfully dem onstrating that it could be subtle and folksy instead o f big 

and baroque.’| | | §
In  J anuary 1968, Dylan performed as part o f a memorial to W oody Guthrie 

at Carnegie Hall. In  some fashion he was returning to his roots, except this time 
he gravitated more toward the country music he had always loved. In  April 
1969 he offered Nashville Skyline, which displayed a richer, mellower vocal style 
and included a  duet with Johnny Cash, who’d  been one o f Dylan’s earliest sup
porters at Columbia Records. T h a t summer, Dylan returned to the concert 
stage on his own, backed by the Band, at the huge Isle o f W ight rock festival, 
in the U.K. Although he appeared two years later with George Harrison at 
M adison Square G arden during the C oncert for Bangladesh benefit, Dylan 
didn’t  formally resume live performances in the States until January 1974, when 
he embarked on a national tour with the Band that was greeted with an enor
mous demand for tickets and enthusiastic notices. These shows were preserved 
on Before the Flood, which, along with his chart-topping Planet Waves, was re 
corded for Asylum Records during a brief split with Columbia.

W hen Dylan returned to Columbia the following year, he entered the most 
richly creative phase o f his career in the Seventies. It began with the release of 
Blood on the Tracks in January ’75. Blood on the Tracks was a mature and master- 
fel evocation o f lost loves and lost causes executed in the more austere manner 
o f his early work. Rolling Stone deemed it significant enough to devote its entire 
record-review section to the album. In October, Dylan dreamed up the Rolling 
Thunder Revue while hanging around die Bleecker Street clubs where he had 
started o u t Part traveling hootenanny, part magical mystery tour, the Revue 
rr.ngktt>d o f an ever-shifting caravan o f troubadours that included Joan Baez, 
Ramblin’ Jack Elliot, Joni Mitchell and even Sam Shepard (as tour diarist). It 
made surprise appearances throughout the N ortheast and later around the 
country (in tandem with benefits for the imprisoned boxer Rubin "Hurricane” 
Carter). Desire, which reflected the picaresque feel o f Rolling Thunder, came 
out Airing the tour to considerable acclaim and commercial success. Rolling 
Thunder’s musical and romantic entanglements, a melodrama enacted on the 
road by these seasoned veterans o f the star wars, was captured on record (Hard 
Ram), in a book (Sam Shepard’s Rolling Thunder Logbook) and on film (Dylan’s 
self-directed, shoot-as-we-go epic Renaldo and Clara).

Dylan has regularly hit the road ever since, most recendy on a worldwide 
tour with Tom  Petty and the Heartbreakers and in American stadium shows 
with the Grateful Dead. As always, his performances have been events -  eagerly 
awaited and just as eagerly debated In 1979 he once again shocked his audi
ence by devoting Slow Train Coming to  songs written from the perspective o f a 
born-again Christian, and he followed it up with the even more explicit -  and 
/■(impelling -  Saved. In  late 1985, Columbia released the years-in-the-making 
Biograph, a multi-album retrospective in which Dylan himself commented on the 
emotional and musical roots o f his songs. I t wasn’t a summing up, but an op
portunity to take stock o f an extraordinary, ongoing career. T he legend, after 

all, is very much alive. ®
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FOLK MUSIC:1958-63
Ü M

By Arthur Levy

T
h e r e  s  a  h o o t e n a n n y  c o m i n  e v e r y  

week on ABC/Starrin’ folk music singers 
from the mountains to the sea.”

In 1963, Jack Linkletter presented the 
latest entry in the Saturday-night variety- 
show sweepstakes, A B C -T V  s Hootenan

ny. T h e  tim in g  c o u ld n ’t  have b e en  b e t te r :
Peter, Paul and M ary had just notched up three 
consecutive  T o p  T en  singles iflt less th an  six 
months: "P u ff the M agic Dragon,” "Blowin’ in 
the W in d ” and "D o n ’t  T h in k  Tw ice, I t ’s A ll 
R igh t” T o  see how far folk music had come in 
five years, co n sid e r th a t " P u f f” was a th inly 
veiled p o t sm oker’s jingle and "Blowin’ in the 
W in d ” had been adopted  as the rallying song 
fo r M artin  L u th er K ing’s A u g u st M arch  on  
W ash in g to n  and  soon  becam e th e  unofficial
theme song o f  the entire civil-rights m ovem ent D id  T V  programm ers need 
m ore justification to throw folk music into the lineup?

