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My fellow Armenians,

The shit in this book hit the old ceiling fan twenty-seven years ago. Some of you may not even have been born then, or what is more likely, you may have been conceived on this tour. At least a dozen of the colorful players in this traveling soap opera called the Rolling Thunder Revue have now been bugled to Jesus and many others wish they were dead, including myself. It’s certainly preferable to writing this introduction for the kind of money I’m sure Ratso will give me. He’s a superb chronicler of events but he does have fishhooks in his pockets.

The one person we know that hasn’t gone to Jesus yet is Bob Dylan. Bob may stay on the road forever. He may never be bugled to Jesus. Maybe Bob is Jesus. They’re both skinny little boogers. And they’re both Jeeeews. Today, of course, we like to refer to them as fellow Red Sea pedestrians.

But back to whatever the hell I was writing about before I started hearing voices in my head. If you’re a young person picking up this classic manuscript for the first time, it may seem as important as stumbling across a secular version of the Dead Sea Fucking Scrolls. You know you should’ve been there but you weren’t and, like a pedigreed dog, it’s not your fault. Like a knight born out of time you realize that some of these dreamers and jet-set gypsies could’ve been your brothers and sisters and friends and lovers, kindred sprits from a different world that today seems more spiritual and also more real. On the other hand, have you explored a career at Starbucks?

I am, for a number of reasons, very gratified to see this book of Ratso’s back in print again. For one thing, it means royalties for Ratso which, I suppose, is a good thing. Not that I expect him to ever pick up the check, of course. He never has and he never will. Some things never change. But some do. Things like culture and society and the way each generation looks at the world. Bob himself said: “Art should not reflect culture; art should subvert culture.” This, I believe, is a worthy goal. For if Ratso has captured anything in this comprehensive yet subtle book it is the casual and innermost thoughts, comments, and dreams, sometimes beautiful beyond words and music, sometimes quite prophetic, that emanated from a small band of brigands traveling across America in that year of our Lord 1975, long before, I hasten to add, the country somehow managed to transmogrify itself into a non-smoking family chain restaurant.

Since I’ve forgotten the first half of my life, I don’t remember all that much about the 60s and 70s. For instance, I don’t recall whether I called the girl in my hotel room a “slut” or a “slit” anymore and I’m not going to argue with Ratso over which term of endearment it was. At least I had the good sense not to call her “honey” because then we might’ve possibly gotten married, had three kids, and right now I’d probably be masturbating like a monkey in the men’s room of a non-smoking family chain restaurant. The more important point here is, however, that Ratso is an unconventional journalist of uncommon integrity. His eye is a digital camera and his ear is comparable to the most high-tech DVD the Japanese can produce. Not to mention the fact that he made a major nuisance of himself on this tour as I remember, running around twenty-four hours a day like a frenetic ferret on angel dust with a tape recorder and a strangely intense yet intelligent look in his eye that, in retrospect, reminds me vaguely of Ted Bundy.

Ratso got Bob right. Indeed, he got just about everybody right. This was not an easy feat to accomplish since many of us were so high we needed a hook and ladder truck to scratch our asses and besides it was the mid-70s and we didn’t know what we were talking about anyway. But getting Bob right—that’s the big item here. Very few people have gotten Bob Dylan right ever since the day he left Hibbing, Minnesota, with nothing but a guitar, a harmonica, and a determined little smile that, in retrospect, reminds me vaguely of Ted Bundy. Yet Ratso has succeeded where others through the years have failed. He has provided us with a highly accurate reading of one of the most incandescent and inscrutable stars in the galaxy, and I don’t mean that popular four-wheeled penis of the 60s, the Ford Galaxy. Leave it to America to name a car Galaxy. At any rate, Ratso has given the reader a rare snapshot in time of Bob Dylan, a man who can be as irretrievably anti-social (for all the right reasons) as a cat I once loved and still do. The time is the mid-70s. The snapshot will take you many pages to see in totality but it is impeccable. And I don’t know how Ratso managed to do it because Bob does not suffer gladly those who would reveal the contents of the inside pockets of his youth. He hates to be photographed, for instance, because he believes that every time a picture of him is taken, it takes away a little bit more of the chance that he might become an Indian when he grows up.

Some years back I met an Irish singer in Norway who’d recently been performing in an underground club in Austria. He told me that a bearded guy dressed all in black walked in one night with a large sign hung around his neck. The sign read: “Allen Ginsberg is Dead.” At first the Irish singer thought that this was some kind of performance art statement. Then he realized it for what it was. Allen Ginsberg was dead. Of course, compared to fat people driving SUVs and talking on cell phones, he seems pretty much alive. Along with Allen, there are many others from the pages of this tome who’ve stepped on a rainbow. You could call it Ratso’s curse or, quite possibly, they just got tired of being on the road. A partial list includes Rick Danko, Mick Ronson, David Blue, Dave Von Ronk, Howie Wyeth, Abbie Hoffman, Larry Kegan, Richard Manuel, Phil Ochs, and Michael Bloomfield. An interesting, if somewhat macabre, sidelight upon the deaths of Ochs and Bloomfield is that both parties slept upon Ratso’s old, decrepit, skid-marked couch immediately prior to falling through the trap door. Some people, no doubt, will do anything to avoid sleeping on Ratso’s couch.

I’ve slept on Ratso’s couch as well, of course, and against all odds, I’m still alive but I won’t be if I don’t terminate this tissue of horseshit soon and get something to eat. I am, as it happens, a vegetarian currently because I want to be kind to animals and morally superior to other people. Ratso’s never been a vegetarian but Bob has. Bob’s also been an orthodox Jew, a Christian, a Buddhist, a charismatic atheist, a poet, a picker, a pilgrim, a biker, a boxer, a bullrider, a bullshitter, a chess player, a hermit, an animal lover, a lighthouse keeper, a bee keeper, a bullfighter, a butterfly collector, an adult stamp collector, and almost everything except a Republican that a human being can possibly be when a restless soul is forever evolving toward his childhood nightlight.

As of this writing, Bob Dylan is still on the road, still married to the wind, and still, if the fates are with us, coming to your town soon. Speaking on behalf of all my fellow Armenians, we’re very glad that this is the case. If you see Bob, you might bring Ratso’s book along and ask him to sign it for you. On the other hand, maybe not. Personally, I think one of the main reasons Bob stays on the road is to avoid Ratso. He remembers being hounded and interrogated by him in 1975 and doesn’t want to ever experience that unpleasant situation again.

I first met Bob and Ratso in 1973 when I was touring the country with my band, the Texas Jewboys. Ratso showed up at our first gig in New York at a place called Max’s Kansas City and proceeded to heckle me all through the performance. Bob graced our LA. debut later that year at the Troubadour. When he came upstairs to the dressing room I noticed that he was barefoot and dressed in white robes. He liked the show, which is more than I can say for Ratso, or maybe that was merely the way Ratso chose to express himself. Nevertheless, I have been deeply fond of both of them ever since.

Bob Dylan is a rock star. A world icon. A songwriter and performer who has influenced and inspired millions and affected our music and our world in a profound way. But if someone with pawnshop balls like Ratso were to ask him how he thought of himself, I doubt if he would mention any of these things. At heart, I believe he would say that he is only a minstrel boy. And I say, long may he wander in the raw poetry of time.

Kinky Friedman,
Texas Hill Country, March 29, 2002

I once asked Gurdjieff about the ballet which had been mentioned in the papers and referred to in the story “Glimpses of Truth” and whether this ballet would have the nature of a ‘mystery play.’

