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Introduction

The idea was not even mine. I had just visited with my agent at the famous and now shuttered Cedar Tavern on University Place, where painters and composers and writers once ate and drank. We discussed what my next book should be. I’d lived a rock ’n’ roll life and written a lot about rock ’n’ roll in my twenties, and by the time I was in my late thirties, I wanted to understand what it all meant a bit better. I needed the next project to really stand for something. It was spring 2006 and I’d just completed a very difficult biography on the Bay Area punk trio Green Day. Spin magazine, where I was a senior writer, fired me that March, after almost nine years following the sale of the publication and an attendant staff bloodbath. I’d never had a career before rock journalism so I’d never stood at a professional crossroad before.

In truth, I was not thinking about the next book as much as leaving New York City, moving up to southern Vermont, or maybe out to New Mexico, and looking for work in an indie record store or a shake shack. I suppose that my agent knew that there was interest in a Bowie book. There’s always interest in a Bowie book, which is why there are three or four dozen of them, of varying levels of greatness both in and out of print. Too many, perhaps, which was one reason for my initial reluctance. A few of them are excellent, such as David Buckley’s 2001 release Strange Fascination. I have had several e-mail conversations with Buckley, who was very gracious and encouraging. There is the stand-alone work Alias David Bowie, written by Peter and Leni Gillman. It is the most meticulously researched and fastidiously rendered Bowie book ever written; it is invaluable to any Bowie-ist and certainly anyone hoping to write a book on the subject themselves—even if, unlike Buckley’s, it has not been updated since its publication in 1986. Later, I also communicated with the Gillmans, and they too shared advice, empathy and sometimes sympathy. Their book and the vintage oral history In Other Words … David Bowie, culled from a series of Capital Radio interviews by Kerry Juby, provided invaluable source material when it came to subjects who are now deceased, unwilling to speak or otherwise untraceable. Bowie’s autobiography, purportedly entitled The Return of the Thin White Duke (after the opening lyric to the 1976 song “Station to Station”) has been rumored for years as well, but either the asking price is too high or it’s a bluff; or it’s really in the works, and like Bob Dylan’s Chronicles volume one, it will arrive when it’s the right time. Whichever the case may be, it is not here, and short of the text that accompanies Mick Rock’s captivating but exclusively glitter-focused Moonage Daydream photo book, David Bowie has not written about or authorized anybody else writing about his own life and work. Despite this, they keep coming. There are books about Bowie and bisexuality; books about Bowie and fashion; there is a 33 ⅓ series book about the 1977 album Low; a book strictly about Bowie’s brief stay in Berlin with Iggy Pop; there are guitar tablature books; there are encyclopedias like Nicholas Pegg’s The Complete David Bowie; there is David Bowie: A Chronology, which informs those concerned of exactly where Bowie was and what he was doing on November 19, 1971, or February 12, 1983 (in case you needed to know; in time, I needed to know). At least those were useful in a practical way. Less so were some of the artifacts available on eBay, dog-eared but, with the cruelty of passing time, newly hilarious. Vivian Claire’s 1977 publication David Bowie: The King of Glitter Rock, for example: “Bowie is a phenomenon, not only by virtue of what he produces, but how he lives. Take a typical afternoon. Bowie’s probably sitting in his 45,000-book library in his Geneva, California mansion where he’s knocking out another screenplay (he’s done nine already) in a couple of hours; then he’ll switch for a break to write two new songs (which will take him less than an hour), sketch, do some painting before he comes downstairs for a two hour interview, all this after twenty hours in the recording studio. He won’t have slept for two nights, nor is he the least bit interested in sleep. If someone comes up with a cure for sleep, it will probably be Bowie.” Never once does Ms. Claire mention the unholy amount of really good West Coast blow being delivered by open-collared hustlers and nostril-horked around the clock by her prolific and, at the time, very sick and paranoid subject. Bowie actually claims to have forgotten most of this period: the recording of Station to Station at Cherokee Studios in Los Angeles; the filming of The Man Who Fell to Earth in New Mexico; the White Light world tour, on which he introduced his “Thin White Duke” persona, reconnected with his pal Iggy Pop and partnered up with Brian Eno with an eye toward inventing New Wave. A lot to slip the mind.

I have not even listed the “my life with Bowie” tell-alls. It seems like everyone who grew up with, lived with, worked with, slept with, wanted to sleep with, produced, managed or wanted to manage Bowie had cleared some real estate for themselves on those congested “search results” pages. Ex-wife Angie Bowie has written two excellent books, Free Spirit and Backstage Passes. The former is much more obscure, and I had to resort to eBay UK to track it down. The latter, first published about fifteen years ago, is a bit more well known, as she promoted it with typical savvy, suggesting to talk show hosts (Joan Rivers and Howard Stern) that she may have caught her ex post-tryst with Mick Jagger. This highly marketable suggestion was also indirectly responsible for one of the best cheap St. Mark’s Place tourist T-shirts ever, one that I do own and am currently trying to make soft and vintage-looking enough to actually wear: a grainy black and white shot of Bowie, circa 1982 or so, with I FUCKED MICK JAGGER emblazoned on it. Bowie’s former manager, Kenneth Pitt, published a book in the early eighties entitled David Bowie: The Pitt Report, in which he draws from what could only be his own diaries and logs. As with Angie, I interviewed Mr. Pitt for this book, but only via snail mail (at his insistence). He actually sent me typewritten corrections to his spelling and language weeks after our old-school exchange was complete. Very charming man, now in his eighties.

Anthony Zanetta, former vice president of Bowie and his manager Tony Defries’s ill-fated entertainment conglomerate MainMan, published Stardust, also in the early eighties, when Bowie was enjoying his greatest commercial success. Bowie wasn’t a fan of the book. “David particularly is very, very protective of his image,” Zanetta told me, “and he was very upset that I did that book even before one word was written.”

Given all these memoirs and biographies, I was concerned that writing my own Bowie book would make me seem a bit like a carpetbagger, or worse, a looky-loo. I will never be able to escape the fact that I was not there or mask my obvious fan-boy awe. The Gillmans informed me via e-mail that they were not fans of Bowie’s music before they began their book and at first were able to view him as a subject, nothing more. I, on the other hand, have been e-mailed by Tony Visconti, a man I once, before taking this up, sat adjacent to in the West Village diner Le Bonbonniere and watched eat a pile of toast. Nobody else recognized him. I could only think, “That man eating wheat toast produced ‘Heroes,’ not to mention T. Rex’s ‘Baby Boomerang.’” I have had cocktails with people like Danny Fields, who introduced Bowie and Iggy Pop; coffee with Leee Black Childers, the “advance man,” for Bowie’s management company and babysitter for the strung-out Stooges of 1973; and more drinks with Angie Bowie and Jayne County, each of them an icon and crucial figure in the larger Bowie myth. I have also interviewed Lou Reed and Iggy Pop for Uncut and Harp magazines respectively during this period. Lou was far scarier. Iggy, surprisingly punctual. In the collective mind of the myth-aware Bowie-ist, these characters have remained glitter dusted, young, horny alley cat revolutionaries, wearing silver and stomping on some eternal disco floor to a perfect soul soundtrack like “Band of Gold” by Freda Payne or “Knock on Wood” by Eddie Floyd. They exist in a perpetual seventies mural. I was apprehensive and sure enough, meeting them all between 2006 and 2009, speaking with them, interviewing them, drinking coffee or liquor with them, e-mailing with them was very strange. They are older now. Some are bitter. Many are simply tired of recounting the same stories. “When I meet people and it’s all ‘David, David, David,’ I do overreact and say I don’t want to talk about David,” Childers complained to me. “He is not that much of my life. He was literally, really, two and a half, three years of my life. It was one hundred percent David at that time, and God knows I gained a lot of experience and had a lot of great times, but that’s not what I want to be known for.” They are easier to find for a biographer in the info age. Many are on MySpace and Facebook. But they are much harder to establish trust with and crack open and convince that there are new ideas when it comes to a book on Bowie. I’ve done my best, and I hope mine is worthy of the trust they placed in me.

