
DOBELLS

research libraries to a whole generation, 
including all the bands of the British 
blues explosion – the Stones, Led 
Zeppelin, Cream and Fleetwood Mac.  
In the days when bands met each other 
through their record collections, the 
shop became a place where everyone 
learnt their craft.

“Dobells was a goldmine for people 
like Eric Clapton and Jimmy Page,” says 
Leon Parker of the British Record Shop 
Archive, who helped curate the Chelsea 
exhibition. “It meant a lot to me as a record collector. Ordinary customers 
went there to hang out and meet their heroes. You could literally go in 
and stand next to someone like Howlin’ Wolf, which you could never do 
[the equivalent] today. It’s important to save this social history because 
these guys [who worked in the shops] are in their 70s and 80s.

Muddy Waters and B.B. King both hotfooted it to Dobells whenever 
they landed in England. Max Jones went to interview B.B. King for  
Melody Maker in 1971 and found the blues maestro “knee deep in books 
and records” after a shopping expedition to Dobells. (Despite their 
reputation for lofty scorn towards less knowledgeable punters, the shop 
staff were as liable to be starstruck as anyone. Customers recall that Ray 
Bolden, who worked behind the counter, would phone round his friends 
and say “B’s in the shop”.)

Before Graham Bond became a leading light of the blues scene –
kickstarting the careers of Jack Bruce, Ginger Baker and John McLaughlin 
in his Organisation – he was one of Dobells’ first sales reps.

Martin Colyer, the son of staff member Bill Colyer, was at the 
exhibition’s opening night and said, “The drum sign, the record bags,  
the cover artworks and the original record rack built by my father filled  
in a picture of what it was like to be there – part-business, part-clubhouse, 
part preacher’s pulpit.”

The shop’s distinctive design touches all added to its cool image.  
The carrier bag from Dobells was a photo of a row of jazz, folk and blues 
LP spines. (Someone had the job of listing the whole lot at the 
Chelsea exhibition, so that diehards could read and 
check off the titles.)

Sadly Doug Dobell died in 1987 
while visiting a jazz festival, but thanks 
to him and the devotion of his staff in 
spreading the word to countless 
musicians and collectors, the sound of 
Dobells is heard all over the world.
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t was known as ‘the record shop with a club atmosphere’ and 
during the 50s and 60s Dobells became, not just one of London’s 
most influential record shops, but one of the world’s most 
renowned gathering points for devotees of black American music. 
Whether you were after a rare jazz 78, a Sue 45 that you’d heard 
Guy Stevens play at the Scene Club allnighter, or a Yiddish folk LP, 

the shop on 77 Charing Cross Road, with its knowledgeable if slightly 
haughty staff and racks stuffed full of obscurities, was the place to go.
On Friday afternoons wage packets would be torn open to buy rare Blue 
Notes, Riversides, Topic Folkways and Blue Horizons. 

Sadly the shop’s reputation and huge fanbase could not protect it from 
the capital’s high rents and the rise of music chains. The original shop 

was demolished in 1980 and Dobells reopened in nearby Tower 
Street in 1981, but closed its doors for the last time in 1992. Luckily 
the Museum of London stepped in to preserve some of the store’s 
artefacts. Now Dobells’ unique place in the history of British music 
has been celebrated with an exhibition at the Chelsea Space gallery, 
timed to coincide with Record Store Day (April 20).

It all started with a box of jazz 78s in Doug Dobell’s family 
antiquarian bookshop. By the mid-50s it had grown into a fully 
fledged record shop and, in 1957, he started the 77 record label and so 
became instrumental in nurturing, recording and promoting jazz, 
folk, blues and world music. It coincided with the folk, jazz and skiffle 
boom in Soho, with such clubs as Les Cousins in Greek Street and 
Ronnie Scott’s in Gerrard Street, so everyone gravitated to the shop. 
One of Dobells’ biggest claims to fame is that back in January 1963, Bob 
Dylan, then at the start of his career, cut a disc in the basement under 
the name of Blind Boy Grunt.

The folk and blues department was in a basement at 10 Rathbone 
Place before it moved to 77 Charing Cross Road in October 1965. The 
flyer announcing the move read ‘Yonder Come The Blues to Dobell’s 
New Folk and Blues Shop’.

Alexis Korner, Cyril Davies and Chris Barber were among the Brit 
blues pioneers to gather round the counter’s Garrard record deck and 
speaker to absorb inspiration via the imported records they bought there, 
such as LPs by Lead Belly and Big Bill Broonzy (not the sort of thing that 
your local Woolworths was likely to stock). Its listening booths became 

You could go 
into Dobells 

and hang 
out with  

Howlin’ Wolf.

Cool cats: former Dobells customers at the launch of the exhibition in Chelsea Space included 60s club DJ Jeff Dexter (far left) and mod tailor/rock’n’roll outfitter Lloyd Johnson (far right). 

Opening of the blues 

section, 1965.

Son House at Newport 

Jazz Festival, 1967. 

Shot for Dobells by 

David Redfern.

Brownie McGhee 
plays in the Brighton 

branch of Dobells.

Dobells shop at 77 
Charing Cross Road.
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A look at one of Britain’s  

most influential record  shops. 
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