“My ballet is not a ‘mystery,’” said G “The object I had in view was to produce an interesting and beautiful spectacle. Of course, there is a certain meaning hidden beneath the outward form, but I have not pursued the aim of exposing and emphasizing this meaning …”

I understood from what he said subsequently that this would not be a ballet in the strict meaning of the word, but a series of dramatic and mimic scenes held together by a common plot, accompanied by music and intermixed with songs and dances. The most appropriate name for these scenes would be “revue,” but without any comic element. The “ballet” or “revue” was to be called “The Struggle of the Magicians.” The important scenes represented the schools of a “Black Magician” and a “White Magician,” with exercises by pupils of both schools and a struggle between the two schools. The action was to take place against the background of the life of an Eastern city, intermixed with sacred dances, Dervish dances, and various national Eastern dances, all this interwoven with a love story which itself would have an allegorical meaning.

—P. D. OUSPENSKY
In Search of the Miraculous





Preface

Minsky was my first hero. Minsky was a Jewish hood who wore a black leather motorcycle jacket, carried a greasy black comb in his back pocket, hung round the benches in Forest Park in Queens, occasionally spitting or cursing at homos or stealing weaklings’ basketballs. He was always flicking his burned-down cigarette at least fifteen feet in a marvelous blazing arc, all of which in 1958 was grounds for pariahhood.

But I loved Minsky, I loved his mountain slope of a pompadour and his perfect Elvis sneer and the incredible knack he had of holding a can of beer in one hand and fielding a grounder with the other, dropping his glove, picking up the ball, and throwing the runner out at first with a behind-the-back fastball. And Minsky was my hero because he was going out with Kathy Muldoon, a beautiful Irish redhead who lived in my building and who escorted me home from the park every afternoon, riding me up the elevator to my floor, then giving me a sweet, mischievous smile as I gaped at her boobs.

But then we moved to Bayside, leaving Minsky and Kathy Muldoon and Forest Park light-years behind. And I started going to high school and I cultivated a new hero, Andy Bathgate of the Rangers. But it wasn’t the same. Then, I wandered into a music store on Bell Boulevard in June of 1965 and picked up the latest Top 100 list and noticed a strange name at Number 43. The entry read “Like a Rolling Stone—B. Dylan.”

I got furious, steaming to myself about this Dylan character trying to rip off the Stones name, riding to fame on their boot heels. In anger, I bought the single. It changed my life.

Oh, that sound! That rapturous organ and that searing guitar and that mocking piano. And that voice, that half-sneer, half-lullabyic razor of a voice. The next day I took my father’s car for the first time since I had finished Driver’s Ed and I drove into Flushing where Gertz had a sale on Dylan’s Highway 61 LP. $1.88 in mono.

And the album finished me off. Those incredible songs, “Tombstone Blues,” “Ballad of a Thin Man,” “Highway 61 Revisited,” “Desolation Row.” There I was, a nice Jewish boy, almost in the suburbs, with an after-school job reconciling bank statements for the accountant down the hall, ready to start Queens College and pick a nice, safe, respectable career, like accounting.

After Highway 61, I rushed back to Flushing and, one by one, I picked up all the other albums. And listened, really listened. Then I started going to the Village, to the Paul Sergeant store that was mentioned in the liner notes to Highway 61, then to MacDougal Street, finally to the Players Theatre, where the Fugs were setting new standards for perversity and honesty.

So when I spotted a small ad for a Bob Dylan concert in February of 1966, in White Plains, I immediately wrote for two tickets, one for me and one for my friend Fiegelberg, who had a long leg cast as a result of a skiing accident.

The night of the concert I was on pins and needles, enthralled at the prospect of seeing Dylan live, in the flesh! My parents drove us out there, then left to take in a local movie. I walked and Fiegelberg hobbled to our seats, in the rear but at least on the floor. And, after an hour’s wait, Dylan strode onstage.

He did a stunning solo set, the classic folk ballads, some of the middle-period love-hate songs, then the new, intense stuff, like “Freeze-Out” (later to be released as “Visions of Johanna”) and “Desolation Row.” A quick bow and he was off.

After the intermission, the lights dimmed and five strange-looking figures wandered out onstage and plugged into amplifiers. And then Dylan was back, in an olive box-checkered suit. And I heard the most incredible rock music of my life. But all too fast, it was over, Dylan taking a final half-bow, then pausing to wave to someone in the audience. I stumbled into the lobby in a haze.

My parents met us and we walked to the car, Fiegelberg and me climbing into the back seat. After a few minutes, my father half turned to us.

“So how did you like it?” he asked.

“It was incredible. I loved it!” I managed to answer over the din of all those songs still running through my head.

“It’s funny,” my father shouted, alternately turning to us, then checking the road ahead, “when we came to pick you guys up, we got there early and two people were leaving so I got their stubs and went in to look for you. I walked right up the aisle, right up to the front. That noise!” He held his head in one hand and shook it.

“You what!” I shouted. “You walked by us? I didn’t see you. Which aisle? How far up did you go?”

“Right up to the front. The first row. I looked up and saw Dylan from about ten feet away.” My father chuckled.

“What! You saw him that close. What did he look like? What was he wearing? Suede boots? What kinda shirt was that? Did he see you? What did he look like?” I was starting to repeat myself.

My father just shrugged and looked back at the road. “What are you getting so excited about?” he shouted, one hand on the wheel, the other punctuating the air. “He didn’t seem like anything special. The songs seemed nice, loud but nice. But he didn’t look so hot. What are you making such a fuss over? He was a small, ordinary guy. He looked like a shipping clerk,” the old man said with finality. With that, I slumped back down into the seat and rode the rest of the way home in silence.

The next day I ran into someone from Kew Gardens who told me that Minsky had been busted.
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To begin at the beginning, you’d have to go back to the old folkie days of the Village or maybe just the set of Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid or maybe even the old auditorium of Hibbing High. Who knows where Dylan first got the idea, really decided that he wanted to go out again and do what it was that he does so well. Namely, tell the tribe the news of the hour. Depending on who you speak to, you’ll get a hundred different versions of how the Rolling Thunder Revue idea was crystallized. Some say it was Bobby Neuwirth’s pet project, a guerrilla attack on the hamlets of Middle America. Others credit Ramblin’ Jack Elliott with the original idea. Still others believe it was Bob’s all along, that he was only waiting for the right time and people. No matter, it happened. With a vengeance. Guitar sounds filled the air, Scarlett’s haunting gypsy violin presiding over the clatter in hot, musky gyms and clean, stainless-steel auditoriums. The Rolling Thunder Revue was a caravan of gypsies, hoboes, trapeze artists, lonesome guitar stranglers, and spiritual green berets who came into your town for your daughters and left with your minds. They took to the road in the fall of ’75, a weird karass, Dylan, Baez, Mitchell, Elliott, Neuwirth, McGuinn, Ronson, Blakley, Ginsberg, it went on and on, and you’ll meet them all here, sooner or later. And they barnstormed for six weeks, shaking up the great Northeast, making a quick foray over the border into the land of snow. Then, with a bang at Madison Square Garden, playing to twenty thousand in a benefit for Rubin “Hurricane” Carter, it was over. At least, until Dylan decides to round up the troops, pack up the guitars, and head your way again.

But to begin at the beginning of this story, we might as well flash back to a lazy Indian-summery Sunday night in October 1975.