I suspected it would be a challenge to hold on to my objectivity during the research phase. I, like others who have taken on the Bowie story before, am a massive and lifelong fan. When an interview subject criticized Bowie, as many did, I knew that I would have to check my urge to defend him.

Ultimately, I happened on a device to help maintain a workable harmony between the disciplined journalist that I have become and the fat kid who once dyed his hair orange in hope that it would somehow make him more Bowie-like, svelte and handsome (it did not). I have included at various points in this book that kid’s memories. Call them interludes, palate cleansers, whatever you want: they are here, along with the hard reporting. They are a necessity and, I hope, a bit of useful levity.

Finally, the idea of beginning a Bowie book during the largest period of silence in his career seemed strange. As I write this, David Bowie has not released a new album since 2003. He has not toured since undergoing emergency heart surgery the following year. Before this, Bowie had been as prolific as Woody Allen, Tyler Perry, Ryan Adams or Prince—one of those artists who don’t let a year pass without offering something to their public. Popular culture is more Bowie informed than ever as it moves from idea to idea in a Twitter age designed for rapid self-reinvention, hype and spin (Bowie once claimed to have “the attention span of a grasshopper”). Both his scarcity and his importance have been so profound in the second half of this decade that I initially worried that to address a book on Bowie from a pop perspective would be akin to railing at a silent God—one who created everything then split. I actually considered calling this book “God and Man” (a sort of glib nod to the lyrics of his 1983 hit “Modern Love”). I certainly fretted to my agent that day over our beers about all of these things and more.

After the meeting at the Cedar Tavern, my agent and I had a smoke, then shook hands and parted. I remained unconvinced that I should take on a Bowie biography but agreed to think about it. Soon I found myself on the southwest corner of Broadway and Tenth Street, waiting for the traffic light to change. Behind me was a Chase branch. On the other side of the street there stood a prewar apartment building and the Modern Gourmet market. Kitty-corner was the nail salon that my then-girlfriend frequented for her manicure/ pedicures. On the other side of that was the old Grace Church. In the middle of the road, cars, cabs, trucks, bicycles, Vespas, panhandlers and cops. And immediately to my right, about two feet away, standing in front of a mailbox with his arm raised: David Bowie.

I did what any New Yorker, orthodox Bowie-ist or not, would have done under the circumstances of encountering anyone famous. I said to myself, calmly, almost cavalierly, “Okay, that guy really looks a lot like David Bowie.” Initial reactions are calm by code especially if there is no alcohol immediately available. We have to forget what these people may or may not have meant to us. We shift mechanically into cool mode and must never, ever let on that we give a damn. We are unflappable New Yorkers after all. The voice in my head was deliberate, like a rabbi’s or a math teacher’s: “But it could not possibly be David Bowie. Was I not just talking about David Bowie? It is David Bowie. My, my. David Bowie. How … something.”

I’d heard one rumor that he’d grown a long beard and skulked around downtown anonymously since his illness. Some people even said that he donned elaborate disguises like the late Michael Jackson reportedly did. The hunched Asian woman walking the little white dog down Second Avenue? David Bowie. Maybe. The paunchy Hispanic traffic cop writing up your Suburban for an expired meter? Bowie.

My next thought was, “He looks well.” I had been, like many Bowie-ists, worried about what a post–heart surgery David Bowie would mean, as if detecting something odd in his eternally sharp, vivid and handsome facial features, a sag or a puff, would surely have been a source of internal crisis for us as well. I felt the same way after David Letterman’s surgery and eventual return to late-night television.

David Bowie wore a cream-colored sport jacket and a gray shirt. Nobody else on the street seemed to recognize him. Maybe if he was a few blocks up in Chelsea, or down in Soho. But East Tenth Street is pretty neutral, especially during a weekday afternoon.

“What’s going on in his head? Right now?” I wondered as I retreated a few paces and allowed myself a shred of fan-boy excitement after realizing I could safely observe him. Nobody was watching me watch David Bowie. “What is he thinking? That man, who wrote ‘Quicksand.’ That person right there who screamed, ‘I—I will be king! And you—you will be queeeen!’ at the climax of ‘Heroes,’ which has given me gooseflesh for decades without fail, despite its being used in advertisements and covered by the Wallflowers? Well, I know what he’s thinking, don’t I? He’s thinking, ‘Cab. I need a cab. Why won’t any of these cabs stop for me?’” So unlikely was it that someone as super-famous as David Bowie would be there on the corner of Tenth Street on a Tuesday afternoon, even the taxi drivers were passing him.

I said nothing to David Bowie on that afternoon. I didn’t even acknowledge that I knew who he was or that his life and art and music have marked my entire course and that only minutes earlier, I’d been discussing him, considering committing a couple of years of my daily life to rebooting him. I played it supercool like he’d actually taught us Bowie-ists how to be. I was someone else. Adopting a pose.

The light changed, and I crossed Broadway numbly. I walked past the record store on my block, muttering, “David Bowie … records … In there … ‘China Girl,’ ‘Fashion.’” I let myself into the apartment. I called my agent at the office immediately. I told him that I’d thought it over and that I would indeed write the book you are now holding and that I think this is a good time to look for Bowie in the modern world and reopen a discussion about what he means.

“That was fast,” he said. “Why’d you change your mind?”

“Suddenly feeling much closer to him,” I said.

And I did, but not as close as I do now, and not as close, I hope, as you are about to.

MARC SPITZ
New York City, August 2009
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Prologue

IT WAS THE SECOND NIGHT of the four-day 2005 CMJ music marathon and film festival, known to most simply as “CMJ.” The Arcade Fire, a Montreal-based collective led by husband and wife Win Butler and Régine Chassagne, were taking what amounts to a victory lap, having created a fast legend for themselves at the previous year’s showcase. Their debut, Funeral, a meditation on loss that managed to be somehow joyous, earned an almost unheard-of 9.7 from the often praise-stingy music site Pitchfork and propelled them through that blurry, terrifying, find-an-empty-bathroom-at-the-venue-and-lock-the-door-for-a-minute-to-breathe kind of year that only a handful of bands in this decade can understand, the White Stripes, the Strokes, and the Killers among them. It’s the kind of run a young band can really only have once, in which they visit and perform in parts of the world that had previously seemed like oranges, yellows and pinkish browns on a map. It’s the year in which some of them get to sleep with movie stars, stop worrying about paying the bills with their own checks or not paying the bills at all and start worrying about how to write a second album while touring. Lead singers begin to think about things like whether their hair and teeth look as good as they can and if doing something about it (if the choppers do not) means they are compromising their credibility. It’s also the year in which you meet your heroes. Anyone who has witnessed such exchanges as I have on a few assignments will note that they are not unlike the president calling the winning team after the Super Bowl or World Series: stilted congratulations and maybe a few bits of advice. Bono and Bruce Springsteen are famous for giving this kind of “talk” to the reverential and overwhelmed rock star newbie. It’s the rare rock legend who takes away something for himself from these meetings. And in this week, the Arcade Fire has been in the close company of, perhaps, the rarest rock legend of them all.