Clearly, the advent o f  the Hootenanny series, along with an avalanche o f 
Hootenanny one-off albums (one favorite was by jazz vibraphonist Terry Gibbs) 
and even a short-lived magazine named afer die show, signaled some epochal 
change about to take place. T he folk boom soon affected food (ethnic cuisine 
was in), fashion (who dared  go  w ithout A1 Block sandals o r Fred  Braun 
shoes?), dance, arts and crafts, summer camp», even college curricula. I f  the 
music itself hadn’t made such a leap in popularity, perhaps its chances o f surviving 
unspindled and unmutilated would’ve been better. But once it became an important 
part o f the entertainment business, with its requisite support systems of records, 
concert tours and media exposure, folk music would never be the same.

T o  understand folk’s appeal at the dose o f  the 1950s, one must appreciate a 
retrain disenchantment with pop music that was felt by a specific segment o f 
America’s youth. Such now widely heralded developments as the Brill Building 
phenomenon, the surf bands, even die flowering o f N ew  Orleans, were all seen 
by the early devotees o f  folk music as frivolous diversions in the face o f the rev
olution that was on its way. These young people had folien under the spell o f 
W oody Guthrie and Jack Kerouac, Bergman and Fellini, Kafka and Camus, 
Seeger and Salinger, Gandhi and Ginsberg. Alienation, anomie and relevance 
were on the agenda, ramalama-dingdong was n o t

N o r were socially consdous young people the only ones disenchanted with 
the evolution o f pxp in the late Fifties. There is a hard-core school o f rock and 
roll pxirists who insist that the great groundbreaking work o f Elvis Presley (and, 
by extension, all o f the first-generation rockers) began with Elvis’s first Sun 
records in 1954 and ended abrupdy with his army induction in the spring o f 
1958. A s perceived by these hard-core purists, rock’s wild, untamed nature 
began to  slide hard and fast after the King’s departure, and its magic fire
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was snuffed within a year, on  " th e  day the  music died.”
I t  is precisely within that year that we see the emergence o f  the Kingston 

Trio, who were soon followed by an entire new generation o f  young folk 
personalities. In  1959 folk singers pxtured ou t o f  every nook and cranny o f  
N o rth  Am erica and the British Isles. For them, John Jacob N iles and Burl 
Ives were no less influential than M aybelle C arter and Bill M onroe.

T he new folk singers drew from traditional forms and from fresh musical 
ideas. A nd there were enough pxp-music fons searching for something new to 
assure folk music the modest popular support it needed. T he  key was coexis
tence with rock and roll, an issue with which the folk community would grapple 
for the next two decades — and then some.

T he commercial folk-music boom started with the Kingston Trio’s N um ber 
One song o f  1958: "Tom Dooley,” the first folk hit truly to coexist with rock 
and rolL T he isolated hits o f  such disparate entertainers as H arry  Belafonte 
("Banana Boat” ) and Scottish skiffle man Lonnie Donegan ("Rock Island 
Line”) had been regarded as little more than novelties. But with "Tom D oo
ley,” the San Francisco-based trio’s honest and simple performance struck a do- 
it-yourself nerve that intrigued susceptible youth. T he  Kingston Trio’s studious 
appropriation o f songs and arrangements from the workbooks o f  die Weavers 
and the N ew  Lost City Ramblers represented pop homage at its most earnest 

T he  prospect o f  a career in folk had presented itself to those lads who were 
proud to thumb their nose at rock and roll, which had become big business by 
the end o f  the Fifties. T he gates o f  folk Eden may have opened, but the lines o f 
demarcation were just as swiftly being drawn.

O n  die one side were the purists who were uncompromisingly devoted to 
Appalachian ballads o f English and Celtic origin. Since they held day jobs, they 
didn’t fear any commercial exploitation o f the music A t their most expansive, 
they might let a song from H ank Williams or the Delmore Brothers into the
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repertoire; otherwise, they clung steadfastly 
to  a trad itional form  o f  song tha t hadn’t 
been  m uch  tam p ered  w ith fo r, say, 200 
years. Folk purists regarded the advent o f  
Elvis Presley and Johnny Cash as nothing 
more than a ripple that would soon go away.

O n the other side was a network o f out
casts to whom the notion o f straight employ
ment was preposterous. This colorful subcul
ture o f pickin’ and singin’ "fellow travelers,” as 
the House Un-American Activities Commit
tee pegged them, comprised disenfranchised 
college students like Cambridge’s Eric Von 
Schmidt, Brooklyn cowboys like Ramblin’ Jack 
E llio tt, a r t-sc h o o l hell ra isers  like B ob 
Neuwirth, well-bred and gifted singers like 
Joan Baez, classical buffs like Paul Rothchild, 
expatriates, beat poets, novelists, journalists, 
photographers, political organizers — and more than a few rank opportunists.