I remembered that Sammy Walker was playing at Gerdes Folk City on Third Street, so I walked in. Typical Gerdes night: Allyn (she’s a girl) was tending bar, owner Mike Porco was tending Allyn with a hawk’s eye. A few patrons at the bar. Inside, in the music room, Walker was onstage singing about Patty Hearst and her scorpions. My eyes scanned the room and stopped short at center rear. Ensconced at the table near the men’s room was none other than old friend Roger McGuinn and party.

McGuinn is one of the rock ’n roll hall-of-famers. With Chris Hillman and David Crosby, he founded America’s greatest rock band, the Byrds. And long after Crosby departed for the greener pastures of CSNY and Hillman founded the Burrito Brothers, McGuinn was still plugging away as a Byrd. Then around 1970, he started anew, first fronting a small combo, then going out solo and doing the folkie harmonica neck-rack bit. And it was hard years for the man who gave us “Eight Miles High,” and the definitive hard-rock version of “Tambourine Man.” The solo Byrd never really got off the ground, so Roger went back to a combo idea and re-formed the Roger McGuinn Band. And here at Gerdes up from a date in Philly, were Roger, his guitarist, Richard Bowden, and his road manager, Al Hirsh.

I joined Roger and his party and Porco came by and bought us all a round of drinks. Porco, of course, is best known in the music biz as one of the first discoverers of Bob Dylan. Dylan’s first professional appearance was at Mike’s original club on Fourth Street, and in those days, Porco was like a father to Bob, making sure that he had his cabaret cards, and generally looking after the ragamuffin minstrel.

Porco has fathered many a rising star over the years; among the headliners who first got their careers moving at Gerdes are Simon and Garfunkel, Judy Collins, and Phil Ochs. And that night, in that same folk tradition, Sammy Walker, a teenager from Norcross, Georgia, was onstage singing a selection of songs from his first album on the small folk label, Folkways Records. And among those songs was “Ragamuffin Minstrel Boy,” a tribute to Dylan, whom Walker resembled both musically and physically. McGuinn was listening intently, enjoying the new comer, and at one point, after I egged him on a bit, he agreed to do a guest number with Sammy—only McGuinn did it in his own inimitable fashion. Since Roger’s an electronics freak, he carries around two two-way walkie-talkies wherever he goes, so Hirsh was dispatched to the stage where he whipped out his gadget, and held it up to the mike.

“There’s some that’s born in New York town,” an eerie disembodied voice floated over Hirsh’s walkie-talkie into the microphone, and McGuinn became the first guest star to sit in from his seat. But after the cackly sea chanty, “Heave Away,” the audience screamed for more, so Roger vaulted up to the stage, borrowed Sammy’s guitar, and broke into “Chestnut Mare,” the compelling saga of a boy and his horse that Roger cowrote with Off-Broadway director, Jacques Levy.

Apparently the singing had built up Roger’s appetite, so we all headed down to Chinatown for a late dinner. And over martinis, the talk turned to Dylan. “I’ve been hanging out a lot with Bob in Malibu,” Roger told us, “playing basketball, and stuff. One day, he was sitting on my couch and we were trying to write a song together and I asked him if he had anything and he said he had one that he started but he was probably gonna use it himself and he started playing ‘Never Say Goodbye.’ He hadn’t written all the verses yet, but he had the tune. I liked it, but it was his.

“He’s really brilliant, but sometimes he acts naive, like there are gaps in his perception and if you fill in the spots for him, he really freaks out.

“We once were talking about the airplane Bob used to have and I asked him if he would charter it out when he wasn’t using it and he said no. And I said, Well, that’s what people do who have those airplanes, you gotta charter it out in order to pay the maintenance because they’re too expensive to keep otherwise. Even everybody who’s really rich charters them out and stuff.’ And Bob said, real wide-eyed, ‘Nobody ever told me that before.’ What a great line.”

It was getting on to 2 A.M. and McGuinn was set to pack it in and go back to his room at the Gramercy, but I suggested we stop for a nightcap at the Other End. Roger demurred. “C’mon, Roger, I hear Dylan just got into town and even if he’s not there I’m sure Levy’ll be there.” So we took a cab over to LaGuardia Place, jumped out, and rang Jacques’ bell. No answer. Roger led the way around the corner to the Other End. Bleecker Street was unusually quiet, almost eerie with a moist mist floating in. Something was in the air. I led the way into the club and immediately saw owner Paul Colby, who, at the sight of us, frantically summoned us to a side table. We turned the corner, and hidden in the first niche were two tables that had been pushed together. I scanned the tables and saw singer David Blue, Off-Broadway director and McGuinn song collaborator Jacques Levy, assorted other nondescript friends, and, hidden in the center of this motley crew, a black-jacketed Bob Dylan. “Roger!” Dylan screamed out, and lunged to hug McGuinn, spilling most of the drinks in the process. “Where you been, man, we been waiting for you all night.”

By then a large crowd was observing and Levy suggested we go someplace a bit quieter. “Let’s go to Menachem’s,” Bob interjected. So we trudged out of the Other End, Dylan and McGuinn in the lead, the others slowly following. “Hey Roger, we’re going to go out on tour, wanna come with us?” Dylan was cajoling McGuinn, who seemed to be still recovering from the greeting. We hit the sidewalk outside the club and Dylan turned to me. I introduced myself. “Oh, you’re Larry Sloman. I heard you were doing an article on Hurricane Carter. Did ya see him, how is he?” I began to answer but got cut off when a nervous teenager squeezed between us and asked Dylan if she could shake his hand. Dylan peered at her quickly, then broke into a smile. “Sure.” She grabbed his hand and began a monologue about how much Dylan had changed her life. Bob began to look a bit uncomfortable and we got rescued by Lou Kemp, Dylan’s friend, who steered our party to Bob’s car: a cherry-red Eldorado. Jacques, his friend Muffin, Kemp, and I piled into the back seat, and Dylan, McGuinn, and Bob’s friend Mike jumped in the front. Dylan careened around the Village, made an incredible left onto MacDougal, and pulled up in front of the Olive Tree. But Menachem had already called it a night, so we trudged across the street, to the Kettle of Fish, an old hangout for the folkies in the early ’60s. As we crossed the street, Dylan picked up on our conversation about Hurricane Carter, the boxer who’s spent ten years in jail in New Jersey for a crime he never committed. “You’re doing a story, good, he needs that, that’ll be a big help. So will the song I did. We got to get that out, get it out right away. Maybe you could put some pressure on Columbia, Larry. You can lean on them, you got some pull there.”

Inside the Kettle we took two tables, Dylan, Eric Frandsen, a folksinger friend, Muffin, and me at one; Kemp, McGuinn, Levy and Mike at the other. Dylan and Frandsen were talking about obscure songs and movies, and Dylan seemed really animated. He reached for his Remy and it tipped over. “Oh, I must really be drunk,” Bob moaned. Kemp ordered another one, and Dylan started to talk about his new album. I told him about Jake and the Family Jewels, a great Village band ripe for a big breakout. “Have you heard my new band?” Bob interrupted. “They’re great. That Rob (Stoner), he’s got such a pretty voice.” “Did you ever see his Elvis collection?” I asked Dylan. “He’s got this incredible Elvis scrapbook, with really rare articles.” “Hey listen, Larry,” Dylan leaned in, “you wanna go on the road with us and cover the tour?” “Sure,” I pondered, “I could probably cover it for Rolling Stone.” “Hey Louie,” Bob screamed back at Kemp, “Larry’s going to go out with us; sign him up. It might as well be him, I’d rather have him do it than anyone else.” Dylan swung back and leaned across the table at me, preoccupied with Hurricane again. “We’re gonna get him out in ninety days.” “Did ya hear what Ali said at Trenton the other day?” I asked Dylan. “He predicted that Hurricane would be free in three days.” Dylan didn’t blink, “We’re gonna get him out in ninety days, that’s our slogan, ninety days or we fight.” “You mean ninety days after the single’s released,” I corrected. Dylan smiled. “Yeah, after release.”