“This is a David Bowie song,” Butler, his hair hanging over his high cheekbones, announced to the crowd. Three thousand cell phone cameras were thrust into the air as Butler strummed the opening chords to “Queen Bitch.” The song is a decade older than he is, an album track off Bowie’s 1971 release Hunky Dory (Butler was born in the spring of 1980, shortly before Bowie released Scary Monsters, if you want a bit more perspective). It’s a New York song—an homage to the tough, catty, street-smart songwriting of Lou Reed. At the time of its release, “Queen Bitch” marked a sharp change for Bowie. A fan would have to go back to his obscure, early-sixties R & B releases (as front man for doomed combos like the King Bees) to hear such a sexed-up snarl. Much of his mid-and late-sixties releases were marked by an earnest voice, at turns folky à la the darker end of Simon & Garfunkel or melodramatic and poppy in the Scott Walker mode.

The Arcade Fire is a big band, a sort of casual collective where a friend visiting from out of town who happens to be carrying a Dobro or a fiddle seems welcome to join in semipermanent fashion. The noise they make is a patchwork wall of sound, one that can easily fill up an arena while retaining a haunted air. It would be easy to imagine a guest vocalist being drowned in this wash of noise (which they play with a passion that occasionally borders on camp, smashing their drum heads madly and the like). But the guy in the white suit who walked to the mic to spit out the opening line—“I’m up on the eleventh floor and I’m watching the cruisers below”—was, again, no ordinary man. He not only cut clean through the mix (turning the headliners into a backing band before hitting the line “He’s down on the street and he’s trying hard to pull sister Flo”) but he also cut through the insane roar of excitement and disbelief emanating from the vast field. Not that this was a big secret. The Arcade Fire had clearly charmed Bowie, reminding him, perhaps, of his own bohemian strum sessions in suburban Beckenham at the end of the sixties. These Arts Labs were held every Sunday night and often lasted until sunrise Monday morning; by then big ideas were shared and strengthened and the mettle of new, hopeful, reaching songs was tested. The Arcade Fire’s gear, with its scratches and stickers, had the look and feel of such musty, smoke-cured ad hoc “studios.” Yes, they were genuinely exciting; U2 had recently embraced them as well. Yes, they were new; their songs offered a forceful emotional stir in an era marked by garage-rock swagger. But they were also still liberal arts ragamuffins, with the planet opening up to them rapidly, and this clearly returned Bowie to his creative square one—a place where he needed to be, in light of his own life-changing events of 2004. I will repeat for emphasis, it’s the rare rock legend who takes away something for himself from a meeting with young up-and-comers.

Bowie had been blogging about the band and had appeared with them on September 8 at Radio City Music Hall in a televised charity event, Fashion Rocks. On that broadcast, only one week earlier, he had still seemed frail. He dressed in a light gray suit and black shirt, and to those familiar with his slim, elegant visage, he appeared a little thicker and older as he performed. Fashion Rocks was his first time onstage since the procedure, and even rock legends are not immune to a case of nerves (one recalls John Lennon throwing up backstage at Madison Square Garden in 1974 before joining Elton John, as if he’d never sold out Shea Stadium or Candlestick Park before). Seven days’ exposure to the Arcade Fire, and perhaps the warm night air, had done something good to Bowie. He’d been getting a bad rap as a cultural vampire since the Human League and Devo were considered the next big things, but even if that was accurate, it was all about the rejuvenation of sound. The Central Park show, energized in a way that Fashion Rocks was not, was tantamount to a rejuvenation of spirit, and there, onstage, as he took the lead on the band’s best-known song, “Wake Up” (Butler offering only a burbling echo-drenched vocal), Bowie seemed to be putting his vulnerability, his own impermanence and the immortality of his music, legend and influence into some kind of working order once again. He looked like he’d written the thing himself.

“Something filled up my heart with nothin’,” he sang. “Someone told me not to cry. But now that I’m older, my heart’s colder, and I can see that it’s a lie.” There, on that stage, he was a god, inspiring awe in both the crowd and the musicians he’d joined. But he was a man too, wary of overexertion, learning the steps again, older than the lead singer and the drummer put together. But brand-new once again.

It is, to date, the last transformative moment in his nearly fifty-year career, and like every previous Bowie incarnation, it keeps us watching for what’s coming next and thinking differently about everything that came before.




1.

THERE’S AN ALIEN in the window of the house next door to the one where David Bowie was born on Stansfield Road in Brixton, a southern borough of London. It peers out, gray skinned, with black, oval-shaped eyes and a tennis-racket-sized skull, the same kind of inflatable spacemen for sale in the gas station gift shops that one stops at while driving through Roswell, New Mexico. X-Files/E.T.–faced aliens. It might not be there now, should you decide to make a new pilgrimage, but it was there when I traveled to Brixton, as if to say, “Welcome, biographer!”

Whoever lives there certainly knows who was born next door. If the alien had eyelids it’d be winking. Otherwise, this block, like every other block in the area, is as quiet as it must have been six decades ago. The house itself is three stories high, pale brick, with a double-arched doorway painted French white. A chest-high brick wall separates it from the adjacent buildings. Another brick wall girds the property, sectioning off a very tiny lawn and a spindled tree that extends just past the chimney. It’s a handsome if compact residence. Unlike the demographics of Brixton, which was predominantly a white, middle-class enclave in the years just after World War II, this home is static. In another fifty-two years, while jet packs and flying cars travel overhead, one can imagine it looking exactly the same. There’s no brass plaque here marking David Bowie’s birth, but it is, nonetheless, a landmark, one pristinely preserved whether by design, accident, simple lack of means or inclination. That David Robert Jones came into the world here at 9 AM on January 8, 1947, is hardly unique; many children in the late forties were born at home and not in a hospital. Midwives were summoned once the water broke, as one would call a plumber or policeman. The house’s real significance has less to do with David’s and more to do with his mother and father’s story anyhow. This was a second-chance home, the place where they hoped to build a strong family unit after their dark and complicated childhoods and some false starting on either side with regard to romance and parenthood. Brixton was still in wreckage thanks to the Nazi buzz bombs and the depleted nation’s inability to quickly rebuild when David’s mother, Margaret Mary Burns, from Royal Tunbridge Wells in the county of Kent, met his father, Haywood Stenton Jones, from Doncaster, Yorkshire. She was known as Peggy and he as John. It was not a posh area but it was theirs, a place to create new memories and remain protected from the pain they’d known.