Their role models came from many sources, but all converged into a single in
candescent image: the lone singer onstage, a  one-man (or one-woman, more often 
than not) band, with an acoustic guitar slung proudly — preferably a Gibson J-50 or 
Martin D-28. They were separated from the folk purists by their musical sources, 
for they drew upon not only traditional balladry but also the rich reserves o f imme
diate forebears like Woody Guthrie and the Almanac Singers, the New Lost City 
Ramblers, Leadbelly, Cisco Houston, Pete Seeger and the Weavers.

Into this eclectic mix was poured Bill Montoe’s bluegrass and the hillbilly of 
Dock Boggs and the Carter Family, children’s sing-alongs learned at the feet of 
Guthrie, Seeger and Elizabeth Cotten, the house-rockin’ hymns o f the Reverend 
Thomas Dorsey and Clara W ard, the white-hot gospel o f the Stanley Brothers and 
the Sacred H arp  Singers, Roger Sprung’s old-tdmey banjo, the Landreneau Cajun 
Band’s Creole swing and more — Tin Pan Alley, Dixieland, ragtime and Caribbean, 
Spanish, Yiddish, Israeli, French and African songs.

Best o f all, there were the city and country bluesmen, whose influence was part

L ig h tn in H o p k itw

and parcel o f folk music long before it was ac
knowledged on the rock and roll side. T he 
deaths o f Big Bill Broonzy (1958) and Blind 
Willie McTeD (1959) were felt most strongly 
in folk circles and led to a time o f feverish re
discovery. T he legacy o f recording from die 
Twenties and Thirties left by country and 
Delta bluesmen like Robert Johnson, Charley 
Patton, Blind Lemon Jefferson, Sonny Boy 
Williamson, Pee tie W heats traw, Leroy Carr 
and Scrapper Blackwell were a treasure-trove 
for the tough young performers in 1960.

A t the same time, the careers o f  living 
bluesmen were experiencing a  revival greater 
than anything since John Hammond’s Spir
ituals to Swing concerts in 1939. T he New
port Folk Festival exulted in the newly dis
covered sounds o f  Lightnin’ Hopkins, Son 

House, Skip James, Mississippi John H urt, Mississippi Fred McDowell, Bukka 
W hite, Jesse Fuller, Furry Lewis, Big Joe Williams, Memphis Minnie, Sippie 
W allace, M ance Lipscomb, Sleepy John Estes, Sonny Terry and Brownie 
M cGhee and the greatest teacher o f  them all, the Reverend Gary Davis, from 
whom a generation o f singers learned "Samson and Delilah” and "Candyman.” 

I t  was only a  short jump from the rough-hewn Delta blues to the gritty elec
trified Chicago, Memphis and D etroit styles o f  Jimmy Reed, Muddy W aters, 
Elmore James, John Lee Hooker, Howlin’ Wolf, Otis Spann, Willie Dixon and 
B.B. King. M ost folk musicians eagerly adapted the songs to acoustic and N a
tional steel guitar. But in 1960, electrification was out o f the question in even 
the m ost liberal folk camps. T h e  closest acceptable hybrid forms were the 
w ashboard and ju g  bands (skiffle bands, in England) tha t popped up at 
beach-party hoots and at late-night jam  sessions in college dorm s and dress
ing rooms. Still, the image o f  the vagabond bluesman provided a viable role 
model for yet another breed o f  alienated youth.

T he bluesmen found their audience on white college campuses and the bur-
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georung coffeehouse scene. W ithout exception, they were shunned by the urban 
black community, whose embrace o f R&B had already reshaped die commercial 
Top Forty. Nonetheless, the bluesmen were always an integral part o f the folk 
scene -  in fact, they were integrated into the fabric o f the folk movement in a 
way that presaged the coming o f a more resounding land o f integration.

All this was being transmitted in the spirit o f "the folk process,” a cross-fer
tilization o f  ideas that, as 1960 rolled around, reflected the expanding world 
view o f a minority o f the new players. T he  narrow position o f die purist elite 
was being challenged on musical grounds, and the controversy was vigorously de
bated wherever folk music got a toehold. Over the next three years, in Greenwich 
Village, Philadelphia, Coconut Grove, Berkeley, Chicago, Minneapolis, Toronto,

The N ew  L o st C ity  R am blers

Los Angeles, Kansas City, Cambridge and London, the conscience o f the youn
ger practitioners continuously tested the patience o f the elders; it is to their 
eternal credit that, in one o f W estern music’s rare moments o f cooperative nur
turing, the old embraced the young.

T hat set folk music apart from any movement that came before, ensured its 
growth and set its path for the future. Given this blessing, die movement’s pri
orities quickly revealed themselves, propelled by the promises o f the New Fron
tier, as the Kennedy administration’s agenda was nicknamed. In  the pages o f 
Sing O ut!, Broadside and Paul Nelson’s Little Sandy Review, on radio programs 
hosted by Oscar Brand in N ew  York and Studs Terkel in Chicago, in the clut
tered storefront headquarters o f Israel Young’s Folklore Center in Greenwich 
Village, a curious scenario was playing itself out for all to see and hear.