Bob seemed restless and his hungry eyes scanned the room. “See that painting up there.” He pointed to a canvas over the bar. “I remember coming in here in the ’60s and always seeing that painting.” The talk then turned to old friends, songwriters Phil Ochs and Kinky Friedman.

“Keenky,” Bob mimicked, “who’s Keenky?”

“C’mon, you know Kinky. You love him.”

“Well, Kinky’s all right, but he’s too sensitive. You know what Kinky’s problem is, he came just a little bit too late.”

It was 4 A.M. and Kemp made his move. “C’mon Bob, let’s get out of here, we got a lot to do tomorrow.”

Dylan looked hurt. “Aw, c’mon, lemme finish this drink, then we’ll split.” I mentioned that Thursday night there was going to be a surprise birthday party for Folk City owner Mike Porco and Dylan’s eyes lit up. “Hey Lou, you got that man, a surprise party for Porco Thursday night, what time man?” I gave him the details and he got up and said good-bye to me and Roger. Dylan and his entourage filed out of the Kettle leaving me, McGuinn, and Levy and a bevy of astonished patrons.

McGuinn still looked stunned. “And you didn’t want to go to the Other End. You schmuck,” I laughed. Roger managed a nod, and we shook hands and stepped out into the MacDougal Street morning. It was raining hard now so McGuinn hailed a cab as I walked home to the sound of thunder. Rolling thunder.
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It was a different Village that Dylan returned to in the summer of ’75. On MacDougal Street, instead of the Gaslight Cafe, where Kerouac had read his jazz-backed poetry, Lord Buckley had spun his moralistic word-weavings, Hugh Romney (later to be Wavy Gravy of Hog Farm fame) had done stand-up comedy routines, and countless folksingers, Dylan included, had sung and strummed for whatever the basket that circulated in the audience could reap, there now was a Middle Eastern boutique with a special on strawberry incense. Across the street at the Cafe Wha?, which once boasted the sounds of Jimmy James, later to be known as Hendrix, was a months-old marquee and a shuttered door. Further up the block at the historic junction of Bleecker and MacDougal, the Figaro, the archetypical Beat-era coffeehouse, had been closed for years. And the Blimpie Base that seemed a harbinger of the decay of the early ’70s—even that had gone out of business. The Cafe Au go go, where Tim Hardin, Odetta, and Frank Zappa and the Mothers first tried out their acts in New York, was long gone too.

In their wake, the sleaze merchants had scurried in, with armful after armful of schlock Indian garments, head-shop paraphernalia, falafel stands, and T-shirt emporiums. The music was gone, with the hard rockers heading east for the grime of the Bowery and the new bars that dotted the derelict strip. For the sophisticates the chic venues were the gay-dominated discos and nightclubs, places like Reno Sweeneys and Les Jardins, all further uptown. The only club that was still thriving in the Village was the Bottom Line, and to get a booking there you usually had to have a record contract and support from the label.

But in June, the old Bitter End, long a folkies hangout and closed for a year or so, reopened as the Other End, featuring a bar and restaurant next door to a few-hundred-seat cabaret. The Village music scene quickly coalesced around Paul Colby’s place, so it was no surprise that Dylan was drawn to the club. But it was quite a shock to see Dylan actually hanging out, munching on a hamburger, talking to strangers, shuffling across the sawdust-strewn floor over to the cabaret section to soak in some music. The reclusive icon, he who retreated hermit-style to Woodstock after a much-publicized motorcycle crash, who holed up in the upstate mountains, only coming down every few years to release an album, who swooped out to the West Coast to play an enigmatic role in a movie his friend Kristofferson was shooting and then settled by the beach in Malibu, still the recluse, who relished his privacy and was never known to make a foolish move, what was he doing hanging out, soaking up the street vibe, haunting the old haunts? Something was, as they say, blowing in the wind.

Dylan was about to create. After all, it had been almost a year since the sessions that produced Blood on the Tracks, an album that many had felt was a triumphant comeback for Dylan. And the Basement Tapes, which Columbia had released that summer, were, as everybody knew, a compilation of years-old demo tapes that Bob and the Band had recorded the year he was recuperating from the accident. And when you’re carrying a muse like Dylan’s, sometimes you have to pick up the guitar, pack up the suitcase, and let the road bring you back to the starting point.

So Dylan was back, walking down the same streets, drinking in the same old bars, meeting some of the same old people. And as the word spread, some of Dylan’s friends began to seek him out. One of them was Sheena, a raven-haired itinerant singer-songwriter, who had known Dylan for a few years, once even writing a song with him about Krishna consciousness called “Come to Krishna,” a song that Bob gave her. Sheena started peppering Dylan’s studio with notes that read, “Please contact me,” and she left offerings and incense. Then early one afternoon in June the phone rang in her Lower East Side pad.

“Sheena?” a male voice.

“Yeah,” Sheena replied, fighting off sleep.

“This is Bob.”

“Bob who?” Sheena questioned.

“The real one,” Dylan replied.

And what a surprise, since a moment earlier she had actually been dreaming about him, so she went right into a discussion of her new band, and told Dylan about this dynamite black female bass player she found. “Wow, that’s just what I’m looking for,” Dylan bubbled and they made plans to meet for coffee and talk.

“Bob said he wanted to check out my band,” Sheena related, “so we went up to my friend’s loft on Seventh Avenue and it was a heavy trip, they didn’t know Bob was coming, so we just strolled in. And he was wearing this black leather jacket that he was so excited about, he kept saying, ‘How do you like my new leather jacket.’ It was from 1968 or something from his first motorcycle or maybe the accident, someone had sent it back to him. So this guitarist in the band who is really an uptight envious jerk walks over to Bob and says, ‘You look like what’s-his-name, Bob Dylan. I can’t stand that guy’s music, I think he stinks.’ And Bob was just looking at him so I said, ‘It’s time to go.’ But I’ll tell you something about Dylan, whatever situation he’s in, he is completely there. He gets completely wherever he is at the moment. I mean there is no other moment. So already he was buying a loft like the one I brought him to.

“So anyway we decided to leave the place, and we were riding around and I said, ‘Where do you wanna go now?’ and he said, Well, I would really like to go visit my friend, how’d you like to go to Paterson, New Jersey, with me? I got this book from this guy who’s in jail, his name is Rubin Carter.’ But we decided it wouldn’t be the best thing to do to take a woman to jail so now we were gonna go to Harlem to hear some music. Like he was literally searching for musicians. I took him to see the bass player I was playing with but she was real big and fat and he took one look and said, ‘Uh uh, she’s not the bass player I was thinking about.’”

So they hopped back into the car, Dylan behind the wheel and Sheena peering out the window, talking animatedly about her band. They drove aimlessly now, down Second Avenue, heading toward the East Village, when Dylan spotted this woman with hair down to her waist, carrying a violin. “I know what you need for your band, you need a violinist,” he enthused. “Should we stop?” Sheena assented and rolled the window down, as Dylan screeched to a stop.