Of the two, Peggy had the most to distance herself from. Several incidents occurred in her teens and early twenties that could cumulatively take on the characteristics of a Burns family curse. Mental illness seemed to be seared deeply into the genetic code (as has been well documented by other biographers and commented on by Bowie himself). David spent much of his early adulthood wondering when, not if, he was going to go legitimately mad. Schizophrenic behavior can lay dormant until triggered by a cataclysmic event. For Peggy, and her four sisters and brother, this event was of course the Second World War. However, Victoria Burns, the second child, and Vivienne, the fifth, began exhibiting signs of mental illness early on. The constant explosions of the Luftwaffe’s missiles and the nightmarish prospect of the Nazis occupying the United Kingdom coupled with the heartbreak of falling in love with a series of noncommittal soldiers would push their tendencies into full-blown afflictions during the war years. The disease manifested itself mostly as irrational behavior—nonsensical comments, unkempt appearance, chain-smoking, promiscuity, extreme passivity—so it can be argued, given the seemingly domino-like effect it had on the Burns girls, that schizophrenia itself was another, if quieter, cataclysmic event. Peggy’s father, Jimmy, was a professional soldier of modest means, and the home they shared on Meadow Lane was close-quartered enough to amplify any breach in acceptable social behavior. Certain studies do indicate that those with schizophrenic brothers and sisters are more likely to exhibit schizophrenic tendencies themselves. Someone with one schizophrenic parent is even more likely to develop the disease. Peggy, the oldest child, ultimately exhibited behavior that might be considered borderline. She could be loud, theatrical, and act out. She was basically spared the full effects of the illness, possibly because it was not actually something that was inherited but rather a very, very sad coincidence within this one English family. Still, it was certainly a specter, and so, at age twenty-two, Peggy became the first Burns sibling to leave the house. She found work as a resident nanny for guests of a nearby hotel, the Culverden Park Arms. It was during this period that she had a well-documented but exceedingly brief dalliance with the Black-shirts, a faction of nationalists headed by a Parliament member named Oswald Mosley (“Mister Oswald with the swastika tattoo,” in Elvis Costello’s debut single “Less Than Zero”). Much has been made of this in other Bowie biographies, given David Bowie’s also well-covered fascination with fascism four decades later in the mid-1970s. One need not be an apologist (or superfan) to see how Bowie’s publicly stated and since recanted endorsement of Hitler’s charisma and the merits of a fascist leader overtaking Britain, while speaking with Cameron Crowe in a notorious 1976 Playboy interview, was the product of cocaine psychosis rather than any real fidelity to notions of racial purity or governmental insurrection. Peggy’s attraction (leading to a fleeting attendance of one rally) was, it’s been said, even less substantial in its motivation. It was the actual black shirts, those sleek and slimming namesakes, that attracted her rather than loudly spat polemics against immigration and integration.

Relationships started during wartime are often more passionate than those begun during peace and prosperity. Peggy, with her high forehead, elegant nose, pale skin and dark, humorous eyes, possessed a certain unconventional, very English beauty. Although willful and independent, she was not immune to the rush of untethered emotion that seemed to wash over her generation with the declaration of war. While working at the hotel, she began a relationship with an employee, a handsome Jewish Frenchman named Wolf Rosemberg (who called himself Jack). He worked as a porter in the bar. His father was a well-off fur dealer in Paris. Their affair began in secret in the spring of 1937. She believed that she had met the love of her life. Soon afterward, she learned that she was pregnant. Rosemberg proposed. Their first and only child, Terence Guy Adair Burns, was born in the local Pembury Hospital on November 5, Guy Fawkes Day (hence his middle name). Adair was a family name. Everyone called the baby Terry.

Jack and Peggy would never marry, and Terry would never really know his biological father. Early in 1938, the Nazis began annexing Eastern Europe and eventually invaded France. Jack returned to his family and joined up with the Resistance. He reappeared in London shortly before bombs began falling on Great Britain in ’39. Jack attempted to claim the baby but was rebuffed by Peggy’s mother, Margaret, as Peggy wasn’t at home at the time. Rather than waiting, Rosemberg disappeared, his impatience and urgency surely affected by the pervasive feelings of doom fast engulfing all of free Europe.

Distraught, Peggy, like many young British and American women, went to work in a munitions factory. She raised Terry with Margaret’s help. Peggy then entered into a rebound affair with a factory coworker. This led to another pregnancy, this time a daughter. Unable to care for both children on her own, she gave the child over to foster care when she was three months old and continued to make bombs and nurse her broken heart. In some ways, Peggy never got over Jack Rosemberg. He was “the one that got away,” and this sentiment would foment a resentment that would compromise the peace and optimism of Peggy and John’s second-chance home on Stansfield Road (especially after Terry grew into a ringer for his estranged biological father).

Compared with the Burns family, David’s father was from relatively stolid genetic stock. John’s influence surely had a calming, even a saving effect, on Peggy and David in both the postwar years as well as the increasingly chaotic 1960s, when David rebelled against his class and station and struggled to find success as a singer and songwriter. John’s father, Robert Haywood Jones, the source of David’s middle name, was a boot maker, and his mother, Zillah Hannah Jones, worked in an industrial wool mill. She died when he was very young. John was sent away to private school and like many British children of his age, he was subjected to a brutally strict rearing full of emotional suppression and harsh punishment for dissent. As a young man, he lost his crippling shyness in the dark of the local cinema. Jones, whose features in photos seem much more pinched than those of Peggy, as if he’s constantly straining to avoid saying something troubling or rebellious, became a great fan of escapist films, English music halls, American jazz—anything that temporarily relieved him of his painful diffidence. When his father passed away John inherited a trust of three thousand pounds, to be paid out on the day of his twenty-first birthday in the fall of 1933 (about eighty thousand dollars by today’s rates). Jones decided to parlay the funds into a career in the entertainment business and some kind of permanent relief from his painfully quiet life. He left Yorkshire for London and fell under the wing of a fast-talking Irish would-be music hall impresario named James Sullivan.

Sullivan was married to a mysterious Italian circus performer who was said to have perished before a live audience during a stunt gone wrong. His blond daughter Hilda was confident and socially engaging, a showbiz kid with a head full of yellow curls. She played the piano, sang, danced and seemed to be naturally bred for the stage. John Jones, new to the capital and to “the business,” quickly became smitten. “He asked me to go and have a cup of tea with him,” Hilda Sullivan said, “and he fell madly in love with me. He was very taciturn; nothing made him laugh. You never saw his lips move and you never saw him smile.”

Shortly after their wedding, John happily and excitedly invested two-thirds of his inheritance money in a revue centered on Hilda’s estimable talent and charm. The production was booked into various burlesque stages throughout the region and met with utter failure. Despite her gifts, without a canny marketing plan, there was no interest in Hilda’s act among jaded music hall fans, who by that point had already heard and seen everything on the burlesque stages that glutted London: animal acts, pantomime and striptease. Unbroken, John decided to invest the remainder of his funds in a piano bar on well-populated Charlotte Street in the city’s Westminster section. He believed that there Hilda would build a following. The audience would soon come to her. They christened the club, perhaps unwisely, the Boop a Doop. Chastened by failure, John tabled his show business aspirations and took a job as a porter in a local hotel, the Russell. Hilda became a movie house usherette. Soon the couple began to argue about money and other relatively dreary domestic concerns. This tension reportedly led John Jones briefly to become a heavy drinker, but fortunately, it soon became apparent that he lacked the constitution. One night, after a prolonged pub visit, he became very ill and was taken by Hilda to the doctor and ordered to put down his tipple for good.