T he action centered around a small but vocal group o f young bloods, armed 
with guitars, typewriters and — 
by 1962 — a respectable number 
o f recording and publishing con
tracts. They also had well-con
nected and influential managers 
and producers and the means to 
turn  their thoughts into deeds.
C h ief am ong their many con
cerns was the stalled civil-rights 
movement. "W h ic h  S ide A re  
You O n ?” was as applicable to  
their fellow singers and song
writers as it was to  the world at 
large. Sparked by fierce deter
mination and quixotic devotion 
to the human spirit, the words 
and m usic o f  th e  fo lk  singers 
identified the  issues and then

ing) the notion o f  idealism and 
m orality m ust have seem ed to 
pop-music observers, it was the 
sole ra ison  d ’e tre  fo r s inger- 
songw rite rs , w hose num bers 
flourished. T h e  recordings o f  
Bob Dylan, Peter LaFarge, M al
vina Reynolds, Guy Carawan,
B ob G ibson  and  (soon  a fte r)
Eric Andersen, Phil Ochs, Tom 
Paxton and Bufly Sainte-M arie 
provided a T op  Forty  o f  their 
own. Inevitably their concerns 
roamed beyond the confines o f 
th e  c o n s c ie n c e -b o u n d  fo lk  
movement After aH, songwriters
are rom antics too , and beside rT
. . .  . .  r C isco  H o u s to n

the all-consuming problems or
the bomb, desegregation, strip mining, the welfare state, political corruption, 
free speech, apartheid, death and taxes, there’s always room for a love song.

T he first golden era (all five years’ worth) o f the modem, commercial folk
song movement was heading for its denouement. N ew  singer-songwriter al
bums were few and for between in 1962, and each one was considered a mini
manifesto in its own right In the following year, the number o f new recordings 
skyrocketed, with Elektra, Vanguard, Folkways, Prestige, RCA, Mercury and 
especially Columbia actively courting young performers. W hile many deny it, a 
subtle competition had taken shape, and a hierarchy was establishing itself.

T he power o f  folk music was displayed for all to see when Peter, Paul and 
M ary sang "Blowin’ in the W ind” at the M arch on Washington. For young 
people whose social and political convictions may not yet have solidified, it was a 
time for heart and mind to come together. T he powerlessness o f youth in the 
Forties and Fifties gave way to a positive feeling o f strength and identity in the 
Sixties. And folk music provided the marching beat for this transformation.

Hootenanny, which refused to allow Pete Seeger and the Weavers to appear, 
became the white elephant o f folk music when Bob Dylan, the Kingston Trio, 
Carolyn Hester, Joan Baez and others agreed to boycott i t  The show didn’t 
miss a  beat though, filling its ranks with the Chad Mitchell Trio, H oyt Axton, 
the Tarriers, Mike Settle and the New Christy Minstrels. T he viewing public, 
generally unaware o f the boycott and its attendant controversies, supported the 
show for one season before it was canceled. Folk music had rid itself o f  an alba
tross and, in the process, safeguarded its roots.

T h e  final two events that signaled the end o f  this magical era o f  folk mu
sic were the assassination o f  John  F. Kennedy and, soon after, the coming o f 
the Beatles, when the country lifted its veil o f  mourning and radio’s frozen 
playlists were thawed. I t  was time for the music to  move on. W oody would 
have been  th e  firs t to  w arn  h is  ch ild ren  ab o u t s tay ing  in  one place too

long, b u t th e  w arning  w asn’t 
really necessary. N o  one want
ed to  go back to  1962, and no
body ever did.

Read more about it: This era and 
the years before and after it are 
capsulized by Lenny Kaye (a.k.a. 
Doc Folk) in his liner notes to his 
indispensable four-volume folk series 
on Elektra Records: 'Bleecker and 
MacDougal: The Folk Scene o f the 
1960s; r Crossroads: W hite Blues 
in die 1960s’; rO  Love Is Teasin’: 
Anglo-American Mountain Ballad
ry’; and rE lektrock: The Sixties.’ 
A fter twenty years, rThe Face o f 
F olk M usic,’ by D avid Gahr and 
Robert Shelton, has retained its val
ue as a primary source material for 
this era.

a ll ie d  p u b lic  c o m m itm e n t 
vhere it was needed.

However quaint (or threaten

R everend R obert W ilk in s, G aith er C arlton , S k ip  Jam es, A rn old  
W atson, M ississip p i John H u rt, Y ank R achel, H am m y N ixon , D oc W atson  

(sta n d in g , fro m  le ft) an d  S leepy John E lites