“I asked her where she was going and she said she was going to a rehearsal uptown and I asked her if she could play that violin and she said yeah,” Sheena remembered, “and I asked her if she needed a ride, it was almost as if I was seducing her in a roundabout way, ’cause Bob was so shy, he didn’t say a peep and I’ve got a big mouth. She told me later that she thought I was a prostitute and Bob was my pimp and we were trying to get her into the ring. But she got into the car and we told her my name was Sheena and his name was Danny and we had just come back from Europe and we were from Hungary and we were so hungry. Bob and I were both laughing, talking about how hungry we were, really piling it on her.”

Once in the car, the threesome headed over to the Village, to Dylan’s studio, and once there, the violinist, who told them her name was Scarlett Rivera, took out her instrument and started playing. Dylan picked up a guitar and started into “One More Cup of Coffee,” a new song as yet unrecorded, and Scarlett joined in. “Hey man,” Dylan nudged Sheena, “she ain’t bad, she’s good, she’s real good.” By now Scarlett had recognized “Danny’s” voice, having grown up on his songs, and she was a bit dazed, jamming with Dylan being a far cry from her current gig making twenty dollars a night playing in a Latin band. A friend of Bob’s dropped by and the foursome headed uptown to a jazz club, but first they stopped by the Other End where Dylan eagerly introduced Scarlett around—“She’s in my band, she’s gonna be in my band,” he boasted.

Dylan was a familiar sight that summer in the Village, walking down MacDougal Street, sometimes with guitar in hand, usually with a notebook. And he began to make all the music scenes, catching Muddy Waters, Buddy Guy, and, one night at the Other End, the rage of punk rockdom, a twenty-eight-year-old rock poet Patti Smith. Patti, a gamine Keith Richards look-alike, had always dreamed of meeting Dylan, and when she heard Dylan was in her audience she began playing the set to him, throwing him lines like, “Don’t you go near my parking meter, Jack.” And afterward, Dylan headed backstage to meet the New Guard. “He just sat there and didn’t say a word the whole show,” Faris Bouhafa, a Columbia Records employee, remembered, “and afterward, he went backstage, opened the door, and Patti was sitting there by herself. And a couple of photographers. It was weird because as soon as he walked in, she looked up, they were introduced, and suddenly this weird ballet started taking place. The participants were the two photographers, Dylan, and Patti. They were just circling, almost like slow motion. Nobody was saying, ‘Hey I want you to take my picture,’ they were all trying to avoid the cameras. And the photographers were trying to line them up, and they were all sort of dancing around the room, with a shy kind of smile, almost bashful. Finally Patti said, ‘Fuck it, Bob, let’s take a picture,’ and she grabbed his shoulder and that broke the ice, they started talking. They didn’t seem to have that much to say to each other. She was happy and he was smashed so it all worked out very well.”

One of the people that Dylan bumped into that summer was Jacques Levy, an affable, fortyish, off-off Broadway director, who gave up a promising career as a clinical psychologist to direct avant-garde plays like Oh! Calcutta! But in his music circles, Levy gained recognition as Roger McGuinn’s lyricist, penning numerous songs over the years with the ex-Byrd. And as Dylan and Levy renewed their friendship at the Other End, a collaboration was discussed. So the two trekked over to Levy’s loft, just around the corner from the club, and Dylan began performing some of the songs he was working on. “We were just sitting, just talking, then he sang something and then he went to the piano, sat down, and he started to play ‘Isis,’” Levy recalled later. “But it was a very different style of ‘Isis’ than you hear now, it was almost a dirge, slow, unlike anything I’d ever heard before, slow, obviously setting you up for a long story. So the two of us started working on that together. I started writing words, then he would say, ‘Well, no, how about this, what about that,’ a totally cooperative venture. It was just extraordinary, the two of us started to get hot together. And we began to work on this thing and we just kept going with it, and we’d stop and we didn’t know where the story was gonna go next.”

“It’s impossible to remember now who did what, it’s like we’d push each other in the sense that he’ll have an idea, then I’ll have an idea, then he’ll have an idea until finally we get to a point where we both recognize what the right idea is and what the right words are and whether it comes from him or from me it doesn’t make a difference. I knew I had found it amazing, he found it amazing. Well, he has written a few songs with other people before, but I don’t think it’s been this kind of way. This was really a thing of both of us trying to find the right word.”

“Whose songs were whose?” I asked Levy.

“Well, it’s hard to know, it varied with every song, honestly, there are some songs that started out because Bob has a tune. Like ‘Durango’ …”

“Wasn’t ‘Durango’ written during Pat Garrett?”

“The story has nothing to do with that. What happened with ‘Durango’ was that he had a kind of Mexican melody and we were talking about ‘Durango’ but the first thing that came was an image I had from a postcard that was once sent to me by Jack Gelber, the playwright. He sent me a postcard with a picture of a Mexican hacienda or something, some Mexican shack not a hacienda, a shack with a bunch of chili peppers on the roof in the sun. So the first line was ‘Hot chili peppers in the sun,’ and I remember saying, ‘No, blistering sun,’ so we got the first line. And then there was this escape.”

“You know what Dylan told me? He told me he was eating chili peppers every morning,” I laughed.

“He was eating chili peppers, that was when we were staying out in East Hampton, but I should go back to the story I was telling you before about how we started to write. What happened was that we finished Isis that one night, up all night till the next morning, not the final version, we redid some stuff, but the basic story was there and I would write this stuff down and then type it up and we would go over the stuff. And we went down to the Other End and Bob read the lyrics to a bunch of people sitting around the bar, just read them, and everybody responded to the thing because everyone gets hooked in that story, apparently. The two of us didn’t know that at that time, I mean we were getting hooked.”

“You know what I thought, I read a story by D. H. Lawrence called ‘The Man Who Died,’ the story about Christ meeting Isis …”

“It doesn’t have anything to do with that, it doesn’t have anything to do with the Egyptian goddess either. The only thing it has to do with the Egyptian goddess is that at some point we threw in the pyramids instead of the Grand Teton Mountains, which is probably really what it’s about. Going up into the hills somewhere in Wyoming or something.”

“Where does the story come from?”

“I don’t know the story of that. I don’t know how that story came about and Bob doesn’t either. It came about through the two of us, just a kind of unconscious connection we were making.”

“Who wrote ‘One More Cup of Coffee’?”

“Bob had written that before we got together in the summer. He had written a couple of songs ….”

“‘Sara’?”

“No, he had not written ‘Sara.’ Bob wrote that during the time that we were out in East Hampton. You see what happened is that we finished ‘Isis’ then we wrote a couple of other songs, but what was happening was that we were going out and hanging out late at night and we were getting together the next afternoon and there were lots and lots of distractions. So we said, ‘Let’s get out of here,’ and suddenly it became serious that we were really going to do some serious work together, so we went out to a place out in the Hamptons. Nobody was around, and the two of us were just there for like three weeks together, that summer. We had already written a couple of songs so there was a feeling of confidence that we both had that we could really do it. Some of the songs that we’ve been doing, one of the things about them that’s so wonderful is that they give him a chance to do some acting. Some of the things that happened with us over that period in the summertime was that feeling that Bob had is that he was really open, ready to come out, ready to express how he felt about things, and as far as I was concerned I couldn’t have been happier. I know I was spurring him and he was spurring me.”

“That’s what he needed, I think.”

“He was doing all right without me,” Jacques chuckled.