Although he abided, the discontentment with his offstage relationship with Hilda remained. John entered into a fleeting affair that produced a baby girl named Annette. John and Hilda stayed together despite this infidelity and Hilda even agreed to raise the child as her own. The drama of it all seemed to ground John. It was as though he realized that his own life could be as turbulent as any film or kitchen-sink play. In the autumn of 1935, he took a job at Dr. Barnrado’s, a highly respected British children’s charity firm, and would remain there the next three and a half decades until his death in 1969, only leaving to serve in North Africa and Italy during the Second World War.

Hilda and Annette were living in Brixton during the war. John moved back in with them upon his return, and for a time, the marriage seemed to have survived. It was during this period, however, that John would meet Peggy and fall in love again. John initially came to Tunbridge Wells on business for Dr. Barnardo’s, but after spying Peggy serving tea, he began frequenting the Ritz quite a bit. You can almost imagine his intense stare. If he wasn’t quite her physical ideal, he impressed her with his manners and gentle way. Although he was still married to Hilda, the two began an affair that was more or less out in the open. For a short time, Peggy even stayed with John and Hilda. Hilda finally told him to leave and agreed to grant him a divorce.

John found the house at 40 Stansfield Road in early ’46. Once his legal papers came through, he and Peggy were married the following September. She was thirty-three and he was thirty-four. Both had found a relationship they could remain in, after searching for many years. Terry, a few months shy of his tenth birthday, would stay in Margaret Mary Burns’s care for a short time as he was enrolled in school. David was likely conceived that April.

In the October 1995 issue of British Esquire, journalist Ian Penman introduced to the world the concept of “Bowie Face.” “You think of Bowie and you think primarily of that Bowie Face through time,” Penman writes. Angie Bowie, in her memoir Backstage Passes, describes the adult Bowie’s features this way: “Perfectly structured to classical proportions—forehead to nose and nose to chin measurements being equal—with high, wide cheekbones pulled tightly down into a mischievously chiseled chin.” When considering the baby David Bowie in photos and in concept, it’s difficult to avoid pondering the exact moment this face became the unique Bowie Face and ceased to be merely a baby face. According to Peggy, the nurse who aided his delivery into this world, on that frigid Wednesday morning, found him instantly remarkable.

“The midwife said to me, ‘This child has been on this earth before,’” David’s late mother told an interviewer. “I thought that was rather an odd thing to say, but the midwife seemed quite adamant.” The comment was the kind of sweetly witchy thing one might offer more than once if one were an itinerant midwife, moving from house to house once an alarm is sounded and the dilations begin. She notices five fingers on each hand, five toes on each tiny foot. She possibly regards the relieved and exhausted mother, who has been through this twice before. She makes note of the nervous father, who has been through this once before himself. Even if it wasn’t their first time, it was the first child of this particular union, one of relief and stability after chaos. It would have been almost impolite not to indicate that there was something special about the boy.

“He was a lovely looking baby,” Peggy’s younger sister Patricia Burns (later Antoniou) said, “always smiling and very placid. He never got into a temper.”

Music seemed to conjure this uniqueness very early on, which is also distinguishing. “If there was anything that caught his ear, he would fling himself about to the music,” Peggy recalled. “We thought he might be a ballet dancer.”

Life inside 40 Stansfield Road was comfortable but not exactly musical. A careful lack of demonstration now seemed the rule for John and Peggy. Fresh pots of tea were brewed in the afternoon and meals were frequently heated from cans of tuna fish and spaghetti; HP sauce was the only condiment in the cabinet, cod liver oil the only vitamin enhancement. Evenings were often spent listening to the wireless radio or quietly reading the newspapers.

Terry was invited to live with them once he’d completed his “eleven-plus” school requirements. By all accounts, he became the greatest supplier of unchecked emotion within these walls. David was lavished with hugs and kisses by all as an infant, but as he grew, outward displays of love came only from Terry. Terry himself was not shown much affection. He was fed, cared for and enrolled in Henry Thornton School in Clapham Common, a mile away. But the older child was treated by his mother and stepfather with a form of cold kindness. Much was left unsaid inside 40 Stansfield Road.

As late as 1949, rubble from the Nazi air strikes could still be seen on city blocks of Brixton. Even those untouched by tragedy in any direct way were made to suffer well beyond the war’s end thanks to the inflated cost of living and scarcity of essential supplies like gasoline, food and material goods. The phones seldom worked and electrical power was unreliable. Following the Nazis’ formal surrender on May 8, 1945, and the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki on August 6 and 9 of 1945, the United States became the world’s sole atomic superpower and overtook British culture as a spoil of war. American pop—jazz, Hollywood films, pulp novels—lacked the class of dance, theater and Romantic poetry, but soon the spoils of U.S. power would see them elevated and, inside of a decade, all but render the classic forms quaint and dusty. In one way or another, the global youth of the first postwar generation would be annexed by the booming pop nation that America had become.

The atomic age changed the language and culture in a profound and enduring way. Russia grew vast and wealthy in the postwar years, and by August of 1949, it too was a nuclear superpower. No longer a necessary ally of the Americans, Russia, under the paranoid and xenophobic Joseph Stalin, disengaged. Stalin was no fan of Frank Sinatra, Mickey Mouse or Coca-Cola, which were considered corruptive. Victory and quieted munitions only seemed to illuminate the differences between America and Russia. The arms race between these rivals would, for all their cooperative war efforts, now end in mutually assured destruction if one or both giants pushed the conflict to the brink. Nearly a quarter of a million people were killed in the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings. The stalemate between the former allies promised to vaporize millions more in the same amount of time. The uncertainty of any future at all coupled with tales of horror and cruelty brought back by surviving soldiers elevated pop pleasures to a greater level of importance than they’d ever been. Cheap, fast pleasures became, for many, especially the young, the only pleasures that made sense during the Cold War years. This was the atmosphere that every child of David Jones’s age in England and America would grow up in. Sensory overload seemed newly practical. For his generation, pop was a powerful salve. Pop was everything.


2.

THE HIGH STREET in the southern London suburb of Bromley is full of cell-phone shops, Subway sandwich outlets and Starbucks coffee bars that renders it indistinguishable from those of Illinois or of New Jersey: a retail center, narrow, bright and full of pedestrians in casual uniform. A double-decker bus passes, carrying more of them home or to work. And yet there is a pair of favorite Bromley-ite sons who have done much to widen the gap between such humdrum environments and the progression of humankind into a wildly exciting future. In addition to being the town where David Jones came of age, Bromley is also the birthplace of Herbert George Wells, better known as H. G. Wells. Wells, the father of science fiction, often referred to as “the man who invented tomorrow,” was a progressive as well as a futurist. The Island of Dr. Moreau and The War of the Worlds upstage his essays and less imaginative works of fiction, but his novels Ann Veronica and The Passionate Friends championed the kind of liberated sexuality that David Bowie and his wife Angie would come to embrace over a half century later. Like the Bowies’, the Wellses’ marriage was open (and he and his wife Isabel also grew apart and divorced after only a few years). Wells enjoyed dozens of affairs (frequently with much younger women) well into his old age. Like David Bowie, the writer didn’t come from money. His mother and father operated a china shop. Herbert lived in the basement. He lost himself in books and the stars (gazing through a borrowed telescope at the country estate where his mother became a caretaker). Like Bowie, Wells used his discipline and intelligence to lift himself above his working-class station. Like Bowie, he showed discipline and aptitude early; he wrote his first novel, The Desert Daisy, at age ten (Bowie was taking lessons with acclaimed jazz saxophonist Ronnie Ross at twelve). Most important, like Bowie, Wells had one aim over all: to eventually find a way out of here.

“It wasn’t a place of much distinction,” Hanif Kureishi, author of the Bromley-set novel The Buddha of Suburbia and another famous son, told me in his clipped, vaguely tough (for a novelist anyway) accent. “And H. G. Wells was a big source of pride. He was a very hip writer.” To be middle-class in England, I’m also told, is akin to being, say, upper-working-class in America. It essentially means that there is enough money for food and bills but few amenities or luxuries. It means that you can own a small house, as opposed to a tiny flat. Your family might also boast a small tree in the yard, enabling those inside to look out your window and see something green, and ostensibly preventing neighbors from peering in completely.

In the fifties, Brixton became a place where many West Indian immigrants settled and sought work repairing the war-damaged infrastructure. As Britain’s economy slowly began strengthening in the new postwar decade, many white families like the Joneses drew on their small savings and left the city for the fast-developing suburbs. The same thing happened in America, only the houses were much larger; so were the dreams of leafy safety and modernized comfort, something to which more people felt entitled. Few upwardly mobile American families would settle for a home as boxlike as the one the Joneses moved into at 106 Canon Drive in south Bromley in the winter of 1953, with no driveway in which to park a new Cadillac or Buick. But for the Blitz-scarred English of a certain age, this was a huge step up. The following year the Joneses moved to a slightly larger house, set slightly back among the rows at 23 Clarence Road. Here they enjoyed an even more effective illusion of privacy. Still, one gets the sense, walking past these homes today (like the Brixton homes, they are largely unchanged), that everyone remained very aware of everyone else’s business. Perhaps this is because none of these buildings extend beyond two or three stories and few are farther than fifteen feet apart. For those given to mild claustrophobia, the feeling produced while inside must be akin to quietly choking: inhaling the very same air that your parents and siblings breathe, but also that which your neighbors, tolerated or reviled, breathe. If there’s a message implicit in the energy there, it’s this: there better not be anything funny going on; if there is, we will know about it.

“In England, the suburbs are a place where people have conservative values,” punk icon Siouxsie Sioux, who grew up in nearby Chislehurst, says. “Keep a stiff upper lip and mind your own business, but they’re also secretly very nosey about everybody else.”

The Jones family’s third and final residence in Bromley, at 4 Plaistow Grove, sits at the dead end of a curved road, just behind the local Tudor-style pub, known as the Crown. It overlooks a chain-link fence tangled with vegetation and a dark wood railway station. At night, the preadolescent David could hear the pub chatter emanate from the back room, which was directly under his bedroom window, only about fifteen yards or so away beyond a thin plywood fence. The Crown is still there today, offering “good food, and fine ale.” Perhaps the pub chatter was lulling, akin to falling asleep with the television or radio on today. Or maybe it was distracting. People do tend to say things after a few pints that a young boy might not want to know about. Did he hear soldiers and merchants talk about travel? Did this, coupled with the trains pulling in and out, also impossible to avoid from his bed, pique David’s interest in a world beyond this modest, white two-story house, with its stone walk and little square of lawn, now full of dandelions? The closeness to the pub’s back room and the station really do beg such questions. And if all of this did affect him, there were only two ways to escape such taunting: via one’s imagination and, eventually, by stepping onto a train at that railway station. This spot may very well be where the confluence of David Bowie’s need for intellectual stimulation and unmoored searching might have been formed in the young David Jones’s personality. Walk across the elevated concrete bridge and stare down at the tracks, and it’s hard not to wonder how strange it must have been for the adult David to return there from the city after a night performing at the Marquee Club in Soho. He lived here, after all, well into his career as a professional musician. I imagine that he could hear Peggy and John snore in their bedroom. On a Bowie-ist side note—and this probably means little to anyone living in Bromley—directly across from the Crown pub and facing the back fence of David’s house and the window of his room is a black storefront with a giant glass window full of mannequins attired in Renaissance costume or Victorian formal-wear. Its name: Larger Than Life Stagewear: Theatrical Costumes for Hire. While the store is obviously one of the newer developments on this slowly modernizing block, its wares are symbolic, as theatrical costume would essentially provide David with his H. G. Wells–ian ticket out of Bromley for good.

In keeping with their new stature, the Joneses took pains to make sure that their child was exceedingly presentable. The class photo from his primary school, Burnt Ash in Bromley, dated 1958, shows David with a starched shirt and neatly parted hair, looking more like a miniature man than a tousle-haired kid. Every one of his classmates appears exactly the same.

“David was always clean and tidy and spotless,” his aunt Pat Antoniou has said. “My sister made a thing of that. Every five minutes she would say, ‘Pull your sock up,’ ‘Have you washed your face?’”

For all of his childhood and much of his adult life, the private David Bowie has been painfully shy. It’s naturally difficult to believe that any celebrity is shy, as the very prism through which we view them is public, loud and larger than life. Lots of performers claim to be shy offstage and freely acknowledge the paradoxical elements of their public and private selves. They invent personas who can speak and sing and be generally extroverted (Eminem’s “Slim Shady” and Beyoncé’s “Sasha Fierce” being the latest in a long line that most famously includes Ziggy Stardust), while their true shy selves lie buried and protected somewhere deep inside. Once he’d achieved a kind of perma-fame previously enjoyed only by movie legends, David began to reveal much about his own shyness. In a 1975 interview with Dinah Shore, for example, he admits, “The one thing I didn’t like was being terribly shy. An incredibly shy person. And so I over-compensated. I thought that if I gave myself an alarming kind of reputation then I would have to learn to defend myself and therefore come out of myself.” Henry Winkler, by the way, is one of Dinah Shore’s other guests on that show (Nancy Walker of the famous Bounty paper towel ads rounds the panel out). Dinah introduced Winkler as “the David Bowie of Happy Days.” (Eternally polite, Bowie says, “I’m a great fan of Fonzie.”) In the clip, while Bowie and Walker puff away on their cigarettes, Winkler blathers on about art (“The chemicals come together and there’s fire!”). It’s a telling clip nonetheless.