“That’s true, Blood on the Tracks was a great album. Did you ever hear the original takes? They’re chilling, really down to the bone …”

“I’ll tell ya, I had never listened to Blood on the Tracks. I had heard of Jack of Hearts on the radio and Bob sang a couple of love songs from the album to me because I’d never heard them before. He played ‘Idiot Wind’ and ‘Simple Twist of Fate’ and I thought they could be better than they were and he’s gone ahead now and changed ‘Simple Twist,’ he’s gotten more into the plot, there’s much more of a plot now. Well, I love stories and plots, I think they’re just great, there’s nothing like ’em. They may be window dressing, you know, because they’re really not what’s really important, but even—”

“Even ‘Sara,’ a song about his wife, has a plot. Like a fucking movie, with flashbacks.”

“You know, that takes place because Bob was in East Hampton at the time. And he was writing all during the time that we were working on these other songs. And he was out on the beach and the place out there was a place that he and Sara had stayed at. But calling it ‘Sara’ isn’t that amazing. He’s been fooling around with that idea for years, he told me.”

“So what was it like out in the Hamptons? Were you just wood-shedding, writing the whole thing …”

“Yeah, right, we were doing that, going out at night shooting eight-ball once in a while, but not too much.”

“Any people visit?”

“No, nobody at all. We went out a couple of nights; one night we went to a bar and Bob sang a couple of the songs and we hung out with some people that night just to get away from things. The pressure was tremendous and intense on both of us, and we’d stop in the middle of a song and go shoot a game of eight-ball.”

They returned to the city in late July and Dylan immediately began preparing to record the tunes that he and Levy had just crafted. And by the night of the first session, Monday, July 28, Dylan had assembled a cast of musicians that was Felliniesque in its scope. Crammed into Columbia’s studio that night were superstar guitarist Eric Clapton, his backup vocalist Yvonne Elliman, Kokomo—an eight-member English rhythm-and-blues funk band, Emmylou Harris, a country-rock singer, studio musicians like Hugh McCracken and Vinnie Bell. Then there were the Village stalwarts, people like bassist Rob Stoner, who was currently backing long-time Dylan pal Bobby Neuwirth, Eric Frandsen, who’d been picking his folk guitar around the Village for years, and even Sugar Blue, whose regular gig was blowing harp out on Eighth Street for spare change. And thrown in for good measure, Scarlett and Sheena. It was like a total madhouse, musicians wandering around in the studio, with no charts to aid them, only the very haphazard directions from Dylan, who also didn’t seem to know what he really wanted in terms of a sound. “No one in that room had heard the material and I’m pretty sure Bob didn’t know what he was gonna do,” one observer recalled, “so everybody was improvising and you could tell that on the tapes. Sometimes it sounds too slick, because all these musicians were used to doing studio work, and sometimes it sounds like two different songs recorded at the same time.”

They ran through about seven tunes that first night, a take of “Durango” with Eric Clapton on guitar that ultimately was used on the LP; two songs, “Wiretappin’” (“Wiretapping, it can happen”) and “Money Blues,” that never were released; “Catfish,” Dylan and Levy’s ode to Catfish Hunter; “Mozambique,” and “Oh Sister.” But there was no focus, and Dylan was unhappy with the results. “That was amazing,” Clapton later told a Rolling Stone interviewer. “He was trying to find a situation, you see, where he could make music with new people. He was just driving around, picking musicians up and bringing them back to the sessions. It ended up with something like twenty-four musicians in the studio, all playing these incredibly incongruous instruments. Accordion, violin—and it didn’t really work. He was after a large sound but the songs were so personal that he wasn’t comfortable with all the people around. He even wrote on the spot. All in one night. It was very hard to keep up with him. He wasn’t sure what he wanted. He was really looking, racing from song to song. I had to get out in the fresh air ’cause it was just madness in there.”

Mad enough to cut a long, nearly disco version of “Hurricane,” Bob’s song about boxer Rubin Carter, complete with backup singers chanting, “Hurricane, Hurricane.” And Tuesday wasn’t much better. Clapton and his entourage had gone but the elements were still too disparate and the session petered out to an early end. Afterward, Stoner, who as bassist had become the de facto bandleader by watching Dylan’s fingers and communicating the changes to the rest of the musicians, met with Dylan and DeVito and they decided to try to record with a smaller group. Since Kokomo was departing, a drummer was needed and frantic calls were put in to Jim Gordon and Kenny Buttrey, two studio musicians who had previously worked with Dylan. No luck. Then Stoner suggested his drummer, Howie Wyeth, and on Wednesday night, it was a skeletal crew that tromped into the studios.

Emmylou Harris was still around to sing backup, Stoner and Wyeth would function as the rhythm section, Scarlett would play the lead instrument, violin, and Sheena could kick in on whatever percussive instrument she could fathom. Dylan himself alternated between piano and guitar. And it worked. By now Stoner and Scarlett were semifamiliar with the chord changes, Wyeth fit right in, and the atmosphere was no longer like a rock ’n roll circus. Dylan started by warming up with some Little Richard tunes, then Emmylou got loose with some country standards. Then Dylan went straight into a slow version of “Isis” and the magic began.

Sheena remembered that day: “Wednesday night, that was the album. I thought it was very special, like when those who were really chosen to come will be there to make the candle shine. Dylan had called me that afternoon and he told me that he couldn’t sleep much because the energy was so high, so intense, all this commotion, and magic, and trying to do this art form. Like you get all these vibrations. But it all sifted out. By Wednesday, he felt very comfortable and very relaxed, it was three women, and three men, that was number six, a good number. It was very balanced.”

For journeyman bassist Stoner the explanation was a bit less mystical: “Right away that version of ‘Isis’ was a take because it was a small group, there was no confusion, and the first time that Bob got through a tune, it was a take, it was right there. That’s the way he likes it and that’s the way the whole album ended up. Right after we finished ‘Isis’ Bob came over to me and said, ‘Your drummer’s great, it sounds great,’ and we all felt great because it was intimate. It had the sound that you can hear on Desire, just a bunch of people playing in a room with no overdubs, all live, happening right before your ears, and we could get that first-take spontaneity because we didn’t have to keep going over and over things to show them to all these musicians who were faking it. Because nobody was faking it, except Scarlett and myself who were good at that sort of thing.

“So after we listened to that take of ‘Isis,’ we just went back into the studio and started running through tunes, bam, bam, bam, just getting every complete take, every complete tune was a take. If we got through it all the way, it was a record. Just like that. We were so hot we did ‘Rita Mae,’ which wasn’t on the record, ‘One More Cup of Coffee,’ ‘Joey,’ ‘Mozambique,’ ‘Hurricane,’ ‘Oh Sister,’ ‘Black Diamond Bay,’ we did them all that night. We were just going bam, bam, bam. I think we were still doing takes as late as 5 and 6 A.M. that morning, and we hung out listening to the playbacks until we had to go out to the street to move our cars at 8 so they wouldn’t get towed away. Otherwise, we might have stayed there for another twelve hours.”

The atmosphere was electric that morning, everyone high on the knowledge that the bulk of the album had been completed, after so many false starts. And already Dylan’s mind was racing as he drove back to the Village, dropping off the band. “He felt that he had succeeded, from the playbacks, from the vibrations,” Sheena recollects, “and he immediately started talking about a tour. He said, ‘Oh man, I would really like to take this band out on the road, I’d really like to go on the road with everybody.’ That was what was on his mind. For the road. One more cup of coffee. For the road. For the road. Everything was like getting ready to hit the road. Like he was very enthusiastic, turned on, alive, he became youthful again. It was a whole new phase in his life and like big stars, you get bored, man, you need inspiration. And Dylan, who is such an entertainer in his own right, just loves being entertained himself.”