Rather than being a form of self-denial, many believe that shyness is actually a form of heightened self-regard. This is crucial to understanding how David Bowie, rock star, grew out of David Jones, potential suburban drone. Unchecked, the self-preoccupation manifests as social awkwardness or phobia, but examined and harnessed (as Bowie claims to have done quite literally, explaining in interviews that he would literally itemize things that he disliked about himself, then take pains to remove the useless inventory) one can, with luck and timing in the mix, go supernova. On another interesting side note, I’ve come across reports that suggest that those possessing the physical characteristics of blue eyes, blond hair and pale skin, which Bowie does, can be more shy than those without. Experts believe it has something to do with melatonin. Shyness can be detected in infants as early as two months.

By the time the Joneses moved from Brixton to Bromley and David enrolled in school, he was exhibiting these tendencies. Famously, during his first day at Raglan Infant school, he was so overcome, he reportedly wet himself.

Those afflicted by self-regard in the extreme frequently require the attention of others either to confirm an observation or suspicion about themselves or justify the fixation altogether. And so, although it would seem antithetical, it’s often the most painfully shy people who eventually do become the most flamboyant public figures. Behind the closed doors of his new suburban home, with its neatly arranged knickknacks and chintz and plastic sheets covering every chair as well as the sofa, the preadolescent David Jones was already exhibiting unusual, “look at me” tendencies, most of which were quickly discouraged.

“When he was about three years old, he put on makeup for the first time,” Peggy recalled. “We had tenants in the house and one day he went missing upstairs and found a bag of lipstick, eyeliner and face powder, and decided it would be a good idea to plaster his face with it. When I finally found him, he looked for all the world like a clown. I told him that he shouldn’t use makeup, but he said, ‘You do, Mummy.’ I agreed but pointed out that it wasn’t for little boys.”

As with most British youth of the era, David was taught strict manners, and these seem to have stuck. In interviews with most rock stars it’s rare to see an abundance of pleases and thank-yous. Grunts and sulking is much more common. Not so with Bowie. Bound by this rigidity, David initially fell neatly in line at school and became popular with his teachers. He participated in school activities like choir and the local scouting troop the Wolf Cubs. His half brother Terry may have been the one who provided, although probably not intentionally, an insight into how this polite and uniform veneer was something of an illusion.

David sensed that Terry—who had grown into a darkly handsome man, not unlike Dustin Hoffman circa Straw Dogs in photos—was in a steadily increasing amount of pain. He began to have fainting spells. His reportedly chilly relationship with John Jones only got worse, and as a teen, Terry started to rebel. He stayed in school until age fifteen. Despite what Angie Bowie and others have insisted to me was a fierce intellect, Terry Burns did not go on to college. Instead, as many of his generation did naturally, he joined the workforce, taking odd jobs and finding modest lodgings in the Bromley vicinity. The usual domestic politicking that marks any family, especially one with stepchildren and parents involved, went on in the privacy of the Plaistow Grove house. The only child Peggy and John had together, of the three that they had in total, David was doted on, while Terry, when present, was often ignored. And it could not have been easy for David to accept this without feeling some measure of guilt. David worshipped Terry, by all accounts, and the older child doted on the boy. When friction arose between John and Terry, Peggy was pressured to side with her spouse. While such details are not uncommon, especially in the postwar West, they provide a key to understanding what soon pulled the preteen David out of his inner world and forced him to reckon with the darker, more volatile elements of social engagement and essentially invent himself as an emotionally armored teenage rebel, a sort of proto–Ziggy Stardust; essentially, what led him to music. “I think he felt very responsible, as children do, for the fact that he was the favorite child,” his cousin Kristina has said, “and he was given attention by his father, and Terry wasn’t.”

It was around this period of domestic volatility when David first heard what would become one of his touchstone songs: “The Inchworm.”

In 1952 the Brooklyn-born actor Danny Kaye (real name David Daniel Kaminsky) starred in Hans Christian Andersen, a musical version of the life and work of the beloved Danish children’s fairy tale writer. The songs were composed by the great Frank Loesser, who also wrote the songs for the Broadway musical Guys and Dolls and the sexy holiday standard “Baby, It’s Cold Outside.” Although “Thumbelina” is probably the best-known song on the film’s soundtrack, the “deep Loesser cut” is “Inchworm,” or “The Inchworm,” depending on how it’s listed.

In the film, there’s an unintentionally creepy scene in which Kaye (whose sexual preference was, like Andersen’s and David Bowie’s, the subject of much ambiguity and debate) walks past a classroom and peers into the open door at the children as they sit in their rows, counting in song: “Two and two are four. Four and four are eight …” The justifiably concerned professor slams the door on him. Hardly chastened, he finds a patch of yellow marigolds, and, happily, another small boy, and as the schoolchildren continue to sing the melody, he sings a counter verse: “Inchworm, inchworm, measuring the marigolds / Seems to me you’d stop and see how beautiful they are.” It’s a practical ditty designed to teach young children measurements, but surely it also instructs them on how fleeting serenity will be as they grow older and fussier—the most mournful song about math ever made.

“The Inchworm” has been covered by everyone from John Coltrane to John Lithgow. Tony Bennett does a version that will give you stomach flutters, but Kaye’s rendition, with or without Muppets (he reprised it on The Muppet Show in the late seventies), is the standard, and the recorded version became five-year-old David Jones’s favorite. Simply, it made him feel safe and hopeful when his increasingly discomfiting family life and shyness filled him with guilt and wariness. The record was never far from his gramophone.

“‘Inchworm’ is my childhood,” Bowie said in 1993 (curiously, in an interview with fashion model Kate Moss). “It wasn’t a happy one. Not that it was brutal but mine were a certain type of British parent: quite cold emotionally and not many hugs. I always craved affection cause of that. ‘Inchworm’ gave me comfort and the person singing it sounded like he’d been hurt too and I’m into that, the artist singing away his pain.”

When David first began learning guitar and saxophone in his adolescence, the chords for “The Inchworm” would be the first he would seek out. If you listen to the structure and melody, you can hear the template for many of David Bowie’s best and saddest songs. It’s there in “Life on Mars?” and “Aladdin Sane.” Even his cover of Dimitri Tiomkin and Ned Washington’s “Wild Is the Wind” (first recorded by Johnny Mathis for the 1957 film of the same name, but made famous by Nina Simone in ’64, Bowie in ’76, and much later, in 2000, Chan Marshall on Cat Power’s The Covers Record) has a little “Inchworm” in its arrangement and delivery.

“You wouldn’t believe the amount of my songs that have sort of spun off that one song,” he has said. “There’s a child’s nursery rhyme element in it. It kept bringing me back to the feelings of those pure thoughts of sadness that you have as a child, and how they’re so identified even when you’re an adult. There’s a connection that can be made between being a somewhat lost five-year-old and feeling a little abandoned and having the same feeling when you’re in your twenties and it was that song that did it for me.”

David, by age six, had an even more powerful way to forget his immediate circumstances and dial into a life outside of his parents’ house, beyond his discomfort over Terry’s treatment, beyond Great Britain and even the realms of planet Earth. In keeping with their upwardly mobile determination, the Joneses were among the first families in Bromley to purchase a television set. The black and white tube, with its small screen and a massive cabinet, seemed more than anything else like a reward and a unifier for an uncertain post-wartime nation. TVs sold like mad in the years after the war as the British took to the invention with a verve that even the most ardent American nuclear family would be hard-pressed to match. The British Broadcasting Corporation, a public network founded in 1922, had been testing TV since World War II but suspended advancement until after the war. By 1946, the first London residents began enjoying rudimentary television programming and an unreliable signal. In 1949, the erection of more transmitters made signals outside of London stronger and allowed television to be enjoyed by the rapidly sprawling suburbanites.