But the planning for a tour would have to wait because Dylan was due in court that morning to testify as a character witness on behalf of Clive Davis, former president of Columbia Records, who was under indictment for income-tax evasion. So it was a weary troubador who showed up for the Thursday night session, accompanied by his wife Sara, who had the perfect cynical attitude toward the rock world, an almost weary detachment that was evidenced when Sheena bounced over to her and bubbled: “Isn’t this exciting? I’m so excited and I feel so good. How do you like this?” “Well,” Sara shrugged, “it’s just another one.”

It was a quiet session, a lot of listening to playbacks, a stab at a new song, “Love Copy” that would not make the album. But then, Dylan suddenly turned to his wife and said “This is for you,” and broke into the compelling song he had written for her that summer in the Hamptons. No one had heard it before, but Stoner and Scarlett and Wyeth picked up the tempo, Scarlett playing some exquisite fills, underlining the melancholy of the lyrics. They ran through it in one take, and everyone seemed stunned, there was dead silence. People eyed Sara for a reaction but she seemed impassive. And then Dylan came into the control room and a friend of Sheena’s broke the spell, asking him the name of the song. “Sara,” Dylan shot back, annoyed, “Part One.”

The next night, Friday, was devoted to a listening party. Neuwirth dropped by, the tequila was flowing, the major work was behind. For each song, they had three basic tracks to choose from, one take of Dylan on guitar, one take on piano, and one take from the big-band sessions of Monday and Tuesday. And as they played back, Dylan was constantly badgering Neuwirth, asking how that one sounded, how this other one felt, how a third one might go over. It was as if Dylan trusted Neuwirth more than himself.

But the atmosphere was light, a solid album was under their belts, and a few of the participants decided to reconvene at producer DeVito’s West Side apartment to continue the party and talk about the possibility of a tour. So they left the studio around 6 A.M. and headed uptown, DeVito and his date leading the way in his little sportscar, Dylan, Sara, Neuwirth, and Levy following in their giant rented Buick, and Stoner and Bouhafa picking up the rear. It was Saturday morning, the traffic was light, and Dylan was mischievously feisty, so when DeVito stopped at the first red light, Dylan just came right onto his rear and started pushing DeVito across the intersection. And soon it became clear to DeVito that there wasn’t going to be any such thing as a red light that morning, from 52nd and Madison all the way to 79th and Riverside Drive, through the park, across Central Park West, Columbus, Amsterdam, every time DeVito slowed down, Dylan was on his ass, crashing the sportscar through every light. They finally got to Broadway and 72nd and hit traffic so DeVito relaxed, braked, and stopped at the light, knowing well that Dylan would never … thud. The Buick careened into DeVito’s rear, knocking off the license plate and slowly inching the hapless producer across Broadway.

Once at DeVito’s, the talk turned to the possibility of taking the new group out on the road. “Dylan started explaining how he wanted the tour,” Bouhafa recollected. “He was really getting indignant. He said, ‘You know that play The Fantastiks? It’s been running for ten years Off-Broadway, man, how come they won’t let us do that. They’d never let us get something together that would last ten years.’ He seemed to be feeling real paranoid. And he said that what he really wanted was the kind of tour that would last forever. He would start it off and then he would be able to go home and two months later, if he was bored, he could call up and find out where it was and take a plane and join it. Just join the tour for a couple of weeks and then leave. And all the other artists in the country would do the same thing. He mentioned Crosby Stills Nash and Young, McGuinn, Patti Smith, all those people, wherever they were in the country, whenever they had time off, they would always know that there was this show. It was very important to him that everybody know that there was this show going on, on an ongoing basis around the country, and all you had to do was call a number to find out where it was.

“Everyone thought that it was a great idea and someone asked what we should call the tour and Dylan said he wanted to call it the ‘Montezuma Revue.’ And then he had this idea that it should be self-contained. Our own sound system, our own crew, buses, and we would be able to call up a school on two or three days’ notice and just say ‘Hey, do you have a stage available.’ All they have to do is provide a stage and we would come in with a sound system, lights, everything, and announce the show the day of the show on the radio station or something, pass the word, sell out, and go on to the next place. Totally unannounced. We were even thinking of having our own tickets so that no school or promoter or concert hall would have to worry about anything. We would just call up and ask if they had an empty stage. Wherever there was an empty stage, we could perform, sell our own tickets, pay for expenses, be all self-contained. Nobody had to be hassled. Just three or four buses traveling around the Northeast. Haphazardly.”

So the only problem that remained was getting the initial financing for the somewhat Utopian venture. DeVito and Bouhafa felt that Columbia would provide the backing and Bouhafa left the meeting and began to draw up a proposal to submit to his supervisors at the record company. Meanwhile, Dylan and his wife left New York for a stay in Minnesota, and the musicians returned home to await word.

That Monday, Bouhafa submitted a four-page memo to some of the CBS brass. It was a comprehensive synthesis of the early discussions translated into corporate bureaucratese, outlining the premises of the tour. It was a heady proposal, brash, confident, yet careful to point out the potential gains to the corporation. And it really wasn’t such an unreasonable idea now; in a mass society fragmented by big business and big government, certainly there should be room for that spark of individual entrepreneurship, that return to the intimacy and warmth of the extended family. Certainly Dylan could once again be in the artistic vanguard, packing up his family and friends, jumping on the bus, and rolling out to deliver his visions in the simplest, most unfettered way.

Bouhafa received Columbia’s reaction to the proposal a few days later, a simple, direct, one-word response, penciled in along the top left of the first page. It was “Bullshit!”

But that had been months before, and near the end of October, Dylan was seriously enacting the pipe dream of the summer. Independently and without assistance from giant corporations like Columbia, Dylan was surrounding himself with his own people, people like Louie Kemp, hardly your typical rock entrepreneur. An old camp buddy of Dylan’s, Louie owns three huge fish-processing plants, but Kemp’s first splash into the world of rock was on Dylan’s last outing, the 1974 tour with the Band, where Louie played companion and protector. And, after that, it was back to the salmon, until he got a call from Bob in early September.

One of the first things Kemp did was to contact Barry Imhoff, a rotund rock impresario who looks a little like a Jewish Nero. Imhoff cut his teeth in the music business apprenticing for rock’s premier producer, Bill Graham. He left Graham, under somewhat strained circumstances during 1975, and headed east to New York where he formed Zebra Productions with the financial backing of Steve Greenberg, who had made a fortune publishing a tip sheet for the Wall Street crowd. Kemp, who had met Imhoff during the Dylan/ Band tour that Graham’s organization had handled, knew little about the technical aspects of touring, so Imhoff would coordinate the sound, lighting, and security, leaving Louie free to keep a wary eye on Dylan.

And that’s exactly what Kemp was doing the night of the surprise birthday party for Gerdes Folk City owner, Mike Porco. The rumors were all over the Village that Dylan would show up at the club. So by 9 P.M the usually sparsely populated room filled to the rafters. Mel Howard, the tour film’s producer, was hanging around outside the club, and inside the film crew was setting up, using the cover that they’re working for NET doing a documentary on the Village scene. The place was packed with celebrities, hangers-on, and the simply curious. Phil Ochs, who’d been battling his own private demons of late, was downing one Tequila Sunrise after another. Then Tom Waits wandered in, in shabby sport coat and floppy cap, looking like he walked straight out of a Kerouac novel. David Blue was talking with Eric Anderson, and in walked Dave Van Ronk, who gave them both a big bear-hug greeting. There was a strange feeling of being in a time warp, with the Old Guard joined tonight by the new, Village stalwarts like Patti Smith and singer-songwriter Tom Pacheco. Even rockabilly stars Commander Cody and his Lost Planet Airmen limoed down from their uptown gig to check out the scene.