On June 2, 1953, the Joneses gathered around the primitive set to view the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. This was one of the first highly produced affairs, with multiple cameras and much pageantry. Millions watched as the orb and scepter and the rod, ring and crown are bestowed on Elizabeth. The New York Times called it “the first international television event.”

David and other British schoolchildren were granted a full week off. “It was like Christmas and sort of New Year all rolled into one,” Greg Tesser, a future music publicity officer and habitué of the Marquee Club, would later recount to me. It may have also been the first time that David Jones realized the scope of the world, as proud English subjects who watched the coronation on TV and heard it on the radio bragged about the massive scope of the listening and viewing audience, some twenty-seven million people in total.

Whereas Terry was a war baby, his father torn away by a world in tumult, David Jones was a TV baby, where the world was literally brought to you and the figures inside the glass tube seemed like family after a while. While H. G. Wells had his borrowed library on the summer estate, early English TV is likely responsible for introducing young David Jones to the concept of outer space, a theme he would later use to such great effect throughout his songwriting and acting careers.

Almost exactly one month after the televised coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, the BBC broadcast a serialized science fiction drama en titled The Quatermass Experiment. The ratings were massive and this somewhat pulpy production captivated an entire nation. Watching The Quatermass Experiment today (I’ve located a grainy dubbed videocassette copy), it quite obviously belongs, along with that other wildly popular BBC production The Day of the Triffids, to the subgenre of alien-possession-as–Cold War–metaphor films (best exemplified in America by the original 1956 version of Invasion of the Body Snatchers). Quatermass begins with two young lovers wooing each other in a field when they hear a noise and spot an object in the sky. “That’s not a jet!” the man shouts. A rocket crash-lands in the countryside, part of a top-secret British space program mission headed up by the gruff but upright Professor Quatermass, a sort of proto–Dr. Who figure in British pop culture. Inside the ruined fuselage, only one of the original three astronauts remains, and there’s something funky about him. He will eventually turn into a creature resembling an elephant seal covered with Berber carpeting. What’s important about The Quatermass Experiment is not the plot and the special effects, of course, but rather the ideas it placed in the mind of young viewers.

Quatermass debuted just four weeks past the international, globe-shrinking hubbub that was the coronation, and one can imagine a six-year-old David Jones’s head swelling with possibility and excitement, out there, “on the other side of the air,” as Quatermass promises. “There’s a whole new world out there.” Young boys made heroes of astronauts in part because of the brewing desire to conquer. But at the risk of putting too fine a point on it, a somewhat emotionally repressed young boy, with occasionally wounding energy in the family living room, could certainly imagine space exploration, and by extension the hard facts of science itself, as a clean antidote to messy human emotion he could not fully understand or protect himself from.

Around this time, Terry decided that he would go off and see the world beyond Bromley for real. In the early fifties, thanks to increasing tensions with the Soviet Union and a last-ditch, doomed effort to preserve what was left of the “empire,” Britain still had mandatory military service, unless one was ill or otherwise disqualified. Terry’s joining up was required but it was most likely reactionary as well. As was John Jones’s response to this development. Terry and David shared a room in Plaistow Grove when Terry stayed over, but after he announced that he had enlisted in the Royal Air Force, John began making plans to convert the room into a larger bedroom for his son.

The RAF service certainly took Terry Burns far away from suburban England. It has been suggested that some of the things he saw, while stationed near Yemen, as the British fought one of their final colonial wars against largely uncontrollable tribal insurgents, deeply disturbed him. The Aden conflict, which carried on into 1963, has real parallels with America’s twenty-first-century occupations in the Middle East in that it consisted of well-trained soldiers who often found themselves defenseless against guerillas in a sweltering desert theater.

Aden had been crucial to Britain since the early 1800s as a passage to India and a port for the importing of spices and oil. In July of 1956 Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser attempted to block this passage and nationalize the European-financed Suez Canal. He also tried to unite Arab nations as a republic but only succeeded in fomenting a fierce anticolonial sentiment. In essence, the British troops found themselves the object of an unexpectedly virulent hatred and violence as they attempted to take back the canal. As with World War II and his mother’s generation, once again, the reverberation of armed conflict would take its toll on a fragile Burns psyche.

“Something had happened to Terry while he was serving in the Royal Air Force in Aden,” Angie writes in Backstage Passes, “and whatever it was, it had disturbed him profoundly.” Upon his return, he became disheveled, often irrationally angry or upset. This was, as with any bit of effusive emotion, frequently ignored with the kind of cold English denial that the Joneses seem to have perfected as a matter of course. The profoundly skaken had no place in Bromley where conformity was quietly but rigidly enforced.

I was born on October 2, 1969—the same day David Bowie performed “Space Oddity” on England’s weekly Top of the Pops count down show. A spot on Top of the Pops guaranteed sales and exposure. It was a career milestone for any artist; it meant you had arrived. That night, both of us arrived. “Space Oddity” was the first David Bowie song that I ever heard and, along with “Stairway to Heaven” by Led Zeppelin and “Saturday in the Park” by Chicago, one of the first rock ’n’ roll songs I remember from very early childhood. A few years after the song was reissued as part of ChangesOneBowie, his 1976 best-of, and enjoyed a new popularity, its lyrics became some of the first to really haunt me. It was around ’78, and the older brother of a grade school friend had learned it on guitar. He was sixteen and a high school student. I was nine and still wet the bed. My friend’s brother strummed a six-string acoustic guitar with butterfly appliqués along the body like Peter Frampton’s had. It was a Saturday afternoon and he was attempting an English accent, poorly: “[image: ]a-round cant-rowl to Moy-ja Tum …”

When he was finished with “Space Oddity,” he began “Werewolves of London” by Warren Zevon, also sung in an English accent. I later found out that Warren Zevon was born in Chicago and was widely associated with the Los Angeles singer-songwriter movement of the early to mid-seventies, but by then, I was already a rock journalist. “Werewolves of London” was sick humor, like the Mad, Cracked and National Lampoon magazines I read with great excitement every few weeks. The lines “You better stay away from him / He’ll rip your lungs out, Jim / I’d like to meet his tailor” fit my rapidly blackening sense of humor. “Space Oddity” was not as witty (“And the papers want to know whose shirts you wear” is actually a nod to British football team loyalty and not a sly critique of sartorial trends à la the Kinks’ “Dedicated Follower of Fashion”) but it stuck with me longer. At night, I would look up at the sky and wonder what it would be like to be Major Tom, trapped way up there in outer space, floating in a tin can forever. Was it technically living? Do you age? Do you have money and hair? Do you see pictures of Jap girls in synthesis? Bowie made me consider existentialism before I even knew what it meant to be alive (and before I ever really thought about my death). It was much easier to reckon with the Grease soundtrack and put off the inevitable, but I already knew even then that Bowie’s music had permanently changed me.
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