Outside, the sidewalk was littered with the human refuse of the Village streets, winos, ambulatory schizophrenics, smack heads, all panhandling or hassling pedestrians or just fighting among themselves. Inside, the festivities started, with local folksinger Jack Hardy doing a tepid set to the half-attentive audience who kept eying the entrance to see when the Stars would arrive. Rosie, a short, pudgy, brassy woman who wears scarves around her head and regularly serves as the M.C. for the Tuesday night hoots, decided it was time for the cake and she dragged Mike up to the stage for the presentation, only to drop the cake just as she handed it to him.

Finally, the call came, and Mel Howard reported that Dylan and company would be down at 1:30. By that time, McGuinn, who was never one to arrive too soon and had been hanging out outside in a limo, decided to mingle inside. Finally, the cherry-red Cadillac swooped up. Kemp jumped out, followed by Neuwirth, and a wary Bob Dylan, followed by a youthful-looking Joan Baez. They zoomed in and rushed right over to the bowled-over Porco to offer birthday greetings. Mrs. Porco grabbed Dylan as he walked by. “Hey Bobby, remember me?” “It’s Mike’s wife,” he cracked into a smile. “Hey Neuwirth, remember Mrs. Porco?” They retreated to a booth in the far rear of the club, but Rosie had already seized the opportunity. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a lot of surprises for you tonight,” she gushed into the mike. “Here’s the greatest star of all, Bob Dylan.” Dylan got up from the table and grabbed Baez and they made their way onstage, joined by Rob Stoner on acoustic bass. “We’re happy to be here tonight,” Dylan announced. “Happy birthday, Mike.” “And many more,” Joan added and they broke into a slightly off-key rendition of “Happy Birthday.” The crowd seemed stunned, not believing Dylan and Baez were actually up there in front of that tacky Spanish mural.

Dylan leaned over to Joan, conferred a minute, and then they began “One Too Many Mornings,” Dylan on acoustic, Baez harmonizing along with her arm on Dylan’s shoulder. But suddenly, Stoner snapped the bridge right off his bass and Dylan seized the moment to escape, obviously tired from a day-long rehearsal and the previous night’s activities. “Let’s turn the stage over to Ramblin’ Jack Elliot,” he grinned. But Rosie had other plans. She was entreating Eric Anderson, who had joined Dylan onstage for the last aborted attempt at “One Too Many Mornings,” to remain. “What a beautiful hunk of a man,” Rosie blurted into the mike. “Don’t cover up baby, we want to see all of you Eric.”

But Jack had already moseyed up to the stage and he soon started into “San Francisco Bay Blues,” a Jessie Fuller song that was popularized by Richie Havens. Meanwhile, back at Dylan’s table, someone introduced Tom Waits to Dylan. “How ya doing, man?” Waits growled in that unmistakable gravel-lined voice of his. Dylan broke into a wide grin. “OK man, how are you?” he growled back. They chatted on a bit, Dylan responding to each of Waits’ statements with a letter-perfect imitation.

Meanwhile, Jack finished his song. He leapt over a few tables like a cowboy Errol Flynn, and made his way back to the entourage. And Bette Midler, who had arrived a bit earlier with Atlantic Records President Ahmet Ertegun, vaulted onstage, dragging along guitarist Buzzy Linhardt. She belted out a creditable version of the oldie, “When Will I Be Loved?” Not one to be outdone, Rosie regained the stage and cracked, “Let’s hear it for the wonderful Betty Miller.” Back at Dylan’s table, Neuwirth shook his head in amazement. “I can’t believe it, she’s like the Borscht belt.”

But the crowd called Bette back for more, and she sang with Buzzy on the song he wrote that became her theme of sorts, “Friends.” And it seemed like there was no end to this surreal hoot night, with star after star inheriting the stage. Eric Anderson and Patti Smith got up to duet on “Sweet Surprise,” and as the song concluded, Eric gave a humble bow in Dylan’s direction. Meanwhile, Neuwirth was wearing Dylan’s gaucho hat and a black mask, and with his thin moustache he resembled a ’30s Cuban porn star. Jack Hardy led the crowd in yet another rendition of “Happy Birthday” to “the father of folk music in New York, and the greatest man in New York City.” The crowd screamed for a speech and Porco was reluctantly pulled onstage.

“I gotta no words, really,” Porco stuttered, obviously moved. “Thank God we here and we hope to be here in the future.”

T-Bone Burnett, a lanky stringbean of a Texan, ambled onstage to join Neuwirth and they did a quick song. “It’s getting hard to work in this room,” Neuwirth cracked as Rosie jumped onstage trying to regain the mike, “it’s like working in Momma’s kitchen. How much you go for, Momma?” Rosie rolled her eyes and shot back, “You can’t afford me, baby.” The crowd was getting a bit restless and a few people called out for Phil Ochs, who’d been on the periphery of the scene all night just downing drink after drink.

“You can sing along on this one for someone who ain’t here,” Neuwirth said, and went into a slow, stirring version of “Mercedes-Benz,” the song that Janis Joplin made famous. “Try singing it once, you turkeys,” Neuwirth shouted, as Ochs made his way up front. Neuwirth exited and the calls for Ochs increased and despite some reluctance, since it was already 4:20, Phil lurched onstage. He was disheveled, and somehow he managed to grab Dylan’s hat and with his sunglasses and shirt hanging out, this folksinger who had always seemed to be in Dylan’s shadow, looked all the more pathetic.

He tried to tune up and made a few false starts on some songs, lapsing into mumbled apologies after each. “Roll it, Phil,” David Blue screamed encouragingly from the back, but apparently a drunk in the second row had a knife and Ochs glared at him, “You better use it or I will.” “C’mon, Phil,” Neuwirth shouted out, “we’re not making a snuff film.”

So with a strained voice, Ochs started into a medley of old folk songs, seemingly afraid to sing the material that he himself had penned. But the songs were beautiful and the performance was stunning and sensitive, as Phil poignantly sang his way through “Jimmy Brown the Newsboy,” “There You Go,” “Too Many Parties,” and “I’ll Be a Bachelor Till I Die.” Moved by Phil’s incredible courage and spirit, everyone in the Dylan entourage was standing. “Oh man,” Dylan whistled to himself, “I haven’t heard these songs for such a long time.”

Phil went on with his trip down folkdom memory lane, singing “The Blue and the Gray” and Marty Robbins’ “Big Iron,” but Dylan began to worry about his hat and Kemp, Dylan, and Blue plotted out a strategy, covering the exits, setting up an ambush to waylay Ochs and regain the hat. Dylan started off to the bar, where Neuwirth was posted, and Ochs called out feebly, “Where you going, Bobby, c’mon onstage and sing this with me.” “I’m just going to the bar,” Dylan reassured him, and mollified, Phil said, “Well, here’s a song of yours I’ve always wanted to do.” He broke into a dirgelike “Lay Down Your Weary Tune” and then stumbled offstage into the waiting arms of David Blue, who rescued the hat and returned it to Dylan. Kemp then moved into action, rounding up the performers, hustling them out of the bar and escorting them to the proper cars for the ride back uptown. Within minutes, they vanished, leaving only the gapers, the usual Gerdes regulars, a slew of empty beer bottles to clear up, tables to wipe down, chairs to be turned over, and one more magical memory for Mike Porco.
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